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Alain Badiûu wiu once deated amongét the public in a room where 1 wad delivering a 

talk, when hid cellphone (which, to add iiuult to injury, waj mine —I ha? lent it to 

him) all of a dudden dtarled to ring. Instead of turning it off, he gently interrupted 

me and adked me if I could talk more doftly, M that he could hear hut interlocutor 

more clearly . . . If thUi WAi not an act of true friendship, I do not know what 

friendship u. So, th'u book id dedicated to Alain Badiou. 
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Introduction: Causa Locuta, Roma Finita 

Roma locuta, caMa finita—t\\e d ec i s i ve w o r d s of a u t h o r i t y tha t shou ld e n d 

a d i spu te , in a l l i ts ve r s ions , from "the C h u r c h s y n o d h a s d e c i d e d " to "the 

C e n t r a l C o m m i t t e e h a s p a s s e d a r e so lu t ion" and , w h y not, " the peop le 

h a s m a d e c l ea r i ts cho ice at the ba l lo t b o x " . . . H o w e v e r , i s not the w a g e r 

of p s y c h o a n a l y s i s the opposi te one: let the C a u s e i tself s p e a k (or, a s 

L a c a n p u t it, "I, the t ruth, s p e a k " ) , a n d the E m p i r e (of R o m e , tha t i s , 

c o n t e m p o r a r y g l o b a l c a p i t a l i s m ) w i l l fall a p a r t ? Ab lata causa tolluntur 

effectua: w h e n the c a u s e is absen t , the effects th r ive {TJCS effets ru se portent 

bien qu'en absence de la cause). W h a t abou t t u r n i n g th is p r o v e r b a r o u n d ? 

W h e n the c a u s e i n t e rvenes , the effects a r e d i spe l l ed . . . 

H o w e v e r , which C a u s e shou ld s p e a k ? T h i n g s look b a d for g r e a t C a u s e s 

today , in a " p o s t m o d e r n " e r a w h e n , a l t h o u g h the ideo log ica l scene is 

f r agmen ted into a p a n o p l y of pos i t ions w h i c h s t r u g g l e for h e g e m o n y , the re 

i s a n u n d e r l y i n g c o n s e n s u s : the e r a of b ig e x p l a n a t i o n s is over , w e n e e d 

" w e a k though t , " opposed to al l founda t iona l i sm, a t hough t a t t en t ive to the 

rh i zoma t i c t e x t u r e of r ea l i t y ; in po l i t i cs too, w e should no l o n g e r a im a t a l l -

e x p l a i n i n g s y s t e m s a n d g l o b a l e m a n c i p a t o r y projec ts ; t he v io lent impos i 

t ion of g r a n d so lu t ions shou ld l e a v e room for forms of specif ic r e s i s t ance 

a n d in te rven t ion . . . If the r e a d e r feels a m i n i m u m of s y m p a t h y w i th these 

l ines , she shou ld s top r e a d i n g a n d cas t a s ide th is v o l u m e . 

E v e n those w h o o t h e r w i s e t end to d i s m i s s " F r e n c h " pos tmode rn 

t h e o r y w i t h i ts " j a r g o n " a s an e x e m p l a r y case of " b u l l s h i t " t e n d to sha re 

i ts ave r s ion t o w a r d s "s t rong t h o u g h t " a n d i ts l a r g e - s c a l e e x p l a n a t i o n s . 

T h e r e i s i n d e e d a lot of bu l l sh i t t i ng g o i n g on these d a y s . U n s u r p r i s i n g l y , 

e v e n those w h o p o p u l a r i z e d the notion of "bu l l sh i t , " such a s H a r r y 

Frankfur t , a r e not free from it. In the e n d l e s s c o m p l e x i t y of the con

t e m p o r a r y w o r l d , w h e r e t h ings , more often than not, a p p e a r a s the i r 

oppos i tes — Into lerance a s to l e rance , r e l ig ion as ra t iona l c o m m o n sense , 

a n d so on a n d so forth —the t empta t ion is g r e a t to cut it short w i t h a 

v io len t g e s t u r e of "No b u l l s h i t ! " — a g e s t u r e w h i c h se ldom a m o u n t s to 
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more than an Impotentpasöage à l'acte. S u c h a de s i r e to d r a w a c l ea r l ine of 

d e m a r c a t i o n b e t w e e n s a n e truthful t a l k a n d " b u l l s h i t " canno t b u t r e 

p r o d u c e a s truthful ta lk the p r e d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g y itself. N o w o n d e r that , 

for F r a n k f u r t himself, e x a m p l e s of "no bu l l sh i t " po l i t i c i ans a r e H a r r y 

T r u m a n , D w i g h t E i senhower , and , today , J o h n M c C a i n — a s if the pose 

of ou t spoken pe r sona l s ince r i t y is a g u a r a n t e e of t ru thfu lness . 

T h e c o m m o n sense of o u r e r a te l ls us that , w i t h r e g a r d to the old 

d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n doxa ( a c c i d e n t a l / e m p i r i c a l opmion , W i s d o m ) a n d 

Tru th , or, even m o r e r a d i c a l l y , e m p i r i c a l pos i t ive k n o w l e d g e a n d abso 

lu te Fa i th , one shou ld d r a w a l ine b e t w e e n w h a t one c a n t h i n k a n d d o 

today . At the level of c o m m o n sense , the furthest one can go is en

l i g h t e n e d conse rva t i ve l i be r a l i sm: obv ious ly , t h e r e a r e no v i a b l e a l te r 

na t i ve s to cap i t a l i sm; a t the s a m e t ime, left to itself, the cap i t a l i s t d y n a m i c 

t h r e a t e n s to u n d e r m i n e i ts o w n founda t ions . T h i s c o n c e r n s not o n l y the 

economic d y n a m i c ( the n e e d for a s t rong s ta te a p p a r a t u s to m a i n t a i n the 

m a r k e t compet i t ion i tse l l , and so o n ) , but, even more , the ideo log ico -

pol i t ica l d y n a m i c s . In te l l igent conse rva t i ve democra t s , from D a n i e l Be l l 

to F r a n c i s F u k u y a m a , a r e a w a r e tha t c o n t e m p o r a r y g l o b a l c a p i t a l i s m 

t e n d s to u n d e r m i n e i ts o w n ideo log ica l cond i t ions (wha t , long a g o . Be l l 

c a l l e d the " c u l t u r a l con t r ad i c t i ons of c a p i t a l i s m " ) : c a p i t a l i s m can o n l y 

th r ive in the cond i t ions of ba s i c socia l s tabi l i ty , of in tac t s y m b o l i c trust , of 

i n d i v i d u a l s not o n l y a c c e p t i n g the i r o w n re spons ib i l i t y for the i r fate, b u t 

a l so r e l y i n g on the ba s i c " f a i r n e s s " of the s y s t e m —this i deo log ica l 

b a c k g r o u n d h a s to be s u s t a i n e d t h r o u g h a s t rong educa t iona l , cu l tu ra l 

a p p a r a t u s . W i t h i n this hor izon, the a n s w e r is t h u s ne i t he r r ad i ca l l i be ra l 

i s m à la H a y e k , nor c r u d e conse rva t i sm, st i l l l ess c l i n g i n g to old w e l f a r e -

s ta te idea l s , b u t a b l e n d of economic l i be r a l i sm w i t h a m i n i m a l l y "au thor 

i t a r i a n " spi r i t of c o m m u n i t y ( the e m p h a s i s on social stability ' , " v a l u e s , " 

a n d so for th) tha t coun t e r ac t s the s y s t e m ' s e x c e s s e s —in o ther w o r d s 

w h a t T h i r d W a y soc i a l -democra t s s u c h a s B l a i r h a v e been deve lop ing . 

Th is , then, is the l imi t of common sense . W h a t l ies b e y o n d invo lves a 

L e a p of Fa i th , faith in lost C a u s e s , C a u s e s that , from w i t h i n the s p a c e of 

skep t i ca l w i s d o m , canno t bu t a p p e a r a s c r a z y . A n d the p re sen t book 

s p e a k s from w i t h i n th is L e a p of Fa i th —but w h y ? T h e p rob lem, of course , 

is that , in a t ime of c r i s i s a n d rup tu r e s , skep t ica l e m p i r i c a l w i s d o m itself, 

cons t ra ined to the hor izon of the d o m i n a n t form of c o m m o n sense , canno t 

p r o v i d e the a n s w e r s , so one must r i sk a L e a p of Fa i th , 

Th i s shift is the shift from "I s p e a k the t r u t h " to " the t ru th i tself s p e a k s 

( in / th rough m e ) " ( a s in L a c a n ' s " m a t h e m e " of the a n a l y s t ' s d i scourse , 
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w h e r e the a g e n t s p e a k s from the posi t ion of t r u t h ) , to the point a t w h i c h I 

can say , h k e M e i s t e r Eckha r t , "it is t rue , a n d the t ru th s a y s it itself."'^ At 

the level of pos i t ive k n o w l e d g e , it is , of course , n e v e r poss ib l e to (be sure 

tha t w e h a v e ) a t t a in ( e d ) the t ru th —one can o n l y e n d l e s s l y a p p r o a c h it, 

b e c a u s e l a n g u a g e is u l t i m a t e l y a l w a y s self-referent ial , the re is no w a y to 

d r a w a def in i t ive l ine of s epa ra t i on b e t w e e n sophism, sophis t ic exe rc i s e s , 

and T r u t h i tself ( th i s is P la to ' s p r o b l e m ) . L a c a n ' s w a g e r is h e r e the 

P a s c a l e a n one: the w a g e r of T ru th . B u t h o w ? Not b y r u n n i n g after 

" o b j e c t i v e " t ruth, b u t b y ho ld ing onto the t ru th abou t the posi t ion from 

w h i c h one s p e a k s . 

The re a r e still o n l y t w o theor i e s w h i c h i m p l y a n d p r a c t i c e such an 

e n g a g e d not ion of t ru th : M a r x i s m a n d p s y c h o a n a l y s i s . T h e y a r e both 

s t r u g g l i n g theor ies , not o n l y theor ies abou t s t r u g g l e , bu t theor i e s w h i c h 

a re t h e m s e l v e s e n g a g e d in a s t r u g g l e : the i r h i s tor ies do not consis t in an 

a c c u m u l a t i o n of n e u t r a l k n o w l e d g e , for t h e y a r e m a r k e d b y sch i sms , 

he re s i e s , e x p u l s i o n s . T h i s i s w h y , in both of them, the r e l a t ionsh ip 

b e t w e e n t h e o r y a n d p r a c t i c e is p r o p e r l y d ia lec t i ca l , in o ther w o r d s , tha t 

of a n i r r e d u c i b l e tens ion: t h e o r y is not j u s t the c o n c e p t u a l g r o u n d i n g of 

p rac t i ce , it s i m u l t a n e o u s l y a c c o u n t s for w h y p r a c t i c e is u l t i m a t e l y 

doomed to fa i lure —or, a s F r e u d p u t it conc i se ly , p s y c h o a n a l y s i s w o u l d 

on ly be ful ly poss ib le in a soc ie ty tha t w o u l d no l o n g e r n e e d it. A t its most 

r ad ica l , t h e o r y is the t h e o r y of a failed p r ac t i c e : " T h i s is w h y th ings w e n t 

w r o n g . . . " O n e u s u a l l y forgets tha t F r e u d ' s five g r e a t c l in ica l r epor t s a r e 

b a s i c a l l y r epor t s on a pa r t i a l s u c c e s s and u l t ima te fa i lure ; in the s a m e 

w a y , the g rea t e s t M a r x i s t h i s to r ica l a c c o u n t s of r e v o l u t i o n a r y even t s a r e 

the a c c o u n t s of g r e a t fa i lu res (of the G e r m a n P e a s a n t s ' W a r , of the 

J a c o b i n s in the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion , of the P a r i s C o m m u n e , of the 

O c t o b e r Revo lu t ion , of the C h i n e s e C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion . . . ) . S u c h 

an e x a m i n a t i o n of fa i lures confronts u s w i t h the p r o b l e m of fidelity: 

h o w to r e d e e m the e m a n c i p a t o r y potent ia l of these fa i lures t h rough 

a v o i d i n g the tw in t rap of nos ta lg ic a t t a c h m e n t to the pas t a n d of a l l - too-

s l ick a c c o m m o d a t i o n to " n e w c i r c u m s t a n c e s . " 

The t ime of these t w o theor ies s eems over . A s T o d d Duf resne r e c e n t l y 

pu t it, no f igure in the h i s to ry of h u m a n though t w a s m o r e w r o n g abou t 

all the fundamen ta l s of h is t h e o r y t h a n F r e u d ^ — w i t h the excep t ion of 

M a r x , some w o u l d a d d . A n d , i ndeed , in l ibera l consc iousness , the t w o 

n o w e m e r g e a s the m a i n " p a r t n e r s in c r ime ' ot the twen t i e th c e n t u r y : 

p r e d i c t a b l y , m 2 0 0 5 , the in famous The Black Book of Coinmunuun, l i s t ing a l l 

the C o m m u n i s t crimes,*^ w a s fo l lowed b y The Black Book of P.iychoanalyjLi, 
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l i s t ing al l the theore t i ca l m i s t a k e s a n d c l in ica l f rauds of p s y c h o a n a l y s i s / 

In th i s n e g a t i v e w a y , at least , the p ro found so l ida r i t y of M a r x i s m and 

p s y c h o a n a l y s i s is n o w d i s p l a y e d for al l to see . 

The re a r e none the l e s s s i g n s w h i c h d i s t u rb th i s p o s t m o d e r n compla 

c e n c y . C o m m e n t i n g on the g r o w i n g r e s o n a n c e of A la in B a d i o u ' s thought , 

A l a i n F i n k e l k r a u t r e c e n t l y c h a r a c t e r i z e d it a s " the most v io len t ph i lo 

sophy , s y m p t o m a t i c of the r e t u r n of r a d i c a l i t y a n d of the co l l apse of an t i -

t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m " — an hones t a n d s u r p r i s e d admis s ion of the fa i lure of the 

long a n d a r d u o u s w o r k of all k i n d s of " an t i - t o t a l i t a r i ans , " de f ende r s of 

h u m a n r igh t s , c o m b a t a n t s a g a i n s t "o ld leftist p a r a d i g m s , " from the 

F r e n c h nouveaux philosophes to the a d v o c a t e s of a " s econd m o d e r n i t y . " 

W h a t shou ld h a v e been dead , d i sposed of, t h o r o u g h l y d i sc red i t ed , is 

r e t u r n i n g w i t h a v e n g e a n c e . O n e can u n d e r s t a n d the i r despa i r : h o w can it 

be that, after h a v i n g e x p l a i n e d for d e c a d e s not o n l y in s c h o l a r l y t r ea t i ses , 

bu t a lso in the m a s s m e d i a , to a n y o n e w h o w a n t e d to l is ten ( and to m a n y 

w h o d i d no t ) the d a n g e r s of to t a l i t a r i an " M a s t e r - T h i n k e r s , " t h i s k i n d of 

p h i l o s o p h y is r e t u r n i n g in i ts most v io len t fo rm? H a v e peop le not c a u g h t 

on that the t ime of such d a n g e r o u s Utopias i s o v e r ? O r a r e w e d e a l i n g 

w i t h some strange i n e r a d i c a b l e b l i n d n e s s , or an i n n a t e anthropological 

constant , a t e n d e n c y to s u c c u m b to to ta l i t a r i an t e m p t a t i o n ? O u r p roposa l 

is to t u rn the p e r s p e c t i v e a r o u n d : a s B a d i o u h imse l f m i g h t p u t it in h is 

u n i q u e P la ton ic w a y , t r ue i d e a s a re e te rna l , t h e y a r e indes t ruc t ib le , t h e y 

a l w a y s r e t u r n e v e r y t ime t h e y a re p r o c l a i m e d d e a d . It i s e n o u g h for 

B a d i o u to state these i d e a s a g a i n c l e a r l y , a n d an t i - to ta l i t a r i an t hough t 

a p p e a r s in a l l i ts m i s e r y a s w h a t it r e a l l y i s , a w o r t h l e s s sophis t ic exe rc i s e , 

a p seudo- theor i za t ion of the l o w e s t oppor tun i s t su rv iva l i s t fears a n d 

ins t inc ts , a w a y of t h i n k i n g w h i c h is not o n l y r e a c t i o n a r y but a l so 

p ro found ly reactive in N i e t z s c h e ' s sense of the t e rm. 

L i n k e d to th is is an in t e res t ing s t r u g g l e w h i c h h a s been g o i n g on 

r e c e n t l y (not o n l y ) a m o n g L a c a n i a n s (not o n l y ) in F r a n c e . T h i s s t r u g g l e 

c o n c e r n s the s t a tus of the " O n e " a s the n a m e of a pol i t ica l sub jec t iv i ty , a 

s t r u g g l e w h i c h h a s led to m a n y b r o k e n pe r sona l f r i endsh ips ( say , 

b e t w e e n B a d i o u a n d J e a n - C l a u d e M i l n e r ) . The i r o n y is tha t th is s t r u g g l e 

is t a k i n g p l a c e a m o n g e x - M a o i s t s ( B a d i o u , M i l n e r , L e v y , M i l l e r , 

R e g n a u l t , F i n k e l k r a u t ) , a n d b e t w e e n " J e w i s h " a n d " n o n - J e w i s h " in

t e l l ec tua l s . T h e ques t ion is : is the n a m e of the O n e the resu l t of a 

con t ingen t po l i t ica l s t rugg le , or is it s o m e h o w rooted in a more subs tan t i a l 

p a r t i c u l a r i d e n t i t y ? The posi t ion of " J e w i s h M a o i s t s " is that " J e w s " is 

such a n a m e w h i c h s t ands for tha t w h i c h res i s t s t o d a y ' s g loba l t r end to 
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o v e r c o m e al l l imi ta t ions , i n c l u s i v e of the v e r y finltude of the h u m a n 

condi t ion , in r ad ica l cap i ta l i s t "de t e r r i t o r i a l i z a t i on" a n d " f lu id i f ica t ion" 

( the t r end vv^hich r e a c h e s i ts apo theos i s in the gnos t i c -d ig i t a l d r e a m of 

t r ans fo rming h u m a n s t h e m s e l v e s into v i r t ua l sof tware tha t c an r e load 

i t se l f from one h a r d w a r e to a n o t h e r ) . T h e n a m e " J e w s " t h u s s t ands for 

the most ba s i c fidelity to w h a t one i s . A long these l ines , F r a n ç o i s R e g n a u l t 

c l a i m s tha t the c o n t e m p o r a r y Left d e m a n d s of J e w s ( m u c h m o r e than of 

o ther e thn ic g r o u p s ) tha t t h e y " y i e l d w i t h r e g a r d to the i r n a m e " — a 

re fe rence to L a c a n ' s e th ica l m a x i m "do not y i e l d w i t h r e g a r d to y o u r 

d e s i r e " . . . O n e s h o u l d r e m e m b e r h e r e tha t the s a m e shift from r a d i c a l 

e m a n c i p a t o r y po l i t i cs to the f ide l i ty to the J e w i s h n a m e is a l r e a d y 

d i s c e r n i b l e in the fate of the F rank fu r t School , e s p e c i a l l y in H o r k h e i m e r ' s 

l a t e r t ex t s . J e w s he re a r e the excep t ion : in the l ibera l mu l t i cu l t u r a l i s t 

pe r spec t ive , a l l g r o u p s c an a s se r t the i r i d e n t i t y — e x c e p t J e w s , w h o s e 

v e r y sel f -asser t ion e q u a l s Zionis t r a c i s m . . . In con t ras t to th i s a p p r o a c h , 

B a d i o u a n d o thers ins i s t on the f ide l i ty to the O n e w h i c h e m e r g e s a n d is 

cons t i tu ted t h r o u g h the v e r y pol i t ica l s t r u g g l e of/for n a m i n g and , a s such , 

canno t be g r o u n d e d in a n y p a r t i c u l a r d e t e r m i n a t e content ( such a s e thn ic 

or r e l i g ious roo t s ) . F r o m th i s po in t of v i e w , f idel i ty to the n a m e " J e w s " i s 

the obve r se ( the s i len t r e c o g n i t i o n ) of the defea t of a u t h e n t i c e m a n c i 

p a t o r y s t r u g g l e s . N o w o n d e r tha t those w h o d e m a n d f ide l i ty to the n a m e 

" J e w s " a r e a l so those w h o w a r n u s a g a i n s t the " t o t a l i t a r i a n " d a n g e r s of 

a n y r a d i c a l e m a n c i p a t o r y m o v e m e n t . The i r po l i t i c s cons i s t s in a c c e p t i n g 

the fundamen ta l finitude and l imi ta t ion of our s i tua t ion , a n d the J e w i s h 

L a w is the u l t ima te m a r k of th i s f ini tude, w h i c h is w h y , for them, a l l 

a t t empts to o v e r c o m e L a w a n d t e n d t o w a r d s a l l - e m b r a c i n g L o v e (from 

C h r i s t i a n i t y t h r o u g h the F r e n c h J a c o b i n s to S t a l i n i s m ) m u s t e n d u p in 

to ta l i t a r i an te r ror . To p u t it succ inc t ly , the o n l y t r ue so lu t ion to the 

J e w i s h q u e s t i o n " is the "final so lu t ion" ( the i r a n n i h i l a t i o n ) , b e c a u s e 

J e w s qua objet a a r e the u l t i m a t e obs tac le to the "final so lu t i on" of H i s t o r y 

itself, to the o v e r c o m i n g of d iv i s ions in a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g u n i t y a n d 

f lexib i l i ty . 

B u t is it not r a t h e r the case that, in the h i s to ry of m o d e r n Europe , those 

w h o stood for the s t r iv ing for u n i v e r s a l i t y w e r e p r e c i s e l y a the i s t J e w s 

from S p i n o z a to M a r x a n d F r e u d ? T h e i r o n y i s tha t in the h i s t o r y of ant i -

S e m i t i s m J e w s s tand for both of these poles : some t imes t h e y s t and for the 

s tubborn a t t a c h m e n t to the i r p a r t i c u l a r l ife-form w h i c h p r e v e n t s t h e m 

from b e c o m i n g full c i t i zens of the s ta te t h e y l ive in, some t imes t h e y s t and 

for a " h o m e l e s s " a n d root less u n i v e r s a l cosmopo l i t an i sm indifferent to al l 
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p a r t i c u l a r e thn ic forms. T h e first t h ing to recal l is t h u s tha t th is s t r u g g l e is 

( a l so ) inherent to J e w i s h iden t i ty . A n d , p e r h a p s , th i s J e w i s h s t r u g g l e is 

o u r cen t ra l s t r u g g l e today : the s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n fidelity to the M e s s i a n i c 

i m p u l s e a n d the reactive (in the p r e c i s e N i e t z s c h e a n s e n s e ) "po l i t i c s of 

f ea r " w h i c h focuses on p r e s e r v i n g one ' s p a r t i c u l a r iden t i ty . 

T h e p r i v i l e g e d role of J e w s in the e s t ab l i shmen t of the sphe re of the 

"pub l i c u se of r e a s o n " h i n g e s on the i r sub t rac t ion from e v e r y s ta te 

p o w e r —this posi t ion of the "pa r t of no -pa r t " of e v e r y o r g a n i c na t ion-

s ta te c o m m u n i t y , not the abs t r ac t -un ive r sa l n a t u r e of the i r monothe i sm, 

m a k e s t h e m the i m m e d i a t e e m b o d i m e n t of u n i v e r s a l i t y . N o w o n d e r , then, 

that, w i t h the e s t ab l i shmen t of the J e w i s h na t ion-s ta te , a n e w figure of 

the J e w e m e r g e d : a J e w res i s t ing ident i f ica t ion w i t h the S t a t e of Israel , 

re fus ing to a c c e p t the S t a t e of I s rae l a s h is t r ue home, a J e w w h o 

" s u b t r a c t s " h imse l f from this s ta te , a n d w h o i n c l u d e s the S t a t e of I s rae l 

a m o n g the s ta tes t o w a r d s w h i c h he ins is t s on m a i n t a i n i n g a d i s t ance , 

l iv ing in the i r in te r s t i ces — a n d it is thu u n c a n n y J e w w h o is the object of 

w h a t one canno t b u t d e s i g n a t e a s "Zionis t a n t i - S e m i t i s m , " a foreign 

e x c e s s d i s t u r b i n g the na t ion-s ta te c o m m u n i t y . These J e w s , the " J e w s of 

the J e w s t h e m s e l v e s , " w o r t h y successo r s of Sp inoza , a re t o d a y the on ly 

J e w s w h o con t inue to ins is t on the "pub l i c u se of r e a s o n , " re fus ing to 

submi t the i r r e a s o n i n g to the "p r iva t e " d o m a i n of the na t ion-s ta te . 

Th i s book is u n a s h a m e d l y commi t t ed to the " M e s s i a n i c " s t andpo in t of 

the s t r u g g l e for u n i v e r s a l e m a n c i p a t i o n . N o w o n d e r , then, tha t to the 

pa r t i s ans of the " p o s t m o d e r n " doxa the l ist of lost C a u s e s de fended he re 

m u s t a p p e a r a s a ho r ro r s h o w of the i r w o r s t n i g h t m a r e s embod ied , a 

depos i t o ry of the ghos t s of the p a s t t h e y pu t al l the i r e n e r g i e s into 

exo rc i z ing : H e i d e g g e r ' s po l i t i cs a s the e x t r e m e case of a ph i losopher 

s e d u c e d b y to ta l i t a r i an pol i t ics ; r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r ro r from R o b e s p i e r r e to 

M a o ; S t a l i n i s m ; the d i c t a to r sh ip of the p ro l e t a r i a t . . . In e a c h case , the 

p r e d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g y not on ly d i smi s se s the cause , b u t offers a r e p l a c e 

ment , a "softer" ve r s ion of it: not to t a l i t a r i an in t e l l ec tua l e n g a g e m e n t , bu t 

i n t e l l ec tua l s w h o inves t i ga t e the p r o b l e m s of g loba l i za t ion a n d fight in the 

p u b l i c s p h e r e for h u m a n r igh t s a n d to le rance , a g a i n s t r ac i sm a n d sex i sm; 

not r e v o l u t i o n a r y s ta te ter ror , b u t the se l f -o rgan ized d e c e n t r a l i z e d mul t i 

tude ; not the d i c t a to r sh ip of the p ro le ta r ia t , bu t the co l l abora t ion a m o n g 

mul t ip l e a g e n t s ( c iv i l - soc ie ty in i t i a t ives , p r i va t e m o n e y , s ta te r egu l a t i on 

. . . ) . The t rue a im of the "defense of lost c a u s e s " is not to de fend S ta l in i s t 

terror , a n d so on, a s such , bu t to r e n d e r p rob l ema t i c the a l l - too -easy 

l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c a l t e rna t ive . F o u c a u l t ' s and , e spec ia l ly , H e i d e g g e r ' s 
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pol i t ica l commi tmen t s , w h i l e a c c e p t a b l e in the i r ba s i c mot iva t ion , w e r e 

c l e a r l y " r igh t s teps in the w r o n g d i rec t ion" ; the mis for tunes of the fate of 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r ro r confront u s w i t h the n e e d —not to re ject t e r ro r in 

tote, bu t—to re inven t it; the for thcoming eco log ica l c r i s i s s eems to offer a 

u n i q u e c h a n c e of accepting a r e i n v e n t e d ve r s ion of the d i c t a to r sh ip of the 

p ro le ta r ia t . T h e a r g u m e n t is t h u s that , w h i l e these p h e n o m e n a w e r e , e a c h 

in i ts o w n w a y , a h i s to r ica l fa i lure a n d mons t ros i ty ( S t a l i n i s m w a s a 

n i g h t m a r e w h i c h caused p e r h a p s even m o r e h u m a n suffering than 

fascism; the a t t emp t s to enforce the "d ic t a to r sh ip of the p ro l e t a r i a t " 

p r o d u c e d a r i d i c u l o u s t r a v e s t y of a r e g i m e in w h i c h p r e c i s e l y the 

p ro le ta r i a t w a s r e d u c e d to s i l ence , a n d so o n ) , this u not the whole truth: 

t he re w a s in e a c h of them a r e d e m p t i v e m o m e n t w h i c h g e t s lost in the 

l i be ra l -democra t i c re jec t ion ^—and it is c ruc i a l to isola te th is moment . O n e 

should be careful not to t h r o w out the b a b y w i th the d i r t y w a t e r — 

a l though one is t e m p t e d to t u r n th is m e t a p h o r a r o u n d , a n d c l a im tha t it is 

the l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c c r i t i que w h i c h w a n t s to do th is ( say , t h r o w i n g out 

the d i r t y w a t e r of ter ror , w h i l e r e t a in ing the p u r e b a b y of au then t i c 

social is t d e m o c r a c y ) , forge t t ing t h e r e b y tha t the w a t e r w a s o r i g i n a l l y 

pure , that a l l the d i r t in it c o m e s from the b a b y . W h a t one shou ld do, 

ra ther , is to t h r o w out the b a b y before it spoi l s the c r y s t a l l i n e w a t e r w i t h 

i ts exc re t ions , so that , to p a r a p h r a s e M a l l a r m é , rien que l'eau n'aura eu lieu 

dans le bain de l'histoire. 

O u r defense of lost C a u s e s is t hus not e n g a g e d in a n y k i n d of 

decons t ruc t ive g a m e in the s ty le of " e v e r y C a u s e first h a s to be lost in 

o rde r to exe r t i ts ef f ic iency a s a C a u s e . " On the con t r a ry , the g o a l is to 

l eave beh ind , w i t h all the v io l ence n e c e s s a r y , w h a t L a c a n m o c k i n g l y 

re fer red to a s the " n a r c i s s i s m of the lost C a u s e , " and to c o u r a g e o u s l y 

accep t the full ac tua l i za t ion of a C a u s e , i n c l u d i n g the i nev i t ab l e r i sk of a 

ca tas t roph ic d i sas te r . B a d i o u w a s r igh t w h e n , a p r o p o s the d i s in t eg ra t ion 

of the C o m m u n i s t r e g i m e s , he p r o p o s e d the m a x i m : mieux vaut un désa,itre 

qu'un désètre. B e t t e r a d i s a s t e r of f ide l i ty to the Event than a non-be ing of 

indifference t o w a r d s the Event . To p a r a p h r a s e B e c k e t t ' s m e m o r a b l e 

ph rase , to w h i c h I sha l l r e tu rn m a n y t imes la ter , af ter one fai ls , one 

can g o on a n d fail bet ter , w h i l e indi f ference d r o w n s us d e e p e r a n d d e e p e r 

in the m o r a s s of imbec i l i c B e i n g . 

A couple of y e a r s a g o . Premiere m a g a z i n e repor ted on an i n g e n i o u s 

i n q u i r y into h o w the most famous e n d i n g s of Holl3rwood Films w e r e 

t r ans l a t ed into some of the major non-Eng l i sh l a n g u a g e s . In J a p a n , C l a r k 
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Gable ' s " F r a n k l y , m y dea r , 1 don ' t g i v e a d a m n ! " to V i v i e n L e i g h from 

Gone With the Winà w a s r e n d e r e d a s : "T fear, m y da r l ing , tha t t he r e is a 

s l ight m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g b e t w e e n the t w o of u s " — a b o w to p r o v e r b i a l 

J a p a n e s e c o u r t e s y a n d e t ique t t e . In contras t , the C h i n e s e ( in the Peop le ' s 

R e p u b l i c of C h i n a ) r e n d e r e d the " T h i s is the b e g i n n i n g of a beaut i ful 

f r i e n d s h i p ! " from Casablanca a s " T h e t w o of u s w i l l n o w cons t i tu te a n e w 

cell of ant i - fasc is t s t r u g g l e ! " — s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t the e n e m y b e i n g the top 

pr io r i ty , far a b o v e pe r sona l r e l a t ions . 

A l t h o u g h the p r e s e n t v o l u m e m a y often a p p e a r to i n d u l g e in e x c e s 

s ive ly confronta t ional a n d " p r o v o c a t i v e " s t a t emen t s ( w h a t t o d a y can be 

more " p r o v o c a t i v e " t h a n d i s p l a y i n g even a m i n i m a l s y m p a t h y for or 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r r o r ? ) , it r a t h e r p r a c t i c e s a d i s p l a c e 

men t a long the l i ne s of the e x a m p l e s q u o t e d in Premiere: w h e r e the t ru th is 

that I don ' t g i v e a d a m n abou t m y opponent , I s a y tha t t he re i s a s l igh t 

m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g ; w h e r e w h a t is at s t ake is a n e w theore t ico-pol i t i ca l 

s h a r e d field of s t r u g g l e , i t m a y a p p e a r that I a m t a l k i n g a b o u t a c a d e m i c 

f r i endsh ips a n d a l l i a n c e s . . . In s u c h cases , it i s u p to the r e a d e r to 

u n r a v e l the c l u e s w h i c h l ie before her . 
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I Happiness and Torture in the Atonal World 

Human, alt too hunuin 

In cont ras t to the s imphs t ic opposi t ion of good g u y s a n d bad g u y s , s p y 

th r i l l e r s w i t h a r t i s t ic p r e t e n s i o n s d i s p l a y all the " rea l i s t i c p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

c o m p l e x i t y " of the c h a r a c t e r s from " o u r " s ide . F a r from s i g n a l i n g a 

b a l a n c e d v i e w , howeve r , th i s "hones t " a c k n o w l e d g m e n t of o u r o w n 

" d a r k s i d e " s t ands for its v e r y opposi te , for the h i d d e n asse r t ion of 

our s u p r e m a c y : w e a r e " p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y c o m p l e x , " full of doubts , w h i l e 

the opponen t s a r e one -d imens iona l fana t ica l k i l l i n g m a c h i n e s . T h e r e i n 

r e s ides the l ie of S p i e l b e r g ' s Munich: it w a n t s to be "objec t ive , " p r e s e n t i n g 

mora l c o m p l e x i t y a n d a m b i g u i t y , p s y c h o l o g i c a l doub t s , the p r o b l e m a t i c 

na tu re of r e v e n g e , of the I s rae l i pe r spec t ive , but, w h a t i ts " r e a l i s m " d o e s 

is r e d e e m the M o s s a d a g e n t s sti l l fur ther: " look, t h e y a r e not j u s t co ld 

k i l l e r s , bu t h u m a n b e i n g s w i t h the i r doub t s ^—they h a v e doubts , w h e r e a s 

the Pa l e s t i n i an t e r ro r i s t s . . . " O n e canno t but s y m p a t h i z e w i t h the 

host i l i ty w i t h w h i c h the s u r v i v i n g M o s s a d a g e n t s w h o r e a l l y c a r r i e d 

out the r e v e n g e k i l l i n g s r e a c t e d to the film (" there w e r e no p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

doubts , w e j u s t d i d w h a t w e had to d o " ) for t he r e is m u c h more h o n e s t y in 

the i r s t a n c e . ' 

The first l esson t h u s s e e m s to be that the p r o p e r w a y to fight the 

demoniza t ion of the O t h e r is to sub jec t iv i ze her , to l i s ten to h e r s tory, to 

u n d e r s t a n d h o w she p e r c e i v e s the s i tua t ion —or, a s a p a r t i s a n of the 

M i d d l e Eas t d i a l o g u e p u t it: " A n e n e m y is someone w h o s e s to ry y o u h a v e 

not h e a r d . " P r a c t i c i n g th i s nob le motto of mu l t i cu l t u r a l t o l e r ance , 

I ce l and ' s au tho r i t i e s r e c e n t l y i m p o s e d a u n i q u e form of e n a c t i n g th is 

sub jec t iv iza t ion of the Other . In o r d e r to fight g r o w i n g x e n o p h o b i a ( the 

resu l t of i n c r e a s i n g n u m b e r s of i m m i g r a n t w o r k e r s ) , a s w e l l a s s e x u a l 

in to le rance , t h e y o r g a n i z e d w h a t t h e y ca l led " l iv ing l i b r a r i e s " : m e m b e r s 

of e thnic a n d s e x u a l minor i t i e s ( g a y s , i m m i g r a n t East E u r o p e a n s or 

b l a c k s ) a r e p a i d to vis i t an I ce l and ic f ami ly a n d ju s t t a lk to them. 

I I 
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a c q u a i n t i n g t h e m w i t h the i r w a y of life, t he i r e v e r y d a y p rac t i c e s , the i r 

d r e a m s , a n d so on — in th is w a y , the exo t i c s t r a n g e r w h o is p e r c e i v e d a s a 

th rea t to our w a y of life a p p e a r s a s s o m e b o d y w e c a n e m p a t h i z e w i t h , 

w i t h a c o m p l e x w o r l d of he r o w n . . . 

T h e r e i s , h o w e v e r , a c l ea r l imi t to th i s p r o c e d u r e . C a n w e i m a g i n e 

inv i t ing a N a z i t h u g to tel l u s h i s s t o r y ? A r e w e r e a d y to affirm that H i t l e r 

w a s an e n e m y b e c a u s e h i s s to ry h a d n ' t b e e n h e a r d ? A S e r b j ou rna l i s t 

r e c e n t l y r epor t ed a s t r a n g e p i ece of n e w s from the po l i t i c ian w h o , after 

long painful t a lk s , c o n v i n c e d S l o b o d a n M i l o s e v i c in h i s v i l l a to s u r r e n d e r 

to the po l ice a n d let h imse l f be a r r e s t ed . M i l o s e v i c s a id y e s a n d then 

a s k e d to be a l l o w e d to g o to the first floor of the v i l l a to a t t end to some 

bus ines s . T h e negot ia tor , a f ra id tha t M i l o s e v i c w a s go ing to commi t 

su ic ide , e x p r e s s e d h i s doub t s , b u t M i l o s e v i c c a l m e d h i m d o w n , s a y i n g 

tha t he h a d g i v e n h i s w o r d to h i s wife , M i r a M a r k o v i c , t ha t he w o u l d 

w a s h h i s ha i r before l e a v i n g . D o e s th i s persona l - l i fe de ta i l " r e d e e m " the 

hor ro r s tha t r e su l t ed from M i l o s e v i c ' s r e ign , does it m a k e h i m "more 

h u m a n " ? O n e can w e l l i m a g i n e H i t l e r w a s h i n g E v a B r a u n ' s h a i r — a n d 

one does not h a v e to i m a g i n e , s ince w e a l r e a d y k n o w tha t H e y d r i c h , the 

a r ch i t ec t of the Holocaus t , l i k e d to p l a y B e e t h o v e n ' s l a t e s t r ing q u a r t e t s 

w i t h f r iends in the e v e n i n g s . R e c a l l the coup le of " p e r s o n a l " l i ne s tha t 

u s u a l l y c o n c l u d e the p resen ta t ion of a w r i t e r on the b a c k cove r of a book: 

"In h i s free t ime, X l i k e s to p l a y w i t h h i s ca t a n d g r o w tu l ips . . ."—^such a 

s u p p l e m e n t w h i c h " h u m a n i z e s " the a u t h o r i s i d e o l o g y a t i ts pures t , the 

s ign t ha t he is " a l so h u m a n l i k e u s . " (I w a s t empted to s u g g e s t for the 

cove r of one m y books ; "In h i s free t ime, Z i z e k l i k e s to su r f the in t e rne t 

for ch i ld p o r n o g r a p h y a n d to t each h i s smal l son h o w to pul l t he l e g s off 

sp ide r s . . . " ) 

O u r mos t e l e m e n t a r y e x p e r i e n c e of sub j ec t i v i t y is tha t of the " r i chnes s 

of m y i n n e r l i fe" : this is w h a t I " r e a l l y a m , " in con t ras t to the s y m b o l i c 

d e t e r m i n a t i o n s a n d m a n d a t e s I a s s u m e in p u b l i c life (father , professor , 

p h i l o s o p h e r ) . The first lesson of p s y c h o a n a l y s i s he re is tha t th i s " r i chnes s 

of our i n n e r l i f e " is f u n d a m e n t a l l y a (ak.e: a sc reen , a false d i s t ance , w h o s e 

function is , a s it w e r e , to s a v e m y a p p e a r a n c e , to r e n d e r p a l p a b l e 

( acces s ib l e to m y i m a g i n a r y n a r c i s s i s m ) m y t rue soc i a l - symbo l i c iden t i ty . 

O n e of the w a y s to p r ac t i c e the c r i t i que of i d e o l o g y is therefore to i nven t 

s t r a t eg i e s to u n m a s k th i s h y p o c r i s y of " inne r l i f e " a n d i ts " s i n c e r e " 

emot ions , in the m a n n e r s y s t e m a t i c a l l y e n a c t e d b y L a r s von Tr i e r in 

his films: 
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M y v e r y first film, The Orchid Gardener, o p e n e d w i t h a capt ion s ta t ing 

tha t the film w a s d e d i c a t e d to a g i r l w h o h a d d i e d of l e u k a e m i a , g i v i n g 

the da t e s of h e r b i r th a n d dea th . T h a t w a s en t i r e ly f ab r i ca t ed ! A n d 

m a n i p u l a t i v e a n d c y n i c a l , b e c a u s e I r e a l i z e d that i f y o u s ta r ted a film 

l i ke that , t hen the a u d i e n c e w o u l d t a k e it a lot m o r e ser ious ly .^ 

The re is m u c h m o r e than m a n i p u l a t i o n a t w o r k he re : in h i s feminine 

t r i l o g y {Breaking the Waves, Dancer in the Dark, Dogville), von T r i e r 

p r o v o k e s u s in o u r i nne rmos t be ing , s t i r r ing u p a u t o m a t i c s y m p a t h y 

w i t h the u l t ima t e a r c h e t y p a l i m a g e of the v i c t i m i z e d w o m a n w h o , w i t h 

her hecirt of go ld , suffers p a i n . T h r o u g h h i s " m a n i p u l a t i o n , " he d i s p l a y s 

the l ie of th i s s y m p a t h y , the obscene p l e a s u r e w e g a i n from see ing the 

v i c t im suffer, a n d t h e r e b y d i s t u r b s our self-sat isfact ion. D o e s this m e a n , 

howeve r , tha t m y " t ru th" is s i m p l y in m y s y m b o l i c i d e n t i t y obfusca ted b y 

my i m a g i n a r y " i n n e r l i fe" ( a s a s impl i s t i c r e a d i n g of L a c a n s e e m s to 

Indicate, oppos ing the sub jec t of the s igni f ier to the i m a g i n a r y e g o ) ? 

Let u s t a k e a m a n w h o , d e e p d o w n , cu l t i va t e s sad i s t i c fan tas ies w h i l e in 

pub l i c life he is pol i te , fo l lows ru l e s , a n d so forth; w h e n he goes on l ine to 

express those fan tas ies in a cha t room, say , he is s h o w i n g h i s t ruth in the 

g u i s e of a fiction. B u t is it not the case , on the con t r a ry , tha t the pol i te 

p e r s o n a is the t ru th he re a n d the sad i s t i c fan tas ies se rve a s a k i n d of 

de fense? A s in a n e w ve r s ion of the o ld J e w i s h j o k e : " Y o u a r e pol i te , so 

w h y do y o u ac t a s if y o u w e r e p o l i t e ? " Is not, then, the in terne t , w h e r e w e 

supposed ly e x p r e s s on sc reen our deepes t t ru ths , r e a l l y a site for the 

p l a j à n g out of de fens ive fan tas ies that protec t u s from the b a n a l n o r m a l i t y 

that i s our t r u t h ? ' ' 

T w o cases a r e to be d i s t ingu i shed he re . W h e n I a m a b ru ta l execu t ive 

who, d eep w i t h i n m y s e l f feel tha t this is j u s t a pub l i c m a s k a n d that m y 

t rue Se l f d isc loses i tself in m y spi r i tual medi ta t ions ( a n d i m a g i n e m y 

friends te l l ing people : "H i s b ru ta l bus iness eff iciency shouldn ' t dece ive 

y o u ~ h e is r e a l l y a v e r y ref ined a n d gen t le person . . . " ) , this is not the 

same a s w h e n I am, in rea l in te rac t ions w i t h others , a pol i te person w h o , on 

the internet , g i v e s w a y to v iolent fantasies . T h e site of subjec t ive ident i 

fication shifts: in the in ternet case , I th ink tha t I r e a l l y a m a poli te person, 

a n d that I a m jus t p l a y i n g w i t h violent fantasies, w h i l e , a s a N e w A g e 

bus inessman, I th ink that I a m jus t p l a y i n g a publ ic role in m y bus ines s 

dea l ings , w h i l e m y t rue iden t i ty is m y inne r Se l f en l igh tened th rough 

niedi tat ion. In o ther w o r d s : in both cases , t ru th is a fiction, bu t this fiction 

IS differently located . In the in ternet case , it is i m a g i n a b l e that, a t some 
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point, I w i l l " t ake off'the m a s k " a n d exp lode , tha t is , c a r r y out m y violent 

fantasies in rea l life—-this explos ion wi l l effectively enac t "the t ruth of m y 

Self ." In the c a s e of the N e w A g e bus inessman , m y truth is m y pub l i c 

persona , and , here , " t ak ing off the m a s k , " enac t ing m y N e w A g e self in 

rea l i ty , namely , really a b a n d o n i n g m y b u s i n e s s m a n t ra i ts , w o u l d invo lve a 

rea l shift in m y sub jec t ive posi t ion. In the t w o cases , " t a k i n g off the m a s k " 

t h u s w o r k s di f ferent ly . In the in t e rne t case , t h i s g e s t u r e is w h a t H i t l e r d id 

w i t h ac tua l a n t i - S e m i t i c m e a s u r e s ( r e a l i z i n g a n t i - S e m i t i c f an ta s i e s ) , a 

false act, w h i l e in the N e w A g e b u s i n e s s m a n case , w o u l d be a t rue act . 

In o r d e r to r e so lve the a p p a r e n t con t rad ic t ion , one shou ld re fo rmula te 

the t w o c a s e s in the t e r m s of L a c a n ' s t r i ad I m a g i n a r y — S y m b o l i c - R e a l : w e 

a r e not d e a l i n g w i th two , bu t w i t h th ree e l e m e n t s . T h e d i r t y fan tas ies I a m 

p l a y i n g w i t h on the ne t do not h a v e the s a m e s ta tus a s m y " t rue Sel f" 

d i sc losed in m y med i t a t ions : the first be long to the Rea l , the s econd to the 

I m a g i n a r y . T h e t r i ad is then I—S—R. Or, more p rec i s e ly , in the in te rne t 

case , m y pol i te pub l i c p e r s o n a i s Imag ina ry—Symbol i c v e r s u s the R e a l of 

m y fantas ies , w h i l e , in the N e w A g e e x e c u t i v e case , m y p u b l i c p e r s o n a is 

Symbol ic—Real v e r s u s m y I m a g i n a r y " t rue Sel f ." (And , to t a k e a c ruc i a l 

fur ther theore t i ca l s tep , in o r d e r for th i s t r i ad to function, one h a s to a d d a 

fourth term, none o the r than the empt)? core of sub jec t iv i ty : the L a c a n i a n 

" b a r r e d sub j ec t " ( S ) is ne i the r m y S y m b o l i c iden t i ty , nor m y I m a g i n a r y 

" t rue Self ," nor the obscene R e a l core of m y fantas ies , bu t the e m p t y 

c o n t a i n e r w h i c h , l i k e a knot , t ies the th ree d i m e n s i o n s t oge the r . ) 

It is th i s c o m p l e x " k n o t " tha t a c c o u n t s for a w e l l - k n o w n t r a g i c f igure 

from the C o l d W a r e ra : those W e s t e r n leftists w h o h e r o i c a l l y def ied ant i -

C o m m u n i s t h y s t e r i a in the i r o w n coun t r i e s w i t h u tmos t s ince r i ty . T h e y 

w e r e r e a d y even to g o to p r i son for the i r C o m m u n i s t conv ic t ions and 

the i r de fense of the Sov ie t Un ion . Is it not the v e r y i l l u so ry n a t u r e of the i r 

be l ie f tha t m a k e s the i r sub jec t ive s t ance so t r a g i c a l l y s u b l i m e ? T h e 

m i s e r a b l e r e a l i t y of the S ta l in i s t S o v i e t U n i o n r e n d e r s the f ragi le b e a u t y 

of t he i r i n n e r convic t ion al l the more majes t ic . Th i s l e a d s u s to a r ad i ca l 

a n d u n e x p e c t e d conc lus ion : it is not e n o u g h to s a y tha t w e a r e d e a l i n g 

he re w i t h a t r a g i c a l l y m i s p l a c e d e th ica l convic t ion , w i t h a b l ind t rus t tha t 

a v o i d s confront ing the mi se rab l e , t e r r i fy ing r e a l i t y of i ts e th ica l poin t of 

re fe rence . W h a t if, on the con t r a ry , such a b l indness , such a v io lent 

g e s t u r e of refus ing- to-see , such a d i s avowa l -o f - r ea l i l y , such a fet ishlst ic 

a t t i t ude of "I k n o w v e r y we l l tha t t h i n g s a re hor r ib le in the S o v i e t Union , 

b u t I none the l e s s be l i eve in Sov ie t soc i a l i sm , " is the i nne rmos t const i 

tuent pa r t of every e th ica l s t a n c e ? Kan t w a s a l r e a d y w e l l a w a r e of th is 
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p a r a d o x w h e n he d e p l o y e d h i s not ion of e n t h u s i a s m for the F r e n c h 

Revo lu t ion in h i s Conflict of Faculties ( 1 7 9 5 ) . The R e v o l u t i o n ' s t r ue 

s ign i f icance d id not res ide in w h a t a c t u a l l y w e n t on in P a r i s — m u c h 

of w h i c h w a s t e r r i fy ing a n d i n c l u d e d ou tbu r s t s of m u r d e r o u s pass ion — 

b u t in the en thus i a s t i c r e sponse tha t the even t s in P a r i s g e n e r a t e d in the 

eyes of s y m p a t h e t i c o b s e r v e r s all a r o u n d Europe : 

T h e r ecen t Revo lu t i on of a peop le w h i c h is r ich in spiri t , m a y w e l l 

e i the r fail or succeed , a c c u m u l a t e m i s e r y a n d a t roc i ty , it n e v e r t h e l e s s 

a r o u s e s in the hea r t of a l l spec ta to r s ( w h o a r e not t h e m s e l v e s c a u g h t u p 

in i t ) a t a k i n g of s ides a c c o r d i n g to d e s i r e s \eine Tcilaehmung dem 

Wunsche nach^ w h i c h b o r d e r s on e n t h u s i a s m a n d w h i c h , s ince i ts v e r y 

expres s ion w a s not w i t h o u t d a n g e r , c an o n l y h a v e b e e n c a u s e d b y a 

mora l d ispos i t ion w i t h i n the h u m a n race . ' ' 

T h e rea l Event , the d imens ion of the R e a l , w a s not in the i m m e d i a t e 

r ea l i t y of the v io len t even t s in P a n s , bu t in h o w th is r e a l i t y a p p e a r e d to 

obse rve r s a n d in the hopes t h u s a w a k e n e d in t hem. T h e r e a l i t y of w h a t 

w e n t on in P a r i s b e l o n g s to the t e m p o r a l d imens ion of e m p i r i c a l h is tory ; 

the sub l ime i m a g e tha t g e n e r a t e d e n t h u s i a s m be longs to E t e rn i t y . . . 

And, mutatis mutandù», the s a m e app l i e s for the W e s t e r n a d m i r e r s of the 

Sovie t Un ion . The Sov ie t e x p e r i e n c e of " b u i l d i n g soc ia l i sm in one 

c o u n t r y " c e r t a i n l y d id " a c c u m u l a t e m i s e r y a n d a t r o c i t y , " but it neve r 

the less a r o u s e d e n t h u s i a s m in the hea r t of the spec ta to r s ( w h o w e r e not 

t hemse lves c a u g h t u p in i t ) . 

T h e ques t ion h e r e is : does every e th ics h a v e to r e l y on such a g e s t u r e of 

fetishistic d i s a v o w a l ? Is even the most u n i v e r s a l e th ics not ob l iged to 

d r a w a l ine a n d ignore some sort of suf fe r ing? W h a t a b o u t a n i m a l s 

s l a u g h t e r e d for o u r c o n s u m p t i o n ? W h o w o u l d be ab l e to con t inue e a t i n g 

po rk chops after v i s i t i ng a n i ndus t r i a l fa rm in w h i c h p i g s a r e ha l f b l ind 

and canno t e v e n p r o p e r l y w a l k , b u t a r e j u s t fa t tened to be k i l l e d ? A n d 

w h a t about , s ay , the to r tu re a n d suffer ing of mi l l ions abou t w h i c h w e 

k n o w but choose to i g n o r e ? I m a g i n e the effect on one of u s if w e w e r e 

forced to w a t c h one s ing le snuff movie of w h a t goes on t h o u s a n d s of t imes 

a day a r o u n d the ea r th —bru ta l to r tu re ( p l u c k i n g out of e y e s , c r u s h i n g of 

tes t ic les , for e x a m p l e ) ? W o u l d w e con t inue to g o on l iv ing as u s u a l ? 

Y e s — i f w e w e r e ab l e to s o m e h o w forget ( s u s p e n d the symbo l i c effi

c i e n c y ) of w h a t w e h a d w i t n e s s e d . 

So , aga in , does not ^ twy e th ics have to r e l y on such a g e s t u r e of fet ishist ic 
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d i s a v o w a l ? ' ' Y e s , e v e r y e th ics — with the exception of the ethics ofpàychoanalysL» 

w h i c h is a k i n d of an t i - e th ics : it focuses p r e c i s e l y on w h a t the s t a n d a r d 

e th ica l e n t h u s i a s m e x c l u d e s , on the t r a u m a t i c T h i n g tha t o u r J u d e o -

C h r i s t i a n t rad i t ion ca l l s the " N e i g h b o r . " F r e u d h a d good r e a s o n s for 

h is r e l u c t a n c e to endor se the in junct ion " L o v e t h y n e i g h b o r ! " — t h e 

t empta t ion to be res i s t ed he re is the e th ica l domes t i ca t ion of the N e i g h b o r . 

This is w h a t E m m a n u e l L e v i n a s d i d w i t h h is notion of the N e i g h b o r a s the 

a b y s s a l poin t from w h i c h the ca l l of e th ica l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y e m a n a t e s : he 

t h e r e b y obfuscated the mons t ro s i t y of the N e i g h b o r , t he mons t ro s i t y on 

a c c o u n t of w h i c h L a c a n app l i ed to the n e i g h b o r the t e r m T h i n g {da>> Ding), 

u s e d b y F r e u d to d e s i g n a t e the u l t ima t e object of o u r d e s i r e s in i ts 

u n b e a r a b l e i n t ens i t y a n d i m p e n e t r a b i l i t y . O n e shou ld h e a r in th i s t e rm 

al l the conno ta t ions of hor ro r fiction: the N e i g h b o r is the ( E v i l ) T h i n g 

w h i c h po t en t i a l l y l u r k s b e n e a t h e v e r y h o m e l y h u m a n face, l i ke the h e r o of 

S t e p h e n King ' s The Shining, a g e n t l e fa i led w r i t e r , w h o g r a d u a l l y t u r n s in to 

a k i l l i n g beas t and , w i t h an evi l g r in , goes on to s l a u g h t e r h is en t i r e fami ly . 

W h e n F r e u d and L a c a n insis t on the p r o b l e m a t i c n a t u r e of the bas ic 

J u d e o - C h r i s t i a n in junct ion to " love t h y ne ighbor , " t h e y a r e thus not j u s t 

m a k i n g the s t a n d a r d c r i t i co- ideo log ica l point a b o u t h o w e v e r y not ion of 

u n i v e r s a l i t y is co lored b y our p a r t i c u l a r v a l u e s and t h u s i m p l i e s sec re t 

e x c l u s i o n s . T h e y a re m a k i n g a m u c h s t ronge r po in t abou t the incompat 

ib i l i ty of the N e i g h b o r w i t h the v e r y d imens ion of universa l i ty ' . W h a t 

res i s t s u n i v e r s a l i t y is the p r o p e r l y inhuman d imens ion of the N e i g h b o r . 

T h i s b r i n g s u s b a c k to the k e y ques t ion : does every un ive r sa l i s t e th ics h a v e 

to r e ly on such a g e s t u r e of fet ishis t ic d i s a v o w a l ? T h e a n s w e r i s : e v e r y 

e th ics that r e m a i n s " h u m a n i s t " ( in the sense of a v o i d i n g the i n h u m a n core 

of b e i n g - h u m a n ) , tha t d i s a v o w s the a b y s s a l d imens ion of the N e i g h b o r . 

" M a n , " " h u m a n p e r s o n , " is a m a s k tha t c o n c e a l s the p u r e sub jec t iv i ty of 

the N e i g h b o r . 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , w h e n one a s s e r t s the N e i g h b o r a s the i m p e n e t r a b l e 

" T h i n g " that e l u d e s a n y a t t emp t a t gen t r i f ica t ion , at i ts t r ans format ion 

into a c o z y fe l low man , th i s does not m e a n tha t the u l t ima t e hor izon of 

e th ics i s de fe rence t o w a r d s th i s un fa thomab le O t h e r n e s s tha t s u b v e r t s 

a n y e n c o m p a s s i n g u n i v e r s a l i t y . F o l l o w i n g A la in B a d i o u , one shou ld 

asser t that , on the con t ra ry , only an " i n h u m a n " e th ics , an e th ics a d d r e s 

s ing an i n h u m a n subject , not a fe l low person , c an sus ta in t r ue u n i v e r s -

ah ty . T h e most difficult th ing for c o m m o n u n d e r s t a n d i n g is to g r a s p th is 

specu l a t i ve -d i a l ec t i c a l r eve r sa l of the s i n g u l a r i t y of the subjec t qua 

N e i g h b o r - T h i n g into un ive r sa l i t y , not s t a n d a r d " g e n e r a l " un ive r sa l i t y . 

16 
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b u t un ive r sa l s i n g u l a r i t y , the u n i v e r s a l i t y g r o u n d e d in the sub jec t ive 

s i n g u l a r i t y ex t r ac t ed from all p a r t i c u l a r p rope r t i e s , a k i n d of d i r ec t shor t 

c i rcu i t b e t w e e n the s i n g u l a r a n d the un ive r sa l , b y p a s s i n g the p a r t i c u l a r . 

W e should ce l eb ra t e the g e n i u s of W a l t e r B e n j a m i n w h i c h s h i n e s 

t h rough in the v e r y ti t le of h is e a r l y w o r k : On Language in General and 

Human Language in Particular. T h e point h e r e is not tha t h u m a n l a n g u a g e 

is a spec ies of some u n i v e r s a l l a n g u a g e " a s s u c h " w h i c h c o m p r i s e s a l so 

o ther spec i e s ( the l a n g u a g e of g o d s a n d a n g e l s ? A n i m a l l a n g u a g e ? T h e 

l a n g u a g e of some o ther in t e l l i gen t b e i n g s out the re in s p a c e ? C o m p u t e r 

l a n g u a g e ? T h e l a n g u a g e of D N A ? ) : t he re is no a c t u a l l y - e x i s t i n g l a n g u a g e 

other than h u m a n l a n g u a g e — b u t , m o r d e r to c o m p r e h e n d th i s "pa r t i 

c u l a r " l a n g u a g e , one has to i n t roduce a m i n i m a l difference, conce iv ing it 

w i t h r e g a r d to the g a p w h i c h s e p a r a t e s it from l a n g u a g e " a s s u c h " ( the 

p u r e s t ruc tu re of l a n g u a g e d e p r i v e d of the i n s i g n i a of the h u m a n f ini tude, 

of erot ic pa s s ions a n d mor ta l i ty , of the s t r u g g l e s for domina t ion and the 

obscen i ty of p o w e r ) . ^ T h i s m i n i m a l d i f ference b e t w e e n i n h u m a n l an 

g u a g e a n d h u m a n l a n g u a g e is c l e a r l y a P la ton ic one . W h a t if, then, w e 

h a v e to t u rn the s t a n d a r d r e l a t ionsh ip a r o u n d : the obve r se of the fact that , 

in Chr is t , God i s fu l ly h u m a n , is tha t we, humans, are not. G.K. Ches t e r t on 

b e g a n The Napoleon of Nothing Hill w i t h : " T h e h u m a n r a c e , to w h i c h so 

m a n y of m y r e a d e r s be long . . . " — w h i c h , of course , d o e s not m e a n that 

some of u s a r e not h u m a n , b u t tha t t he re is an i n h u m a n core in al l of us , 

or, tha t w e a r e "not -a l l h u m a n . " 

The screen of civility 

T h e p r e d o m i n a n t w a y of m a i n t a i n i n g a d i s t ance t o w a r d s the " i n h u m a n " 

N e i g h b o r ' s i n t rus ive p r o x i m i t y is politeness—^but w h a t is po l i t enes s? 

T h e r e is a gen t l e v u l g a r s to ry tha t p l a y s on the i n n u e n d o s of seduc t ion : A 

boy a n d a g i r l a r e s a y i n g g o o d b y e la te in the even ing , in front of h e r 

house; hes i t an t ly , he s a y s : " W o u l d y o u m i n d if I come in w i t h y o u for a 

coffee?", to w h i c h she r ep l i e s : " S o r r y , not tonight , I h a v e m y per iod . . . " 

A pol i te ve r s ion w o u l d be the one in w h i c h the g i r l s a y s : "Good n e w s , m y 

pe r iod is o v e r — c o m e u p to m y p l a c e ! " , to w h i c h the b o y r ep l i e s : " S o r r y , I 

^ not in a mood for a c u p of coffee r i gh t n o w . . . " Th is , h o w e v e r , 

i m m e d i a t e l y confronts u s w i t h the a m b i g u i t y of po l i t eness : t he re is an 

u n m i s t a k a b l e d imens ion of h u m i l i a t i n g b r u t a l i t y in the b o y ' s pol i te 

a n s w e r — a s J o h n L e n n o n put it in h i s " W o r k i n g C l a s s Hero" : " y o u 

öiust l e a r n h o w to smi le a s y o u k i l l . " 
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T h e a m b i g u i t y of poh teness is bes t r e n d e r e d in Henry J a m e s ' s 

m a s t e r p i e c e s : in th i s u n i v e r s e w h e r e tact r e i g n s s u p r e m e , w h e r e the open 

exp los ion of one ' s emot ions is c o n s i d e r e d a s the u tmost v u l g a r i t y , e v e r y 

th ing is said, the most painful dec i s ions a r e m a d e , the most de l i ca t e 

m e s s a g e s a r e p a s s e d over — h o w e v e r , it a l l t a k e s p l ace in the g u i s e of a 

formal conversa t ion . Even w h e n I b l a c k m a i l m y pa r tne r , I do it w i t h a 

pol i te smi le , offering he r t e a a n d c a k e s . . . Is it, then, that , w h i l e the 

b ru t a l d i r ec t a p p r o a c h mis ses the O the r ' s ke rne l , a tactful d a n c e can 

r e a c h i t ? In h i s /Minima Aloralia, A d o r n o po in t ed out the u t t e r a m b i g u i t y 

of tac t c l e a r l y d i s c e r n i b l e a l r e a d y in H e n r y J a m e s : the respectful con

s ide ra t ion for the o ther ' s sens i t iv i ty , the c o n c e r n not to v io la te he r 

i n t imacy , c an e a s i l y p a s s ove r into the b ru ta l i n s e n s i t i v i l y for the o ther ' s 

pa in . T h e s a m e spiri t , e l e v a t e d to the level of a b s u r d i t y , w a s d i s p l a y e d b y 

F ie ld M a r s h a l l von Kluge , the c o m m a n d e r of the A r m y G r o u p C e n t r e on 

the R u s s i a n front. In J a n u a r y 1943, a g r o u p of G e r m a n officers in 

S m o l e n s k , w h e r e the h e a d q u a r t e r s of the a r m y g r o u p w a s based , w a s 

p l a n n i n g to k i l l H i t l e r d u r i n g the l a t t e r ' s vis i t ; the i d e a w a s that , d u r i n g a 

meal in the mess , some t w o dozen officers w o u l d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y d r a w 

the i r p is to ls and shoot h im, t h u s r e n d e r i n g the r e spons ib i l i t y co l lec t ive , 

and a l so m a k i n g su re tha t H i t l e r ' s b o d y g u a r d s w o u l d not be ab l e to 

p r e v e n t a t l eas t some of the bu l l e t s h i t t ing the i r t a rge t . Unfor tuna te ly , von 

K l u g e v e t o e d the p lan , a l t h o u g h he w a s an t i -Naz i a n d w a n t e d H i t l e r 

d e a d . H i s a r g u m e n t w a s that, b y the t ene t s of the G e r m a n Officer Corps , 

" i t i s not s e e m l y to shoot a m a n at lunch."^^ 

A s such , po l i t eness c o m e s close to c iv i l i ty . In a scene from Break Up, the 

n e r v o u s V i n c e V a u g h n a n g r i l y r e p r o a c h e s J e n n i f e r Annis ton ; " Y o u 

w a n t e d m e to w a s h the d i shes , a n d I'll w a s h the d i s h e s — w h a t ' s the 

p r o b l e m ? " S h e rep l i e s : "I don ' t w a n t y o u to w a s h the d i shes — I w a n t y o u 

to want to w a s h the d i s h e s ! " T h i s is the m i n i m a l r e f l ex iv i ty of des i re , i ts 

" t e r ro r i s t " d e m a n d : I w a n t y o u not o n l y to do w h a t I w a n t , bu t to do it a s 

if y o u r e a l l y w a n t to do it —I w a n t to r e g u l a t e not o n l y w h a t y o u do, bu t 

a l so y o u r des i r e s . T h e w o r s t t h ing y o u can do, even w o r s e than not do ing 

w h a t I w a n t y o u to do, is to do w h a t I w a n t y o u to do w i t h o u t w a n t i n g to 

do i t . . . A n d th is b r i n g s u s to c iv i l i ty : a n ac t of c iv i l i ty is p r e c i s e l y to feign 

tha t I w a n t to do w h a t the o the r a s k s m e to do, so tha t m y c o m p l i a n c e 

w i th the o ther ' s w i s h does not e x e r t p r e s s u r e on her . T h e mov ie Borat is at 

i ts most s u b v e r s i v e not w h e n the hero is s i m p l y r u d e a n d offensive (for 

o u r W e s t e r n e y e s a n d ea r s , at l e a s t ) , but , on the con t ra ry , w h e n he 

d e s p e r a t e l y t r ies to be pol i te . D u r i n g a d i n n e r p a r t y in an u p p e r - c l a s s 
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house , he a s k s w h e r e the toi let is , w h e n c e he then r e t u r n s w i t h h i s 

e x c r e m e n t c a r e fu l l y w r a p p e d in a p las t i c bag , a n d a s k s h is hos tess in a 

h u s h e d vo ice w h e r e he shou ld put it. Th i s is a mode l m e t a p h o r of a t r u l y 

subve r s ive pol i t ica l ge s tu r e : b r i n g i n g those in p o w e r a b a g of e x c r e m e n t 

and po l i t e ly a s k i n g them h o w to g e t r id of it. 

In a p e r s p i c u o u s shor t e s s a y on c iv i l i ty , R o b e r t P ipp in e l a b o r a t e s the 

en igma t i c i n - b e t w e e n s ta tus of th is not ion w h i c h d e s i g n a t e s al l the ac t s 

that d i s p l a y the b a s i c sub jec t ive a t t i tude of r e spec t for o the rs a s free a n d 

a u t o n o m o u s a g e n t s , e q u a l to u s , the b e n e v o l e n t a t t i t ude of t r a n s c e n d i n g 

the str ict u t i l i t a r i an or " r a t i o n a l " c a l cu l a t i on of costs a n d benef i t s in 

re la t ions w i t h o the rs a n d e n g a g i n g in t ru s t ing them, t r y i n g not to 

humi l i a t e them, a n d so forth. A l though , m e a s u r e d b y the d e g r e e of 

i ts o b l i g a t o r y cha rac t e r , it is more than k i n d n e s s or g e n e r o s i t y (one 

cannot ob l ige peop le to be g e n e r o u s ) , b u t d i s t inc t ly less t h a n a mora l or 

l ega l ob l iga t ion . Th i s is w h a t is w r o n g in po l i t i ca l ly cor rec t a t t emp t s to 

mora l i ze or even d i r e c t l y pena l i ze m o d e s of b e h a v i o r w h i c h b a s i c a l l y 

pe r ta in to c iv i l i t y ( l ike h u r t i n g o thers w i t h v u l g a r obscen i t i e s of speech , 

a n d so o n ) : t h e y po ten t i a l ly u n d e r m i n e the p r e c i o u s " m i d d l e g r o u n d " of 

c iv i l i ty , m e d i a t i n g b e t w e e n uncon t ro l l ed p r i va t e fan tas ies a n d the s t r i c t ly 

r e g u l a t e d forms of i n t e r sub jec t ive behav io r . In m o r e H e g e l i a n t e rms , 

w h a t ge t s lost in the pena l i za t ion of u n - c i v i l i t y is "e th ica l s u b s t a n c e " a s 

such: in con t ras t to l a w s a n d exp l i c i t n o r m a t i v e r e g u l a t i o n s , c iv i l i ty is , b y 

definit ion, " subs t an t i a l , " some th ing e x p e r i e n c e d a s a l w a y s - a l r e a d y g iven , 

neve r imposed / ins t i tu t ed a s such . W h i c h is w h y c iv i l i t y p a r t i c i p a t e s in 

all the p a r a d o x e s of the " s t a t e s - t h a t - a r e - e s s e n t i a l l y - b y - p r o d u c t s " : it c an 

not be pu rpose fu l ly e n a c t e d — i f it i s , w e h a v e the full r i g h t to s a y tha t it is 

fake c iv i l i ty , not a t rue form. P i p p i n is r i gh t to l ink the c ruc i a l ro le of 

c iv i l i ty in m o d e r n soc ie t ies to the r ise of the a u t o n o m o u s free i nd iv idua l — 

not on ly in the sense tha t c iv i l i ty is a p r ac t i c e of t r ea t i ng o thers a s equa l , 

free, a n d a u t o n o m o u s subjec ts , bu t in a m u c h m o r e re f ined w a y : the 

fragi le w e b of c iv i l i t y is the " soc ia l s u b s t a n c e " of free i n d e p e n d e n t 

i nd iv idua l s , it is the i r v e r y m o d e of ( i n t e r ) d e p e n d e n c e . If th is s u b s t a n c e 

d i s in t eg ra te s , the v e r y social s p a c e of Ind iv idua l f reedom is foreclosed. 

The p r o p e r l y M a r x i s t not ion of the " b a s e " ( in con t ras t w i t h the 

s u p e r s t r u c t u r e " ) shou ld not be u n d e r s t o o d a s a foundat ion w h i c h 

de t e rmines a n d t h u s cons t r a in s the scope of our f reedom ( " w e th ink 

w e a r e free, b u t w e a r e r e a l l y d e t e r m i n e d b y the b a s e " ) ; one should r a t h e r 

conceive it a s the v e r y base ( f rame, t e r ra in , s p a c e ) of anà for ou r f reedom. 

The b a s e " is a socia l s u b s t a n c e w h i c h su s t a in s our f reedom —in this 



IN DEFENSE OF LOST C A U S E S 

20 

sense , the ru l e s of c iv i l i t y do not cons t ra in o u r f reedom, bu t p r o v i d e the 

o n l y space w i t h i n w h i c h our f reedom can thr ive ; the l e g a l o rde r enforced 

b y s ta te a p p a r a t u s e s is the b a s e for o u r f r ee -marke t e x c h a n g e s ; the 

g r a m m a t i c a l r u l e s a r e the i n d i s p e n s a b l e b a s e for o u r free t hough t ( in 

o r d e r to " th ink f r ee ly , " w e h a v e to p rac t i ce these r u l e s b l i n d l y ) ; hab i t a s 

o u r " s econd n a t u r e " is the b a s e for cu l tu re ; the co l lec t ive of b e l i e v e r s is 

the base , the o n l y t e r ra in , w i t h i n w h i c h a Chr i s t i an sub jec t c an be free, 

a n d so on. This is a l so h o w one shou ld u n d e r s t a n d the in famous M a r x i s t 

p l e a tor "concre te , r ea l f r eedom" a s opposed to the b o u r g e o i s "abs t rac t , 

m e r e l y formal f reedom": th is " conc re t e f r eedom" does not cons t r a in the 

poss ib le conten t ( "you can o n l y be t r u l y free if y o u suppor t our. 

C o m m u n i s t , s i d e " ) ; the ques t ion i s , ra ther , w h a t " b a s e " s h o u l d be s e c u r e d 

for f reedom. For e x a m p l e , a l t h o u g h w o r k e r s in cap i t a l i sm a re fo rmal ly 

free, t he re is no " b a s e " tha t w o u l d a l l o w t h e m to a c t u a l i z e t he i r f reedom 

a s p r o d u c e r s ; a l t h o u g h the re is " fo rmal" f reedom of speech , o rgan iza t ion , 

a n d so forth, the b a s e of th is f reedom is cons t r a ined . 

T h e theore t i ca l poin t of c iv i l i ty is t h u s tha t free sub j ec t i v i t y h a s to be 

s u s t a i n e d b y fe ign ing . C o n t r a r y to w h a t w e m i g h t expec t , h o w e v e r , th i s is 

not fe ign ing to per form a free ac t w h e n one is s i m p l y do ing w h a t one is 

u n d e r p r e s s u r e or ob l iged to do ( the most e l e m e n t a r y form of it is , of 

course , the r i tua l of "po t l a t ch , " e x c h a n g e of gifts, in " p r i m i t i v e " socie

t i e s ) , f i o w , then, does c iv i l i ty r e l a t e to the set of u n w r i t t e n r u l e s w h i c h de 

facto cons t ra in m y f reedom w h i l e su s t a in ing i ts a p p e a r a n c e ? I^et u s 

i m a g i n e a scene in w h i c h , to be pol i te a n d not to h u m i l i a t e the other, 

I fo rmula te m y o r d e r to h i m (s ince I a m in the pos i t ion of a u t h o r i t y 

t o w a r d s him, so tha t he h a s to o b e y m y o r d e r s ) a s a k i n d r eques t : " C o u l d 

y o u p e r h a p s be so k i n d a s to . . . " ( A l o n g the s ame l ines , w h e n power fu l 

or famous peop le r ece ive a n u n k n o w n i n d i v i d u a l , one of the pol i te forms 

is to p r e t e n d tha t it is the u n k n o w n i n d i v i d u a l w h o is do ing t h e m a favor 

b y v i s i t i ng t h e m — " T h a n k y o u for be ing so k i n d a s to p a y m e a v i s i t . . . " ) 

Th is , h o w e v e r , is not t rue c iv i l i ty : c iv i l i ty is not s i m p l y ob l iga t lon - fe igned-

as-f ree-act ; it is r a t h e r i ts e x a c t opposi te : a free act feigned ad an obligation. 

B a c k to our e x a m p l e : the t r ue ac t of c iv i l i t y from someone in p o w e r 

w o u l d be for h i m to feign tha t he is s i m p l y do ing some th ing he h a s to do 

w h e n , in rea l i ty , it is an ac t of g e n e r o s i t y on h i s par t . F r e e d o m is t h u s 

s u s t a i n e d b y a p a r a d o x tha t t u r n s a r o u n d the S p i n o z a n def ini t ion of 

f reedom a s c o n c e i v e d necess i ty : it is f reedom w h i c h is f e igned neces s i ty . 

To p u t it in f l e g e l i a n t e r m s , f reedom is s u s t a i n e d b y the e th ica l 

s u b s t a n c e of o u r be ing . In a g i v e n soc ie ty , c e r t a i n f ea tu res , a t t i t u d e s , 
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a n d n o r m s of life a r e no l o n g e r p e r c e i v e d a s i d e o l o g i c a l l y m a r k e d , t h e y 

a p p e a r a s " n e u t r a l , " a s the n o n - i d e o l o g i c a l c o m m o n - s e n s e form of l ife; 

i d e o l o g y is the e x p l i c i t l y pos i t ed ( " m a r k e d " in t h e semio t i c s e n s e ) 

pos i t ion w h i c h s t a n d s out f r o m / a g a i n s t t h i s b a c k g r o u n d ( l i ke e x t r e m e 

r e l i g i o u s zea l , d e d i c a t i o n to some po l i t i ca l o r i en ta t ion , e t c . ) . T h e 

H e g e l i a n po in t h e r e w o u l d h a v e b e e n t ha t it i s p r e c i s e l y th i s n e u 

t r a l i za t ion of s o m e f e a t u r e s in to the s p o n t a n e o u s l y a c c e p t e d b a c k 

g r o u n d w h i c h i s i d e o l o g y par excellence ( a n d at i ts most e f fec t ive )—th i s 

is the d i a l ec t i ca l " c o i n c i d e n c e of the oppos i tes" : the ac tua l i za t ion of a 

notion ( ideo logy , in th is c a s e ) a t i t s co inc ide s w i t h (or, m o r e p rec i s e ly , 

a p p e a r s a s ) i ts oppos i te ( a s n o n - i d e o l o g y ) . And , inutati) mutandis, the 

s ame goes for v io l ence : soc i a l - symbo l i c v io lence u n a d u l t e r a t e d a p p e a r s 

as its opposi te , a s the s p o n t a n e i t y of the mi l i eu in w h i c h w e d w e l l , of 

the a i r t ha t w e b r ea the . 

Th i s notion of c iv i l i t y is at the v e r y h e a r t of the i m p a s s e s of mul t i -

cu l tu ra l i sm. A coup le of y e a r s ago , the re w a s a d e b a t e in G e r m a n y abou t 

Leäkultur ( the d o m i n a n t c u l t u r e ) : a g a i n s t abs t r ac t m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m , 

conse rva t ives ins i s t ed that e v e r y state is b a s e d on a p r e d o m i n a n t c u l t u r a l 

space w h i c h the m e m b e r s of o ther c u l t u r e s w h o l ive in the s a m e s p a c e 

should respec t . A l t h o u g h l i be ra l leftists a t t a c k e d th i s notion a s cover t 

r ac i sm, one shou ld a d m i t that , if no th ing e lse , it offers an a d e q u a t e 

descr ip t ion of the facts . R e s p e c t of i n d i v i d u a l f reedoms a n d r igh t s , even if 

a t the e x p e n s e of g r o u p r i gh t s , full e m a n c i p a t i o n of w o m e n , f reedom of 

re l ig ion ( a n d of a t h e i s m ) a n d s e x u a l or ienta t ion , f reedom to p u b l i c l y 

a t t ack a n y o n e a n d a n y t h i n g , a r e cen t ra l cons t i tuen t e l e m e n t s of W e s t e r n 

l ibe ra l Leitkultur, a n d th i s c an be u s e d to r e s p o n d to those M u s l i m 

theo log ians in W e s t e r n coun t r i e s w h o pro tes t a g a i n s t the i r t r ea tment , 

w h i l e a c c e p t i n g it a s n o r m a l tha t in, s ay , S a u d i A r a b i a , it is p roh ib i t ed to 

p rac t i ce p u b l i c l y r e l i g i o n s o ther t han I s l am. T h e y s h o u l d accep t tha t the 

s ame Leitkultur w h i c h a l l o w s the i r r e l i g i o u s f reedom in the W e s t , de 

m a n d s of t h e m a r e spec t for all o ther f reedoms. To p u t it succ inc t ly : 

freedom for M u s l i m s is pa r t a n d p a r c e l of the f reedom for S a l m a n 

R u s h d i e to w r i t e w h a t he w a n t s — y o u canno t choose the p a r t of W e s t e r n 

freedom w h i c h sui ts y o u . T h e a n s w e r to the s t a n d a r d c r i t i ca l a r g u m e n t 

that W e s t e r n m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m is not t r u l y neu t ra l , t ha t it p r i v i l e g e s 

specific v a l u e s , is tha t one s h o u l d s h a m e l e s s l y a c c e p t th is p a r a d o x : 

Universal opennes s i tself is roo ted in W e s t e r n m o d e r n i t y . 

And , to a v o i d a n y m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , the s ame a p p l i e s to C h r i s t i a n i t y 

Itself. O n M a y 2, 2 0 0 7 , LVdJermtore Romano, the V a t i c a n ' s official n e w s -
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pape r , a c c u s e d A n d r e a R i v e r a , an I ta l ian comed ian , of " t e r r o r i s m " for 

c r i t i c i z ing the pope . A s a p r e s e n t e r of a t e l ev i sed M a y D a y rock concer t , 

R i v e r a a t t a c k e d the p o p e ' s pos i t ion on evo lu t ion ( "The p o p e s a y s he 

doesn ' t be l i eve in evolu t ion . I a g r e e , in fact the C h u r c h h a s n e v e r 

e v o l v e d . " ) H e a l s o c r i t i c ized the C h u r c h for re fus ing to g i v e a Ca tho l i c 

funera l to P i e r g i o r g i o W e l b y , a v i c t i m of m u s c u l a r d y s t r o p h y w h o 

c a m p a i g n e d for e u t h a n a s i a a n d d i e d in D e c e m b e r 2 0 0 6 after a doc tor 

a g r e e d to u n p l u g h is r e sp i r a to r ("I can ' t s t and the fact tha t the V a t i c a n 

refused a funera l for W e l b y bu t tha t w a s n ' t the case for P inoche t or 

F r a n c o " ) . H e r e is the V a t i c a n ' s r eac t ion : "Th i s , too, i s t e r ro r i sm. It 's 

t e r ro r i sm to l a u n c h a t t a c k s on the C h u r c h . It 's t e r ro r i sm to s toke b l ind 

a n d i r r a t iona l r a g e a g a i n s t someone w h o a l w a y s s p e a k s in the n a m e of 

love, love for hfe a n d love for m a n . " It is the u n d e r l y i n g equa t i on of 

in te l lec tua l c r i t i q u e w i th p h y s i c a l t e r ror i s t a t t a c k s w h i c h b r u t a l l y v io la tes 

the W e s t E u r o p e a n Leäkullur, w h i c h ins i s t s on the u n i v e r s a l sphe re of the 

"pub l i c u s e of r e a s o n , " w h e r e one can c r i t i c ize a n d p r o b l e m a t i z e e v e r y 

t h i n g — i n the e y e s of our s h a r e d Tjeitkaltur, R i v e r a ' s s t a t emen t s a r e to ta l ly 

a c c e p t a b l e . 

C i v i l i t y is c ruc ia l he re : m u l t i c u l t u r a l f reedom also funct ions o n l y w h e n 

it is s u s t a i n e d b y the ru l e s of c iv i l i ty , w h i c h a r e n e v e r abs t rac t , b u t a l w a y s 

e m b e d d e d w i t h i n a Leitkidtur. W i t h i n o u r Leltkultur, it is not R i v e r a bu t 

L'OMervatore Roimino w h i c h is " t e r ro r i s t i c " w i t h i ts d i smis sa l of R i v e r a ' s 

s imp le a n d r e a s o n a b l e objec t ions a s e x p r e s s i o n s of "bhnd a n d i r ra t iona l 

r a g e . " F r e e d o m of speech funct ions w h e n a l l pa r t i e s follow the s a m e 

u n w r i t t e n r u l e s of c iv i l i t y t e l l ing u s w h a t k i n d of a t t a c k s a r e imprope r , 

a l t h o u g h t h e y a re not l e g a l l y p roh ib i ted ; c iv i l i t y te l l s u s w h i c h fea tu res of 

a specif ic e thn ic or r e l i g ious " w a y of l i fe" a r e a c c e p t a b l e a n d w h i c h a r e 

not a c c e p t a b l e . If a l l s ides do not sha re or r e spec t the s a m e c iv i l i ty , then 

m u l t i c u l t u r a l l s m t u r n s into l e g a l l y r e g u l a t e d m u t u a l i g n o r a n c e or ha t r ed . 

O n e of the L a c a n i a n n a m e s for th i s c iv i l i ty is the " M a s t e r - S i g n i f l e r , " 

the set of r u l e s g r o u n d e d on ly in t h e m s e l v e s ("i t is so b e c a u s e it is so, 

b e c a u s e it is o u r c u s t o m " ) — a n d it is this d imens ion of the M a s t e r -

S lgn i f i e r w h i c h is more a n d m o r e t h r e a t e n e d in o u r soc ie t ies . 

Gift and exchange 

S o w h a t is a A l a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r ? A p r o p o s school e x a m s , L a c a n po in t ed out 

a s t r a n g e fact: t he re mus t be a m i n i m a l g a p , d e l a y , b e t w e e n the p r o c e d u r e 

of m e a s u r i n g m y qua l i f i ca t ions a n d the ac t of a n n o u n c i n g the resu l t 
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( g r a d e s ) . In o ther w o r d s , e v e n if I k n o w tha t I p r o v i d e d perfect a n s w e r s 

to the e x a m ques t ions , the re r e m a i n s a m i n i m u m e l emen t of i n secu r i t y , of 

chance , ti l l the r e su l t s a r e a n n o u n c e d — t h i s g a p is the g a p b e t w e e n the 

cons ta t ive a n d the pe r fo rmat ive , b e t w e e n measuring the r e su l t s and taking 

note of t hem ( r eg i s t e r i ng t h e m ) in the full sense of the s y m b o l i c act . T h e 

whole m y s t i q u e of b u r e a u c r a c y at i ts most s u b l i m e h i n g e s on th is g a p : 

y o u k n o w the facts, bu t y o u can n e v e r be qu i t e su re of h o w these facts 

v^rill be r eg i s t e r ed b y b u r e a u c r a c y . T h e s a m e ho lds for e lec t ions : in the 

e lec tora l p roces s the m o m e n t of con t i ngency , of h a z a r d , of a " lo t t e ry , " is 

c ruc ia l . F u l l y " r a t i o n a l " e lec t ions w o u l d not be e lec t ions at al l , b u t a 

t r anspa ren t ob jec t iv ized p roces s . 

Tradi t ional ( p r e - m o d e r n ) societ ies resolved this p rob l em b y i n v o k i n g a 

t ranscendenta l source w h i c h "ver i f ied" the result , confer r ing au thor i ty on 

it (God, King . . . ) . There in res ides the p rob l em of modern i ty : m o d e r n 

societies pe rce ive themse lves a s au tonomous , se l f - regula ted; that is , t h e y 

can no longer r e l y on a n ex te rna l ( t r anscenden ta l ) source of au thor i ty . But , 

nonetheless , the momen t of h a z a r d has to r ema in opera t ive in the e lectora l 

process, w h i c h is w h y commenta to r s l ike to dwe l l on the " i r r a t iona l i ty" of 

votes (one neve r k n o w s w h i c h w a y votes w i l l s w i n g in the last d a y s before 

elections . . . ) . In other w o r d s , d e m o c r a c y w o u l d not w o r k if it w e r e 

reduced to p e r m a n e n t opinion-pol l ing —ful ly mechan i zed and quant i f ied, 

deprived of its "per format ive" charac te r . A s C l a u d e Lefort po in ted out, 

voting h a s to r e m a i n a (sacr i f ic ia l ) r i tual , a r i tua l i s t ic self-destruct ion a n d 

rebirth of society. The reason is that this h a z a r d i tself should not be 

t ransparent , it should be m i n i m a l l y ex terna l ized/ re i f ied : the "people ' s w i l l " 

IS our equ iva len t of w h a t the Anc i en t s pe rce ived a s the imponde rab l e wUl 

of God or the h a n d s of Fa te . W h a t peop le cannot accep t a s the i r d i rec t 

arbitrary choice, the resul t of a pure con t ingency , t h e y can do if this h a z a r d 

18 referred to a m i n i m u m of the " r e a l " — H e g e l k n e w th is long ago , this is 

the ent i re point of h i s defense of m o n a r c h y . And , las t b u t not least , the 

same goes for love: there should be an e lement of the " a n s w e r of the R e a l " 

m it ( w e w e r e forever m e a n t for each o the r" ) , I cannot r e a l l y accep t that 

my fall ing in love h i n g e s on a p u r e l y a l ea to ry p rocess . ' ^ 

It is o n l y a g a i n s t th i s b a c k g r o u n d tha t one can p r o p e r l y loca te the 

function of the M a s t e r . T h e M a s t e r is the one w h o r e c e i v e s gifts in s u c h a 

^ a y that h is a c c e p t a n c e of a gift is p e r c e i v e d b y the sub jec t w h o p r o v i d e d 

*ne gift a s i ts o w n r e w a r d . A s such, the M a s t e r is thus co r re l a t ive to the 

subject c a u g h t in the doub le m o v e m e n t of w h a t F r e u d ca l l ed Vertagung 

( r enunc i a t i on ) : the g e s t u r e b y m e a n s of w h i c h the sub jec t g i v e s w h a t is 

23 
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most p r e c i o u s to h im and , in e x c h a n g e , is h imse l f t u r n e d m t o an object of 

e x c h a n g e , is co r r e l a t i ve to the g e s t u r e of g i v i n g in the v e r y ac t of 

r ece iv ing . T h e M a s t e r ' s refusal of e x c h a n g e is co r re l a t ive to the re 

d o u b l e d , self-ref lected, e x c h a n g e on the s ide of the sub jec t w h o e x 

c h a n g e s ( g i v e s w h a t is most p r e c i o u s to h i m ) a n d Is e x c h a n g e d . 

T h e t r ick of cap i t a l i sm , of course , is t ha t this a s y m m e t r y Is c o n c e a l e d in 

the ideo log ica l a p p e a r a n c e of e q u i v a l e n t e x c h a n g e : the doub le non-

e x c h a n g e is m a s k e d a s free e x c h a n g e . T h i s is w h y , a s w a s c l ea r to 

L a c a n , p s y c h o a n a l y s i s —not o n l y a s a theory , but a b o v e al l a s a specif ic 

i n t e r sub jec t ive p r ac t i c e , a s a u n i q u e form of socia l l i n k — c o u l d h a v e 

e m e r g e d o n l y w i t h i n cap i ta l i s t soc ie ty w h e r e in t e r sub jec t ive r e l a t ions a r e 

m e d i a t e d b y m o n e y . M o n e y — p a y i n g the a n a l y s t — i s n e c e s s a r y in o rde r 

to k e e p h i m out of c i r cu la t ion , to avo id g e t t i n g h i m invo lved in the 

imbrog l io of p a s s i o n s w h i c h g e n e r a t e d the pa t i en t ' s p a t h o l o g y . T h i s is 

w h y a p s y c h o a n a l y s t is not a M a s t e r - f i g u r e , but , ra ther , a k i n d of 

"pros t i tu te of the m i n d , " h a v i n g r ecou r se to m o n e y for the s a m e reason 

some pros t i tu tes l i k e to be p a i d so tha t t h e y can h a v e s ex w i t h o u t pe r sona l 

i nvo lvemen t , m a i n t a i n i n g the i r d i s t ance —here , w e e n c o u n t e r the func

tion of m o n e y a t i ts pures t . 

T h e r e a re s imi l a r i t i e s b e t w e e n a n a l y t i c t r e a t m e n t a n d the r i tua l of 

po t l a t ch . M a r c e l M a u s s , in h i s "Essa i su r le don,"^'^ first d e s c r i b e d the 

p a r a d o x i c a l log ic of po t la tch , of the r e c i p r o c a l e x c h a n g e of gifts . Gift a n d 

e x c h a n g e a re , of course , opposed in the i r i m m a n e n t log ic : a t r ue gift is b y 

def ini t ion an ac t of gene ros i t y , g i v e n w i t h o u t e x p e c t i n g some th ing in 

re tu rn , w h i l e e x c h a n g e is n e c e s s a r i l y r ec ip roca l — I g i v e someth ing , 

e x p e c t i n g some th ing e lse in e x c h a n g e . Po t la tch is a shor t -c i rcu i t ( in ter

sec t ion ) of the t w o sets : an e x c h a n g e in the form of its opposi te , of t w o 

ac t s of v o l u n t a r y g i f t -g iv ing ( a n d the po in t i s , of course , tha t such ac t s a r e 

not s e c o n d a r y w i t h r e g a r d to e x c h a n g e , bu t p r e c e d e a n d g r o u n d i t ) . T h e 

s a m e ho lds for p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t r ea tment , in w h i c h the a n a l y s t is not pa id 

for the w o r k he d o e s in a set of e q u i v a l e n t e x c h a n g e s (so m u c h for an 

in te rp re ta t ion of a d r e a m , so m u c h for the dissolut ion of a s y m p t o m , etc. , 

w i t h the Ironic p rospec t of offering a spec ia l d i scount : " b u y th ree d r e a m 

in t e rp re t a t ions a n d g e t one for free . . . " ) — t h e m o m e n t the r e l a t ionsh ip 

s ta r t s to function l i ke this , w e a r e no l o n g e r in the a n a l y s t ' s d i s cou r se 

(soc ia l l i n k ) . B u t ne i t he r is the a n a l y s t r es to r ing the pa t i en t ' s menta l 

hea l t h out of the g o o d n e s s of h is hear t , for free: the a n a l y s t ' s ac t s h a v e 

no th ing to do w i t h goodness , w i t h h e l p i n g a n e i g h b o r — a g a i n , the 

m o m e n t the pa t i en t p e r c e i v e s the a n a l y s t a s ac t i ng out of goodness , this 
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can l e ad even to a p sycho t i c c r i s i s , a n d t r i g g e r a p a r a n o i d ou tburs t . So , a s 

in pot lach , the e x c h a n g e b e t w e e n the a n a l y s t a n d the a n a l y s a n d is 

b e t w e e n t w o i n c o m m e n s u r a b l e e x c e s s e s : the a n a l y s t is p a i d lor nothing, 

as a gift, h i s p r i c e is a l w a y s exorb i t an t ( t y p i c a l l y , the pa t i en t s osc i l l a te 

b e t w e e n c o m p l a i n i n g tha t the p r i c e is too h igh a n d bou ts of e x c e s s i v e 

g ra t i t ude ^—"how can I e v e r r e p a y y o u for w h a t y o u d i d . . . " ) , and the 

pa t i en t g e t s some he lp , an i m p r o v e m e n t in h is condi t ion , as an un in 

tended b y - p r o d u c t . A s L a c a n m a k e s c lear , the u n d e r l y i n g p r o b l e m h e r e is 

how to d e t e r m i n e the p r i c e of tha t w h i c h h a s no p r i c e . 

How, then, a r e w e to reso lve the e n i g m a of p o t l a t c h ? M a u s s ' s solut ion 

is a m y s t i c a l X w h i c h c i r c u l a t e s in e x c h a n g e . C l a u d e L é v i - S t r a u s s 

reduced the m y s t i q u e to i ts " ra t iona l co re" : r ec ip roc i ty , e x c h a n g e a s 

s u c h — t h e m e a n i n g of r ec ip roca l e x c h a n g e of gifts is exchange itdetf a.s the 

enac tmen t of social l ink . T h e r e is, h o w e v e r , some th ing miss ing in th is 

L é v i - S t r a u s s i a n solut ion; it w a s P ie r r e B o u r d i e u w h o a s k e d he re the 

c ruc ia l " M a r x i s t " ques t ion a s to w h y ( in M a r x ' s w o r d s ) "Po l i t i ca l 

Economy h a s i n d e e d a n a l y z e d , h o w e v e r i ncomple t e ly , v a l u e a n d i ts 

m a g n i t u d e , a n d h a s d i s c o v e r e d w h a t l ies benea th these forms. B u t it 

has n e v e r once a s k e d the ques t ion w h y l abo r is r e p r e s e n t e d b y the v a l u e 

of i t s p roduc t a n d l abor - t ime b y the m a g n i t u d e of tha t v a l u e . " ' ^ If the 

secre t core of pot la tch is the r e c i p r o c i t y of e x c h a n g e , w h y is th is 

r ec ip roc i ty not a s se r t ed d i r ec t ly , w h y does it a s s u m e the " m y s t i f i e d " 

form of t w o consecu t ive a c t s e a c h of w h i c h i s s t a g e d a s a free v o l u n t a r y 

d i s p l a y of g e n e r o s i t y ? H e r e w e e n c o u n t e r the p a r a d o x e s of forced choice , 

of f reedom to do w h a t is n e c e s s a r y , a t i ts mos t e l e m e n t a r y : I h a v e to do 

freely w h a t I a m e x p e c t e d to do . (If, upon r e c e i v i n g a gift, I i m m e d i a t e l y 

return it to the g ive r , th is d i r ec t c i r cu la t ion w o u l d a m o u n t to an e x t r e m e l y 

agg re s s ive g e s t u r e of humi l i a t ion , it w o u l d s igna l tha t I refused the o ther ' s 

g i f t—reca l l those e m b a r r a s s i n g m o m e n t s w h e n e l d e r l y peop le forget a n d 

g ive us las t y e a r ' s p resen t once a g a i n . . . ) H o w e v e r , B o u r d i e u ' s so lu t ion 

r ema ins al l too v u l g a r M a r x i s t : he e v o k e s h i d d e n economic " in t e r e s t s . " It 

was M a r s h a l l S a h l i n s w h o p r o p o s e d a different, more per t inen t , solut ion: 

the r e c ip roc i t y of e x c h a n g e i s in i tself t h o r o u g h l y a m b i g u o u s ; at i ts most 

frindamental, it is deétnœtwe of the social bond , it is the log ic of r e v e n g e , ti t 

for tat.^"^ To cove r th is a spec t of e x c h a n g e , to m a k e it benevo len t a n d 

pacific, one h a s to pretend t ha t e a c h pe r son ' s gift is free a n d s t ands on i ts 

own. Th i s b r i n g s us to pot la tch a s the " p r e - e c o n o m y of the e c o n o m y , " i ts 

zero-level, tha t is , e x c h a n g e a s the r ec ip roca l re la t ion of t w o non

produc t ive e x p e n d i t u r e s . If the gift b e l o n g s to M a s t e r a n d e x c h a n g e 
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to the S e r v a n t , po t l a tch is the p a r a d o x i c a l e x c h a n g e b e t w e e n M a s t e r s . 

Pot la tch is t h u s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the ze ro- leve l of c iv i l i ty , the p a r a d o x i c a l 

po in t a t w h i c h r e s t r a ined c iv i l i ty a n d obscene c o n s u m p t i o n ove r l ap , the 

poin t a t w h i c h it is pol i te to b e h a v e impol i t e ly . 

UlyMCii ' reaipoiitlk 

T h e obscene u n d e r s i d e that h a u n t s the d i g n i t y of the M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r 

from its v e r y incept ion , or the secre t a l l i a n c e b e t w e e n the d i g n i t y of the 

L a w a n d its obscene t r ansg re s s ion , w a s first c l e a r l y ou t l i ned b y S h a k e 

s p e a r e in TroUud and CreMida, h i s most u n c a n n y p l a y , ef fect ively a 

p o s t m o d e r n w o r k amnt la lettre. In h i s inf luent ia l Shakespearean Tragedy, 

w h i c h set the coo rd ina t e s of the t r ad i t iona l a c a d e m i c r e a d i n g of S h a k e 

spea re , A . C . B r a d l e y , the g r e a t Eng l i sh H e g e l i a n , s p e a k s of 

a ce r t a in l imi ta t ion , a pa r t i a l supp re s s ion of tha t e l emen t in S h a k e 

s p e a r e ' s m i n d w h i c h un i t e s h im w i t h the m y s t i c a l poe t s a n d w i t h the 

g r e a t m u s i c i a n s a n d ph i lo sophe r s . In one or t w o of h is p l a y s , n o t a b l y in 

Trolluà and Cre^s'ida, w e a re a lmos t pa in fu l ly consc ious of th i s s u p p r e s 

sion; w e feel a n in tense in te l l ec tua l ac t iv i ty , but a t the s a m e t ime a 

ce r t a in co ldnes s and h a r d n e s s , a s t h o u g h some p o w e r in h i s soul, a t 

once the h ighes t a n d the swee tes t , w e r e for a t ime in a b e y a n c e . In o the r 

p l a y s , n o t a b l y in The Tempest, w e a r e cons t an t ly a w a r e of the p r e s e n c e 

of th is power.'^^ 

T h e r e is t ru th in th is pe rcep t ion : it is a s if, in TroiluA, t he re is no p lace for 

the r e d e m p t i v e q u a l i f y of m e t a p h y s i c a l pa thos a n d bl iss w h i c h s o m e h o w 

c a n c e l s t he hor r ib l e a n d r i d i c u l o u s even t s tha t took p l a c e . The first 

d i f f icul ty is h o w to ca t ego r i ze Trodiu: a l t h o u g h a r g u a b l y the b l e a k e s t of 

S h a k e s p e a r e ' s p l a y s , it is often l i s ted a s a c o m e d y — cor rec t ly , s ince it 

l a c k s d ign i f i ed t r a g i c pa thos . In o ther w o r d s , if Troiliu i s a c o m e d y , then 

it Is for the s a m e reason tha t a l l good films a b o u t the H o l o c a u s t a l so a re 

c o m e d i e s : it is a b l a s p h e m y to c l a i m tha t the p r e d i c a m e n t of p r i s o n e r s in a 

concen t ra t ion c a m p w a s t r a g i c —thei r p r e d i c a m e n t w a s so t e r r i fy ing that 

t h e y w e r e d e p r i v e d of the v e r y poss ib i l i t y of d i s p l a y i n g t r ag i c g r a n d e u r . 

Tro'diu p l a y s the s a m e s t ruc tu ra l ro le in S h a k e s p e a r e ' s opus a s Coslfan 

tutte a m o n g M o z a r t ' s ope ra s : i ts d e s p a i r is so t h o r o u g h g o i n g that the on ly 

w a y to o v e r c o m e it is t h r o u g h the re t r ea t into fa i ry - ta le m a g i c (The 

Tempest a n d o the r la te S h a k e s p e a r e p l a y s ; M o z a r t ' s Magic Flute). 
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M a n y of S h a k e s p e a r e ' s p l a y s re te l l an a l r e a d y w e l l - k n o w n g r e a t s to ry 

(of J u l i u s C a e s a r , of Eng l i sh k i n g s ) ; w h a t m a k e s Trollus the excep t ion is 

that , in r e t e l l i ng the w e l l - k n o w n story, it shifts the a c c e n t to w h a t w e r e in 

the o r ig ina l m ino r a n d m a r g i n a l c h a r a c t e r s : Troiliu i s not p r i m a r i l y a b o u t 

Ach i l l e s a n d Hector , P r i a m a n d A g a m e m n o n ; i ts love coup le is not H e l e n 

a n d P r i a m , bu t C r e s s i d a a n d Tro i lus . In th i s sense , Troäus c an be sa id to 

p re f igure one of the p a r a d i g m a t i c pos tmode rn p r o c e d u r e s , tha t of r e 

te l l ing a w e l l - k n o w n c lass ica l s to ry from the s t andpo in t of a m a r g i n a l 

cha rac te r . T o m S t o p p a r d ' s Rodencranz and Gildendtcrn Are Dead d o e s it w i t h 

Hamlet, w h i l e he re , S h a k e s p e a r e h imse l f c a r r i e s out the move . T h i s 

d i sp l acemen t a l so u n d e r m i n e s S h a k e s p e a r e ' s s t a n d a r d p r o c e d u r e , from 

his r o y a l ch ron ic le s , of s u p p l e m e n t i n g the " b i g " r o y a l s c e n e s s t a g e d in a 

dignif ied w a y w i t h s cenes figuring common peop le w h o in t roduce a 

comic c o m m o n - s e n s e pe r spec t i ve . In the r o y a l ch ron ic l e s , these comic 

in t e r ludes s t r eng then the nob le s cenes t h r o u g h the i r con t ras t to them; in 

Troduà, e v e r y b o d y , even the nobles t of w a r r i o r s , is " c o n t a m i n a t e d " b y the 

r id i cu l ing p e r s p e c t i v e w h i c h m a k e s u s see them e i t he r a s b l i nd a n d 

s tup id ly pa the t i c o r a s i nvo lved in ru th l e s s i n t r i g u e s . T h e "ope ra to r " of 

this u n d o i n g of the t r a g i c d imens ion , the s ing le a g e n t w h o s e in t e rven t ions 

s y s t e m a t i c a l l y u n d e r m i n e t r ag i c pa thos , is U l y s s e s — t h i s m a y sound 

su rp r i s ing in v i e w of U l y s s e s ' first inter-vention, at the G r e e k w a r counc i l 

in Act I w h e r e the G r e e k (or " G r e c i a n , " a s S h a k e s p e a r e p u t it, in w h a t 

n o w m a y be c a l l e d " B u s h m o d e " ) g e n e r a l s t r y to a c c o u n t for t he i r fa i lure 

to o c c u p y a n d d e s t r o y T r o y after e igh t y e a r s of fighting. U l y s s e s in ter

venes from a t r ad i t iona l "o ld v a l u e s " posi t ion, loca t ing the t rue c a u s e of 

the G r e e k s ' f a i lu re in the i r neg l ec t of the c e n t r a l i z e d h i e r a r c h i c a l o r d e r 

w h e r e e v e r y i n d i v i d u a l is in h is p r o p e r p l a c e : 

T h e s p e c i a l t y of ru l e ha th been n e g l e c t e d . 

A n d look h o w m a n y Grec i an ten ts d o s t and 

Hol low upon th i s p la in : so m a n y h o l l o w fact ions . 

[. . . ] O w h e n d e g r e e is s h a k e d . 

W h i c h is the l a d d e r to a l l h i g h des igns , 

Then en te rp r i s e is s ick . H o w could c o m m u n i t i e s , 

D e g r e e s in schools a n d b ro the rhoods in c i t ies . 

Peaceful c o m m e r c e from d i v i d a b l e shores . 

The p r i m o g e n i t y a n d d u e of bir th , 

P r e roga t i ve of a g e , c r o w n s , scep t res , l a u r e l s . 

B u t b y d e g r e e s tand in a u t h e n t i c p l a c e ? 
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(I, 3 ) 

W h a t , then, c a u s e s th i s d i s in t eg ra t ion w h i c h e n d s u p in the democra t i c 

ho r ro r of e v e r y o n e p a r t i c i p a t i n g in p o w e r ? L a t e r in the p l ay , w h e n 

U l y s s e s w a n t s to conv ince A c h i l l e s to rejoin the bat t le , he mobi l i zes the 

m e t a p h o r of t ime a s the des t ruc t ive force tha t g r a d u a l l y u n d e r m i n e s the 

n a t u r a l h i e r a r c h i c a l order : in the cour se of t ime, y o u r old he ro i c d e e d s 

w i l l soon be forgotten, y o u r g l o r y w i l l be ec l ipsed b y the n e w he roes — so 

if y o u w a n t to con t inue sh in ing in y o u r w a r r i o r g lo ry , rejoin the ba t t le : 

T i m e ha th , m y lord, 

A w a l l e t a t h i s b a c k , 

w h e r e i n he p u t s 

A l m s for obl iv ion, 

a g r ea t - s i zed mons t e r 

O f i n g r a t i t u d e s . 

Those s c r aps a r e good d e e d s past , 

W h i c h a re d e v o u r e d 

a s fast a s t h e y a r e m a d e . 

Forgo t a s soon 

A s done . P e r s e v e r a n c e , d e a r m y lord , 

K e e p s h o n o u r b r igh t . To h a v e done is to h a n g 

Q u i t e out of fashion, l i ke a r u s t y ma i l 

In m o n u m e n t a l m o c k ' i y . [. . . ] 

O, le t not v i r t u e seek 

R e m u n e r a t i o n for the th ing it w a s ; 

F"or b e a u t y , w i t . 

H i g h b i r th , v i g o u r of bone , dese r t in se rv ice , 
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T a k e bu t d e g r e e a w a y , u n t u n e tha t s t r ing , 

A n d , ha rk , w h a t d i sco rd fol lows. E a c h th ing mee t s 

In m e r e o p p u g n a n c y . The b o u n d e d w a t e r s 

S h o u l d lift t he i r bosoms h i g h e r than the shores 

A n d m a k e a sop of al l th i s sol id g lobe ; 

S t r e n g t h shou ld be lo rd of imbec i l i t y , 

A n d the r u d e son shou ld s t r ike h is fa ther d e a d . 

F o r c e shou ld be r igh t —or ra the r , r igh t a n d w r o n g . 

B e t w e e n w h o s e end le s s j a r j u s t i ce res ides , 

S h o u l d lose the i r n a m e s , a n d so shou ld ju s t i ce too. 

T h e n e v e r y th ing i n c l u d e s i tself in p o w e r [. . . ] 
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Ix>ve, f r iendship , cha r i ty , a r e sub jec t s all 

To e n v i o u s a n d c a l u m n i a t i n g t ime. 

( I l l , 3 ) 

U l y s s e s ' s t r a t e g y he re is p ro found ly a m b i g u o u s . In a first a p p r o a c h , he 

m e r e l y res ta tes h is a r g u m e n t a t i o n abou t the n e c e s s i t y of " d e g r e e s " 

( o r d e r e d soc ia l h i e r a r c h y ) , a n d p o r t r a y s t ime as the cor ros ive force 

w h i c h u n d e r m i n e s old t r ue v a l u e s — a n a r c h - c o n s e r v a t i v e motif. H o w 

e v e r , on a c lose r r ead ing , it b e c o m e s c l e a r tha t U l y s s e s g i v e s to h is 

a r g u m e n t a t i o n a s i n g u l a r c y n i c a l twis t : h o w a r e w e to fight a g a i n s t t ime , 

to k e e p old v a l u e s a l i v e ? Not b y d i r e c t l y s t i ck ing t o them, b u t b y 

s u p p l e m e n t i n g t h e m w i t h the obscene rea lpo l i t ik of c rue l man ipu l a t i on , 

of chea t ing , of p l a y i n g one h e r o a g a i n s t the other . It is o n l y th is d i r t y 

unde r s ide , th i s h i d d e n d i s h a r m o n y , tha t c a n sus t a in h a r m o n y ( U l y s s e s 

p l a y s w i t h A c h i l l e s ' envy , he refers to e m u l a t i o n — t h e v e r y a t t i t udes tha t 

w o r k to des t ab i l i ze the h i e r a r c h i c a l order , s ince t h e y s i g n a l tha t one is not 

satisfied b y one ' s s u b o r d i n a t e p l a c e w i t h i n the social b o d y ) . S e c r e t 

man ipu la t ion of e n v y — t h a t i s , the v io la t ion of the v e r y r u l e s a n d v a l u e s 

U l y s s e s c e l e b r a t e s in h is first speech—^is n e e d e d to coun t e r ac t the effects 

o f t i m e a n d sus ta in the h i e r a r c h i c a l o r d e r of " d e g r e e s . " Th i s w o u l d be 

U l y s s e s ' ve r s ion of H a m l e t ' s f amous "The t ime is out of joint ; O c u r s e d 

spite, / Tha t e v e r I w a s born to set it r i gh t ! "—the on ly w a y to "set it r i g h t " 

is to coun te rac t the t r a n s g r e s s i o n of O l d O r d e r w i t h i ts inherent tranögres-

/wn, w i t h c r i m e sec re t l y commi t t ed to s e rve the O r d e r . T h e p r ice w e p a y 

fo r th is i s tha t the O r d e r w h i c h t h u s s u r v i v e s is a m o c k e r y of itself, a 

b l a sphemous imi ta t ion of O r d e r . 

This is w h y i d e o l o g y is not s i m p l y an opera t ion of c losure , d r a w i n g the 

l i ne b e t w e e n w h a t is i n c l u d e d a n d w h a t is e x c l u d e d / p r o h i b i t e d , b u t the 

o n g o i n g r egu l a t i on of non-c losure . In the c a s e of m a r r i a g e , i d e o l o g y not 

on ly p roh ib i t s e x t r a m a r i t a l affairs; i ts c ruc i a l opera t ion i s to r e g u l a t e such 

inev i tab le t r a n s g r e s s i o n s ( say , the p r o v e r b i a l Ca tho l i c p r ies t ' s a d v i c e to a 

p r o m i s c u o u s h u s b a n d ; if y o u r e a l l y h a v e n e e d s tha t y o u r wi fe canno t 

sat isfy, v is i t a p ros t i tu te d i sc ree t ly , fornicate a n d then repen t , a s long a s 

y o u do not d i v o r c e ) . In th is w a y , an i d e o l o g y a l w a y s a d m i t s the fa i lure of 

c losure , a n d then g o e s on to r e g u l a t e the p e r m e a b i l i t y of the e x c h a n g e 

"With i ts ou t s ide . 

Today , h o w e v e r , in our " p o s t m o d e r n " w o r l d , th i s d i a l ec t i c of the L a w 

a n d i ts i nhe ren t t r a n s g r e s s i o n is g i v e n an add i t i ona l twis t : t r ansg re s s ion is 

"flore a n d more d i r e c t l y en jo ined b y the L a w i t se l f 
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The atonal world 

W h y does po t la tch a p p e a r so m y s t e r i o u s or m e a n i n g l e s s to u s ? The bas i c 

fea ture of our " p o s t m o d e r n " w o r l d i s tha t it t r i e s to d i s p e n s e w i t h the 

a g e n c y of the M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r : t he " c o m p l e x i t y " of the w o r l d should be 

a s s e r t e d uncond i t i ona l l y , e v e r y M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r m e a n t to impose some 

o r d e r on it shou ld be " d e c o n s t r u c t e d , " d i spe r sed , " d i s s e m i n a t e d " : "The 

m o d e r n a p o l o g y for the ' c o m p l e x i t y ' of the w o r l d [. . . ] is r e a l l y no th ing 

bu t a g e n e r a l i z e d des i r e for a tona l i t y . "^'^ B a d i o u ' s p e r s p i c u o u s e x a m p l e of 

such an " a t o n a l " w o r l d is the p o l i t i c a l l y cor rec t v is ion of s exua l i t y , a s 

p romoted b y g e n d e r s tud ies , w i t h i ts obses s ive re jec t ion of " b i n a r y log ic" : 

th i s w o r l d is a n u a n c e d , r ami f ied w o r l d of mul t ip l e s e x u a l p r a c t i c e s w h i c h 

to l e ra t e s no dec i s ion , no in s t ance of the T w o , no e v a l u a t i o n ( in the s t rong 

N i e t z s c h e a n s e n s e ) . T h i s su spens ion of the M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r l e a v e s a s the 

o n l y a g e n c y of ideo log ica l i n t e r p e l l a t i o n the " u n n a m e a b l e " a b y s s of 

jouLtdance: the u l t ima te in junc t ion t ha t r e g u l a t e s our l ives in "pos tmoder -

n i t y " is " E n j o y ! " — r e a l i z e y o u r po ten t i a l , en joy in al l m a n n e r of w a y s , 

from in tense s e x u a l p l e a s u r e s t h r o u g h socia l s u c c e s s to sp i r i tua l self-

fulfi lment. 

H o w e v e r , far from l i b e r a t i n g u s from the p r e s s u r e of gui l t , such 

d i s p e n s i n g w i t h the M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r c o m e s a t a p r i ce , the p r i c e s i g n a l e d 

b y L a c a n ' s qua l i f i ca t ion of the s u p e r e g o c o m m a n d : "No th ing forces 

a n y o n e to en joy e x c e p t the s u p e r e g o . T h e s u p e r e g o is the i m p e r a t i v e 

of y^wwa/zce —Enjoy 1"'̂ ^ In short , t he d e c l i n e of the M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r 

e x p o s e s the sub jec t to a l l the t r a p s a n d d o u b l e - t a l k of the s u p e r e g o : the 

v e r y in junct ion to enjoy , in o the r w o r d s , the (often i m p e r c e p t i b l e ) shift 

from the p e r m i s s i o n to en joy to the Injunct ion ( o b l i g a t i o n ) to en joy 

s a b o t a g e s en joymen t , so that , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , the m o r e one o b e y s the 

s u p e r e g o c o m m a n d , the m o r e one feels g u i l t y . T h i s s a m e a m b i g u i t y 

affects the v e r y b a s i s of a " p e r m i s s i v e " a n d " to l e ran t " soc ie ty : " w e see 

from d a y to d a y h o w th is t o l e r ance i s n o t h i n g e lse than a fana t ic i sm, s ince 

it to le ra tes o n l y i ts o w n v a c u i t y . " A n d , effect ively, e v e r y dec is ion , e v e r y 

d e t e r m i n a t e e n g a g e m e n t , is p o t e n t i a l l y " in to l e r an t " t o w a r d s a l l o thers . 

In h i s Logiqiieé Bej mondes, B a d i o u d e v e l o p s the not ion of " a t o n a l " 

w o r l d s (monde atone),'^^ w o r l d s l a c k i n g a "poin t , " in L a c a n e s e : the 

" q u i l t i n g po in t " (point de capiton), the in te rven t ion of a M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r 

tha t imposes a p r i nc ip l e of " o r d e r i n g " in to the w o r l d , the point of a s imple 

dec i s ion ( " y e s or n o " ) in w h i c h the confused m u l t i p l i c i t y is v io l en t ly 

r e d u c e d to a " m i n i m a l d i f fe rence . " N o n e other t h a n J o h n F. K e n n e d y 
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prov ided a conc ise desc r ip t ion of th is point : "The e s sence of u l t ima t e 

decis ion r e m a i n s i m p e n e t r a b l e to the o b s e r v e r —often, i ndeed , to the 

d e c i d e r h i m s e l f " T h i s g e s t u r e w h i c h can n e v e r be fu l ly g r o u n d e d in 

reasons , is tha t of a M a s t e r —or, a s G.K. Ches t e r ton p u t it in h is 

in imi tab le m a n n e r : " T h e p u r p o s e of an open mind , l i ke h a v i n g an open 

mouth, is to close it upon some th ing so l id . " 

If the f ight a g a i n s t a w o r l d p r o c e e d s b y w a y of u n d e r m i n i n g i ts "po in t , " 

the fea ture tha t s u t u r e s it in to a s tab le to ta l i ty , h o w a r e w e to p r o c e e d 

w h e n ( a s is the case t o d a y ) w e d w e l l in an a tona l w o r l d , a w o r l d of 

mul t ip l ic i t i es l a c k i n g a d e t e r m i n a t e t o n a l i t y ? T h e a n s w e r is : one h a s to 

o p p o s e it in such a w a y tha t one c o m p e l s it to " t o n a l i z e " i t se l f to o p e n l y 

admi t t h e s ec re t tone that sus t a ins i ts a tona l i ty . For e x a m p l e , w h e n one 

confronts a w o r l d w h i c h p r e s e n t s i tself a s to le ran t a n d p lura l i s t , d i s 

semina ted , w i t h no center , one h a s to a t t a c k the u n d e r l y i n g s t r u c t u r i n g 

p r inc ip le w h i c h su s t a in s th is a t o n a l i t y — s a y , the sec re t qua l i f i ca t ions of 

" t o l e r ance" w h i c h e x c l u d e s a s " in to l e r an t " ce r t a in c r i t i ca l ques t ions , or 

t h e secre t qua l i f i ca t ions w h i c h e x c l u d e a s a " th rea t to f r eedom" ques t i ons 

a b o u t the l imi t s of the ex i s t i ng f reedoms. 

The p a r a d o x , the s ign of h i d d e n c o m p l i c i t y b e t w e e n t o d a y ' s r e l i g ious 

fundamen ta l i sms a n d the " p o s t m o d e r n " u n i v e r s e t h e y reject so fero

ciously , is tha t f u n d a m e n t a l i s m a l so b e l o n g s to the "a tona l w o r l d " — 

w h i c h i s w h y a fundamenta l i s t d o e s not believe, he knows d i r ec t l y . To pu t it 

' in ano the r w a y , both l i b e r a l - s k e p t i c a l c y n i c i s m a n d f u n d a m e n t a l i s m t h u s 

share a ba s i c u n d e r l y i n g fea ture : the loss of the a b i l i t y to be l i eve in the 

p r o p e r sense of the t e r m . F o r both of them, r e l i g ious s t a t emen t s a r e q u a s i -

empi r ica l s t a t emen t s of d i r ec t k n o w l e d g e : fundamen ta l i s t s a ccep t t h e m a s 

s u c h , w h i l e skep t i ca l c y n i c s m o c k them. W h a t is u n t h i n k a b l e for t h e m is 

t h e " a b s u r d " ac t of a dec i s ion w h i c h e s t ab l i shes e v e r y a u t h e n t i c belief, a 

decis ion w h i c h canno t be g r o u n d e d in the c h a i n of " r ea sons , ' in pos i t ive 

k n o w l e d g e : the " s i nce r e h y p o c r i s j ' " of s o m e b o d y l i k e A n n e F r a n k w h o , 

i n the face of the t e r r i fy ing d e p r a v i t y of the Naz i s , in a t rue ac t of credo qua 

ohsurdum a s s e r t e d h e r be l i e f in the fundamen ta l g o o d n e s s of a l l h u m a n s . 

No w o n d e r t hen tha t r e l i g i o u s fundamenta l i s t s a r e a m o n g the most 

pass iona te d ig i t a l h a c k e r s , a n d a l w a y s p rone to c o m b i n e the i r r e l ig ion 

""^ t̂h the la tes t findings of s c i ence : for them, r e l i g i o u s s t a t ement s a n d 

Scient i f ic s t a t emen t s be long to the s a m e m o d a l i t y of pos i t ive k n o w l e d g e . 

(In th is sense , the s t a tus of " u n i v e r s a l h u m a n r i g h t s " is a l so tha t of a p u r e 

belief: t h e y canno t be g r o u n d e d in o u r k n o w l e d g e of h u m a n na tu re , t h e y 

are an a x i o m pos i t ed b y o u r dec i s ion . ) T h e o c c u r r e n c e of the t e r m 
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" s c i e n c e " in the v e r y n a m e of some of the fundamentaUst sec ts (Chr i s t i an 

S c i e n c e , S c i e n t o l o g y ) is not j u s t an obscene joke , but s i gna l s th is 

r educ t ion of be l i e f to pos i t ive k n o w l e d g e . T h e case of the Tu r in sh roud 

is he re s y m p t o m a l : i ts a u t h e n t i c i t y w o u l d be awfu l for e v e r y t rue b e l i e v e r 

( the first t h ing to do then w o u l d be to a n a l y z e the D N A of the b lood 

s ta ins a n d t h u s solve e m p i r i c a l l y the ques t ion of w h o J e s u s ' fa ther w a s 

. . . ) , w h i l e a t r ue fundamen ta l i s t w o u l d re joice in th i s oppor tun i ty . 

W e find the s a m e p h e n o m e n o n in some forms of c o n t e m p o r a r y Is lam: 

h u n d r e d s of b o o k s b y sc ient i s t s " d e m o n s t r a t e " h o w the la tes t scient i f ic 

a d v a n c e s confi rm the ins igh t s a n d in junc t ions of the Koran—^the d iv ine 

p roh ib i t ion of inces t is conf i rmed b y r ecen t g e n e t i c k n o w l e d g e a b o u t the 

defec t ive ch i l d r en born of i n c e s t u o u s copula t ion , a n d so on a n d so forth. 

( S o m e e v e n go so far a s to c l a i m tha t w h a t the Koran offers a s an a r t i c le of 

faith to be a c c e p t e d b e c a u s e of i ts d i v i n e or ig in is not finally d e m o n s t r a t e d 

a s scient i f ic t ru th , t h e r e b y r e d u c i n g the K o r a n Itself to an infer ior m y t h i c 

ve r s ion of w h a t h a s a c q u i r e d i ts a p p r o p r i a t e formula t ion in c o n t e m p o r a r y 

science.)^ '^ The s a m e goes a lso for B u d d h i s m , w h e r e m a n y sc ien t i s t s v a r y 

the motif of the "Tao of m o d e r n p h y s i c s , " tha t is , of h o w the con tem

p o r a r y scient if ic v is ion of r e a l i t y a s a d e s u b s t a n t i a l i z e d flux of osc i l l a t ing 

even t s finally conf i rmed the old B u d d h i s t on to logy . . . O n e is t h u s 

c o m p e l l e d to d r a w the p a r a d o x i c a l conc lus ion : in the opposi t ion b e t w e e n 

t r ad i t iona l s e c u l a r h u m a n i s t s a n d r e l i g ious fundamenta l i s t s , it is the 

h u m a n i s t s w h o s t and for b e l i e f w h i l e fundamenta l i s t s s t and for k n o w l 

e d g e — in short, the t rue d a n g e r of f u n d a m e n t a l i s m does not r e s ide in the 

fact tha t it pose s a th rea t to s e c u l a r scient i f ic k n o w l e d g e , bu t in the fact 

tha t it poses a th rea t to a u t h e n t i c be l ie f itself. 

W h a t w e shou ld b e a r in m ind he re is h o w the opposi t ion of k n o w l e d g e 

a n d faith echoes the one b e t w e e n the cons ta t ive a n d the pe r fo rmat ive : 

faith (or, ra ther , t r u s t ) is the b a s i c i n g r e d i e n t of speech a s the m e d i u m of 

social bond, of the sub jec t ' s e n g a g e d pa r t i c ipa t ion in th is bond, w h i l e 

s c i e n c e — e x e m p l a r l l y in its f o r m a l i z a t i o n — r e d u c e s l a n g u a g e to neu t r a l 

r eg i s t r a t ion . L e t u s not forget tha t sc i ence has , for L a c a n , the s ta tus of the 

" k n o w l e d g e in the r ea l " : the l a n g u a g e of sc ience is not the l a n g u a g e of 

sub jec t ive e n g a g e m e n t , bu t the l a n g u a g e d e p r i v e d of Its pe r fo rmat ive 

d imens ion , de sub j ec t i v i zed l a n g u a g e . The p r e d o m i n a n c e of scient if ic 

d i scour se t h u s en ta i l s the re t rea t , the po ten t ia l suspens ion , of the v e r y 

s y m b o l i c function a s the m e t a p h o r cons t i tu t ive of h u m a n sub jec t iv i ty . 

P a t e r n a l au tho r i t y is i r r e d u c i b l y b a s e d on faith, on t rus t a s to the iden t i t y 

of the father: w e h a v e fa thers ( a s s y m b o l i c funct ions, a s the Name-of- the-



H A P P I N E S S A N D T O R T U R E 

Father , the p a t e r n a l m e t a p h o r ) , b e c a u s e w e do not d i r e c t l y know w h o o u r 

father is , w e h a v e to t a k e h i m at hit word a n d tnuit h im . To pu t it po in ted ly , 

the m o m e n t I k n o w wi th scient if ic c e r t a i n t y w h o m y fa ther is , f a therhood 

c e a s e s to be the funct ion w h i c h g r o u n d s soc i a l - symbo l i c Trus t . In the 

scientif ic un ive r se , t he re is no n e e d for such faith, t ru th c a n be e s t ab l i shed 

t h rough D N A a n a l y s i s . . . T h e h e g e m o n y of the scient i f ic d i s cou r se t h u s 

potent i î i l ly s u s p e n d s the en t i r e n e t w o r k of s y m b o l i c t rad i t ion tha t sus 

t a ins the sub jec t ' s iden t i f ica t ions . Po l i t i ca l ly , the shift is from P o w e r 

g r o u n d e d in the t r ad i t iona l s y m b o l i c a u t h o r i t y to b iopol i t i cs . 

The " w o r l d l e s s " c h a r a c t e r of cap i t a l i sm is l i nked to th i s h e g e m o n i c role 

of scient if ic d i scour se in m o d e r n i t y , a fea ture c l e a r l y ident i f ied a l r e a d y b y 

H e g e l w h o w r o t e that, for u s m o d e r n s , a r t a n d re l ig ion no l o n g e r o b e y 

abso lu te respec t : w e can a d m i r e them, bu t w e no l o n g e r knee l d o w n in 

front of them, our h e a r t is not r e a l l y w i t h t h e m —today , o n l y sc ience 

(concep tua l k n o w l e d g e ) d e s e r v e s th i s respec t . " P o s t m o d e r n i t y " a s the 

" e n d of g r a n d n a r r a t i v e s " is one of the n a m e s for th is p r e d i c a m e n t in 

w h i c h the m u l t i t u d e of local fictions t h r i v e s a g a i n s t the b a c k g r o u n d of 

scientif ic d i s cou r se a s the o n l y r e m a i n i n g u n i v e r s a l i t y d e p r i v e d of sense . 

W h i c h is w h y the pol i t i cs a d v o c a t e d b y m a n y a leftist today , tha t of 

coun te r ing the d e v a s t a t i n g w o r l d - d i s s o l v i n g effect of cap i ta l i s t mode r 

niza t ion b y i n v e n t i n g n e w fictions, i m a g i n i n g " n e w w o r l d s " ( l ike the 

Porto A l e g r e s logan " A n o t h e r w o r l d is p o s s i b l e ! " ) , is i n a d e q u a t e or, a t 

least , p ro found ly a m b i g u o u s : it a l l d e p e n d s on h o w these fictions r e l a t e to 

t h e u n d e r l y i n g R e a l of cap i t j J i sm — do t h e y ju s t dupplement it w i t h the 

i m a g i n a r y mu l t i t ude , a s the p o s t m o d e r n " local n a r r a t i v e s " do, or d o t h e y 

disturb i ts func t ion ing? In o the r w o r d s , the task is to p r o d u c e a dymhoLic 

fiction (a truth) that intervenes into the Real, t ha t c a u s e s a c h a n g e w i t h i n it.^^ 

It is on ly p s y c h o a n a l y s i s tha t can d i sc lose the full con tours of the 

sha t t e r ing i m p a c t of m o d e r n i t y ( in i ts t w o aspec t s : the h e g e m o n y of 

scientif ic d i s cou r se a n d c a p i t a l i s m ) on the w a y o u r i d e n t i t y is pe r fo rma-

t i v e l y g r o u n d e d in s y m b o l i c ident i f ica t ions , on the m a n n e r in w h i c h the 

S y m b o l i c o r d e r is c o u n t e d o n to p r o v i d e the hor izon tha t a l l o w s u s to 

locate e v e r y e x p e r i e n c e in a mean ing fu l to ta l i ty . The n e c e s s a r y obve r se o f 
m o d e r n i t y is the "c r i s i s of m e a n i n g , " the d i s in t eg ra t ion o f the l i nk — 

iden t i ty e v e n — b e t w e e n T ru th a n d M e a n i n g . S i n c e , in Europe , mode r 

niza t ion w a s s p r e a d over cen tu r i e s , w e h a d the t ime to a c c o m m o d a t e to 

th is b r eak , to soften i ts sha t t e r i ng impac t , t h rough Kulturarbeit, t h r o u g h 

the format ion of n e w socia l n a r r a t i v e s a n d m y t h s , w h i l e some o the r 

societ ies — e x e m p l a r i l y the M u s l i m o n e s — w e r e exposed to th is i m p a c t 
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d i rec t ly , w i t h o u t a p ro tec t ive sc reen or t empora l d e l a y , so the i r s y m b o l i c 

u n i v e r s e w a s p e r t u r b e d m u c h more b r u t a l l y , t h e y lost the i r ( s y m b o l i c ) 

g r o u n d w i t h no t ime left to e s t ab l i sh a n e w ( s y m b o l i c ) b a l a n c e . N o 

w o n d e r , then, tha t the o n l y w a y for s o m e of these socie t ies to avo id total 

b r e a k d o w n w a s to e rec t in p a n i c the shie ld of " f u n d a m e n t a l i s m , " the 

p s y c h o t i c - d e l i r i o u s - i n c e s t u o u s r easse r t ion of re l ig ion as d i r ec t ins igh t 

into the d iv ine R e a l , w i t h a l l t he te r r i fy ing c o n s e q u e n c e s tha t such a 

r easse r t ion en ta i l s , u p to the r e t u r n w i t h a v e n g e a n c e of the obscene 

s u p e r e g o d i v i n i t y d e m a n d i n g sacr i f ices . T h e r i se of the s u p e r e g o is 

a n o t h e r fea ture that pos tmode rn p e r m i s s i v e n e s s and the n e w fundament 

a l i s m sha re ; w h a t d i s t i n g u i s h e s t h e m is the si te of the en joymen t de 

m a n d e d : o u r o w n in pe rmi s s ivenes s , God ' s o w n in fundamen ta l i sm . 

F r o m al l s ides . R i g h t a n d Left, c o m p l a i n t s a b o u n d t o d a y abou t how, in 

o u r p o s t m o d e r n soc ie t ies c o m p o s e d of hedon i s t i c sol ips is ts , social bonds 

a r e p r o g r e s s i v e l y d i s in t eg ra t ing ; w e a r e i n c r e a s i n g l y r e d u c e d to social 

a toms , a s exempl i f i ed b y the lone i n d i v i d u a l h o o k e d on the c o m p u t e r 

sc reen , p re fe r r ing v i r t ua l e x c h a n g e s to con tac t s w i t h o the r f lesh-and-

blood pe r sons , p re fe r r ing c y b e r s ex to b o d i l y contact , a n d so forth. 

H o w e v e r , th is v e r y e x a m p l e r e n d e r s v i s ib l e w h a t is w r o n g w i t h the 

d i î ignos i s on s u s p e n d e d socia l t ies : in o r d e r for an i n d i v i d u a l to i m m e r s e 

he r se l f in the v i r tua l s p a c e , the b i g O t h e r h a s to b e there , m o r e power fu l 

than e v e r in the g u i s e of c y b e r s p a c e itself, th i s d i r e c t l y u n i v e r s a l i z e d form 

of soc ia l i ty w h i c h e n a b l e s u s to be connec t ed w i t h the en t i re w o r l d w h i l e 

s i t t ing a lone in front of a sc reen . 

It m a y seem tha t L a c a n ' s doxa " there is no b ig O t h e r " h a s t o d a y lost i ts 

s u b v e r s i v e e d g e a n d t u r n e d into a g l o b a l l y a c k n o w l e d g e d common

p l a c e — e v e r y b o d y s eems to k n o w tha t t he re is no "b ig O t h e r " in the 

sense of a subs t an t i a l s h a r e d set of c u s t o m s a n d v a l u e s , tha t w h a t H e g e l 

ca l l ed "ob jec t ive S p i r i t " ( the socia l s u b s t a n c e of m o r e s ) is d i s i n t e g r a t i n g 

in to p a r t i c u l a r " w o r l d s " (or life s t y l e s ) w h o s e coord ina t ion is r e g u l a t e d b y 

p u r e l y formal r u l e s . Th i s is w h y not o n l y c o m m u n i t a r i a n s b u t even l i be ra l 

leftists a d v o c a t e the n e e d to es tab l i sh n e w t i es of s o l i d a r i t y a n d o the r 

s h a r e d v a l u e s . H o w e v e r , the e x a m p l e of c y b e r s p a c e c l e a r l y d e m o n s t r a t e s 

h o w the b ig O t h e r is p r e sen t m o r e t h a n ever : socia l a t o m i s m can o n l y 

function w h e n it is r e g u l a t e d b y some ( a p p a r e n t l y ) n e u t r a l m e c h a n i s m — 

d ig i t a l so l ips is ts n e e d a v e r y c o m p l e x g loba l m a c h i n e r y to be a b l e to 

p e r s e v e r e in the i r sp l end id i so la t ion . 

W a s not R i c h a r d R o r t y the p a r a d i g m a t i c ph i l o sophe r of such an O t h e r 

w i t h o u t a p r i v i l e g e d l i n k to o the r s? H i s b ig O t h e r is the set of neu t ra l 
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pub l i c r u l e s w h i c h e n a b l e e a c h of the i n d i v i d u a l s to "tel l he r o w n s t o r y " of 

d r e a m s a n d suffer ing. These r u l e s g u a r a n t e e tha t the " p r i v a t e " s p a c e of 

persona l i d i o s y n c r a s i e s , imper fec t ions , v io len t fan tas ies , a n d so on, w i l l 

n o t spil l ove r in to a d i r ec t domina t i on of o thers . R e c a l l one of the la tes t 

upshots of s e x u a l l ibe ra t ion : the " m a s t u r b a t e - a - t h o n , " a co l lec t ive e v e n t 

in w h i c h h u n d r e d s of men a n d w o m e n p l e a s u r e t h e m s e l v e s for cha r i t y , 

r a i s i n g m o n e y for s e x u a l - a n d r e p r o d u c t i v e - h e a l t h a g e n c i e s , a n d — a s the 

o rgan i ze r s p u t it — r a i s i n g a w a r e n e s s a n d d i spe l l i ng the s h a m e a n d t aboos 

t h a t pe rs i s t a r o u n d th is most c o m m o n p l a c e , na tu ra l , a n d safe form of 

s e x u a l ac t iv i ty . The ideo log ica l s t ance u n d e r l y i n g the not ion of the 

mas tu rba thon is m a r k e d b y a confl ic t b e t w e e n i ts form a n d content : it 

bu i ld s a co l lec t ive out of i n d i v i d u a l s w h o a r e r e a d y to share w i t h o the rs 

t h e sol ipsis t ic ego t i sm of t he i r s tup id p l e a s u r e . Th i s con t rad ic t ion , h o w 

e v e r , i s m o r e a p p a r e n t t h a n rea l . F r e u d a l r e a d y k n e w a b o u t the con

nect ion b e t w e e n n a r c i s s i s m a n d i m m e r s i o n in a c r o w d , bes t r e n d e r e d 

p r e c i s e l y b y the Ca l i fo rn ian p h r a s e " s h a r i n g an e x p e r i e n c e . " A n d w h a t is 

c ruc ia l is the u n d e r l y i n g s y m b o l i c pac t w h i c h e n a b l e s the a s s e m b l e d 

mas tu rba to r s to " s h a r e a s p a c e " w i t h o u t i n t r u d i n g on e a c h o ther ' s space . 

The more one w a n t s to be a n a tomist , the m o r e some figure of the b ig 

Othe r is n e e d e d to r e g u l a t e one ' s d i s t ance from o thers . P e r h a p s th i s 

accoun t s for the s t r ange , bu t a d e q u a t e , impres s ion it is difficult to a v o i d 

w h e n one e n c o u n t e r s a t r ue hedon i s t sol ipsist : in spi te of he r u n c o n 

s t ra ined i n d u l g e n c e in pe r sona l i d i o s y n c r a s i e s , she s t r i kes u s as w e i r d l y 

i m p e r s o n a l — w h a t she l a c k s i s the v e r y sense of the " d e p t h " ol a pe r son . 

W h a t , then, i s m i s s i n g in t o d a y ' s social bond, if it is not the b ig 

Other?^^ T h e a n s w e r is c lea r : a smal l o the r w h i c h w o u l d e m b o d y , s t and 

in for , the b ig O t h e r — a pe r son w h o is not s i m p l y " l i k e the o the r s , " b u t 

w h o d i r e c t l y e m b o d i e s au tho r i ty . In o u r p o s t m o d e r n u n i v e r s e , e v e r y 

smal l o the r is " f in i t i zed" ( p e r c e i v e d a s fa l l ible , imperfec t , " m e r e l y hu 

m a n , ' r i d i c u l o u s ) , i n a d e q u a t e to g i v e b o d y to a b ig O t h e r — and , in th is 

w a y , p r e s e r v e s the p u r i t y of the b ig O t h e r u n b l e m i s h e d b y i ts fa i l ings . 

W h e n , in a d e c a d e or so, m o n e y w i l l finally b e c o m e a p u r e l y v i r t ua l point 

o f re ference , no l o n g e r m a t e r i a l i z e d in a p a r t i c u l a r object , th is d e m a t e r -

ia l izat ion w i l l r e n d e r i ts fet ishist ic p o w e r abso lu te : i ts v e r y inv i s ib i l i t y w i l l 

r e n d e r i t a l l -power fu l a n d omnip re sen t . T h e t a s k of r a d i c a l po l i t i cs is 

therefore not to d e n o u n c e the i n a d e q u a c y of e v e r y smal l o the r to s t and in 

f o r the b ig O t h e r ( s u c h a " c r i t i q u e " o n l y re inforces the b ig O the r ' s ho ld 

over u s ) , b u t to u n d e r m i n e the v e r y b ig O t h e r and , in th i s w a y , to un t i e 

the social bond the b ig O t h e r su s t a in s . T o d a y , w h e n e v e r y o n e c o m p l a i n s 
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abou t d i s so lv ing socia l t ies ( a n d t h e r e b y obfusca t ing the i r hold ove r us , 

w h i c h is s t ronger t han e v e r ) , the t r ue job of u n t y i n g t h e m is still a h e a d of 

us , more u r g e n t t h a n eve r . 

Lyacan's s t a n d a r d not ion of a n x i e t y is that , a s the on ly affect tha t does 

not l ie , it b e a r s w i t n e s s to the p r o x i m i t y of the Rea l , to the i n e x i s t e n c e of 

the b ig Other ; such a n x i e t y h a s to be confronted b y c o u r a g e , it shou ld 

l e a d to an ac t p r o p e r w h i c h , a s it w e r e , cu ts in to the r ea l of a s i tua t ion . 

T h e r e is , h o w e v e r , a n o t h e r m o d e of a n x i e t y w h i c h p r e d o m i n a t e s today : 

the a n x i e t y c a u s e d b y the c l a u s t r o p h o b i a of the a tona l w o r l d w h i c h l a c k s 

a n y s t r u c t u r i n g "poin t , " the a n x i e t y of the "pa tho log ica l N a r c i s s u s " 

f rus t ra ted b y the fact that he is c a u g h t in the end l e s s compet i t ive 

m i r r o r i n g of h i s fel low men ( a - a ' - a " - a " ' . . . ) , of the se r ies of " sma l l 

o t h e r s " none of w h i c h funct ions a s the s t and- in for the "b ig Other . "^ ' The 

root of th is c l a u s t r o p h o b i a is tha t the l a c k of e m b o d i e d s t and - ins for the 

b ig Other , i n s t e a d of open ing u p the socia l space , d e p r i v i n g it of a n y 

M a s t e r - f i g u r e s , r e n d e r s the inv i s ib le "b ig O the r , " the m e c h a n i s m tha t 

r e g u l a t e s the in te rac t ion of " sma l l o the r s , " al l the more a l l - p e r v a s i v e . 

Serhdky Itutitute, Malibu 

W i t h th i s shift t o w a r d s the "a tona l w o r l d , " the obscene so l ida r i ty 

b e t w e e n the L a w a n d its s u p e r e g o u n d e r s i d e is s u p p l a n t e d b y the h i d d e n 

so l ida r i t y b e t w e e n to le ran t p e r m i s s i v e n e s s a n d r e l i g ious fundamen ta l i sm . 

A r ecen t s canda l in M a l i b u not o n l y d i s p l a y e d the obscene p a c t b e t w e e n 

the biopoUtlcal " t h e r a p e u t i c " a p p r o a c h a n d the fundamenta l i s t r eac t ion 

to it, b u t a l so the ca t a s t roph ic e th ica l p r i c e w e h a v e to p a y for th is pac t . 

In good o ld Sov ie t t imes , the S e r b s k y Ins t i tu te in M o s c o w w a s the 

p s y c h i a t r i c f l agsh ip for pun i t i ve pol i t ica l control ; its p s y c h i a t r i s t s deve l 

oped painful d r u g m e t h o d s to m a k e d e t a i n e e s t a lk and e x t r a c t t e s t i m o n y 

for use in na t iona l s e c u r i t y inves t iga t ions . U n d e r p i n n i n g the ab i l i t y of 

p s y c h i a t r i s t s to i n c a r c e r a t e peop le w a s an i nven t ed po l i t i ca l men ta l 

d i s o r d e r k n o w n a s ( " s l u g g i s h viiotekujhchaia s c h i z o p h r e n i a " ) . P s y c h i a 

t r i s t s d e s c r i b e d s y m p t o m s thus : a pe r son m i g h t a p p e a r qu i t e n o r m a l most 

of the t ime but w o u l d b r e a k out w i t h a seve re case of " in f l ex ib i l i t y of 

conv ic t i ons , " or " n e r v o u s e x h a u s t i o n b r o u g h t on b y h is or h e r s ea r ch for 

j u s t i c e , " or " a t e n d e n c y to l i t i g a t i o n " or "reformist d e l u s i o n s . " T h e 

t r e a t m e n t i nvo lved i n t r a v e n o u s in jec t ions of p s y c h o t r o p i c d r u g s tha t 

w e r e so pa infu l ly a d m i n i s t e r e d tha t pa t i en t s b e c a m e u n c o n s c i o u s . T h e 

o v e r r i d i n g belief w a s tha t a pe r son h a d to be ituane to be opposed to 
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C o m m u n i s m . Is th i s p s y c h i a t r i c a p p r o a c h to poh t i ca l l y p r o b l e m a t i c 

pos i t ions a th ing of the p a s t ? Unfo r tuna te ly , no: not o n l y is the S e r b s k y 

Inst i tute t o d a y h a p p i l y t h r i v i n g in P u t i n ' s R u s s i a , but , a s a r e cen t i nc iden t 

•with M e l Gibson ind ica te s , it w i l l soon open a b r a n c h in M a l i b u ! F lere is 

Gibson 's o w n desc r ip t ion of w h a t h a p p e n e d to h im on F r i d a y , J u l y 28 , 

2 0 0 6 : 

I d rove a c a r w h e n 1 shou ld not h a v e , a n d w a s s topped b y the L A 

C o u n t y Sher i f fs . The a r r e s t i n g officer w a s ju s t do ing h i s j ob a n d I feel 

for tunate tha t I w a s a p p r e h e n d e d before I c a u s e d i n j u r y to a n y o the r 

person . I a c t e d l i ke a pe r son c o m p l e t e l y out of control w h e n 1 w a s 

a r res ted , a n d sa id t h i n g s tha t I do not be l i eve to be t rue a n d w h i c h a r e 

d e s p i c a b l e . 

It is r epo r t ed tha t Gibson sa id , "F J e w s . . . T h e J e w s a r e 

respons ib le for al l the w a r s in the w o r l d , " and a s k e d a d e p u t y , " A r e 

y o u a J e w ? " Gibson apo log ized , bu t h is a p o l o g y w a s re jec ted b y the 

An t i -Defamat ion L e a g u e . H e r e is w h a t A b r a h a m F o x m a n , d i r ec to r of the 

L e a g u e , w r o t e : 

M e l Gibson ' s a p o l o g y is un remorse fu l a n d insuff icient . It 's not a 

p rope r a p o l o g y b e c a u s e it does not g o to the e s sence of h i s b i g o t r y 

a n d h is a n t i - S e m i t i s m . H i s t i r a d e finally r e v e a l s h is t r ue self a n d s h o w s 

that h is p ro tes ta t ions d u r i n g the d e b a t e over h is film The Peusion of the 

Christ, tha t he is such a to lerant , lov ing person, w e r e a sham. 

Later , Gibson offered a m o r e subs t an t i a l apo logy , a n n o u n c i n g th rough 

a s p o k e s m a n tha t he w o u l d u n d e r g o rehab i l i t a t ion for a lcohol a b u s e . H e 

added : " H a t r e d of a n y k i n d g o e s a g a i n s t m y faith. I 'm not j u s t a s k i n g for 

forg iveness . I w o u l d l i ke to t a k e it one s t ep further , a n d mee t w i t h l e a d e r s 

•in the J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y , w i t h w h o m I c a n h a v e a one-on-one d i scuss ion 

to d i sce rn the a p p r o p r i a t e p a t h for h e a l i n g . " Gibson sa id he is " in the 

p rocess of u n d e r s t a n d i n g w h e r e those v i c ious w o r d s c a m e from d u r i n g 

that d r u n k e n d i s p l a y . " T h i s t ime , F o x m a n a c c e p t e d h is a p o l o g y a s 

s incere : 

T w o y e a r s a g o , I w a s to ld b y h is pub l i c i s t tha t he w a n t s to mee t w i t h 

nie a n d h a v e an u n d e r s t a n d i n g . I 'm still w a i t i n g . T h e r e is no course , 

there is no c u r r i c u l u m . W e need in -dep th conver sa t ion . It 's t h e r a p y — 



IN D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

38 

a n d the most impor t an t s tep in a n y t h e r a p y is to a d m i t tha t y o u h a v e a 

p rob lem, w h i c h is a s tep he ' s a l r e a d y t a k e n . 

W h y w a s t e p r e c i o u s t ime on such a v u l g a r i n c i d e n t ? For an o b s e r v e r of 

the ideo log ica l t r e n d s in the U S , these even t s d i s p l a y a n igh tmar i sh 

d imens ion : the m u t u a l l y re in forc ing h y p o c r i s y of the t w o s ides , the an t i -

S e m i t i c C h r i s t i a n fundamen ta l i s t s a n d the Zionis ts , is b r e a t h t a k i n g . 

Po l i t i ca l ly , the reconc i l i a t ion b e t w e e n Gibson a n d F o x m a n s igna l s an 

obscene pac t b e t w e e n a n t i - S e m i t i c C h r i s t i a n fundamen ta l i s t s a n d a g 

g r e s s i v e Zionis ts , w h o s e e x p r e s s i o n is the g r o w i n g suppor t of the 

fundamen ta l i s t s for the S t a t e of Israel ( r eca l l Pa t Robe r t son ' s c l a i m that 

S h a r o n ' s h e a r t a t t a c k w a s d i v i n e re t r ibu t ion for the e v a c u a t i o n of G a z a ) . 

T h e J e w i s h peop le w i l l p a y d e a r l y for s u c h pac t s w i t h the dev i l — can one 

i m a g i n e w h a t a boost a n t i - S e m i t i s m w i l l r ece ive from F o x m a n ' s offer? 

" S o if I n o w s a y some th ing cr i t ica l a b o u t J e w s , I w i l l be forced to submi t 

to p s y c h i a t r i c t h e r a p y . . . " 

W h a t u n d e r l i e s the final r econc i l i a t ion is , obv ious ly , a n obscene q u i d 

p r o q u o . F o x m a n ' s r eac t ion to Gibson ' s ou tbu r s t w a s not e x c e s s i v e l y 

s e v e r e a n d d e m a n d i n g ; on the con t r a ry , it let Gibson al l too e a s i l y off the 

hook. It a c c e p t e d Gibson ' s refusal to t a k e full pe r sona l r e spons ib i l i t y for 

h is w o r d s (h i s a n t i - S e m i t i c r e m a r k s ) : t h e y w e r e not r e a l l y h is own , it w a s 

p a t h o l o g y , some u n k n o w n force tha t took over u n d e r the in f luence of 

a lcohol . H o w e v e r , the a n s w e r to Gibson ' s ques t ion " W h e r e d i d those 

v ic ious w o r d s c o m e f r o m ? " is r i d i c u l o u s l y s imp le : t h e y a r e p a r t and 

pa rce l of h is ideo log ica l ident i ty , formed ( a s far a s one can t e l l ) to a l a r g e 

ex ten t b y h is father . W h a t s u s t a i n e d Gibson ' s r e m a r k s w a s not m a d n e s s , 

b u t a w e l l - k n o w n ideology ' ( a n t i - S e m i t i s m ) . 

In our d a i l y life, r a c i s m w o r k s a s a s p o n t a n e o u s d ispos i t ion l u r k i n g 

b e n e a t h the sur face a n d w a i t i n g for a " r e m a i n d e r of the d a y " to w h i c h it 

can a t tach i tself and co lor it in i ts o w n w a y . I r e c e n t l y read Man Li Wolf lo 

Man, J a n u s z B a r d a c h ' s ( a Po l i sh J e w ) m e m o i r s of h i s m i r a c u l o u s 

su rv iva l in K o l y m a , the w o r s t S t a l i n i s t c a m p , in the w o r s t of t imes w h e n 

cond i t ions w e r e e s p e c i a l l y d e s p e r a t e ( d u r i n g W o r l d W a r I I ) .''^ In e a r l y 

1945, a s the resu l t of an a m n e s t y to ce l eb ra t e the v i c t o r y ove r G e r m a n y , 

he w a s freed bu t not y e t ab l e to l e a v e the r eg ion . So , m o r d e r to p a s s the 

t ime a n d e a r n some m o n e y , he a c c e p t e d a pos t in a hospi ta l . T h e r e , on the 

a d v i c e of a c o l l e a g u e , a doctor , he o r g a n i z e d a d e s p e r a t e m e t h o d of 

p r o v i d i n g the s i ck a n d s t a r v i n g p r i sone r s w i t h some v i t a m i n s a n d 

nu t r i t i ous foodstuffs. T h e c a m p hospi ta l h a d too l a r g e a s tock of h u m a n 
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p rocessed it, e n r i c h e d it w i t h v i t a m i n s from loca l he rbs , a n d sold it back 

to the hospi ta l . W h e n the h i g h e r au tho r i t i e s l e a r n e d a b o u t th is , he w a s 

a lmost r ea r r e s t ed ; t h e y b a n n e d h im from p r a c t i c i n g w h a t t h e y d e s i g n a t e d 

a s " o r g a n i z e d c a n n i b a l i s m . " B u t he found a w a y out, r e p l a c i n g h u m a n 

blood w i t h the b lood of the d e e r k i l l ed b y the Inui t l i v ing n e a r b y , and 

soon d e v e l o p e d a successfu l bus ine s s . . . M y i m m e d i a t e rac i s t assoc ia t ion 

w a s , of cour se : " T y p i c a l J e w s ! Even in the w o r s t g u l a g , the m o m e n t t h e y 

a re g i v e n a m i n i m u m of f reedom and s p a c e for m a n e u v e r , t h e y s tar t 

t r a d i n g —in h u m a n b l o o d ! " 

T h e s t a k e s a r e m u c h h i g h e r w h e n th is obscene u n d e r s i d e is ins t i tu

t ional ized , a s in the case of the Ca tho l i c p r i e s t s ' pedoph i l i a , a p h e n o m 

enon tha t is i n s c r i b e d in to the v e r y funct ioning of the C h u r c h as a socio-

S3mibolic ins t i tu t ion . It is therefore not a m a t t e r of the " p r i v a t e " uncon

sc ious of i n d i v i d u a l s , bu t r a t h e r of the " u n c o n s c i o u s " of the ins t i tu t ion 

itself; not some th ing tha t h a p p e n s b e c a u s e the C h u r c h h a s to a c c o m 

modate i tself to the pa tho log i ca l r ea l i t i e s of l ib id ina l life in o r d e r to 

surv ive , bu t r a t h e r an i n h e r e n t p a r t of the w a y the ins t i tu t ion r e p r o d u c e s 

i t s e l f . T h i s ins t i tu t iona l u n c o n s c i o u s h a s no th ing to do w i t h a n y k i n d of 

J u n g i a n "co l lec t ive u n c o n s c i o u s , " a sp i r i tua l s u b s t a n c e tha t e n c o m p a s s e s 

i nd iv idua l s ; i ts s t a tus is t h o r o u g h l y non -psycho log i ca l , s t r i c t ly d i s cu r s ive , 

cor re la t ive to the "b ig O t h e r " a s the " r e i f i ed" sy s t em of s y m b o l i c 

coord ina tes . It is the set of p r e suppos i t i ons a n d e x c l u s i o n s i m p l i e d b y 

the pub l i c d i s cou r se . C o n s e q u e n t l y , the r e sponse to the C h u r c h ' s r e l u c 

t ance to a c k n o w l e d g e i ts c r i m e s shou ld be tha t these a r e i n d e e d c r i m e s 

a n d that , if it does not ful ly p a r t i c i p a t e in the i r inves t iga t ion , the C h u r c h 

is an a c c o m p l i c e after the fact; moreove r , the C h u r c h as duch, a s an 

inst i tut ion, m u s t be m a d e to r e c o g n i z e the w a y s it s y s t e m a t i c a l l y c r e a t e s 

the cond i t ions for such c r i m e s to t a k e p l a c e . N o w o n d e r that , in 

c o n t e m p o r a r y I re land , w h e n sma l l ch i l d r en h a v e to g o out a lone , it is 

becoming s t a n d a r d for t he i r m o t h e r s to s u p p l e m e n t the t r ad i t iona l 

w a r n i n g "Don ' t t a l k to s t r a n g e r s ! " w i t h a n e w a n d m o r e specif ic one, 

• • . a n d don ' t t a l k to p r i e s t s ! " 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , w h a t Gibson n e e d s is not t h e r a p y ; it is not e n o u g h for 

b im to s i m p l y a d m i t tha t "he h a s a p r o b l e m " so long a s he fai ls to a c c e p t 

r e spons ib i l i ty for h i s r e m a r k s , a s k i n g h imse l f in w h a t w a y h is ou tbur s t is 

l i nked to h i s C a t h o l i c i s m a n d funct ions a s i ts obscene u n d e r s i d e . W h e n 

F o x m a n offered to t reat Gibson ' s ou tbur s t a s a case of i n d i v i d u a l 

pa tho logy w h i c h n e e d s a t h e r a p e u t i c a p p r o a c h , he not o n l y commi t t ed 
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the s a m e e r ro r a s those w h o w a n t to r e d u c e cases of p e d o p h i h a to 

i n d i v i d u a l pa tho log ies ; m u c h w o r s e , he con t r i bu t ed to the r ev iva l of the 

S e r b s k y Ins t i tu te ' s m a n n e r of d e a l i n g w i th p rob l ema t i c pol i t ica l a n d 

ideo log ica l a t t i t udes a s p h e n o m e n a tha t ca l l for p s y c h i a t r i c in t e rven t ion . 

In the s a m e w a y tha t the o v e r r i d i n g be l ie f u n d e r l y i n g the S e r b s k y 

Ins t i tu te ' s m e a s u r e s w a s tha t a pe r son h a d to be ituane to be a g a i n s t 

C o m m u n i s m , so F o x m a n ' s offer imp l i e s tha t a pe r son h a s to be i n sane to 

be a n t i - S e m i t i c . T h i s e a s y w a y out e n a b l e s u s to a v o i d the k e y i s sue : that , 

p r e c i s e l y , a n t i - S e m i t i s m in our W e s t e r n soc ie t ies w a s — a n d is —not an 

i d e o l o g y d i s p l a y e d b y the d e r a n g e d , bu t an i n g r e d i e n t of spon t aneous 

ideo log ica l a t t i t udes of pe r fec t ly sane people , of o u r i deo log ica l sanity 

itself. Th is , then, is w h e r e w e s t and today : a s ad choice b e t w e e n Gibson 

a n d F o x m a n , b e t w e e n the obscene b i g o t r y of fundamenta l i s t bel iefs a n d 

the no less obscene d i squa l i f i ca t ion of p r o b l e m a t i c bel iefs a s c a s e s of 

ment îd i l lness tha t r e q u i r e t h e r a p y . 

Poland Otf a symptom 

T h i s h i d d e n compl i c i t y b e t w e e n the pos tmode rn "a tona l w o r l d " a n d the 

fundamenta l i s t r eac t ion to it e x p l o d e s w h e n a soc ie ty en te r s a c r i s i s of i ts 

s y m b o l i c iden t i ty . A scanda l r i p p e d P o l a n d a p a r t in M a r c h 2 0 0 7 , the so-

c a l l e d " O l e k s y - g a t e , " w h e n a t ape of a p r iva t e conversa t ion w a s m a d e 

p u b l i c . J o s e f O l e k s y , the former P r i m e M i n i s t e r a n d one of the D e m o 

cra t i c Left A l l i a n c e ' s ( S L D , e x - C o m m u n l s t s ) l e a d i n g f igures , w a s r e 

v e a l e d to h a v e m a d e d i s p a r a g i n g r e m a r k s a b o u t the S L D pol i t i c ians , 

c a l l i ng t h e m " a b u n c h of lose r s and s w i n d l e r s , " c y n i c a l l y boas t ing tha t the 

S L D h a d r e a l l y i n t r o d u c e d c a p i t a l i s m in to Po land , a n d c l a i m i n g tha t the 

S L D l e a d e r s c a r e d no th ing abou t Po land , bu t j u s t abou t the i r o w n 

su rv iva l a n d w e a l t h . T h e t r u l y s h o c k i n g fea ture of these t a p e s is a ce r t a in 

co inc idence : O l e k s y u s e d e x a c t l y the s a m e w o r d s a s the r igh t i s t ant i -

C o m m u n i s t opponen t s of the S L D w h o refused to a d m i t i ts l e g i t i m a c y , 

c l a i m i n g that it w a s a p a r t y w i t h o u t a p r o p e r p r o g r a m , jus t a n e t w o r k of 

ex-nomenklatura s w i n d l e r s l o o k i n g after the i r o w n b u s i n e s s in te res t s — 

th is ha r sh ex t e rna l c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n w a s n o w conf i rmed a s the i nne r 

c y n i c a l se l f -des igna t ion of the S L D i t s e l f . . . a s u r e s ign tha t the first t a s k 

of the n e w Left in p o s t - C o m m u n i s t s ta tes is to re ject all l i n k s w i t h the e x -

C o m m u n i s t " lef t" pa r t i e s w h i c h , a s a ru le , a r e the pa r t i e s of b ig cap i t a l . 

T h e coun te rpa r t to th is s c a n d a l is the fact tha t P o l a n d h a s the 

d is t inc t ion of be ing the first W e s t e r n c o u n t r y in w h i c h the an t i -mode rn i s t 
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b a c k l a s h h a s w o n , effect ively e m e r g i n g a s a h e g e m o n i c force; c a l l s for the 

total ban on abor t ion , a n t i - C o m m u n i s t " lus t r a t ion , " the exc lus ion of 

D a r w i n i s m from p r i m a r y a n d s e c o n d a r y educa t ion , u p to the b i za r r e 

i d e a of abo l i sh ing the pos t of the P re s iden t of the R e p u b l i c a n d p r o c l a i m 

ing J e s u s Chr i s t the E te rna l King of Po land , a n d so forth, a r e coming 

toge the r in to an a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g p roposa l to enac t a c l ea r b r e a k a n d 

const i tu te a n e w Pol i sh r e p u b l i c u n a m b i g u o u s l y b a s e d on an t i -modern i s t 

Chr i s t i an v a l u e s . Is, h o w e v e r , th is b a c k l a s h r e a l l y so d a n g e r o u s tha t the 

Left shou ld a c c e p t the l i be ra l b l a c k m a i l : " the t ime h a s c o m e for al l of u s to 

un i t e forces, t h w a r t this t h rea t a n d r e a s s e r t l i b e r a l - s e c u l a r m o d e r n i z a 

t i on"? ( S o m e t h i n g , i nc iden t a l l y , w h i c h canno t bu t r eca l l the m e m o r y of 

S o c i a l - D e m o c r a t i c evo lu t ion is t s w h o c l a i m e d that , in not y e t ful ly deve l 

oped count r ies , the Left shou ld first suppor t the b o u r g e o i s pro jec t of the 

mode rn d e m o c r a t i c s tate, a n d o n l y in the " s econd p h a s e " shou ld it move 

on to r a d i c a l pol i t ics p roper , to the o v e r c o m i n g of cap i t a l i sm a n d 

bourgeo i s d e m o c r a c y . . . It is g o o d to r e m e m b e r tha t L e n i n w a s 

t h o r o u g h l y opposed to th i s " s t a g e i s t " app roach , r e ins t i tu ted in l a t e r 

S t a l i n i s m w i t h i ts scho las t i c d is t inc t ion b e t w e e n the " l o w e r " a n d the 

" h i g h e r " s t a g e s of C o m m u n i s m . ) 

The t a s k of the Left i s , on the con t r a ry , more than e v e r to " s u b t r a c t " 

i tself from the en t i re field of the opposi t ion b e t w e e n l ibe ra l mode rn i za t i on 

a n d the an t i -mode rn i s t b a c k l a s h . I n spi te of t he i r z e a l o u s p u r s u i t of a 

posi t ive pro jec t of ins t a l l ing s tab le C h r i s t i a n v a l u e s in to social life, one 

should n e v e r forget tha t the an t i -mode rn i s t fundamen ta l i s t b a c k l a s h is a 

p ro found ly reactive p h e n o m e n o n (in the N i e t z s c h e a n s e n s e ) : a t i t s core , 

there is not a pos i t ive pol i t ics , a c t i v e l y p u r s u i n g a n e w socia l project , bu t a 

pol i t ics of fear w h o s e mo t iva t i ng force is defense a g a i n s t a p e r c e i v e d 

threat . H e r e , r e d u c e d to i ts most e l e m e n t a r y contours , i s the conse rva t ive 

v i e w of our p r e d i c a m e n t , w h o s e cen t ra l fea ture is tha t " s e c u l a r - p r o g r e s 

sive cu l tu re h a s s w e p t a w a y t r ad i t iona l be l iefs" : 

To r ep l ace this loss of spi r i tua l i ty , mi l l ions of E u r o p e a n s have e m b r a c e d 

the secu la r concept of " re l a t iv i sm." A c c o r d i n g to th is w a y of th ink ing , 

there is no abso lu te t ruth , no cer ta in r ight a n d w r o n g . E v e r y t h i n g is 

re la t rve." W h a t is w r o n g in m y e y e s migh t not be w r o n g in y o u r e y e s . 

B y this logic , even he inous ac ts can be exp la ined , so t h e y should not —in 

fact, t h e y c a n n o t — b e c o n d e m n e d . In other w o r d s , no defini te j u d g 

ments abou t behavror should be m a d e because there a re a l w a y s 

ex tenua t ing c i r c u m s t a n c e s to jus t i fy not t a k i n g a s tand. 
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T h e w i d e a c c e p t a n c e of re la t iv i sm h a s r e n d e r e d Europe w e a k , 

confused, a n d chaot ic . Soc ia l i s t or quas i -soc ia l i s t g o v e r n m e n t s n o w 

prov ide the necess i t i es of life to the i r c i t izens, a l l owing m a n y E u r o p e a n s 

to l ive en t i r e ly w i th in themse lves . W h e n that h a p p e n s to a person, it is 

h a r d to r a l l y him or he r to a g r e a t e r cause . Thus , no th ing is w o r t h 

f ight ing for outs ide of one 's immed ia t e we l l -be ing . The on ly c reed is a 

be l ie f in personal gratification.^^ 

H o w a r e w e to un i t e th is opposi t ion (of t r ad i t i ona l i sm v e r s u s s e c u l a r 

r e l a t i v i s m ) w i t h the o ther g r e a t ideo log ica l oppos i t ion on w h i c h the en t i re 

l e g i t i m a c y of the W e s t a n d i ts " W a r on T e r r o r " re l i e s : the opposi t ion 

b e t w e e n l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c i n d i v i d u a l rights a n d r e l i g ious fundamen ta l 

ism e m b o d i e d p r i m a r i l y in " I s l a m o - f a s c i s m " ? The re in r e s i d e s the s y m p 

tomat ic Incons i s tency of the U S neoconse rva t i ve s : w h i l e , in domes t i c 

pol i t ics , t h e y p r i v i l e g e the fight a g a i n s t l i be ra l s e c u l a r i s m (abor t ion, g a y 

m a r r i a g e s , a n d so o n ) , t ha t is , t he i r s t r u g g l e is the so -ca l l ed " c u l t u r e of 

l i fe" a g a i n s t the " c u l t u r e of d e a t h , " in foreign affairs, t h e y p r i v i l ege the 

v e r y oppos i te v a l u e s of the l ibe ra l " c u l t u r e of d e a t h . " O n e w a y to r e so lve 

th is d i l e m m a is the h a r d l i n e C h r i s t i a n fundamen ta l i s t solut ion, a r t i c u l a t e d 

in the w o r k s of T im L a H a y e et coiuortes: to u n a m b i g u o u s l y s u b o r d i n a t e 

the s e c o n d opposi t ion to the first one . T h e t i t le of one of L a H a y e ' s l a tes t 

nove l s po in t s in th is d i rec t ion : The Europa Conspiracy. In th i s account , the 

t rue e n e m y of the U S is not M u s l i m te r ro r i sm, the la t t e r is m e r e l y a 

p u p p e t s e c r e t l y m a n i p u l a t e d b y E u r o p e a n secu la r i s t s , w h o a r e the t r ue 

forces of the An t i ch r i s t in ten t on w e a k e n i n g the U S a n d e s t ab l i sh ing the 

N e w W o r l d O r d e r u n d e r the domina t ion of the Un i t ed Na t ions . O p 

posed to th is m i n o r i t y v i e w is the p r e d o m i n a n t l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c v i e w 

w h i c h sees the p r inc ipa l e n e m y in a l l k i n d s of f undamen ta l i sms , a n d 

p e r c e i v e s U S C h r i s t i a n f u n d a m e n t a l i s m a s a d e p l o r a b l e h o m e g r o w n 

ve r s ion of " I s l amo- fasc i sm." 

T h e r e a c t i v e n a t u r e of r e l i g i o u s fundamen ta l i sm i s d i s ce rn ib l e In Its 

h i d d e n re f lex ive posi t ion. Let u s t a k e a look a t th is r e f l ex iv i ty a t i ts 

( a r t i s t i c ) h ighes t , in the w o r k of A n d r e i T a r k o v s k y . T a r k o v s k y himself, 

a n d not on ly the he roes of h i s ( l a t e ) films, s t ands for the r e g a i n e d 

i m m e d i a c y of a u t h e n t i c belief, a s opposed to the W e s t e r n in t e l l ec tua l ' s 

doub t a n d se l f -des t ruc t ive d i s t ance . B u t w h a t if the cons te l l a t ion is m o r e 

c o m p l e x ? T h e u l t ima te figure of this d i r ec t be l ie f is Stalker—^to quo te 

T a r k o v s k y himself: 
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I a m often a s k e d w h a t th i s Zone s t ands for. T h e r e is o n l y one poss ib le 

a n s w e r : the Zone doesn ' t ex is t . S t a l k e r h imse l f i n v e n t e d h is Zone . H e 

c r ea t ed it, so that he w a s ab l e to b r i n g t he r e some v e r y u n h a p p y 

pe r sons a n d impose on t h e m the i d e a of hope . T h e room ol d e s i r e s is 

e q u a l l y S t a l k e r ' s c rea t ion , y e t ano the r p rovoca t ion in the face of the 

ma te r i a l w o r l d . T h i s provoca t ion , formed in S t a l k e r ' s mind , cor re 

sponds to an ac t of faith." 

W h a t , h o w e v e r , if w e t a k e the c l a i m tha t S t a l k e r i n v e n t e d the Zone 

l i t e r a l l y ? W h a t if S t a l k e r , far from d i r e c t l y be l i ev ing , m a n i p u l a t e s , fe igns 

belief, in o r d e r to fasc ina te the i n t e l l ec tua l s he b r i n g s to the Zone, 

a rous ing in t h e m the p rospec t of be l i e f ? W h a t i f far from b e i n g a d i r ec t 

be l iever , he a s s u m e s the ro le of a sub jec t s u p p o s e d to be l i eve for the e y e s 

of the d e c a d e n t in t e l l ec tua l o b s e r v e r s ? W l i a t if the t r u l y n a i v e posi t ion is 

tha t of the in t e l l ec tua l spec ta tor , of h i s fasc ina t ion w i t h S t a l k e r ' s n a i v e 

be l ie f? A n d w h a t if the s a m e g o e s for T a r k o v s k y himself, w h o —far from 

b e i n g the a u t h e n t i c O r t h o d o x b e l i e v e r in con t ras t to W e s t e r n skep t i 

c i s m — a c t s out th is ro le in o r d e r to fasc ina te the W e s t e r n in te l lec tua l 

p u b l i c ? J o h n G r a y is therefore r i gh t to s a y tha t " R e l i g i o u s fundamen

ta l is ts see t h e m s e l v e s a s h a v i n g r e m e d i e s for the m a l a d i e s of the m o d e r n 

w o r l d . In r e a l i t y t h e y a r e s y m p t o m s of the d i s e a s e t h e y p r e t e n d to 
..38 

cure . 
To p u t it in N ie t z sche ' s t e rms : t h e y a r e the u l t ima t e n ih i l i s t s , s ince the 

v e r y form of the i r a c t i v i t y ( s p e c t a c u l a r m e d i a t i c mobi l iza t ion , and so 

for th) u n d e r m i n e s t he i r m e s s a g e . O n e of the first e x p o n e n t s of e a r l y 

l i tereuy m o d e r n i s m , L a u t r é a m o n t ( I s idore D u c a s s e ) , fo l lowed his p ro 

voca t ive Chanta of Maldoror w i t h Poédied, a w e i r d r eas se r t ion of t r ad i t iona l 

mora l i ty . A t the v e r y b e g i n n i n g of a r t i s t i c mode rn i t y , he t h u s s t a g e s its 

final p a r a d o x i c a l r eve r sa l : w h e n a l l s o u r c e s of t r a n s g r e s s i o n a r e e x 

haus ted , the o n l y w a y to b r e a k out of the suffocat ing w e a r i n e s s of the 

Las t M e n is to p ropose t r ad i t iona l a t t i t udes t h e m s e l v e s a s the u l t ima te 

t r ansg res s ion . A n d the s a m e goes for o u r p o p u l a r cu l tu re : 

W h a t w i l l h a p p e n w h e n w e r u n out of n e w v i c e s ? H o w w i l l s a t i e ty a n d 

id l eness be s t aved off w h e n d e s i g n e r sex , d r u g s a n d v io l ence no l o n g e r 

se l l ? At t ha t point , w e m a y be su re , m o r a l i t y w i l l come b a c k into 

fashion. W e m a y not be far from a t ime w h e n " m o r a l i t y " is m a r k e t e d as 

a n e w b r a n d of t ransgression." ' ' ' 
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O n e shou ld be v e r y p rec i se here ; this r e v e r s a l is not the s a m e a s the one, 

d e s c r i b e d b y Ches te r ton , in w h i c h m o r a l i t y i tself a p p e a r s a s the g r ea t e s t 

t r ansg res s ion , or l a w - a n d - o r d e r a s the g r ea t e s t ( u n i v e r s a l i z e d ) c r ime . 

H e r e , in con t ras t to Ches t e r ton ' s model , the e n c o m p a s s i n g u n i t y is not 

tha t of c r ime, b u t tha t of the l a w : it i s not m o r a l i t y w h i c h is the g r ea t e s t 

t r ansg res s ion , it is t r ansg re s s ion w h i c h is the fundamen ta l " m o r a l " 

in junct ion of c o n t e m p o r a r y soc ie ty . T h e t rue r e v e r s a l shou ld thus occu r 

within this specu l a t i ve i den t i t y of oppos i tes , of m o r a l i t y a n d i ts t r a n s g r e s 

sion: a l l one h a s to d o is to shift t he e n c o m p a s s i n g u n i t y of these t w o t e rms 

from m o r a l i t y to t r ansg re s s ion . A n d , s ince th i s e n c o m p a s s i n g u n i t y h a s to 

a p p e a r a s i ts opposi te , w e t h u s h a v e to a c c o m p l i s h a shift from a soc ie ty m 

w h i c h the L a w ru l e s —in the g u i s e of a p e r m a n e n t t r a n s g r e s s i o n — t o a 

soc ie ty in w h i c h t r ansg res s ion ru l e s —in the g u i s e of a n e w L a w . 

Happy to torture? 

T h i s e l eva t ion of t r a n s g r e s s i o n Itself Into a mora l in junc t ion h a s a p rec i se 

n a m e ; happineé.i as the supreme duty. N o w o n d e r that , ove r the las t d e c a d e , 

the s t u d y of h a p p i n e s s e m e r g e d a s a scientif ic d i sc ip l ine of i ts own; the re 

a re n o w "professors of h a p p i n e s s " a t un ive r s i t i e s , " q u a l i t y of l i fe" 

ins t i tu tes a t t a c h e d to them, and n u m e r o u s r e s e a r c h p a p e r s ; t he re is e v e n 

the Journal of Happiness Studies. R u u t V e e n h o v e n , i ts edi tor- in-chief , 

w r o t e : 

W e can n o w s h o w w h i c h b e h a v i o r s a r e r i s k y a s far a s h a p p i n e s s goes , 

in the s a m e w a y med ica l r e s e a r c h h a s s h o w n u s w h a t is b a d for o u r 

hea l th . W e s h o u l d e v e n t u a l l y be a b l e to s h o w w h a t k i n d of l i fes ty le 

su i t s w h a t k i n d of pe r son . 

Th i s n e w d i sc ip l ine h a s t w o b r a n c h e s . O n the one hand , t he r e is a more 

soc io log ica l a p p r o a c h , b a s e d on d a t a g a t h e r e d from h u n d r e d s of s u r v e y s 

m e a s u r i n g h a p p i n e s s a c r o s s different c u l t u r e s , profess ions , r e l ig ions , 

social a n d economic g r o u p s . O n e canno t r e p r o a c h these r e s e a r c h e s 

for cu l tu ra l b i a s : t h e y a r e w e l l a w a r e of h o w the notion of w h a t 

cons t i tu tes h a p p i n e s s d e p e n d s on the c u l t u r a l con tex t (It is on ly in 

ind iv idua l i s t i c W e s t e r n coun t r i e s tha t h a p p i n e s s is seen a s a ref lect ion 

of pe r sona l a c h i e v e m e n t ) . O n e a l so canno t d e n y tha t the d a t a co l l ec ted 

a r e often in te res t ing : h a p p i n e s s Is not the s a m e th ing a s sat isfact ion w i t h 

one ' s life ( s eve ra l na t ions tha t r epor t l o w or a v e r a g e li te sa t is fact ion a t the 
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s a m e t ime repor t h igh p e r c e n t a g e s of v e r y h a p p y p e o p l e ) ; the happ i e s t 

na t ions —mos t ly W e s t e r n a n d ind iv idua l i s t i c o n e s — t e n d to h a v e the 

h ighes t l eve l s of su i c ide ; and , of course , the k e y role of e n v y — w h a t 

coun t s is not w h a t y o u h a v e so m u c h a s w h a t o thers h a v e ( the m i d d l e 

c l a s ses a r e far l ess sat isf ied than the poor, for t h e y t a k e a s the i r r e fe rence 

point the v e r y w e a l t h y , w h o s e i ncome a n d s ta tus t h e y w i l l be h a r d -

p u s h e d to ma tch ; the poor, m e a n w h i l e , t a k e a s the i r r e fe rence point the 

midd l e e a r n e r s , w h o a r e m o r e w i t h i n the i r r e a c h ) . 

O n the o ther hand , t he re is a m o r e p sycho log i ca l (or, ra ther , b r a in -

sc i ences ) a p p r o a c h , c o m b i n i n g cogni t iv i s t scient if ic r e s e a r c h w i t h occa

s ional i ncu r s ions into N e w A g e medi t a t ion w i s d o m : the e x a c t m e a s u r i n g 

of b r a i n p r o c e s s e s tha t a c c o m p a n y fee l ings of h a p p i n e s s a n d sat isfact ion, 

etc. The combina t ion of cogn i t ive s c i ence a n d B u d d h i s m ( w h i c h is not 

n e w — i t s las t g r e a t p r o p o n e n t w a s F r a n c i s c o V a r e l a ) is he r e g i v e n an 

e th ica l twis t : w h a t is offered in the g u i s e of scient if ic r e s e a r c h is a n e w 

mora l i ty tha t one is t e m p t e d to cal l hiomoraUty—Ûie t r ue c o u n t e r p a r t to 

t oday ' s b iopol i t i cs . A n d indeed , w a s it not the Da la i L a m a h imse l f w h o 

wro t e : " T h e p u r p o s e of life is to be h a p p y " —this L) not true for pdycho-

anatydù), one shou ld a d d . In Kant ' s descr ip t ion , e th ica l d u t y funct ions l i ke 

a foreign t r a u m a t i c i n t r u d e r tha t from the ou ts ide d i s t u r b s the sub jec t ' s 

homeosta t ic b a l a n c e , i ts u n b e a r a b l e p r e s s u r e forcing the subjec t to ac t 

" b e y o n d the p l e a s u r e p r i n c i p l e , " i g n o r i n g the p u r s u i t of p l e a s u r e s . For 

L a c a n , e x a c t l y the s a m e desc r ip t ion ho lds for des i r e , w h i c h is w h y 

enjo3nnent is not someth ing tha t c o m e s n a t u r a l l y to the subject , a s a 

rea l iza t ion of h e r i n n e r potent ia l , bu t is the con ten t of a t r a u m a t i c 
• - . 4 3 

s u p e r e g o in junc t ion . 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , if one s t i cks to the end to the " p l e a s u r e p r i n c i p l e , " it is 

difficult to a b a n d o n a r a d i c a l conc lus ion . The a r t i f i c i a l - in te l l igence 

ph i losopher T h o m a s M e t z i n g e r cons ide r s art i f icial sub jec t iv i ty poss ib le , 

e spec i a l l y in the d i r ec t ion of h y b r i d b iorobot ics , and , consequen t l y , an 

empi r ica l , not p h i l o s o p h i c a l " issue.'^'* H e e m p h a s i z e s its e t h i c a l l y p ro

b lema t i c cha rac t e r : "it is not at a l l c l e a r if the b io log ica l form of 

consc iousness , a s so far b r o u g h t abou t b y evolu t ion on o u r p lane t , is 

a desirable form of e x p e r i e n c e , an a c t u a l good in itself.""^^ Th i s p r o b l e m a t i c 

feature c o n c e r n s consc ious pa in and suffering: evo lu t ion 

h a s c r e a t e d an e x p a n d i n g ocean of suffer ing a n d confusion w h e r e 

there p r e v i o u s l y w a s none . A s not o n l y the s imple n u m b e r of ind iv i 

d u a l consc ious sub jec t s bu t a lso the d i m e n s i o n a l i t y of t he i r p h e n o m -
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ena l s ta te s p a c e s is c o n t i n u o u s l y i nc reas ing , th i s ocean is a l so d e e p e n -
46 

ing . 

A n d it is r e a s o n a b l e to e x p e c t tha t n e w a r t i f i c i a l ly g e n e r a t e d forms of 

a w a r e n e s s w i l l c r ea t e n e w " d e e p e r " forms of suffer ing . . . O n e shou ld be 

careful to note h o w th i s e th ica l thes i s is not an i d i o s y n c r a s y of M e t z i n g e r 

a s a p r i va t e person , but is a cons i s ten t imp l i ca t ion of h i s theore t i ca l 

f r a m e w o r k : the m o m e n t one e n d o r s e s the full na tu ra l i za t i on of h u m a n 

sub jec t iv i ty , the a v o i d a n c e of p a i n a n d suffer ing canno t b u t a p p e a r a s the 

u l t ima t e e th ica l po in t of r e fe rence . T h e o n l y t h ing one shou ld a d d to th i s 

is that , if one fol lows th i s l ine of r e a s o n i n g to the end, d r a w i n g a l l the 

c o n s e q u e n c e s from the fact tha t evo lu t ion " h a s c r ea t ed an e x p a n d i n g 

ocean of suffer ing and confusion w h e r e the re p r e v i o u s l y w a s n o n e , " then 

one shou ld a l so r e n o u n c e h u m a n sub jec t i v i t y itself: w e w o u l d h a v e h a d 

m u c h l e s s suffer ing if w e h a d r e m a i n e d a n i m a l s . . . and , to p u s h it y e t 

fur ther . If a n i m a l s h a d r e m a i n e d p l an t s , if p l a n t s h a d r e m a i n e d s ing le 

ce l l s , i f ce l l s h a d r e m a i n e d m i n e r a l s . 

O n e of the g r e a t i ron ies of our p r e d i c a m e n t is that th i s s a m e biomor-

a l i ty , focused on h a p p i n e s s a n d on p r e v e n t i n g suffering, is t o d a y i n v o k e d 

a s the u n d e r l y i n g p r i n c i p l e for the jus t i f ica t ion of tor ture : w e shou ld 

to r tu re —impose pa in a n d suffer ing —in o r d e r to p r e v e n t more suffering. 

O n e is t r u l y t e m p t e d to p a r a p h r a s e D e Q u i n c e y y e t a g a i n : "ITow m a n y 

peop le b e g a n w i t h c o m m i t t i n g a l i t t le ac t of to r tu re , a n d e n d e d u p 

e m b r a c i n g a s the i r c a u s e the fight a g a i n s t p a i n a n d su f fe r ing!" T h i s 

de f in i t e ly ho lds for S a m f i a r r i s w h o s e defense of to r tu re in The End of 

Faith is b a s e d on the d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n o u r i m m e d i a t e s ta te of b e i n g 

Impressed b y the suffer ing of o the r s a n d o u r abs t r ac t not ion of o the r s ' 

suffer ing: it is m u c h m o r e difficult for u s to to r tu re a s ing le pe r son than to 

d r o p a b o m b from a g r e a t d i s t a n c e w h i c h w o u l d c a u s e the m o r e painful 

d e a t h of t h o u s a n d s . W e a r e thus a l l c a u g h t in a k i n d of e th ica l i l lus ion , 

p a r a l l e l to p e r c e p t u a l i l lus ions . T h e u l t i m a t e c a u s e of these i l lus ions Is 

that , a l t h o u g h our p o w e r of a b s t r a c t r e a s o n i n g h a s d e v e l o p e d i m m e n s e l y , 

o u r emot iona l - e th i ca l r e s p o n s e s r e m a i n cond i t ioned b y mi l l enn i a -o ld 

ins t inc tua l r eac t ions of s y m p a t h y to suffer ing a n d pa in tha t is d i r e c t l y 

w i t n e s s e d . T h i s is w h y shoo t ing someone po in t -b l ank is , for most of u s , 

m u c h more r e p u l s i v e than p r e s s i n g a bu t ton that w i l l k i l l a t h o u s a n d 

a b s e n t pe r sons : 

Given w h a t m a n y of us be l i eve abou t the e x i g e n c i e s of o u r w a r on 
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t e r ro r i sm, the p r ac t i c e of to r tu re , in ce r t a in c i r c u m s t a n c e s , w o u l d s eem 

to be not o n l y p e r m i s s i b l e bu t n e c e s s a r y . St i l l , i t does not seem a n y 

more a c c e p t a b l e , in e th ica l t e rms , t h a n it d id before . T h e r e a s o n s for 

th is a r e , I t rust , e v e r y bit a s neu ro log i ca l a s those tha t g i v e r ise to the 

moon i l lus ion . . . . It m a y be t ime to t a k e out o u r r u l e r s a n d ho ld t h e m 

u p to the s k y . 

N o w o n d e r tha t H a r r i s re fers to A l a n D e r s c h o w i t z a n d h is l eg i t imiza t ion 

of torture.^^ In o r d e r to s u s p e n d th is e v o l u t i o n a r y cond i t i oned v u l n e r 

ab i l i t y to the p h y s i c a l d i s p l a y of o the r s ' suffering, H a r r i s i m a g i n e s an 

i dea l " t ru th p i l l , " an effective to r tu re e q u i v a l e n t to decaf fe ina ted coffee or 

d ie t coke : 

a d r u g tha t w o u l d d e l i v e r both the i n s t r u m e n t s of to r tu re a n d the 

i n s t rumen t of the i r u t t e r concea lmen t . T h e ac t ion of the pil l w o u l d be 

to p r o d u c e t r an s i t o ry p a r a l y s i s a n d t r an s i t o ry m i s e r y of a k i n d tha t no 

h u m a n b e i n g w o u l d w i l l i n g l y submi t to a s econd t ime . Imag ine h o w w e 

to r tu re r s w o u l d feel if, af ter g i v i n g th i s pi l l to c ap t i ve te r ror i s t s , e a c h 

l a y d o w n for w h a t a p p e a r e d to be an hou r ' s n a p o n l y to a r i s e a n d 

i m m e d i a t e l y confess e v e r y t h i n g he k n o w s a b o u t the w o r k i n g s of h is 

o rgan iza t ion . M i g h t w e not be t e m p t e d to cal l it a " t ru th p i l l " in the 

e n d r 

The v e r y first l ines — " a d r u g tha t w o u l d d e l i v e r both the i n s t r u m e n t s of 

to r ture a n d the i n s t r u m e n t of t he i r u t t e r c o n c e a l m e n t " — i n t r o d u c e s the 

t y p i c a l l y p o s t m o d e r n log ic of the choco la te l a x a t i v e : the to r tu re i m a g i n e d 

here is l i k e d e c a f co f f ee—we ge t the resu l t w i t h o u t h a v i n g to suffer 

u n p l e a s a n t s ide effects. At the S e r b s k y Inst i tute in M o s c o w , the a l r e a d y -

men t ioned p s y c h i a t r i c out le t of the K G B , t h e y d i d i nven t j u s t such a d r u g 

w i t h w h i c h to to r tu re d i s s iden t s : a n in jec t ion in to the p r i sone r ' s hea r t 

Zone w h i c h s l o w e d d o w n h i s hea r t bea t a n d c a u s e d t e r r i fy ing a n x i e t y . 

V i e w e d from the outs ide , the p r i sone r s e e m e d ju s t to be doz ing , w h i l e in 

fact he w a s l i v ing a n i g h t m a r e . 

The re is , h o w e v e r , a m u c h more d i s q u i e t i n g p rospec t a t w o r k he re : the 

p r o x i m i t y (ol the t o r tu r ed s u b j e c t ) w h i c h c a u s e s s y m p a t h y and m a k e s 

tor ture u n a c c e p t a b l e is not h is m e r e p h y s i c a l p r o x i m i t y , but, a t i t s mos t 

fundamenta l , the p r o x i m i t y of the Ne ighbor , w i t h all the J u d e o - C h r i s -

t ian -Freudian w e i g h t of th i s t e rm, the p r o x i m i t y of the T h i n g w h i c h , no 

" l a t t e r h o w far a w a y it is p h y s i c a l l y , is a l w a y s b y def ini t ion "too c lo se . " 
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W h a t H a r r i s is a i m i n g at w i t h h i s i m a g i n e d " t ru th p i l l " is no th ing less 

t han the aboiit'wn of the diinetulon of the Neighbor. The t o r tu r ed sub jec t is no 

l o n g e r a Ne ighbor , b u t an object w h o s e p a i n is neu t r a l i z ed , r e d u c e d to a 

p r o p e r t y tha t h a s to be dea l t w i t h in a ra t iona l u t i l i t a r i an c a l c u l u s (so 

m u c h pa in is t o l e rab le if it p r e v e n t s a m u c h g r e a t e r a m o u n t of p a i n ) . 

W h a t d i s a p p e a r s he re is the a b y s s of the inf in i ty that p e r t a i n s to a subjec t . 

It is t hus s ign i f ican t that the book w h i c h a r g u e s for to r tu re is a l so a book 

en t i t l ed The End of Faith —not in the obv ious sense of " Y o u see , it is on ly 

our be l ie f in God, the d i v i n e in junct ion to love y o u r ne ighbor , that 

u l t i m a t e l y p r e v e n t s u s from to r t u r i ng peop le ! " bu t in a m u c h m o r e r ad i ca l 

sense . A n o t h e r sub jec t ( and , u l t ima te ly , the sub jec t a s s u c h ) is for L a c a n 

not some th ing d i r e c t l y g iven , b u t a "p re suppos i t i on , " something presumed, 

an object of belief—\\o^ c an I e v e r be su re tha t w h a t I see in front of me is 

a n o t h e r subject , not a b io logica l m a c h i n e l a c k i n g a n y d e p t h ? 

T h e r e is , h o w e v e r , a p o p u l a r a n d s e e m i n g l y c o n v i n c i n g r e p l y to those 

w h o w o r r y abou t the r ecen t U S p r a c t i c e of t o r tu r ing s u s p e c t e d te r ror is t 

p r i sone r s . It i s : " W h a t ' s a l l the fuss a b o u t ? T h e U S a r e n o w o n l y (ha l f ) 

o p e n l y a d m i t t i n g w h a t not o n l y t h e y w e r e d o i n g a l l the t ime, b u t w h a t al l 

o ther s ta tes a r e a n d w e r e do ing a l l the time^—if a n y t h i n g , w e h a v e less 

h y p o c r i s y n o w . . . " To this , one shou ld re tor t w i t h a s imple coun te r -

ques t ion : "If the sen ior r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of the U S m e a n o n l y th is , why, 

then, are they telling luf this? W h y don ' t t h e y j u s t s i l en t ly g o on do ing it, a s 

t h e y d i d up unt i l n o w ? " T h a t is to say , w h a t is p r o p e r to h u m a n speech is 

the i r r e d u c i b l e g a p b e t w e e n the e n u n c i a t e d content and i ts ac t of 

enunc ia t ion : " Y o u s a y this , b u t w h y a r e y o u t e l l ing m e it o p e n l y 

n o w ? " Le t u s i m a g i n e a w i f e a n d h u s b a n d w h o coex i s t w i t h a tac i t 

a g r e e m e n t that t h e y can l e a d d i sc ree t e x t r a - m a r i t a l affairs; if, a l l of a 

sudden , the h u s b a n d o p e n l y te l l s h i s wi fe abou t an ongo ing affair, she w i l l 

h a v e good r ea son to be in p a n i c : "If it is j u s t an affair, w h y a r e y o u te l l ing 

me t h i s ? It m u s t be some th ing more!"^** T h e ac t of p u b l i c l y r epo r t ing on 

some th ing is n e v e r neu t ra l , it affects the r epor t ed conten t itself. 

A n d the s ame g o e s for the r ecen t open a d m i s s i o n of to r tu re : in 

N o v e m b e r 2 0 0 5 , V i c e - P r e s i d e n t D i c k C h e n e y sa id tha t defea t ing te r ror 

is ts m e a n t tha t " w e a l so h a v e to w o r k . . . sort of the d a r k s ide . . . A lot of 

w h a t n e e d s to be done he re w i l l h a v e to be done qu i e t l y , w i t h o u t a n y 

d i s c u s s i o n " — w a s he not t a l k i n g l i ke a r ebo rn K u r t z ? S o w h e n w e h e a r 

peop le l i ke D i c k C h e n e y m a k i n g the i r obscene s t a t emen t s abou t the 

n e c e s s i t y of tor ture , w e should ask them: "If y o u ju s t w a n t to to r tu re 

s e c r e t l y some s u s p e c t e d te r ror i s t s , then w h y a r e y o u s a y i n g it p u b l i c l y ? " 
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Tha t is to say , the ques t ion to be r a i s e d is : w h a t more is the re h i d i n g in 

th is s t a t emen t tha t m a d e the s p e a k e r e n u n c i a t e i t ? 

W e cou ld note (more t h a n ) a h in t of w h a t t he re is w h e n , in the m i d d l e 

of M a r c h 2007 , Kha l id S h e i k h M o h a m m e d ' s confession d o m i n a t e d the 

h e a d l i n e s of our m e d i a . M o r a l o u t r a g e a t the ex ten t of h i s c r i m e s w a s 

m i x e d w i t h doub t s . C a n h i s confession be t r u s t e d ? W h a t if he confessed 

even more t h a n he d id , e i the r b e c a u s e of a v a i n des i r e to be r e m e m b e r e d 

as the b ig t e r ror i s t M a s t e r m i n d , or b e c a u s e he w a s r e a d y to confess 

a n j ^ h i n g in o rde r to s top b e i n g sub jec ted to w a t e r - b o a r d i n g and o ther 

" e n h a n c e d in t e r roga t ion t e c h n i q u e s " ? W h a t a t t r ac t ed m u c h l e s s a t ten

t ion w a s the s imple fact that , for the first t ime , to r tu re w a s normalized, 

p r e s e n t e d a s s o m e t h i n g a c c e p t a b l e . T h e e th ica l a n d l e g a l c o n s e q u e n c e s of 

i t a r e s o m e t h i n g to t h i n k about . 

W i t h al l the o u t c r y a b o u t the ho r ro r of M o h a m m e d ' s c r i m e s , v e r y l i t t le 

w a s h e a r d abou t the fate o u r socie t ies r e s e r v e for the h a r d e s t c r i m i n a l s — 

to be j u d g e d a n d s e v e r e l y p u n i s h e d . It is a s if, b y the n a t u r e of h i s ac t s 

(and b y the n a t u r e of the t r ea tmen t to w h i c h he w a s submi t t ed b y the U S 

au tho r i t i e s ) , M o h a m m e d is not en t i t led to the s a m e t r e a t m e n t a s e v e n the 

most d e p r a v e d m u r d e r e r of ch i ld ren , n a m e l y to be t r ied a n d p u n i s h e d 

a c c o r d i n g l y . It is a s if not only the terrorbtd thenuebeö, but aUo fight agairut 

them hoj to proceed in a grey zone of legality, using illegal means. W e t h u s de 

facto h a v e " l e g a l " a n d " i l l e g a l " c r i m i n a l s : those w h o a r e to be t r e a t e d w i t h 

legcJ p r o c e d u r e s ( u s i n g l a w y e r s e t c . ) , a n d those w h o a r e ou ts ide l ega l i t y . 

M o h a m m e d ' s l ega l t r ia l a n d p u n i s h m e n t a r e n o w r e n d e r e d m e a n i n g 

l e s s — n o cour t w h i c h ope ra t e s w i t h i n the f rames of o u r l ega l s y s t e m can 

dea l w i t h i l l ega l de ten t ions , confess ions ob t a ined b y tor ture , and so on. 

Th i s fact s a y s more t h a n it i n t ends . It p u t s M o h a m m e d a lmos t l i t e r a l l y 

into the posi t ion of the l iv ing dead , o c c u p y i n g the p l ace of w h a t the 

I ta l ian pol i t ica l ph i l o sophe r Giorg io A g a m b e n ca l l s homo éacer. l e g a l l y 

d e a d ( d e p r i v e d of a d e t e r m i n a t e l e g a l s t a tu s ) w h i l e b i o l o g i c a l l y still 

a l i v e — a n d the U S au tho r i t i e s w h i c h t rea t t hem in th i s w a y a r e a l s o of 

a n i n - b e t w e e n s ta tus w h i c h forms the coun te rpa r t to homo ,iacer: a c t i n g a s 

a l ega l p o w e r , t he i r ac t s a r e no l o n g e r c o v e r e d a n d c o n s t r a i n e d b y the 

l a w — t h e y ope ra t e in an e m p t y space tha t is s u s t a i n e d b y the l a w , a n d y e t 

not r e g u l a t e d b y the ru le of l a w . 

So , b a c k to the " r e a l i s t i c " c o u n t e r - a r g u m e n t : the " W a r on T e r r o r " Li 

dir ty , one is p u t in s i tua t ions w h e r e the l ives of t h o u s a n d s d e p e n d on 

information w e can g e t from our p r i sone r s . ( Inc iden ta l l y , the to r tu r ing of 

-Mohammed w a s not a ca se of the " t i c k i n g - c l o c k " s i tua t ion e v o k e d b y the 
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a d v o c a t e s of to r tu re a s the r ea son for i ts l eg i t imiza t ion : M o h a m m e d ' s 

confess ion s aved no l i ve s . ) A g a i n s t th is k i n d of "hones ty , " one should 

s t ick to the a p p a r e n t h y p o c r i s y . I can w e l l i m a g i n e that , in a v e i y specif ic 

s i tuat ion, I w o u l d resor t to tor ture^—however , in such a case , it is c ruc ia l 

that I do not e l eva t e th is d e s p e r a t e cho ice into a u n i v e r s a l p r inc ip l e . 

F o l l o w i n g the u n a v o i d a b l e b ru ta l u r g e n c y of the moment , 1 shou ld s i m p l y 

do it. O n l y in this w a y , in the v e r y imposs ib i l i ty of e l e v a t i n g w h a t I h a d to 

do into a un ive r sa l p r inc ip le , do I re ta in the p r o p e r sense of the ho r ro r of 

w h a t I d id . 

In a w a y , those w h o , w i t h o u t o u t r i g h t l y a d v o c a t i n g tor ture , a c c e p t It a s 

a l eg i t ima te topic of deba te , a r e in a w a y more d a n g e r o u s than those w h o 

e x p l i c i t l y endor se it. M o r a l i t y is n e v e r j u s t a ma t t e r of i n d i v i d u a l 

consc i ence . It o n l y t h r ives if it i s s u s t a i n e d b y w h a t H e g e l ca l l ed 

"objec t ive sp i r i t , " the set of u n w r i t t e n r u l e s w h i c h form the b a c k g r o u n d 

of e v e r y i n d i v i d u a l ' s ac t iv i ty , t e l l ing u s w h a t is a c c e p t a b l e a n d w h a t Is 

u n a c c e p t a b l e . For e x a m p l e , the s ign of p r o g r e s s in our soc ie t ies is tha t 

one does not n e e d to a r g u e a g a i n s t r a p e : it is " d o g m a t i c a l l y " c l e a r to 

e v e r y o n e tha t r a p e Is w r o n g , a n d w e a l l feel tha t e v e n a r g u i n g a g a i n s t It is 

too m u c h . If someone w e r e to a d v o c a t e the l e g i t i m a c y of r ape , it w o u l d be 

a s ad s ign if one h a d to a r g u e a g a i n s t h i m — h e shou ld s i m p l y a p p e a r 

r i d i cu lous . A n d the s a m e shou ld hold for to r tu re . 

T h i s is w h y the g r e a t e s t v i c t i m s of p u b l i c l y a d m i t t e d to r tu re a re al l of 

us , the p u b l i c tha t is in formed a b o u t It. W e shou ld all be a w a r e tha t some 

p r e c i o u s p a r t of our co l lec t ive i den t i t y h a s been i r r e t r i e v a b l y lost. W e a r e 

in the m i d d l e of a p r o c e s s of mora l cor rup t ion : those in p o w e r a r e l i t e r a l l y 

t r y i n g to b r e a k a p a r t of o u r e th ica l b a c k b o n e , to d a m p e n a n d u n d o w h a t 

is a r g u a b l y c iv i l i za t ion ' s g r e a t e s t a c h i e v e m e n t , the g r o w t h of o u r spon

t a n e o u s m o r a l sens l t i \ ' l ty . 

N o w h e r e is th is c l e a r e r than in a s ign i f ican t de ta i l of M o h a m m e d ' s 

confess ion. It w a s r e p o r t e d tha t the a g e n t s t o r tu r ing h i m submi t t ed 

t h e m s e l v e s to w a t e r - b o a r d i n g a n d w e r e ab l e to e n d u r e it for o n l y ten 

to fifteen s e c o n d s before b e i n g r e a d y to confess a n y t h i n g a n d e v e r y t h i n g , 

w h i l e M o h a m m e d g a i n e d the i r g r u d g i n g a d m i r a t i o n b y e n d u r i n g it for 

t w o and a ha l f minu tes , the longes t t ime a n y o n e c o u l d r e m e m b e r someone 

res i s t ing . A r e w e a w a r e tha t the las t t ime s u c h s t a t emen t s w e r e pa r t of 

pub l i c d i scour se w a s w a y b a c k in the la te M i d d l e A g e s w h e n tor ture w a s 

still a p u b l i c spec t ac l e , an hono rab l e w a y to tes t a c a p t u r e d wo i ' t hy e n e m y 

w h o g a i n e d the a d m i r a t i o n of the c r o w d if he bore the pa in w i th d i g n i t y ? 

Do w e r e a l l y need th is k i n d of p r imi t i ve w a r r i o r e t h i c s ? 
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A r e w e , then , a w a r e of w h a t is at the end of this r o a d ? W h e n , in the 

fifth season o£24, it b e c a m e c l ea r tha t the m a s t e r m i n d b e h i n d the te r ror i s t 

p lot w a s none o ther t h a n the P re s iden t of the U S h i m s e l f m a n y of u s 

^ e r e e a g e r l y w a i t i n g to see if J a c k B a u e r w o u l d a l so a p p l y to the 

p r e s i d e n t —"the most power fu l m a n on ear th" , " the l e a d e r of the free 

w o r l d " ( and o ther K i m - Y o n g - I l - e s q u e t i t les tha t he p o s s e s s e s ) — h i s 

s t a n d a r d p r o c e d u r e for d e a l i n g w i th t e r ro r i s t s w h o do not w a n t to 

d i v u l g e a secre t tha t m a y save t h o u s a n d s of l i ves . W i l l he torture the 

p r e s i d e n t ? 

Unfor tuna te ly , the a u t h o r s d i d not r i sk th is r e d e e m i n g s tep. B u t our 

imag ina t ion can g o e v e n further , m a k i n g a modes t p roposa l in J o n a t h a n 

Swi f t s ty le : w h a t if pa r t of the p r o c e d u r e to test the c a n d i d a t e s for the U S 

p r e s i d e n c y w e r e a l so the p u b l i c to r tu re of the c a n d i d a t e ? S a y , a w a t e r -

boa rd ing of the c a n d i d a t e s on the W h i t e f i o u s e l a w n , t r an smi t t ed l ive to 

mi l l ions? Those qua l i f i ed for the post of the l e a d e r of the free w o r l d 

w o u l d be those w h o c o u l d las t l o n g e r t han M o h a m m e d ' s t w o a n d a ha l f 

minu tes . 



2 The Family Myth of Ideology 

N u m e r o u s t r ea t i s e s h a v e b e e n w r i t t e n abou t the pe rcep t ion of a h i s tor ica l 

R e a l in the t e r m s of a f ami ly n a r r a t i v e a s a fundamenta l ideo log ica l 

opera t ion : a s to ry abou t the conflict of l a r g e r socia l forces ( c l a s ses a n d so 

for th) is f ramed in to the coord ina t e s of a f ami ly d r a m a . Th i s ideo logy , of 

course , f inds i ts c l ea res t e x p r e s s i o n in f io l l3 'wood as the u l t ima t e ideo

log ica l m a c h i n e : in a t y p i c a l HolljAvood p roduc t , e v e r y t h i n g , from the 

fate of the k n i g h t s of the R o u n d T a b l e t h r o u g h the O c t o b e r R e v o l u t i o n 

u p to a s t e ro ids h i t t ing the Ear th , is t r an sposed into an O e d i p a l n a r r a t i v e . 

( A D e l e u z i a n canno t res is t the t empta t ion of po in t ing out h o w the m a i n 

theore t i ca l jus t i f ica t ion of such fami l la l iza t lon is p s y c h o a n a l y s i s , w h i c h 

m a k e s it the k e y ideo log ica l m a c h i n e . ) 

"Capitaiidt realijm " 

O u r first s tep shou ld be to a n a l y z e th is f ami ly n a r r a t i v e a t i ts most 

e l e m e n t a r y , k i t sch , l eve l . E x e m p l a r y he re is M i c h a e l Cr i ch ton , t o d a y ' s 

succes so r of A r t h u r H a i l e y , the first g r e a t au tho r of "cap i t a l i s t r e a l i s m " 

( w h o s e bes t se l l e r s , b a c k in the \96Qs—Hotel, Airport, Cam . . . — a l w a y s 

focused on a p a r t i c u l a r site of p r o d u c t i o n or c o m p l e x o rgan iza t ion , 

m i x i n g a m e l o d r a m a t i c plot w i t h l e n g t h y desc r ip t ions of the s i te 's 

funct ions , in a n u n e x p e c t e d e c h o of the S t a l i n i s t c l a s s i c s of the la te 

1920s and 1930s such a s G l a d k o v ' s Cement)} Cr i ch ton a d d e d to the g e n r e 

a pos tmodern t echno- th r i l l e r twis t , in a c c o r d a n c e w i t h t o d a y ' s p r edomi 

nan t po l i t i c s of fear: he is the u l t ima t e novel is t of f ea r—fea r of the pas t 

{Jurasdic Park, Eaters of the Dead), of the nano techno log ica l future {Prey), 

of J a p a n ' s e conomic s t r eng th (The Runny Sun), of s e x u a l h a r a s s m e n t 

(DisclûJure), of robot ic t e c h n o l o g y {Westworld), of the med ica l Indus t ry 

(Coma), of a l i en in t rus ions (Andromeda Strain), of eco log ica l c a t a s t r o p h e s 

(State of Fear). State of Fear, h is most r ecen t book, b r i n g s an u n e x p e c t e d 

final add i t ion to th i s se r ies of s h a d o w y forces w h i c h l u rk a m o n g us , 
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po i sed to w r e a k havoc : A m e r i c a ' s fiercest e n e m i e s a r e none o ther than the 

env i ronmen tahs t s themse lves .^ 

A s m a n y a c r i t ic h a s noted, C r i ch ton ' s books a re not r e a l l y nove ls , t h e y 

a re more l i ke un f in i shed drafts , p r o s p e c t u s e s for s c r e e n p l a y s ; h o w e v e r , it 

is th is v e r y fea ture w h i c h m a k e s h i s w o r k in te res t ing for an a n a l y s i s of 

c o n t e m p o r a r y ideo logy : the v e r y l a c k of s ty l i s t ic qua l i t i e s , the to ta l ly 

" t r a n s p a r e n t " mode of w r i t i n g , a l l o w s the u n d e r l y i n g ideo log ica l fantas ies 

to be s t a g e d a t the i r e m b a r r a s s i n g l y d e s u b l i m a t e d pures t , in n a k e d form, 

as it w e r e . E x e m p l a r y he re is Prey^ in w h i c h a nano t echno log i ca l 

e x p e r i m e n t in a l a b o r a t o r y in the N e v a d a dese r t g o e s h o r r i b l y w r o n g ; 

a c loud of n a n o p a r t i c l e s — m i l l i o n s of mic ro robo t s — e s c a p e s . T h e c loud — 

vis ib le to o b s e r v e r s a s a b l a c k s w a r m — i s se l f -sus ta in ing , se l f - reprodu-

cing, in te l l igent , a n d it l e a r n s from e x p e r i e n c e , evo lv ing h o u r b y hour . 

E v e r y effort to d e s t r o y it fails.'* It h a s been p r o g r a m m e d to b e c o m e a 

preda tor ; h u m a n s a r e its p r e y . O n l y a handful of sc ien t i s t s t r a p p e d in the 

l a b o r a t o r y can ha l t the r e l ea se of th is m e c h a n i c a l p l a g u e on a de fense less 

w o r l d . . . A s is a l w a y s the case in such s tor ies , th i s "b ig p lo t " ( the 

ca tas t rophe tha t t h r e a t e n s to ru in h u m a n i t y i tself) i s c o m b i n e d w i t h the 

" s e c o n d a r y p lo t , " a set of r e la t ions a n d t ens ions a m o n g s t the g r o u p of 

scient is ts , vrith the t r o u b l e d ro l e - r eve r sa l m a r r i e d coup le at i ts cen te r . 

J a c k , the nove l ' s na r ra to r , w a s the m a n a g e r of a c u t t i n g - e d g e compu te r -

p r o g r a m div is ion in a m e d i a - t e c h n o l o g y c o m p a n y before he w a s m a d e a 

scapegoa t for someone e l se ' s co r rup t ion a n d fired; n o w he is a house-

h u s b a n d w h i l e h i s wife , J u l i a , is the w o r k a h o l i c v i c e - p r e s i d e n t of X y m o s , 

the n a n o t e c h n o l o g y c o m p a n y w h i c h o w n s the N e v a d a dese r t l a b o r a t o r y 

w h e r e the ca t a s t rophe occu r s —erot ic , m a n i p u l a t i v e , a n d cold, she is a 

n e w ve r s ion of the co rpo ra t e v i x e n from DidclMure. A t the nove l ' s start . 

J a c k h a s to cope w i t h the i r th ree ch i ld ren , d i s c u s s e s P a m p e r s v e r s u s 

H u g g i e s w i t h a n o t h e r fa ther in the s u p e r m a r k e t , a n d t r i e s to control h i s 

susp ic ions tha t h is wi fe is h a v i n g an affair. 

F a r from p r o v i d i n g a m e r e h u m a n - i n t e r e s t subplot , th i s f ami ly plot is 

w h a t the nove l r e a l l y t u rn s on: the c loud of n a n o p a r t i c l e s shou ld be 

conce ived of a s a ma te r i a l i z a t i on of the f ami ly ' s t ens ions . T h e first th ing 

that canno t bu t s t r ike the e y e of a n y o n e w h o k n o w s L a c a n is h o w this 

s w a r m r e s e m b l e s w h a t L a c a n , in h i s Seminar XI, c a l l e d " l a m e l l a " : it 

a p p e a r s i ndes t ruc t ib l e , in i ts infinite p las t ic i ty ; it a l w a y s r e a s s e m b l e s 

Itself, ab l e to morph into a m u l t i t u d e of shapes ; m it, p u r e evil a n i m a l i t y 

ove r l aps w i t h m a c h i n e - l i k e b l i nd ins i s tence . T h e l a m e l l a is an en t i ty 

consis t ing of p u r e sur face , w i t h o u t the d e n s i t y of a subs t ance , an 
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Infini tely p las t ic objec t c a p a b l e not j u s t of i n c e s s a n t l y c h a n g i n g i ts form, 

bu t even of t r a n s p o s i n g i tself from one to a n o t h e r m e d i u m : i m a g i n e 

" s o m e t h i n g " tha t is first h e a r d a s a shr i l l sound , a n d then pops u p a s a 

m o n s t r o u s l y d i s to r t ed body . A l a m e l l a is i nd iv i s ib l e , i ndes t ruc t ib le , a n d 

immor ta l —more p rec i se ly , u n d e a d in the sense th is t e rm h a s in ho r ro r 

fiction: not s u b l i m e sp i r i tua l immor ta l i t y , bu t the obscene Immor ta l i ty of 

the " l i v ing d e a d " w h i c h , af ter e v e r y ann ih i l a t ion , r e c o m p o s e t h e m s e l v e s 

a n d c l u m s i l y c a r r y on the i r ac t iv i t i e s . A s L a c a n p u t s it, the l a m e l l a does 

not exis t , it ins is t s : i t is un rea l , an en t i ty of p u r e s e m b l a n c e , a mu l t i p l i c i t y 

of a p p e a r a n c e s w h i c h s eem to e n v e l o p a cen t r a l void —i t s s t a t u s is p u r e l y 

fan tasmat ic . T h i s b l ind indes t ruc t ib l e in s i s t ence of the l ib ido is w h a t 

F r e u d ca l led the "dea th d r i v e , " a n d one should b e a r in m i n d tha t the 

"dea th d r i v e " is , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , the F r e u d i a n n a m e for i ts v e r y opposi te , 

for the w a y i m m o r t a l i t y a p p e a r s w i t h i n p s y c h o a n a l y s i s : for an u n c a n n y 

e x c e s s of life, for an " u n d e a d " u r g e w h i c h pe r s i s t s b e y o n d the ( b i o l o g i c a l ) 

c y c l e of life a n d dea th , of g e n e r a t i o n a n d cor rup t ion . F r e u d e q u a t e s the 

dea th d r ive w i t h the so -ca l l ed "compul s ion - to - r epea t , " a n u n c a n n y u r g e 

to r e p e a t painful pa s t e x p e r i e n c e s w h i c h s e e m s to o u t g r o w the n a t u r a l 

l imi ta t ions of the o r g a n i s m affected b y it a n d to insis t even b e y o n d the 

o r g a n i s m ' s dea th . A s such, the l a m e l l a is " w h a t is s u b t r a c t e d from the 

l i v ing be ing b y v i r t u e of the fact tha t it is sub jec t to the c y c l e of s exed 

reproduct ion" :^ i t p r e c e d e s s e x u a l difference, it m u l t i p l i e s a n d repro

d u c e s i tself b y m e a n s of a s e x u a l se l f -d ivis ion. In the nove l ' s c l imac t i c 

scene . J a c k ho lds J u l i a in h i s a r m s w h i l e she, u n b e k n o w s t to h im, is 

a l r e a d y infec ted b y the s w a r m a n d l ives in s y m b i o s i s w i t h the n a n o p a r -

t ic les , r e c e i v i n g from t h e m a s u p e r h u m a n l i f e -power . 

I h e l d he r h a r d . T h e sk in of h e r face b e g a n to sh iver , v i b r a t i n g r a p i d l y . 

A n d then he r fea tures s e e m e d to g r o w , to s w e l l a s she s c r e a m e d . I 

t hough t h e r e y e s l o o k e d f r igh tened . T h e s w e l l i n g con t inued , a n d 

b e g a n to b r e a k u p into rivulets, a n d s t r e a m s . 

A n d then in a s u d d e n r u s h J u l i a l i t e r a l l y d i s i n t eg ra t ed before m y 

e y e s . T h e sk in of h e r swo l l en face a n d b o d y b l e w a w a y from he r in 

s t r e a m s of pa r t i c l e s , l i k e s a n d b l o w n off a s and d u n e . T h e p a r t i c l e s 

c u r v e d a w a y in the a r c of the m a g n e t i c field t o w a r d the s ides of the 

room. 

I felt h e r b o d y g r o w i n g l i gh te r a n d l i gh t e r in m y a r m s . St i l l the 

p a r t i c l e s c o n t i n u e d to flow a w a y , w i t h a k i n d of w h o o s h i n g sound , to 

al l c o r n e r s of the room. A n d w h e n it w a s finished, w h a t w a s left 
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b e h i n d — w h a t I still he ld in m y arms—^was a p a l e a n d c a d a v e r o u s 

form. J u l i a ' s e y e s w e r e s u n k d e e p in he r c h e e k s , t i e r mouth w a s thin 

a n d c r a c k e d , he r sk in t r ans lucen t . H e r h a i r w a s co lor less , b r i t t l e . H e r 

co l l a rbones p r o t r u d e d from he r b o n y n e c k . S h e l o o k e d l i k e she w a s 

d y i n g of c a n c e r . H e r mou th w o r k e d . I h e a r d faint w o r d s , h a r d l y more 

than b r e a t h i n g . 1 l e a n e d in, t u rned m y e a r to he r mou th to h e a r . 

" J a c k , " she w h i s p e r e d , " i t ' s e a t i ng m e . " ( 4 6 8 - 9 ) 

This s epa ra t i on is then u n d o n e , the p a r t i c l e s re tu rn to J u l i a a n d r ev i t a l i ze 

her: 

T h e pa r t i c l e s on the w a l l s w e r e dr i f t ing free once more . N o w t h e y 

s e e m e d to t e l e scope b a c k , r e t u r n i n g to he r face a n d b o d y . . ./ And 

s u d d e n l y , in a whoodh, a l l the pa r t i c l e s r e tu rned , a n d J u l i a w a s full a n d 

beaut i fu l a n d s t rong a s before, a n d she p u s h e d me a w a y from h e r w i t h 

a c o n t e m p t u o u s look . . . ( 4 7 1 ) 

In the final confrontat ion, w e then g e t both J u l i a s s ide b y s ide , the 

g l i m m e r i n g J u l i a composed of the s w a r m a n d the e x h a u s t e d rea l J u l i a : 

J u l i a c a m e s w i r l i n g u p t h r o u g h the a i r t o w a r d me , sp i r a l l i ng l i ke a 

c o r k s c r e w — a n d g r a b b e d the l a d d e r a l o n g s i d e me . E x c e p t she w a s n ' t 

J u l i a , she w a s the s w a r m , a n d for a m o m e n t the s w a r m w a s d i s 

o r g a n i z e d e n o u g h tha t I cou ld see r igh t t h rough he r in p l aces ; I cou ld 

see the s w i r l i n g p a r t i c l e s tha t c o m p o s e d he r . I l o o k e d d o w n a n d s a w 

the rea l J u l i a , d e a t h l y pa l e , s t and ing a n d look ing u p at me , he r face a 

sku l l . B y n o w the s w a r m a l o n g s i d e m e b e c o m e so l i d - appea r ing , a s 1 

h a d seen it b e c o m e solid before . It l ooked l i k e J u l i a . ( 4 7 6 ) 

Here , w e a r e not t a l k i n g a b o u t sc ience , not even p r o b l e m a t i c sc i ence , bu t 

one of the fundamen ta l f an tasy scenar l i , or, more p rec i se ly , the s cena r io 

of the v e r y d i s in t eg ra t ion of the l ink b e t w e e n f an t a sy a n d rea l i ty , so tha t 

w e ge t the t w o of them, f an tasy a n d rea l i ty , the J u l i a - s w a r m a n d the 

r e a l " J u l i a , s ide b y s ide , a s in the w o n d e r f u l scene from the b e g i n n i n g of 

Terrj^ Gi l l i am ' s Brazil, w h e r e food is s e rved in an e x p e n s i v e r e s t a u r a n t in 

such a w a y tha t w e ge t on a p la te i tself a smal l p a t t y - l i k e c a k e w h i c h looks 

( and p r o b a b l y t a s t e s ) l i ke exc r emen t , w h i l e a b o v e the plate , h a n g s a color 

photo w h i c h s h o w s u s w h a t w e a r e " r e a l l y e a t i n g , " n a m e l y a n i c e l y 

cooked j u i c y s t eak . . . 
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The production of the couple in Hollywood . . . 

A v a r i a n t of the s a m e motif, the i m p a s s e of p a t e r n a l a u t h o r i t y a n d its 

res tora t ion , s e c r e t l y r u n s t h r o u g h al l k e y S t e v e n S p i e l b e r g films—^T", 

Empire of the Sun, Jurasdic Park, Schindler'd hut. . . O n e s h o u l d r e m e m b e r 

that the smal l b o y to w h o m ET a p p e a r s w a s a b a n d o n e d b y h i s fa ther (as 

w e l e a r n in the v e r y b e g i n n i n g ) , so tha t ET is u l t i m a t e l y a k i n d of 

" v a n i s h i n g m e d i a t o r " w h o p r o v i d e s a n e w fa ther ( the g o o d sc ien t i s t w h o , 

in the film's last shot, is a l r e a d y seen e m b r a c i n g the m o t h e r ) — w h e n the 

n e w fa ther a r r i v e s , ET can l e a v e a n d " g o h o m e . " Empire of the Sun focuses 

on a b o y d e s e r t e d b y h is f ami ly in w a r - t o r n C h i n a a n d s u r v i v i n g t h r o u g h 

the he lp of a n e r sa t z fa ther ( p l a y e d b y J o h n M a l k o v i c h ) . In the v e r y first 

s cene of Jurassic Park, w e see the p a t e r n a l figure ( p l a y e d b y S a m N e l l l ) 

j o k i n g l y t h r e a t e n i n g the t w o k i d s w i t h a d i n o s a u r b o n e — t h i s b o n e is 

c l e a r l y the t i n y object -s ta in w h i c h , la te r , e x p l o d e s in to g i g a n t i c d inosau r s , 

so tha t one c a n r i sk the hj /pothesis that , w i t h i n the film's f an tasmat ic 

un ive r se , the d i n o s a u r s ' d e s t ruc t i ve f u i y m e r e l y m a t e r i a l i z e s the r a g e of 

the p a t e r n a l s u p e r e g o . A b a r e l y p e r c e p t i b l e de ta i l t ha t occu r s la ter , in the 

m i d d l e of the film, conf i rms th i s r e a d i n g . Ne l l l a n d the t w o ch i ld ren , 

p u r s u e d b y the mons te r s , t a k e re fuge from the m u r d e r o u s c a r n i v o r o u s 

d i n o s a u r s in a g i g a n t i c t ree , w h e r e , d e a d t i red , t h e y fall a s l eep ; on the 

t ree , Nel l l loses the d i n o s a u r bone tha t w a s s t uck in h is belt , a n d it is a s if 

th is a c c i d e n t a l loss h a s a m a g i c a l effect —before t h e y fall a s l eep , Nei l l is 

r e c o n c i l e d w i t h the ch i ld ren , d i s p l a y i n g w a r m affection and t e n d e r n e s s 

t o w a r d s t hem. S ign i f i can t ly , the d i n o s a u r s w h i c h a p p r o a c h the t ree the 

nex t m o r n i n g a n d a w a k e n the s l e ep ing pa r ty , t u r n out to be of the 

benevo len t h e r b i v o r o u s k i n d . . . Schindler's List i s , a t the mos t ba s i c leve l , 

a r e m a k e of Jurassic Park ( and , if a n y t h i n g , w o r s e than the o r i g i n a l ) , w i t h 

the N a z i s a s the d i n o s a u r mons te r s , S c h i n d l e r a s (a t the film's b e g i n n i n g ) 

the cyn i ca l , prof i teer ing, a n d oppor tun i s t i c p a r e n t a l figure, a n d the 

ghe t to J e w s a s th rea t ened c h i l d r e n ( the i r infant i l iza t ion in the film is 

Th is , then , is h o w one shou ld r e a d Prey: a l l the ( p s e u d o - ) s c i e n t l l i c 

specu l a t i ons abou t n a n o t e c h n o l o g y a r e he re a p r e t e x t to tel l the s to ry of a 

h u s b a n d r e d u c e d to a domes t i c role , f rus t ra ted b y h is a m b i t i o u s corpora te 

v i x e n of a wi fe . N o w o n d e r that , a t the novel ' s end , a " n o r m a l " coup le is 

r e c r ea t ed : a t J a c k ' s s ide is M a e , the p a s s i v e bu t u n d e r s t a n d i n g C h i n e s e 

c o l l e a g u e scient is t , s i lent a n d faithful, l a c k i n g J u l i a ' s a g g r e s s i v e n e s s and 

ambi t ion . 
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s t r i k ing ) - T h e s t o i y the film te l l s is abou t S c h i n d l e r ' s g r a d u a l r e d i s c o v e r y 

of h is p a t e r n a l d u t y t o w a r d s the J e w s , a n d h is t r ans format ion into a 

ca r ing a n d r e spons ib l e father . A n d is The War of the Worlds not the la tes t 

ins ta l lment of th is s a g a ? T o m C r u i s e p l a y s a d i v o r c e d w o r k i n g - c l a s s 

father w h o n e g l e c t s h is t w o ch i ld ren ; the invas ion of the a l i ens r e a w a k e n s 

in h im the p r o p e r pa t e rna l ins t inc ts , a n d he r e d i s c o v e r s h imse l f a s a 

c a r i ng f a the r—no w o n d e r that , in las t scene , he f ina l ly g e t s the r ecogn i 

t ion from h i s son w h o , t h r o u g h o u t the film, de sp i s ed h im . In the m o d e of 

e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y s tor ies , t he film cou ld t h u s a l so h a v e b e e n sub t i t l ed 

" A s to ry of h o w a w o r k i n g father is finally r e c o n c i l e d w i t h h is son ." . . . 

O n e can e a s i l y i m a g i n e the film without the b lood th i r s t y a l i e n s so tha t 

w h a t r e m a i n s is in a w a y " w h a t i t is r e a l l y abou t , " the s to ry of a d i v o r c e d 

w o r k i n g - c l a s s fa ther w h o s t r ives to r e g a i n the r e spec t of h is t w o ch i l d r en . 

There in r e s i d e s the film's i deo logy : w i t h r e g a r d to the t w o l eve l s of the 

s to ry ( the O e d i p a l l eve l of lost a n d r e g a i n e d p a t e r n a l au thor i ty ; the 

s p e c t a c u l a r l eve l of the confl ic t w i t h the i n v a d i n g a l i e n s ) , t he re is a c l e a r 

diss3mimetry, s ince the O e d i p a l l eve l is w h a t the s to ry is " r e a l l y abou t , " 

w h i l e the e x t e r n î J s p e c t a c u l a r i s m e r e l y i ts m e t a p h o r i c ex tens ion . T h e r e 

is a n ice de t a i l in the film's s o u n d t r a c k w h i c h m a k e s c l e a r the p r e d o m i 

nance of th is Oedipeil d imens ion : the a l i e n s ' a t t a c k s a r e a c c o m p a n i e d b y a 

te r r i fy ing one-note l o w - t r o m b o n e s o u n d w e i r d l y r e s e m b l i n g the l o w b a s s 

a n d t r u m p e t s o u n d of the T ibe t an B u d d h i s t chant , the vo ice of the 

suffering, d y i n g evil fa ther ( in c l e a r con t ras t to the "beau t i fu l " five-tones 

melodic f r agment that ident i f ies the " g o o d " a l i e n s in S p i e l b e r g ' s En-

counterd of the Third Kind). 

No w o n d e r , then, tha t the s a m e k e y d i sc loses the u n d e r l y i n g mot i f of 

the g r ea t e s t c i n e m a hi t of al l t imes , J a m e s C a m e r o n ' s Titanic. Is Titanic 

r e a l l y a film a b o u t the ca t a s t rophe of a sh ip h i t t ing a n i c e b e r g ? O n e 

should be a t t en t ive to the p r ec i s e m o m e n t of the d i sas te r : it t a k e s p l a c e 

w h e n the t w o y o u n g love r s ( L e o n a r d o D i C a p r i o a n d Ka te W i n s l e t ) , 

m i m e d i a t e l y after c o n s u m m a t i n g the i r a m o r o u s e n c o u n t e r in the s e x u a l 

act , r e t u r n to the sh ip ' s d e c k . Th is , h o w e v e r , is not a l l : if th i s w e r e a l l , 

then the ca t a s t rophe w o u l d h a v e been s i m p l y the p u n i s h m e n t of F a t e for 

the doub le t r a n s g r e s s i o n ( i l l eg i t ima te s e x u a l act; t r a n s g r e s s i o n of the c l a s s 

d iv i s i ons ) . W h a t is m o r e c ruc ia l is that , on the deck , Ka te p a s s i o n a t e l y 

te l ls h e r lover that , w h e n the sh ip r e a c h e s N e w Y o r k the n e x t morn ing , 

she w i l l l e a v e w i t h h im, p re fe r r ing a life of p o v e r t y w i t h he r t r ue love to a 

false a n d c o r r u p t e d e x i s t e n c e a m o n g the r ich; a t thü m o m e n t the sh ip hi ts 

the i cebe rg , in o rde r to prevent w h a t w o u l d u n d o u b t e d l y h a v e been the 
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true d i sas te r , n a m e l y the coup le ' s life in N e w Y o r k . O n e can sa fe ly g u e s s 

tha t the m i s e r y of e v e r y d a y life w o u l d soon h a v e d e s t r o y e d the i r love . The 

a c c i d e n t t h u s o c c u r s in o r d e r to save t he i r love, in o r d e r to sus ta in the 

i l lus ion that , h a d it not h a p p e n e d , t h e y w o u l d h a v e l ived " h a p p i l y eve r 

a f te r" . . . 

B u t this is not a l l . A fur ther c l u e is p r o v i d e d b y the final m o m e n t s of Di 

C a p r i o . f^e is f reez ing to dea th in the cold w a t e r , w h i l e W i n s l e t is safe ly 

floating on a l a r g e p iece of w o o d ; a w a r e tha t she is los ing h im, she c r ies : 

"I ' l l n e v e r let y o u g o ! " , all the w h i l e p u s h i n g h i m a w a y w i t h he r h a n d s — 

w h y ? B e c a u s e he h a s s e r v e d his p u r p o s e . For, b e n e a t h the love story, 

Titanœ te l ls ano the r ta le , t ha t of a spoi led h i g h - s o c i e t y g i r l in an iden t i t y 

c r i s i s : she is confused, does not k n o w w h a t to do w i t h herself, and , m u c h 

m o r e t h a n h e r lover , Di C a p r i o i s a k i n d of " v a n i s h i n g m e d i a t o r " w h o s e 

function is to res tore he r sense of i den t i t y a n d p u r p o s e in life, h e r self-

i m a g e (qu i t e l i t e r a l ly , a l so : he s k e t c h e s he r i m a g e ) ; once h is j ob is done , 

he can d i s a p p e a r . Th i s is w h y h i s las t w o r d s , before he d i s a p p e a r s into the 

f reez ing Nor th At lan t i c , a r e not the w o r d s of a d e p a r t i n g lover , but, 

ra ther , the las t m e s s a g e of a p r e a c h e r , t e l l i ng he r h o w to l e a d h e r life, to 

be hones t a n d faithful to herself, a n d so on a n d so forth. W h a t th i s m e a n s 

is that C a m e r o n ' s super f ic ia l H o l l y w o o d M a r x i s m (h is al l too obv ious 

p r i v i l e g i n g of the l o w e r c l a s se s a n d c a r i c a t u r a l dep ic t ion of the crue l 

ego t i sm a n d oppor tun i sm of the rich) s h o u l d not d e c e i v e u s : b e n e a t h th is 

s y m p a t h y for the poor, t he re is a n o t h e r n a r r a t i v e , the p ro found ly r e a c 

t i o n a r y m3'th, first ful ly d e p l o y e d b y K ip l ing ' s Captains Coiirageoiid, of a 

y o u n g rich k i d in cr i s i s w h o s e v i t a l i t y is r e s to red b y a br ief in t ima te 

con tac t w i t h the ful l -blooded life of the poor . W h a t l u r k s b e h i n d the 

compass ion for the poor is the i r v a m p i r i c exp lo i ta t ion . 

T h e r i d i c u l o u s c l i m a x of th is H o l l y w o o d p r o c e d u r e of s t a g i n g g r e a t 

h i s to r ica l even t s a s the b a c k d r o p to the format ion of a coup le is W a r r e n 

B e a t t y ' s Reds, in w h i c h H o l l y w o o d found a w a y to r ehab i l i t a t e the 

O c t o b e r Revo lu t i on itself, a r g u a b l y the most t r a u m a t i c h i s to r ica l even t 

of the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . How, e x a c t l y , is the O c t o b e r Revo lu t i on 

d e p i c t e d in the film? T h e c o u p l e of J o h n R e e d and L o u i s e B i y a n t a re 

in a d e e p emot ional c r i s i s ; t he i r love is r e i g n i t e d w h e n L o u i s e w a t c h e s 

J o h n on a p la t form de l i ve r ing an i m p a s s i o n e d r e v o l u t i o n a r y speech . 

W h a t then fo l lows is the i r l o v e - m a k i n g , i n t e r sec ted w i t h a r c h e t y p a l 

s cenes from the revolu t ion , some of w h i c h r e v e r b e r a t e in an al l too 

p a t e n t m a n n e r w i t h the l o v e - m a k i n g ; s ay , w h e n J o h n p e n e t r a t e s Louise , 

t he r e is a cut to a s t ree t w h e r e a d a r k c r o w d of d e m o n s t r a t i n g peop le 
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enve lops a n d s tops a p e n e t r a t i n g " p h a l l i c " t r a m w a y . . . a l l th is a g a i n s t 

b a c k g r o u n d of the s i ng ing of " T h e In t e rna t iona l e . " W h e n , a t the 

o rga smic c l i m a x , L e n i n h imse l f a p p e a r s , a d d r e s s i n g a p a c k e d ha l l of 

de l ega te s , he is m o r e a w i s e t e a c h e r o v e r s e e i n g the c o u p l e ' s love in i t ia t ion 

t h a n a co ld r e v o l u t i o n a r y l e a d e r . E v e n the O c t o b e r Revo lu t i on is 

ax;ceptable, if it s e rves the recons t i tu t ion of a coup le . . . 

To w h a t ex tent , one m i g h t a sk , is th is H o l l y w o o d fo rmula of the 

crea t ion of the coup le a s the fo reg round of a g r e a t h i s tor ica l ep ic p r e sen t 

also in o the r c u l t u r e s ? L e t u s t a k e a look a t the s u c c e s s o r s of the O c t o b e r 

Revo lu t ion i t se l f—there a re su rp r i s e s a w a i t i n g us he re . 

T a k e C h i a u r e l i ' s i n f amous The Fall of Berlin ( 1 9 4 8 ) , the s u p r e m e c a s e of 

t h e S t a l in i s t w a r ep ic , the s to ry of the Sov ie t v i c t o r y ove r H i t l e r ' s 

G e r m a n y . T h e film b e g i n s in 1 9 4 1 , j u s t p r ior to the G e r m a n a s s a u l t 

on t h e U S S R ; the hero, a S t a k h a n o v i t e s t e e l w o r k e r in love w i th a local 

tecLcher, b u t too s h y to d i r e c t l y a p p r o a c h her , is a w a r d e d the S t a l i n Pr ize 

a n d r e c e i v e d b y S t a l i n m h i s d a c h a . In a scene w h i c h w a s cu t af ter 1953 

a n d then lost, after the official cong ra tu l a t i ons , S t a l i n no t ices a n e r v o u s 

uneas ines s in the he ro a n d a s k s h im w h a t is w r o n g . The h e r o te l ls S t a l i n 

about h i s love p rob l ems , and S t a l i n g i v e s h i m a d v i c e : rec i te p o e t r y to her , 

that 's the w a y to w i n a g i r l ' s hear t , a n d so on. B a c k home, the h e r o 

succeeds in s e d u c i n g the g i r l , bu t a t the v e r y m o m e n t w h e n he is c a r r y i n g 

h e r in h i s a r m s in to the g r a s s ( to m a k e love, in all p r o b a b i l i t y ) , t he b o m b s 

f r o m G e r m a n p l a n e s s tar t to f a l l—th i s is J u n e 22 , 1 9 4 1 . In the e n s u i n g 

confusion, the g i r l is t a k e n p r i s o n e r b y the G e r m a n s a n d t a k e n to a w o r k 

c a m p n e a r Be r l i n , w h i l e the he ro j o in s the R e d A r m y , fighting on the 

fi-ont l i nes to g e t h is love b a c k . At the film's end, w h e n the j u b i l a n t c r o w d 

of c a m p p r i sone r s l i b e r a t e d b y the R e d A r m y m i n g l e s w i t h the R u s s i a n 

soldiers , a p l a n e l a n d s on a field n e a r b y ; S t a l i n h imse l f s t eps out and 

W a l k s t o w a r d s the c r o w d w h i c h g r e e t s h i m joyfu l ly . At tha t v e r y point , a s 

if a g a i n m e d i a t e d b y S t a l i n ' s he lp , the coup le a re r eun i t ed : the g i r l no tes 

t h e h e r o in the c r o w d ; before e m b r a c i n g h im, she a p p r o a c h e s S t a l i n a n d 

a s k s h i m if she c a n g i v e him a k i s s . . . T r u l y , t h e y don ' t m a k e t h e m l i ke 

t h a t a n y m o r e l The Fall of Berlin i s ef fect ively the s to ry of a coup le 

reun i t ed : W o r l d W a r II s e r v e s a s the obs tac le to be o v e r c o m e so tha t the 

hero c a n r e a c h h i s be loved , l i ke the d r a g o n the k n i g h t h a s to ki l l to w i n 

t h e p r i nce s s i m p r i s o n e d in the cas t l e . T h e role of S t a l i n is tha t of a 

n i ag ic i an a n d m a t c h m a k e r w h o w i s e l y l e a d s the c o u p l e to i ts r eun ion . . . 

The s a m e in t e rp re t ive k e y fits sc ience-f ic t ion c a t a s t r o p h e films. In a 

recent e x a m p l e of the se r ies of cosmic ca t a s t rophe films, M i m i L e d e r ' s 
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Deep Impact ( 1 9 9 8 ) , a g i g a n t i c comet t h r e a t e n s to hit the Ear th and to 

e x t i n g u i s h al l life for mi l l enn ia ; a t the e n d of the film, the Ear th is saved 

d u e to the he ro i c a n d su i c ida l ac t ion of a g r o u p of a s t r o n a u t s w i t h a tomic 

w e a p o n s ; on ly a smal l f r agment of the comet falls in to the ocean eas t of 

N e w Y o r k a n d c a u s e s a colossa l w a v e , h u n d r e d s of y a r d s h igh , that 

flushes the en t i r e nor theas t coas t of the U S A , i n c l u d i n g N e w Y o r k a n d 

W a s h i n g t o n . Th i s c o m e t - T h i n g a l so c r e a t e s a coup le , b u t an u n e x p e c t e d 

one: the i n c e s t u o u s coup le of the y o u n g , o b v i o u s l y neuro t i c , s e x u a l l y 

i nac t i ve T V repo r t e r ( T e a L e o n i ) a n d h e r p r o m i s c u o u s fa ther ( M a x 

imi l i an S c h e l l ) , w h o h a s d i v o r c e d h e r mo the r a n d jus t m a r r i e d a y o u n g 

w o m a n of the s a m e a g e a s h i s d a u g h t e r . It is c l e a r tha t the film is 

effect ively a d r a m a abou t th is u n r e s o l v e d p ro to - inces tuous f a t h e r - d a u g h 

te r r e l a t ionsh ip : the t h r e a t e n i n g comet o b v i o u s l y g i v e s b o d y to the self-

des t ruc t ive r a g e of the he ro ine , w h o is s ing le , a n d h a s an obv ious 

t r a u m a t i c f ixat ion on h e r father . F l a b b e r g a s t e d b y h e r fa ther ' s r e m a r 

r i a g e , she is u n a b l e to come to t e r m s w i t h the fact tha t he h a s a b a n d o n e d 

h e r for h e r peer . The P r e s i d e n t ( p l a y e d b y M o r g a n F r e e m a n , in a 

po l i f i ca l ly co r rec t v e i n ) w h o , in a b r o a d c a s t to the nat ion, a n n o u n c e s 

the l ooming ca tas t rophe , ac t s a s the ideal coun te rpo in t to the obscene rea l 

father , a s a c a r i n g p a t e r n a l figure ( w i t h o u t a no t i ceab l e w i f e ! ) w h o , 

s ign i f ican t ly , g i v e s he r a p r i v i l e g e d role a t the p r e s s conference , a l l o w i n g 

he r to a s k the first ques t i ons . T h e l i nk of the come t w i t h the d a r k , obscene 

u n d e r s i d e of p a t e r n a l a u t h o r i t y is m a d e c l e a r t h r o u g h the w a y the hero ine 

g e t s in touch w i t h the Pres iden t : in h e r inves t iga t ion , she d i s cove r s an 

i m p e n d i n g financial s c a n d a l ( l a r g e i l l ega l g o v e r n m e n t s p e n d i n g ) con

n e c t e d w i t h " E l l e " — h e r first idea , of course , is that the P r e s i d e n t h imse l f 

is Involved in a s ex scanda l , t ha t " E l l e " refers to h is mis t ress ; she then 

d i s cove r s the t ru th : " E . L . E " is a c o d e n a m e for the e m e r g e n c y m e a s u r e s to 

be t a k e n w h e n an a c c i d e n t tha t cou ld l e a d to total ex t inc t ion of life 

t h r ea t ens the Ear th , a n d the g o v e r n m e n t w a s sec re t ly s p e n d i n g funds 

bu i l d ing a g i g a n t i c u n d e r g r o u n d she l t e r in w h i c h a mi l l ion A m e r i c a n s 

w o u l d be ab l e to s u r v i v e the ca t a s t rophe . 

T h e a p p r o a c h i n g comet is t h u s c l e a r l y a m e t a p h o r i c subs t i tu te for 

p a t e r n a l inf idel i ty , for the l i b id ina l c a t a s t rophe of a d a u g h t e r fac ing the 

fact tha t h e r obscene father h a s chosen a n o t h e r y o u n g w o m a n over he r . 

T h e en t i re m a c h i n e r y of the g loba l d i sas te r is t h u s set in mot ion so tha t 

the fa ther ' s y o u n g wi fe w i l l a b a n d o n h im, a n d the father w i l l r e tu rn (not 

to h i s wife , t he he ro ine ' s mother , b u t . . . ) to h is d a u g h t e r : the cu lmina t i on 

of the film is the s cene in w h i c h the hero ine re jo ins he r fa ther w h o , a lone 
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in h is l u x u r i o u s s eas ide house , a w a i t s the i m p e n d i n g w a v e . S h e fmds h i m 

w a l k i n g a l o n g the shore l ine ; t h e y m a k e p e a c e w i t h e a c h o the r a n d 

embrace , s i l en t ly a w a i t i n g the w a v e ; w h e n the w a v e a p p r o a c h e s a n d 

is a l r e a d y c a s t i n g its l a r g e s h a d o w over them, she d r a w s herse l f c loser to 

he r father, g e n t l y c r y i n g " D a d d y ! " , a s if to s ea r ch for pro tec t ion in h im, 

recons t i tu t ing the ch i ldhood scene of a smal l g i r l she l t e r ed b y the fa ther ' s 

loving e m b r a c e , a n d a second l a t e r t h e y a re bo th s w e p t a w a y b y the 

g igan t i c w a v e . The he ro ine ' s he lp l e s snes s a n d v u l n e r a b i l i t y in this s c e n e 

should not d e c e i v e us : she is the evil sp i r i t w h o , in the u n d e r l y i n g l ib id ina l 

roaichinery of the fi lm's n a r r a t i v e , p u l l s the s t r ings , a n d th is scene of 

finding dea th in the p ro tec t ive fa ther ' s e m b r a c e is the r ea l i za t ion of h e r 

u l t imate w i s h . . . f l e r e w e a r e a t the oppos i te e x t r e m e to The Forbidden 

Planet: in both c a s e s w e a r e d e a l i n g w i t h the i n c e s t u o u s re la t ionsh ip 

be tween fa ther a n d d a u g h t e r , y e t w h i l e in Forbidden Planet the des t ruc t ive 

mons te r m a t e r i a l i z e s the fathers i nce s tuous dea th w i s h , in Deep Impact it 

ma te r i a l i ze s the daughter'^ i n c e s t u o u s dea th w i s h . The scene on the 

wate r f ron t w i t h the g i g a n t i c w a v e s w e e p i n g a w a y the e m b r a c e d d a u g h t e r 

a n d fa ther is to be r e a d a g a i n s t the b a c k g r o u n d of the s t a n d a r d H o l l y 

w o o d motif ( r e n d e r e d famous in F r e d Z i n n e m a n ' s From Here to Eternity) 

of the coup le m a k i n g love on the beach , c a r e s s e d b y w a v e s ( B u r t 

L a n c a s t e r a n d D e b o r a h K e r r ) : he re , the coup le i s t r u l y an i n c e s t u o u s 

one, so the w a v e i s e n o r m o u s a n d des t ruc t ive , not the soo the ing e b b a n d 

flow of sma l l b e a c h w a v e l e t s . 

I n t e r e s t i ng ly enough , the o the r b ig 1998 b l o c k b u s t e r v a r i a t i o n on the 

theme of a g i g a n t i c comet t h r e a t e n i n g Ear th , Armageddon, a l so focuses on 

the i n c e s t u o u s f a t h e r - d a u g h t e r r e l a t ionsh ip . H e r e , h o w e v e r , it is the 

father ( B r u c e W i l l i s ) w h o is e x c e s s i v e l y a t t ached to h i s d a u g h t e r ; the 

comet ' s de s t ruc t ive force g i v e s b o d y to hit fury a t he r love affairs w i t h 

o ther m e n of h e r o w n a g e . S ign i f i can t ly , the d e n o u e m e n t is a l so m o r e 

pos i t ive , " not se l f -des t ruc t ive : the fa ther sacr i f ices h imse l f in o r d e r to 

save Ear th , tha t is , e f f ec t i ve ly—at the leve l of the underl3ring l ib id ina l 

e c o n o m y — e r a s i n g h imse l f in o r d e r to b l e s s the m a r r i a g e of h i s d a u g h t e r 

to he r y o u n g lover . 

• • . and out 

R a t h e r su rp r i s i ng ly , one often finds a vers ion of the s a m e f ami ly m y t h 

u n d e r l y i n g even the o f f -Hol lywood a r t films. Le t u s b e g i n w i t h F lo r i an 

H e n c k e l von D o n n e r s m a r c k ' s Das Leben der Anderen {The Lived of Otherd, 



IN D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

62 

2 0 0 6 ) , often f avo rab ly c o m p a r e d w i t h U l r i c h B e c k e r ' s Goodbye Lenin —the 

c l a i m is that it p r o v i d e s the n e c e s s a r y co r rec t ive to Goodbye Lenin w i t h its 

sen t imen ta l Ostalgie, b y p r o v i d i n g an in s igh t into the m a n n e r in w h i c h 

S t a s i t e r ro r p e n e t r a t e d e v e r y pore of p r i v a t e l i ves . Is, h o w e v e r , th is r e a l l y 

the c a s e ? 

U p o n a c loser look, a n a lmos t i nve r t ed i m a g e a p p e a r s : a s is the case 

w i t h m a n y dep i c t i ons of the h a r s h n e s s of the C o m m u n i s t r e g i m e s . The 

Lives of 0them m i s ses the t r ue ho r ro r of the s i tua t ion in i ts v e r y a t t emp t to 

p o r t r a y i t — h o w ? Firs t , the t r i g g e r for the even t s in the film is the 

co r rup ted min i s t e r of c u l t u r e w h o w a n t s to ge t r id of the top G D R 

p l a y w r i g h t Georg D r e y m a n , so tha t he w i l l be ab l e to p u r s u e u n i m p e d e d 

h i s affair w i t h D r e y m a n ' s pa r tne r , t he a c t r e s s C h r i s t a - M a r i a . In th i s w a y , 

the ho r ro r i n s c r i b e d in to the v e r y formal s t ruc tu re of the s y s t e m is 

r e l e g a t e d to an effect of a pe r sona l w h i m —the po in t lost is that , even 

w i t h o u t the min i s t e r ' s pe r sona l cor rup t ion , w i t h o n l y d e d i c a t e d a n d 

devo ted b u r e a u c r a t s , the sy s t em w o u l d be no less te r r i fy ing . 

The w r i t e r from w h o m the min i s t e r w a n t s to t a k e the w o m a n is 

i d e a l i z e d in the opposi te m a n n e r : if he i s such a good w r i t e r , bo th honest 

a n d s i n c e r e l y d e d i c a t e d to the C o m m u n i s t sys t em, p e r s o n a l l y c lose to the 

top r e g i m e f igures ( w e l e a r n tha t M a r g o t f i o n e c k e r , the p a r l y l e a d e r ' s 

wi fe , g a v e h i m a book b y S o l z h e n i t s y n w h i c h is s t r i c t ly p r o h i b i t e d for 

o r d i n a r y p e o p l e ) , h o w is it tha t he d id not come into conflict w i t h the 

r e g i m e m u c h e a r l i e r ? H o w is it tha t he w a s not cons ide r ed at l eas t a l i t t le 

b i t p rob l ema t i c b y the r e g i m e , w i t h h i s e x c e s s e s none the les s to le ra ted 

b e c a u s e of h i s In terna t ional fame, a s w a s the case w i t h al l f amous G D R 

a u t h o r s from Ber to l t B r e c h t to H e i n e r M ü l l e r a n d C h r i s t a W o l f ? O n e 

canno t bu t r eca l l he r e a w i t t y fo rmula r e g a r d i n g life u n d e r a ha r sh 

C o m m u n i s t r e g i m e : of t h ree fea tures —persona l hones ty , s ince re suppor t 

for the r eg ime , intel l igence^—it w a s poss ib le to combine o n l y two , n e v e r 

al l t h r ee . If one w a s hones t and suppor t ive , one w a s not v e r y br ight ; if one 

w a s b r i g h t a n d suppor t ive , one w a s not honest ; if one w a s hones t a n d 

br igh t , one w a s not suppor t ive . T h e p r o b l e m w i t h D r e y m a n is tha t he 

does a c t u a l l y combine al l t h ree fea tu res . 

Second , d u r i n g a recep t ion a t the s ta r t of the film, a d i s s iden t d i r e c t l y 

a n d a g g r e s s i v e l y confronts the min i s te r , w i t h o u t c o n s e q u e n c e s — if such a 

t h i n g w a s poss ib le , w a s the r e g i m e r e a l l y so t e r r i b l e ? Last , it i s Ch r i s t a -

M a r i a w h o b r e a k s d o w n a n d b e t r a y s the h u s b a n d , w h i c h l a t e r l e a d s to 

he r su ic ida l flight from the apa r tmen t , c r u s h e d u n d e r the w h e e l s of a 

t ruck , w h e r e a s in the o v e r w h e l m i n g ma jo r i t y of real c a s e s of m a r r i e d 
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c o u p l e s w h e n a spouse b e t r a y e d h i s p a r t n e r a n d sp ied on her , it w a s the 

0ien w h o b e c a m e " I M , " "inforinelieMitarheiter ( informal c o l l a b o r a t o r s ) " of 

the S ta s i . 

The most e x t r a o r d i n a r y Co ld W a r love s to ry w a s the one b e t w e e n V e r a 

Lengsfe ld a n d K n u d W o l l e n b e r g e r w h o , in the n o w defunct G e r m a n 

Democra t i c R e p u b l i c , go t m a r r i e d a n d h a d t w o ch i ld r en toge ther . After 

t h e fall of the W a l l , w h e n V e r a , a G D R diss ident , g a i n e d a c c e s s to he r 

S tas i file, she l e a rned tha t Knud , a S t a s i in former c o d e n a m e d Dona ld , 

held m a r r i e d a n d l i ved w i t h he r on the o rde r s of h is mas t e r s , so that he 

w a s ab l e to r epor t on he r ac t iv i t i e s ; upon l e a r n i n g this , she i m m e d i a t e l y 

d i v o r c e d h im a n d t h e y h a v e not spoken s ince . A f t e r w a r d s , K n u d sen t he r 

a le t ter e x p l a i n i n g tha t he w a n t e d to sh ie ld he r a n d tha t h i s b e t r a y a l w a s , 

i n fact j an ac t of love . N o w tha t he is d y i n g of a g a l l o p i n g form of 

Pa rk in son ' s , V e r a h a s a n n o u n c e d tha t she h a s forgiven h im . . . N o 

w o n d e r H o l l y w o o d is c o n s i d e r i n g m a k i n g a film w i t h M e r y l S t r e e p a s 

Vera .^ B e t r a y a l a s an ac t of l o v e — t h e fo rmula h a d a l r e a d y been p r o p o s e d 

b y J o h n L e C a r r é in h i s m a s t e r p i e c e , A Perfect Spy. 

The o n l y w a y to a c c o u n t for the shift in The Lives of Otherd is to e v o k e a 

w e i r d u n d e r c u r r e n t of the s tory; in a b l a t an t con t rad ic t ion to the k n o w n 

fac ts , i s the r ea son for th is odd dis tor t ion of r e a l i t y not the sec re t 

h o m o s e x u a l u n d e r c u r r e n t in the film? It is c l ea r that , in the cou r se of 

h i s s p y i n g on the couple , G e r d W i e s l e r b e c o m e s l i b i d i n a l l y a t t r a c t ed to 

D r e y m a n , ef fec t ive ly obses sed b y h i m — it is th i s affection that g r a d u a l l y 

p u s h e s h i m to he lp D r e y m a n . After die Wende, D r e y m a n d i s c o v e r s w h a t 

h a d gone on b y g a i n i n g a c c e s s to h is files; fo l lowing w h i c h he r e c i p r o c a t e s 

i n a m o r o u s t e rms , i n c l u d i n g t a i l i ng W i e s l e r w h o n o w w o r k s a s a pos tman . 

The s i tua t ion is t h u s effect ively r e v e r s e d : the obse rved v i c t im is n o w the 

o b s e r v e r . In the film's las t scene , W i e s l e r goes to a books tore ( the 

l e g e n d a r y Karl-Marx-Biichhandiung on the S t a l in Al lee , of c o u r s e ) , b u y s 

t h e w r i t e r ' s n e w novel . Sonata for an Honedt Man, a n d d i s cove r s tha t it is 

d e d i c a t e d to h i m ( d e s i g n a t e d b y h i s S t a s i c o d e n a m e ) . Thus , to i n d u l g e m 

a s o m e w h a t c rue l i rony , the finale of The Lived of Otherd r eca l l s the famous 

e n d i n g Codablanca: the p rove rb i a l " b e g i n n i n g of a beaut i fu l f r i endsh ip" 

b e t w e e n D r e y m a n a n d W i e s l e r , w i t h the in t rus ive female obs tac le 

C o n v e n i e n t l y d i sposed of—a t rue Chr i s to log ica l g e s t u r e of sacr i f ice 

(no w o n d e r he r n a m e is C h r i s t a - M a r i a ! ) . 

In con t ras t to th is idy l l , the v e r y a p p e a r a n c e of Hght-hear ted nos ta lg ic 

c o m e d y in Goodbye Lenin is a f açade w h i c h cove r s a m u c h h a r s h e r 

U n d e r l y i n g r e a l i t y ( s i g n a l l e d at the v e r y b e g i n n i n g b y the b ru ta l in t rus ion 



IIN Libl-tNSE OF LOST CAUSES 

64 

of the S t a s i in to the f ami ly h o m e after the h u s b a n d e s c a p e s to the W e s t ) . 

The lesson is t h u s m u c h more d e s p e r a t e t han tha t of The. Lived of Otherd: no 

he ro ic r e s i s t ance to the G D R r e g i m e w a s u l t i m a t e l y sus t a inab le , the on ly 

w a y to s u r v i v e w a s to e s c a p e in to m a d n e s s , to d i sconnec t from rea l i ty . 

Th is , of course , in no w a y imp l i e s tha t Goodbye Lenin i s w i t h o u t faul ts of 

i ts o w n . A c o m p a r i s o n w i t h a n o t h e r r ecen t pol i t ica l th r i l l e r c an be of 

some he lp h e r e : J o h n M a l k o v i c h ' s Dancer Updtaird. In both fi lms, v io l ence 

is f ramed b y love : the love of a son for h i s mo the r (Goodbye Lenin), the love 

of a m a n for a w o m a n (Dancer). In bo th c a s e s , the funct ion of love i s dtricto 

densu i deo log ica l : it mys t i f i e s a n d t h e r e b y domes t i ca t e s , r e n d e r s to le rab le , 

the confronta t ion w i t h the R e a l of b ru t a l , t r a u m a t i c v i o l e n c e — the 

v io l ence of the G D R r e g i m e , a s w e l l a s of i ts co l l apse a n d the W e s t e r n 

t akeove r ; the v io l ence of S e n d e r o L u m i n o s o ' s ru th l e s s r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

te r ror . W h i l e bo th Lenùi a n d Dancer confront a r ecen t " r a d i c a l " po l i t ica l 

past , s ign i f ican t ly , one w a s a b i g h i t a n d the o ther a box-office fa i lure . 

Goodbye Lenin te l ls the s to ry of a son w h o s e mother , an hones t G D R 

be l i ever , h a s a h e a r t a t t a c k on the confused n igh t of the demons t r a t ions 

w h i c h a c c o m p a n i e d the fo r ty -yea r a n n i v e r s a r y ce l eb ra t i ons In 1 9 9 1 ; she 

su rv ive s , bu t the doc tor w a r n s the son tha t a n y t r a u m a t i c e x p e r i e n c e 

cou ld c a u s e the mothe r ' s dea th . W i t h the he lp of a friend, the son thus 

s t a g e s for the mother , w h o is r e s t r i c t ed to he r apa r tmen t , the smooth 

con t inua t ion of the G D R : e v e r y even ing , t h e y p l a y on the T V v ideo -

r e c o r d e d fake G D R n e w s , a n d so on. T o w a r d s the film's end, the hero 

s a y s tha t the g a m e h a s g o n e too far^—the fiction s t a g e d for the d y i n g 

mo the r h a s b e c o m e an a l t e r n a t i v e G D R , r e i n v e n t e d a s it shou ld h a v e 

b e e n . . . T h e r e i n r e s ides t he k e y po l i t i ca l ques t ion , b e y o n d the r a the r 

bo r ing topic of Odtaigie ( w h i c h is no t a r ea l l o n g i n g for the G D R , b u t the 

e n a c t m e n t of a r e a l p a r t i n g from it, the a c q u i r i n g of a d i s t ance , d e t r a u -

m a t i z a t l o n ) ; w a s th is d r e a m of an " a l t e r n a t i v e G D R " i nhe ren t in the 

G D R itself? W h e n , in the final fictional T V repor t , t he n e w G D R l e a d e r 

( the first G D R a s t r o n a u t ) d e c i d e s to open the bo rde r s , a l l o w i n g the W e s t 

G e r m a n c i t i zens to e s c a p e c o n s u m e r t e r ro r i sm, r ac i sm, a n d the hope le s s 

s t r u g g l e to su rv ive , It is c l e a r tha t the n e e d for ditch a Utopian e s c a p e is 

rea l . To p u t it qu i t e b ru t a l l y , w h i l e Odtaigie Is w i d e l y p r a c t i c e d in t o d a y ' s 

G e r m a n y w i t h o u t c a u s i n g e th ica l p rob l ems , one (for the t ime be ing , a t 

l e a s t ) canno t i m a g i n e p u b l i c l y p r a c t i c i n g a N a z i - n o s t a l g i a — " G o o d b y e 

H i t l e r " i n s t ead of " G o o d b y e L e n i n . " D o e s th i s not b e a r w i t n e s s to the 

fact tha t w e a r e stil l a w a r e of the e m a n c i p a t o r y potent ia l , d i s tor ted a n d 

t h w a r t e d a s it w a s , in C o m m u n i s m bu t w h i c h w a s c o m p l e t e l y mi s s ing in 
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t h e mother , on he r first w a l k ou ts ide the apa r tmen t , finds he rse l f face-to-

face w i th a s t a tue of L e n i n b e i n g t r anspor t ed b y he l icop te r , w h o s e 

ou ts t re tched h a n d s eems to add re s s / i n t e rpe l l a t e he r d i r e c t l y ) is t hus to 

b e t a k e n m o r e s e r i o u s l y t h a n it m a y first a p p e a r . 

The w e a k po in t of the film is tha t ( l i k e R o b e r t o B e n i g n i ' s Life h 

Beautiful) i t s u s t a in s an e th ics of p ro tec t ing one ' s i l lus ions : it m a n i p u l a t e s 

t h e t h rea t of a s e c o n d h e a r t a t t ack a s the m e a n s to b l a c k m a i l u s into 

accep t ing the n e e d to protec t one ' s f an tasy a s the h i g h e s t e th ica l du ty . 

Does the film here not e n d o r s e u n e x p e c t e d l y L e o S t r a u s s ' s thes i s on the 

n e e d for a "nob le l i e " ? B u t is it r e a l l y tha t the e m a n c i p a t o r y po ten t ia l of 

C o m m u n i s m is o n l y a "nob le l i e " to be s t a g e d a n d s u s t a i n e d for n a i v e 

beUevers, a l ie w h i c h a c t u a l l y o n l y m a s k s the ru th l e s s v i o l e n c e of 

C o m m u n i s t r u l e ? T h e mo the r i s the " sub jec t s u p p o s e d to b e l i e v e " he re : 

t h rough her , otherd sus t a in the i r belief. (The i r o n y is tha t it is u s u a l l y the 

mother w h o is s u p p o s e d to be the c a r e - g i v e r , p ro tec t ing h e r c h i l d r e n from 

crue l r e a l i t y . ) Is the m o t h e r in Goodbye Lenin not the one w h o m a k e s the 

l a w on b e h a l f of the ( a b s e n t ) fa ther h e r e ? S o —since , for L a c a n , t he re in 

res ides the g e n e s i s of m a l e h o m o s e x u a l i t y — t h e t rue ques t ion is : w h y is 

t h e he ro not g a y , a s he shou ld h a v e b e e n ? 

In con t r a s t to Goodbye Lenin, Dancer Updtaird s ees no r e d e m p t i v e 

potent ia l in the figure of Evi l w i t h w h i c h it is s t r a n g e l y fasc ina ted; it 

shou ld r a t h e r be r e a d a s y e t a n o t h e r ve r s ion of C o n r a d ' s v o y a g e in to 

t h e "hea r t of d a r k n e s s , " ep i tomized he re b y the e x c e s s i v e c r u e l t y a n d 

ru th l e s snes s of the S e n d e r o L u m i n o s o m o v e m e n t w h i c h , so w e a r e told, 

s h o w e d no in te res t in c o n q u e r i n g p u b l i c op in ion w i t h ideo log ica l 

p r o g r a m s , b u t s i m p l y w a g e d its m u r d e r o u s c a m p a i g n . R e j a s , the 

"honest l i b e r a l " po l ice i nves t i ga to r a n d the film's hero , is spl i t b e t w e e n 

t h e co r rup t ion of those in p o w e r a n d the abso lu t e Evi l of the R e v o l u 

t ion. Th i s spl i t is the one b e t w e e n form a n d content : R e j a s suppor t s the 

form of the ex i s t i ng d e m o c r a t i c o rder . A l t h o u g h c r i t i ca l of i ts p r e sen t 

content ( the co r rup t r ap i s t p res iden t , a n d so o n ) , he re jec t s the 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y " t r a n s g r e s s i o n " of the form, the " l e a p of fa i th" into the 

i n h u m a n d imens ion . 

H o w e v e r , the e n i g m a tha t the film a d d r e s s e s is doub le : it is not 

p r i m a r i l y the e n i g m a of the " r a d i c a l E v i l " of S e n d e r o L u m i n o s o ter ror , 

bu t the e n i g m a of R e j a s ' s love-object : h o w is it poss ib l e for a cu l t i va t ed 

a n d beau t i fu l m i d d l e - c l a s s ba l le t d a n c e r to be a " f a n a t i c a l " m e m b e r of 

S e n d e r o L u m i n o s o ? W h y d o e s Y o l a n d a to ta l ly re ject R e j a s a t the e n d ? 
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H o w to accoun t for the g a p tha t s e p a r a t e s th i s s ens i t i ve and beaut i ful 

w o m a n from the fana t ica l a n d merc i l e s s r e v o l u t i o n a r y tha t e x p l o d e s at 

the e n d ? T h e r e i n r e s i d e s w h a t one is t e m p t e d to ca l l t he cons t i tu t ive 

s t u p i d i t y of the film ( a n d of the novel on w h i c h it i s b a s e d ) : pub l i c i zed as 

an a t t emp t to " u n d e r s t a n d " the S e n d e r o L u m i n o s o p h e n o m e n o n , it is 

p r e c i s e l y a defense a g a i n s t such an u n d e r s t a n d i n g , a n a t t empt to pe rpe 

tua te the " e n i g m a " it confronts . N o w o n d e r tha t , u l t ima t e ly . Dancer 
Upstairs —wWich p r i d e s i tself on be ing a n t i - H o l l y w o o d — r e l i e s on the 

bas i c H o l l y w o o d fo rmula of the "p roduc t ion of t h e c o u p l e . " 

The real Hollywood Left 

If even the m a r g i n a l n o n - H o l l y w o o d p roduc t i ons r e m a i n d e t e r m i n e d by 

the f ami ly motif, w h e r e , then, a r e w e to find t rue e x c e p t i o n s to i ts r u l e ? 

In M a r c h 2 0 0 5 , the V a t i c a n i tself m a d e a h i g h l y p u b l i c i z e d s ta tement , 

c o n d e m n i n g in the s t ronges t t e r m s D a n B r o w n ' s The Da Vinci Code a s a 

book based on l i e s a n d w h i c h sp read false t e a c h i n g s (for e x a m p l e , that 

J e s u s h a d m a r r i e d A l a r y M a g d a l e n e and tha t t h e y h a d d e s c e n d a n t s — 

the t rue i den t i t y of the Gra i l is M a r y M a g d a l e n e ' s v a g i n a ! ) , e s p e c i a l l y 

r eg re t t i ng the book ' s p o p u l a r i t y a m o n g the y o u n g e r g e n e r a t i o n s ea r ch 

ing for sp i r i tua l g u i d a n c e . T h e a b s u r d i t y of th is V a t i c a n in te rven t ion , 

s u s t a i n e d b y a b a r e l y concea l ed l o n g i n g for the g o o d old d a y s w h e n the 

in famous I n d e x of p roh ib i t ed books w a s still o p e r a t i v e , should not b l ind 

u s to the fact that , w h i l e the form is w r o n g ( o n e a lmos t su spec t s a 

c o n s p i r a c y b e t w e e n the V a t i c a n a n d the p u b l i s h e r to g i v e a n e w boost 

to the sa les of the b o o k ) , the content is b a s i c a l l y right: The Da Vinci Code 

does in fact p ropose a N e w A g e re in te rpre ta t ion of C h r i s t i a n i t y in t e rms 

of the b a l a n c e of the m a s c u l i n e a n d feminine p r i n c i p l e s , that i s , the 

ba s i c i d e a of the novel is the re insc r ip t ion of C h r i s t i a n i t y ' in to a p a g a n 

s e x u a l i z e d onto logy: the feminine p r inc ip l e i s s a c r e d , perfec t ion r e s i d e s 

in the h a r m o n i o u s coup l i ng of the ma le and female p r i n c i p l e s . . . T h e 

p a r a d o x to be accep t ed he re is that, in th is case , e v e r y feminis t shou ld 

suppor t the C h u r c h : it is only t h rough the " m o n o t h e i s t i c " suspens ion of 

the feminine s ignif ier , of the po l a r i t y of the m a s c u l i n e a n d feminine 

oppos i tes , that the space e m e r g e s for w h a t w e b r o a d l y refer to a s 

" femin i sm " p roper , for the r ise of feminine s u b j e c t i v i t y . The femin in i ty 

a s s e r t e d in the aff i rmat ion of the cosmic " femin ine p r i n c i p l e " i s , on the 

con t r a ry , a l w a y s a s u b o r d i n a t e d (pass ive , r e c e p t i v e ) pole , opposed to 

the ac t ive " m a s c u l i n e p r i n c i p l e . " 
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This is w h y th r i l l e r s l i ke The Da Vinci Code a r e one of the k e y ind ica to r s 

o f c o n t e m p o r a r y ideo log ica l shifts: the hero is in s ea r ch of an old 

m a n u s c r i p t w h i c h w i l l r evea l some sha t t e r ing sec re t w h i c h t h r e a t e n s 

to u n d e r m i n e the v e r y founda t ions of ( in s t i t u t iona l i zed ) Chr i s t i an i t y ; the 

" c r i m i n a l " e d g e is p r o v i d e d b y the d e s p e r a t e a n d ru th l e s s a t t emp t s of the 

C h u r c h (or some h a r d l i n e fact ion w i t h i n i t ) to s u p p r e s s this documen t . 

This sec re t focuses on the " r e p r e s s e d " feminine d imens ion ol the d i v i n e : 

Chr i s t w a s m a r r i e d to M a r y M a g d a l e n e , the Grai l is a c t u a l l y the female 

b o d y . . . i s th is r eve la t ion r e a l l y such a s u r p r i s e ? Is the i d e a tha t J e s u s 

had s e x w i t h M a r y M a g d a l e n e not r a t h e r a k i n d of obscene open sec re t of 

Chr i s t i an i ty , a C h r i s t i a n j^cre/ depotichineLlel T h e t rue su rp r i s e w o u l d h a v e 

been to g o a s tep fur ther a n d c l a i m tha t M a i y h a d r e a l l y been a 

t ransves t i te , so tha t J e s u s ' lover h a d been a beaut i fu l e p h e b e ! 

The in te res t of the nove l (and, a g a i n s t the s u s p i c i o u s l y h a s t y d i smissa l 

o f the film, one should s a y tha t th is ho lds even more for the f i lm) r e s ides 

in a fea ture w h i c h , su rp r i s i ng ly , echoes The X-Filed w h e r e the fact tha t so 

m a n y th ings h a p p e n "out t h e r e " w h e r e the t ru th is supposed to d w e l l 

(a l iens i n v a d i n g Ea r th a n d so o n ) fills in the void, that is , the m u c h c lose r 

t ru th tha t no th ing (no s e x u a l r e l a t i on ) is g o i n g on b e t w e e n the t w o 

agen t s , M u l d e r a n d S c u l l y . In The Da Vinci Code, the s e x u a l life of Ch r i s t 

a n d M a r y M a g d a l e n e is the e x c e s s w h i c h inve r t s ( cove r s u p ) the fact tha t 

the s e x u a l life of S o p h i e , the hero ine , Chr i s t ' s l as t de scendan t , i s non

exis tent : dhe rs l i ke a c o n t e m p o r a r y M a r y , v r rg ina l , p u r e , a s e x u a l ; t he r e is 

no h in t of s e x b e t w e e n h e r and R o b e r t L a n g d o m . 

H e r t r a u m a is tha t she w i t n e s s e d the p r i m o r d i a l f an tasmat ic s cene of 

p a r e n t a l copula t ion , this e x c e s s oijouuMance w h i c h to ta l ly " n e u t r a l i z e d " 

he r s e x u a l l y : it is a s if, in a k i n d of t empora l loop, she w a s p r e sen t a t the 

act of h e r o w n concept ion , so that , for her , all s ex is i n c e s t u o u s and t h u s 

p roh ib i t ed . H e r e en t e r s R o b e r t w h o , far from b e i n g he r lover , a c t s a s he r 

" w i l d a n a l y s t " w h o s e t a sk is to cons t ruc t a n a r r a t i v e f rame, a m y t h , w h i c h 

w i l l e n a b l e h e r to b r e a k out of th is f an tasmat ic cap t iv i ty , not b y w a y of 

r e g a i n i n g " n o r m a l " h e t e r o s e x u a l i t y , b u t b y w a y of a c c e p t i n g h e r a s e x u -

a l i t y a n d " n o r m a l i z i n g " it a s p a r t of the n e w m y t h i c n a r r a t i v e . In th is 

sense . The Da Vinci Code b e l o n g s in the se r ies w e a r e a n a l y z i n g : i t is not 

r e a l l y a film abou t re l ig ion , abou t the " r e p r e s s e d " sec re t of Chr i s t i an i ty , 

bu t a film abou t a f r igid a n d t r a u m a t i z e d y o u n g w o m a n w h o is r e d e e m e d , 

freed from h e r t r a u m a , p rov ided w i t h a m y t h i c a l f r a m e w o r k tha t e n a b l e s 

he r to ful ly a c c e p t he r a s e x u a l i t y . 

T h e m3^hical c h a r a c t e r of th is solut ion e m e r g e s c l e a r l y if w e cont ras t 



R o b e r t a s i ts p r o p o n e n t to S i r L e i g h , the coun te rpo in t to O p u s D e i in the 

film ( a n d n o v e l ) : he w a n t s to d isc lose the sec re t of M a r y a n d t h u s save 

h u m a n i t y from the oppress ion of official Chr i s t i an i ty . T h e film re jec t s this 

r a d i c a l move a n d opts for a fictional compromise solut ion: w h a t is 

impor t an t a r e not facts ( the D N A that w o u l d p rove the g e n e a l o g i c a l 

l ink b e t w e e n h e r a n d M a r y a n d C h r i s t ) , bu t w h a t she ( S o p h i e ) be

l i eves ^—the movie opts for s y m b o l i c fiction a g a i n s t g e n e a l o g i c a l facts . The 

m y t h of be ing Chr i s t ' s d e s c e n d a n t c r e a t e s for S o p h i e a n e w s y m b o l i c 

iden t i ty : a t the end , she e m e r g e s a s the l e a d e r of a c o m m u n i t y . It i s a t th is 

leve l of w h a t goes on in t e r re s t r i a l life tha t The Da Vinci Code r e m a i n s 

Chr i s t i an : in the pe r son of S o p h i e , it e n a c t s the p a s s a g e from s e x u a l love 

to d e s e x u a l i z e d agape a s po l i t i ca l love, love tha t s e r v e s a s the b o n d of a 

co l lec t ive . The re is no th ing " p r e - F r e u d l a n " in th i s solut ion —it can on ly 

a p p e a r p r e - F r e u d i a n if one a c c e p t s the c r u d e n o r m a t i v e h e t e r o s e x u a l 

ve r s ion of p s y c h o a n a l y s i s a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h , for a w o m a n , e v e r y t h i n g 

b u t " n o r m a l " h e t e r o s e x u a l de s i r e is pa tho log ica l . For a t rue F r e u d i a n , on 

the con t ra ry , " there Is no sexua l r e l a t i o n s h i p , " no s t a n d a r d of no rma l i ty , 

bu t o n l y an inev i t ab l e dead lock , a n d the a s e x u a l pos i t ion of w i t h d r a w i n g 

from the c o m m e r c e b e t w e e n the s e x e s Is a s good a dinthom ( a s y m p t o m a l 

"kno t " w h i c h ho lds a sub jec t t o g e t h e r ) to d e a l w i t h th i s d e a d l o c k a s a n y 

other pos i t ion . 

In spi te of th i s in t e res t ing d i s p l a c e m e n t of the s t a n d a r d H o l l y w o o d 

formula , it w o u l d be , of course , r i d i c u l o u s to c l a im tha t The Da Vinci Code 

b e l o n g s to the H o l l y w o o d Left. O n e h a s to look for the r ea l H o l l y w o o d 

Left e l s e w h e r e — b u t w h e r e ? Z a c k S n y d e r ' s 300, the s a g a of the th ree 

h u n d r e d S p a r t a n so ld ie r s w h o sacr i f iced t h e m s e l v e s at T h e r m o p y l a e to 

ha l t the invas ion of X e r x e s ' P e r s i a n a r m y , w a s a t t a c k e d a s the w o r s t k i n d 

of pa t r io t i c mi l i t a r i sm w i t h c l e a r a l lu s ions to the r ecen t t ens ions w i t h I ran 

a n d even t s in I r a q — a r e , h o w e v e r , t h i n g s r e a l l y so c l e a r ? T h e film should , 

ra ther , be t h o r o u g h l y d e f e n d e d a g a i n s t these accusa t i ons . 

T h e r e a r e t w o poin ts to be m a d e . T h e first c o n c e r n s the s to ry i t se l f—it 

i s t he s to ry of a sma l l a n d poor c o u n t r y ( G r e e c e ) Invaded b y the a r m y of a 

m u c h l a r g e r s ta te ( P e r s i a ) , at tha t point m u c h m o r e d e v e l o p e d , a n d w i t h 

a d v a n c e d m i l i t a r y t e c h n o l o g y — a r e the P e r s i a n e l ephan t s , g i a n t s a n d 

l a r g e fire a r r o w s not the anc i en t vers ion of h igh - t ech w e a p o n r y ? W h e n 

the las t s u r v i v i n g g r o u p of S p a r t a n s a n d the i r k ing , L e o n i d a s , a r e k i l l ed 

b y the t h o u s a n d s of a r r o w s , a r e t h e y not in a w a y b o m b e d to dea th b y 

techno-so ld ie r s ope ra t i ng soph i s t i ca ted w e a p o n s from a safe d i s t ance , 

l i ke t o d a y ' s U S so ld ie r s w h o a t the p u s h of a bu t ton l a u n c h rocke t s from 
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the w a r s h i p s mi les a w a y in the P e r s i a n Gul f? F u r t h e r m o r e , X e r x e s ' 

w o r d s w h e n he a t t empts to conv ince L e o n i d a s to a c c e p t Pe r s i an dom

inat ion, def in i te ly do not sound l i ke those of a fana t ica l M u s l i m funda

menta l i s t : he t r i e s to s e d u c e L e o n i d a s into subjec t ion b y p r o m i s i n g h im 

p e a c e a n d sensua l p l e a s u r e s if he re jo ins the P e r s i a n g loba l e m p i r e . All he 

asks from h im is the formal g e s t u r e of k n e e l i n g in a c k n o w l e d g m e n t of 

Pe r s i an s u p r e m a c y — if the S p a r t a n s do this , t h e y w i l l be g iven s u p r e m e 

a u t h o r i t y ove r a l l Greece . Is th i s not s im i l a r to w h a t P r e s iden t R e a g a n 

d e m a n d e d from the N i c a r a g u a n S a n d i n i s t a g o v e r n m e n t ? All t h e y h a d to 

do w a s s a y " H e y u n c l e ! " to the U S . . . A n d is X e r x e s ' cour t not dep i c t ed 

a s a k i n d of mu l t i cu l t u r a l i s t d i f ferent- l i fes tyles p a r a d i s e ? E v e r y o n e 

pa r t i c ipa t e s in o r g i e s the re , different r aces , l e s b i a n s a n d g a y s , the 

h a n d i c a p p e d , a n d so for th? A r e , then , the S p a r t a n s , w i t h t he i r d i sc ip l ine 

a n d spir i t of sacr i f ice , not m u c h c loser to some th ing l ike the T a l i b a n 

de fend ing A f g h a n i s t a n a g a i n s t the U S occupa t ion (or, an el i te uni t of the 

I ran ian R e v o l u t i o n a r y G u a r d r e a d y to sacr i f ice i tself in the case of an 

A m e r i c a n i n v a s i o n ) ? P e r s p i c u o u s h i s to r ians h a v e a l r e a d y no t ed this 

p a r a l l e l — t h i s is from the b l u r b of T o m H o l l a n d ' s Persian Fire: 

In the fifth c e n t u r y BC, a g loba l s u p e r p o w e r w a s d e t e r m i n e d to b r i n g 

t ru th a n d o r d e r to w h a t it r e g a r d e d a s t w o te r ror i s t s ta tes . The 

s u p e r p o w e r w a s Pe r s i a , i n c o m p a r a b l y r i ch in ambi t ion , g o l d a n d 

men . T h e te r ror i s t s ta tes w e r e A t h e n s a n d S p a r t a , eccen t r i c c i t ies 

in a poor a n d m o u n t a i n o u s b a c k w a t e r : Greece . 

W e s t e r n r ac i s t i n v e s t m e n t in the ba t t l e of T h e r m o p y l a e is ev iden t : it w a s 

vr ide ly r e a d a s the first a n d dec i s ive v i c t o r y of the free W e s t a g a i n s t the 

despot ic Eas t —no w o n d e r H i t l e r a n d Goer ing c o m p a r e d the G e r m a n 

defeat at S t a l i n g r a d in 1943 to L e o n i d a s ' s he ro ic d e a t h at T h e r m o p y l a e . 

H o w e v e r , it is for th i s v e r y r ea son that one shou ld i nve r t the p e r s p e c t i v e . 

W e s t e r n c u l t u r a l r ac i s t s l i k e to c l a i m that , had the P e r s i a n s s u c c e e d e d in 

s u b d u i n g Greece , t he re w o u l d t o d a y be m i n a r e t s a l l ove r Europe . Th i s 

s tup id c l a i m is d o u b l y w r o n g : not on ly w o u l d the re be no I s l am in the 

case of the defeat of the G r e e k s ( s ince the re w o u l d h a v e been no anc i en t 

G r e e k t h o u g h t a n d no Chr i s t i an i t y , t w o h i s to r ica l p r e suppos i t i ons of 

I s l a m ) ; e v e n more i m p o r t a n t is the fact tha t t he re are m i n a r e t s in m a n y 

E u r o p e a n c i t ies today , a n d the k i n d of m u l t i c u l t u r a l t o l e r ance w h i c h 

m a d e this poss ib le w a s p r e c i s e l y the resu l t of the Greek v i c t o r y ove r the 

P e r s i a n s . 
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T h e m a i n G r e e k a r m a g a i n s t X e r x e s ' o v e r w h e l m i n g m i l i t a r y supre 

m a c y w a s d i sc ip l ine a n d the spir i t of s a c r i f i c e — a n d , to quo te A la in 

B a d i o u : 

W e n e e d a p o p u l a r d i sc ip l ine . I w o u l d e v e n s a y . . . tha t " those w h o 

h a v e no th ing h a v e o n l y the i r d i s c i p l i n e . " T h e poor, those w i t h no 

financial o r m i l i t a r y m e a n s , those w i t h no p o w e r — a l l t h e y h a v e is the i r 

d i sc ip l ine , t he i r c a p a c i t y to ac t toge the r . T h i s d i s c ip l ine i s a l r e a d y a 

form of o rgan iza t ion . 

In t o d a y ' s e r a of hedon i s t p e r m i s s l v i t y w h i c h se rves a s the d o m i n a n t 

ideo logy , the t ime h a s come for the Left to ( r e ) a p p r o p r i a t e d i sc ip l ine a n d 

the spi r i t of sacr i f ice : t he r e is n o t h m g i n h e r e n t l y " fasc i s t " abou t these 

v a l u e s . 

B u t even th is fundamen ta l i s t i den t i t y of the S p a r t a n s is more a m b i g 

u o u s . A p r o g r a m m a t i c s t a t emen t t o w a r d s the e n d of the film def ines the 

G r e e k s ' a g e n d a a s " a g a i n s t the r e ign of m y s t i q u e a n d t y r a n n y , t o w a r d s 

the b r igh t fu tu re , " fur ther speci f ied a s the ru l e of f reedom a n d r eason — 

w h i c h s o u n d s l i k e an elementai"y E n l i g h t e n m e n t p r o g r a m , w i t h even a 

c o m m u n i s t t w i s t ! R e c a l l a l so that , a t the film's b e g i n n i n g , L e o n i d a s 

o u t r i g h t l y re jec t s the m e s s a g e of the co r rup t " o r a c l e s " a c c o r d i n g to 

w h o m the g o d s forbid the m i l i t a r y exped i t i on to s top the P e r s i a n s — a s 

w e l e a r n la te r , t he " o r a c l e s " w h o w e r e a l l e g e d l y r e c e i v i n g the d i v i n e 

m e s s a g e in an ecs ta t i c t r ance h a d in fact b e e n p a i d b y the P e r s i a n s , l i k e 

the T ibe tan " o r a c l e " w h o , In 1959 , d e l i v e r e d the m e s s a g e to the D a l a i 

L a m a to l e a v e T ibe t and w h o w a s — a s w e n o w k n o w — o n the p a y r o l l of 

the C I A ! 

B u t w h a t abou t the a p p a r e n t a b s u r d i t y of the i d e a of d ign i ty , f reedom, 

a n d reason , sus ta ined b y e x t r e m e m i l i t a r y d i sc ip l ine . Inc lud ing of the 

p r a c t i c e of d i s c a r d i n g w e a k c h i l d r e n ? T h i s " a b s u r d i t y " is s i m p l y the p r i c e 

of f reedom —freedom is not free, a s t h e y p u t i t in the film. F r e e d o m is not 

someth ing g iven , i t is r e g a i n e d t h r o u g h a h a r d s t r u g g l e in w h i c h one 

shou ld be r e a d y to r i sk e v e r y t h i n g . S p a r t a n ru th l e s s m i l i t a r y d i sc ip l ine is 

not s i m p l y the e x t e r n a l oppos i te of A t h e n i a n " l i be ra l d e m o c r a c y , " it Is i ts 

i n h e r e n t condi t ion, it l a y s the foundat ion for it: the free sub jec t of R e a s o n 

can o n l y e m e r g e t h r o u g h ru th l e s s se l f -d isc ip l ine . T r u e f reedom i s not a 

f reedom of choice m a d e from a safe d i s t ance , l i k e choos ing b e t w e e n a 

s t r a w b e r r y c a k e a n d a choco la te c a k e ; t r ue f reedom o v e r l a p s w i t h 

necess i ty , one m a k e s a t r u l y free choice w h e n one ' s cho ice pu ts a t s t ake 
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one 's v e r y ex i s t ence —one does it b e c a u s e one s i m p l y "canno t do other-

vvise." W h e n one ' s c o u n t r y is u n d e r foreign occupa t ion and one is c a l l e d 

b y a r e s i s t ance l e a d e r to join the fight a g a i n s t the occup i e r s , the r eason 

g iven is not " y o u a re free to choose , " but : " C a n ' t y o u see that th is is the 

on ly th ing y o u can do if y o u w a n t to re ta in y o u r d i g n i t y ? " N o w o n d e r 

tha t all the e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y e g a l i t a r i a n r a d i c a l s , from R o u s s e a u to the 

J a c o b i n s , i m a g i n e d r e p u b l i c a n F r a n c e a s the n e w S p a r t a : t he r e i s an 

e m a n c i p a t o r y core in the S p a r t a n spi r i t of m i l i t a r y d i sc ip l ine w h i c h 

s u r v i v e s even w h e n w e sub t r ac t all the h is tor ica l p a r a p h e r n a l i a of 

S p a r t a n c lass ru le , ru th les s exp lo i ta t ion of a n d t e r ro r ove r the i r s l aves , 

and so forth —no w o n d e r too tha t T r o t s k y h imse l f ca l l ed the S o v i e t 

Un ion in the difficult y e a r s of " w a r c o m m u n i s m " a "p ro l e t a r i an S p a r t a . " 

Even more impor t an t is , p e r h a p s , the film's formal aspec t : the en t i re 

film w a s shot in a w a r e h o u s e in M o n t r e a l , w i th the en t i re b a c k g r o u n d 

a n d m a n y of the peop le a n d objects d i g i t a l l y cons t ruc t ed . T h e ar t i f ic ia l 

c h a r a c t e r of the b a c k g r o u n d s e e m s to infect the " r e a l " ac to r s t hemse lves , 

w h o often a p p e a r l i k e c h a r a c t e r s from comics b r o u g h t to life ( the film is 

b a s e d on F r a n k M i l l e r ' s g r a p h i c novel 300). F u r t h e r m o r e , the ar t i f ic ia l 

( d i g i t a l ) n a t u r e of the b a c k g r o u n d c r e a t e s a c l a u s t r o p h o b i c a tmosphe re , 

a s if the s to ry is not t a k i n g p l a c e in " r e a l " r e a l i t y w i t h i ts end l e s s open 

hor izons , bu t in a "c losed w o r l d , " a k i n d of r e l i e f -wor ld of c losed space . 

Aes the t i ca l ly , w e a r e he re s teps a h e a d of the Star Ward a n d Tjord of the 

Ringd s e r i e s : a l t h o u g h , in these se r i e s a lso , m a n y b a c k g r o u n d objec ts a n d 

pe r sons a re d i g i t a l l y c r ea t ed , the impress ion is none the l e s s one of ( rea l 

a n d ) digital actord and ohjectd ( e l ephan t s , Y o d a , U r k h s , p a l a c e s , e t c . ) placed 

in a "real" open world; in 300, on the con t ra ry , a l l the ma in c h a r a c t e r s a re 

"real" actord placed against an artifical background, a combina t ion w h i c h 

p r o d u c e s a m u c h m o r e u n c a n n y " c l o s e d " w o r l d of a " c y b o r g " m i x t u r e of 

rea l peop le i n t eg ra t ed into an ar t i f ic ia l w o r l d . It is o n l y w i t h 300 tha t the 

combina t ion of " r e a l " ac to r s a n d objec ts w i t h a d ig i t a l e n v i r o n m e n t h a s 

come close to c r e a t i n g a t r u l y n e w a u t o n o m o u s aes the t i c space . 

T h e p r a c t i c e of m i x i n g different a r t s , of i n c l u d i n g in one a r t i s t i c form 

the r e fe rence to ano ther , h a s a long t rad i t ion , e s p e c i a l l y w i t h r e g a r d to 

c inema; m a n y of H o p p e r ' s por t ra i t s of a w o m a n a t an open w i n d o w , 

look ing out, a r e c l e a r l y m e d i a t e d b y the e x p e r i e n c e of c i n e m a ( t h e y offer 

a shot w i t h o u t its coun te r - sho t ) . W h a t m a k e s 500 no t ab l e is tha t in it (not 

for the first t ime , of course , b u t in a w a y w h i c h is a r t i s t i c a l l y m u c h more 

mte re s t i ng than , s a y . W a r r e n B e a t t y ' s Dick Tracy) a t e c h n i c a l l y more 

d e v e l o p e d a r t form ( d i g i t a l i z e d c i n e m a ) refers to a less d e v e l o p e d form 
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History and family in F r a n k e n s t e i n 

T h e r e i s , h o w e v e r , a m o r e fundamen ta l ques t ion to be r a i s e d a p r o p o s the 

f ami ly myth a s i n t e rp re t ive tool. It s eems obv ious tha t the first t a sk of the 

c r i t i que of i d e o l o g y is , of course , to t rea t the f ami ly n a r r a t i v e a s an 

ideo log ica l m y t h w h i c h shou ld be h a n d l e d l i k e a d r e a m ' s exp l i c i t text , 

w h i c h shou ld be d e c i p h e r e d b a c k into the t rue s t r u g g l e obfusca ted b y the 

fami ly n a r r a t i v e . W h a t if, h o w e v e r , one fol lows he re the h o m o l o g y w i th 

the F r e u d i a n log ic of d r e a m s to the end , b e a r i n g in m i n d tha t the t rue 

focus of a d r e a m , i ts " u n c o n s c i o u s d e s i r e , " is not the d r eam- though t , but 

some th ing that , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , i n sc r ibes i tself in to a d r e a m - t e x t t h rough 

the v e r y m e c h a n i s m s of the t ranspos i t ion of the d r e a m - t h o u g h t in to the 

d r e a m - t e x t ? In o the r w o r d s , the u n c o n s c i o u s des i r e in a d r e a m i s not 

s i m p l y i ts core w h i c h n e v e r a p p e a r s d i r ec t ly , w h i c h Is d i s tor ted b y the 

t rans la t ion in to the mani fes t d ream- tex t , bu t the v e r y p r i nc ip l e of th i s 

d is tor t ion —here is F r e u d ' s u n s u r p a s s e d formula t ion of th i s p a r a d o x : 

T h e la ten t d r e a m - t h o u g h t s a r e the m a t e r i a l w h i c h the d r e a m - w o r k 

t rans forms in to the mani fes t d r e a m . [. . . ] The on ly essen t ia l t h ing 

abou t d r e a m s is the d r e a m - w o r k tha t h a s in f luenced the thought -

ma te r i a l . W e h a v e no right to ignore it in o u r theory , e v e n t h o u g h w e 

m a y d i s r e g a r d i t in ce r ta in p r ac t i c a l s i tua t ions . A n a l y t i c obse rva t ion 

s h o w s fur ther tha t the d r e a m - w o r k n e v e r res t r i c t s i tself to t r a n s l a t i n g 

these t h o u g h t s in to the a r c h a i c o r r e g r e s s i v e m o d e of exp re s s ion tha t is 

fami l ia r to y o u . In add i t ion , it r e g u l a r l y t a k e s possess ion of some th ing 

e lse , w h i c h is not p a r t of the la tent t hough t s of the p r e v i o u s d a y , bu t 

w h i c h is the t rue mot i f force for the cons t ruc t ion of the d r e a m . Th i s 

i n d i s p e n s a b l e a d d i t i o n [^unentbehrliche Zutat^ i s the e q u a l l y u n c o n s c i o u s 

w i s h for the fulf i l lment of w h i c h the conten t of the d r e a m is g iven its 

n e w form. A d r e a m m a y t h u s be a n y sort of t h ing in so far a s y o u a r e 

( c o m i c s ) . T h e effect p r o d u c e d is tha t of " t rue r e a h t y " los ing i ts i nnocence , 

a p p e a r i n g a s p a r t of a c losed ar t i f ic ia l un ive r se , w h i c h is a perfect 

f igura t ion of o u r soc io- ldeo log ica l p r e d i c a m e n t . 

Those c r i t i cs w h o c l a i m e d tha t the " s y n t h e s i s " of the t w o a r t forms in 

300 i s a fa i lure a r e t h u s w r o n g b e c a u s e t h e y a r e r ight : of cou r se the 

" s y n t h e s i s " fal ls , of cou r se the u n i v e r s e w e see on the sc reen i s t r a v e r s e d 

b y a p ro found a n t a g o n i s m a n d incons i s t ency , b u t it is th is v e r y an t agon 

ism w h i c h is an ind i ca t ion of t ru th . 

72 
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on ly t a k i n g in to a c c o u n t the t h o u g h t s it r e p r e s e n t s — a w a r n i n g , an 

in tent ion, a p r epa ra t i on , a n d so on; b u t it is a l w a y s a l so the fulf i l lment 

of an u n c o n s c i o u s w i s h and , i f y o u a re cons ide r ing it a s a p r o d u c t of the 

d r e a m - w o r k , it i s on ly that . A d r e a m is therefore n e v e r s i m p l y an 

in tent ion, or a w a r n i n g , bu t a l w a y s an Intention etc. , t r an s l a t ed in to the 

a r c h a i c m o d e of t hough t b y the he lp of an u n c o n s c i o u s w i s h a n d 

t rans formed to fulfill t ha t w i s h . T h e one cha rac t e r i s t i c , the w i s h -

fulfil lment, is the i n v a r i a b l e one; the o ther m a y v a r y . It m a y for i ts 

p a r t once m o r e be a w i s h , in w h i c h case the d r e a m wi l l , w i t h the he lp of 

an u n c o n s c i o u s w i s h , r ep re sen t a s fulfilled a l a ten t w i s h of the p r e v i o u s 

E v e r y de t a i l is w o r t h a n a l y z i n g in t h i s m a r v e l o u s p a s s a g e , from i ts 

impl ic i t o p e n i n g mot to " w h a t i s good e n o u g h for p r a c t i c e — n a m e l y the 

s e a r c h for the m e a n i n g of d r e a m s — i s not g o o d e n o u g h for t h e o r y , " to i ts 

c o n c l u d i n g r e d o u b l i n g of the w i s h . Its k e y i n s i g h t i s , of c o u r s e , the 

" t r i a n g u l a t i o n " of l a t en t d r e a m - t h o u g h t s , man i fe s t d r e a m - c o n t e n t , a n d 

the u n c o n s c i o u s w i s h , w h i c h l i m i t s the scope of—or, r a the r , d i r e c t l y 

u n d e r m i n e s — t h e h e r m e n e u t i c m o d e l of the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of d r e a m s 

( the p a t h from the man i f e s t d r e a m - c o n t e n t to i t s h i d d e n m e a n i n g , the 

l a t en t d r e a m - t h o u g h t ) , w h i c h r u n s b a c k w a r d s the p a t h of the format ion 

of a d r e a m ( the t r an spos i t i on of the l a t e n t d r e a m - t h o u g h t in to the 

mani fes t d r e a m - c o n t e n t b y d r e a m - w o r k ) . T h e p a r a d o x is t ha t th i s 

d r e a m - w o r k i s not m e r e l y a p r o c e s s of m a s k i n g the d r e a m ' s " t rue 

m e s s a g e " : the d r e a m ' s t r u e core , i t s u n c o n s c i o u s w i s h , i n s c r i b e s i t se l f 

o n l y t h r o u g h a n d in th i s v e r y p r o c e s s of m a s k i n g , so t ha t the m o m e n t w e 

r e t r a n s l a t e t h e d r e a m - c o n t e n t b a c k in to the d r e a m - t h o u g h t e x p r e s s e d in 

it, w e lose the " t rue mot i f f o r c e " of the d r e a m —in short , it is the p r o c e s s 

of m a s k i n g i t se l f w h i c h i n s c r i b e s in to the d r e a m i ts t r u e sec re t . O n e 

shou ld the re fore t u rn a r o u n d the s t a n d a r d not ion of the e v e r d e e p e r 

p e n e t r a t i o n to the co re of the d r e a m : it is not tha t w e first p e n e t r a t e from 

the man i f e s t d r e a m - c o n t e n t to the first-level secre t , t he l a t en t d r e a m -

though t , a n d then , in a s t ep fur ther , e v e n d e e p e r , to the d r e a m ' s 

u n c o n s c i o u s core , the u n c o n s c i o u s w i s h . T h e " d e e p e r " w i s h is l o c a t e d 

in the v e r y g a p b e t w e e n the l a t en t d r e a m - t h o u g h t a n d man i fes t d r e a m -

content.^ ' ' 

A per fec t e x a m p l e of th i s log ic in l i t e r a tu re is M a r y S h e l l e y ' s Franken

stein. A s t a n d a r d M a r x i s t c r i t ica l poin t abou t the novel is tha t it is focused 

on the d e n s e f a m i l y - a n d - s e x u a l i t y n e t w o r k in o r d e r to ob l i t e ra te (or, 



IN UthENSE OF LOST CAUSES 

74 

ra ther , r e p r e s s ) i ts t rue h is tor ica l r e fe rence : h i s to ry is e t e rna l i z ed a s a 

fami ly d r a m a , l a r g e r socio-his tor ica l t r ends (from the "mons t ros i ty" of 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r ro r to the i m p a c t of scient i f ic a n d t echno log ica l r evo lu 

t ions ) a r e re f lec ted / s taged in a d i s to r ted m a n n e r a s Vic to r F r a n k e n s t e i n ' s 

t r oub le s w i t h h is father, fiancée, a n d mons t rous p r o g e n y . . . W h i l e al l 

th is is t rue , a s imple men ta l e x p e r i m e n t d e m o n s t r a t e s the l imi ta t ions of 

this a p p r o a c h : i m a g i n e the s a m e s to ry (of D r F r a n k e n s t e i n and h is 

m o n s t e r ) to ld a s a s to ry of the scient is t a n d h i s expe r imen t , w i t h o u t 

the a c c o m p a n y i n g fami ly m e l o d r a m a ( the mons t e r a s the a m b i g u o u s 

obs tac le to the sexua l c o n s u m m a t i o n of m a r r i a g e : "I ' l l b e there on y o u r 

w e d d i n g night , " a n d so o n ) — w h a t w e w o u l d end u p wi th is an im

pover i shed s tory, d e p r i v e d of the d imens ion w h i c h a c c o u n t s for its 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y l ib id ina l impac t . So , to p u t it m F r e u d i a n t e rms : it is t rue 

that the exp l i c i t n a r r a t i v e is l i ke a d r e a m - t e x t w h i c h refers in an e n c o d e d 

w a y to its t r ue referent , i ts " d r e a m - t h o u g h t " ( the l a r g e r socio-histoi ' lcal 

d i m e n s i o n ) , re f lec t ing it in a d is tor ted w a y ; h o w e v e r , it is t h r o u g h this 

v e r y d is tor t ion a n d d i s p l a c e m e n t tha t the tex t ' s " u n c o n s c i o u s w i s h " ( the 

s e x u a l i z e d f a n t a s y ) i n sc r ibes Itself. 

The R o m a n t i c notion of mons t ro s i t y is to be u n d e r s t o o d a g a i n s t the 

b a c k g r o u n d of the d is t inc t ion , e l a b o r a t e d b y S a m u e l T a y l o r Co le r idge , 

b e t w e e n Imag ina t ion a n d F'ancy: Imag ina t i on is a c rea t ive p o w e r w h i c h 

g e n e r a t e s o r g a n i c a n d h a r m o n i o u s bod ies , w h i l e F a n c y s t ands for a 

m e c h a n i c a l a s s e m b l a g e of p a r t s w h i c h do not fit e a c h other , so that 

the p r o d u c t is a mons t rous combina t ion l a c k i n g a n y h a r m o n i o u s un i t y . In 

F ranke lutein, the s to ry of a monster , th is topic of mons t ros i ty is not l imi ted 

to the n a r r a t i v e content ; It s o m e h o w spi l l s ove r a n d p e r v a d e s o the r l eve l s . 

T h e r e a r e th ree l eve l s of mons t ros i ty / fancy . 

1. First , most obv ious ly , the mons t e r r e a n i m a t e d b y V i c t o r is me

c h a n i c a l l y c o m p o s e d of pa r t s , not a h a r m o n i o u s o r g a n i s m . 

2. Then , a s the nove l ' s socia l b a c k g r o u n d , social un re s t a n d revolu t ion 

as a m o n s t r o u s decompos i t ion of socie ty : w i t h the a d v e n t of 

modern i ty , t r ad i t iona l h a r m o n i o u s soc ie ty is r e p l a c e d b y an i n d u s 

t r i a l i zed soc ie ty in w h i c h peop le in t e rac t m e c h a n i c a l l y a s ind iv i 

d u a l s , fo l lowing the i r egot is t ic in teres ts , no l o n g e r feel ing tha t t h e y 

be long to a w i d e r W h o l e , a n d o c c a s i o n a l l y e x p l o d i n g in v io len t 

r ebe l l ions . M o d e r n soc ie t ies osc i l l a te b e t w e e n oppress ion a n d 

a n a r c h y : the o n l y u n i t y tha t c an t a k e p l a c e in them is the art if icial 

u n i t y Imposed b y bru ta l p o w e r . 
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3. F ina l ly , the re is the novel itself, a mons t rous , c l u m s y , incons is ten t 

compos i t e of different pa r t s , n a r r a t i v e modes , a n d g e n r e s . 

To these three , one shou ld a d d a fourth leve l of mons t ros i ty , tha t of the 

in t e rp re ta t ions p r o v o k e d b y the novel : w h a t does the mons t e r mean , w h a t 

does it s t and for? It c an m e a n the mons t ros i ty of social revolu t ion , of sons 

r ebe l l i ng a g a i n s t fa thers , of m o d e r n indus t r i a l p roduc t ion , of a s e x u a l 

r ep roduc t ion , of scient i f ic k n o w l e d g e . W e t h u s g e t a mu l t i t ude of m e a n 

i n g s w h i c h do not form a h a r m o n i o u s who le , b u t j u s t coex i s t s ide b y s ide . 

The in te rp re ta t ion of mons t ros i ty thus e n d s u p in mons t ros i ty ( f a n c y ) of 

in te rp re ta t ions . 

H o w a r e to find o u r w a y in this m o n s t r o s i t y ? It is e a s y to s h o w tha t the 

t rue focus of M a r y S h e l l e y ' s Frankenstein i s t he " m o n s t r o s i t y " of the 

F r e n c h Revo lu t ion , i ts d e g e n e r a t i o n into t e r ro r a n d d i c t a to r sh ip . M a r y 

a n d P e r c y S h e l l e y w e r e a r d e n t s tuden t s of the l i t e r a tu re a n d p o l e m i c s 

r e g a r d i n g the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion . V ic to r c r e a t e s h is mons t e r in the s a m e 

ci ty, Ingols tadt , tha t a conse rva t i ve h i s to r ian of the Revo lu t ion , B a r -

r u e l — M a r y r e a d h i s book r e p e a t e d l y — ci tes a s the source of the F r e n c h 

Revo lu t ion (it w a s in Ingols tad t tha t the sec re t soc ie ty of lUumina t i 

p l a n n e d the R e v o l u t i o n ) . T h e mons t ros i ty of the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion w a s 

d e s c r i b e d b y E d m u n d B u r k e p r e c i s e l y in the t e r m s of a s ta te k i l l ed a n d 

rev ived a s a mons ter : 

out of the t omb of the m u r d e r e d m o n a r c h y in F r a n c e h a s a r i sen a vast , 

t r e m e n d o u s , un fo rmed spec t re , in a far m o r e terr i f ic g u i s e t h a n any 

w h i c h eve r y e t h a v e o v e r p o w e r e d the i m a g i n a t i o n , a n d s u b d u e d the 

for t i tude of m a n . Going s t r a igh t f o r w a r d to i ts end, u n a p p a l l e d b y 

per i l , u n c h e c k e d b y r emorse , de sp i s ing all common m a x i m s a n d a l l 

c o m m o n m e a n s , tha t h i d e o u s p h a n t o m o v e r p o w e r e d those w h o cou ld 

not be l i eve it w a s poss ib le she cou ld a t all ex i s t . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , Frankenstein i s d e d i c a t e d to M a r y ' s father, W i l l i a m G o d w i n , 

k n o w n for h i s Utopian i d e a s abou t the r e g e n e r a t i o n of the h u m a n r ace . 

G o d w i n en t e r t a ined mi l l enn i a l expec t a t i ons in An Enquiry Concerning the 

Principles of Political Justice ( 1 7 9 3 ) , w h e r e he e x u l t e d in no th ing less t h a n 

the c o m i n g of a n e w h u m a n r a c e . Th i s r ace , to e m e r g e once over 

popu la t ion h a d b e e n sc ien t i f i ca l ly b r o u g h t u n d e r control , w a s to be 

p r o d u c e d b y socia l e n g i n e e r i n g , not s e x u a l i n t e r cou r se . In the novel , 

V ic to r s a y s : 
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A n e w spec ies w o u l d bless me a s its c rea to r a n d source ; m a n y h a p p y 

a n d exce l l en t n a t u r e s w o u l d o w e the i r be ing to me. N o father cou ld 

c l a i m the g r a t i t u d e of h is ch i ld so c o m p l e t e l y a s I shou ld d e s e r v e the i r s . 

T h e s y m b o l i c assoc ia t ion b e t w e e n G o d w i n a n d mons t e r s w a s forged in 

1 7 9 6 - 1 8 0 2 , w h e n the conse rva t i ve reac t ion a g a i n s t h i m r e a c h e d Its p e a k . 

D u r i n g those y e a r s , d e m o n s a n d the g r o t e s q u e w e r e f r equen t ly u s e d to 

def la te G o d w i n ' s t heor i e s abou t the Utopian r e g e n e r a t i o n of h u m a n i t y . 

C o n s e r v a t i v e s d e p i c t e d G o d w i n a n d h i s w r i t i n g s a s a n a s c e n t mons te r 

t ha t h a d to be s t a m p e d out, les t E n g l a n d w e r e to go the w a y of 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y F r a n c e , f i o r a c e W a l p o l e c a l l e d G o d w i n "one of the g rea t 

est m o n s t e r s e x h i b i t e d b y h i s to ry . " In 1800, T\\e AntiJacohm Review, w h i c h 

c h a m p i o n e d the a t t a c k upon W i l l i a m G o d w i n a n d M a r y Wol l s tonecra f t , 

d e n o u n c e d the coup le ' s d i s c ip l e s a s " the s p a w n of the mons t e r . " 

Frankenstein does not d i r e c t l y a p p r o a c h Its t rue focus; ins tead , it te l l s 

the s to ry a s a depo l i t i c i zed fami ly d r a m a or a f ami ly m y t h . T h e c h a r a c t e r s 

of t he novel r e - enac t e a r l i e r po l i t ica l p o l e m i c s on the leve l of pe r sona l 

p s y c h o l o g y . In the 1790s , w r i t e r s such a s Ekimund B u r k e h a d w a r n e d of a 

col lec t ive , p a r r i c i d a l m o n s t e r — t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y r e g i m e In F r a n c e ; In the 

a f t e rmath of the revolu t ion , M a r y S h e l l e y s ca l e s this s y m b o l i s m d o w n to 

domes t i c s ize . H e r novel r e - enac t s the mons t e r t rope, b u t it does so from 

the p e r s p e c t i v e of i so la ted a n d sub jec t ive n a r r a t o r s w h o a r e l o c k e d in 

p a r r i c i d a l s t r u g g l e s of the i r o w n . In th i s w a y , the novel c a n m a i n t a i n i ts 

t r ue top ic at a d i s t ance , i nv i s ib l e . A s w e h a v e noted, t h i s Is a lso the 

s t a n d a r d M a r x i s t c r i t i ca l po in t abou t Frankeiutein: it is focused on the 

d e n s e f a m i l y - a n d - s e x u a l i t y n e t w o r k in o rde r to ob l i t e ra te (or, r a the r , 

r e p r e s s ) i ts t r ue h is tor ica l re fe rence . 

B u t w h y m u s t Frankeiutein obfuscate i ts t rue h is tor ica l r e f e ren t? 

B e c a u s e i ts r e l a t ionsh ip to th is t rue focus/ topic ( the F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n ) 

is d e e p l y a m b i g u o u s a n d con t rad ic to ry , and the form of the f ami ly m y t h 

m a k e s it poss ib le to neu t r a l i z e th i s cont rad ic t ion , to e v o k e al l these 

i n c o m p a t i b l e a t t i t udes a s p a r t s of the s a m e s tory . No t o n l y is Frankenstein 

a m y t h In L e v i - S t r a u s s ' s sense , an I m a g i n a r y reso lu t ion of rea l cont ra 

d ic t ions . O n e shou ld a l so fol low L é v i - S t r a u s s w h e n he c l a i m s tha t 

F r e u d ' s a n a l y s i s of the O e d i p u s m y t h Is a n o t h e r ve r s ion of the O e d i p u s 

m y t h , to be t r e a t e d in the s a m e w a y a s the or ig ina l m y t h : fur ther 

v a r i a t i o n s of a m y t h t r y to d i sp l ace and reso lve in a n o t h e r w a y the 

con t rad ic t ion w h i c h the o r ig ina l m y t h t r i ed to reso lve . In the case of 

Frankenstein, one shou ld therefore t rea t a s par t of the s a m e m y t h , a s i ts 
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fur ther va r i a t ion , the c inema t i c v e r s i o n s (of w h i c h the re a r e more than 

fifty), a n d the m a n n e r t h e y t rans form the o r ig ina l s tory . H e r e a r e the 

m a i n m o m e n t s : 

1. Frankenstein ( the b e s t - k n o w n , J a m e s W h a l e ' s c lass ic from 1 9 3 1 , 

w i t h Bor i s Karloff a s the m o n s t e r ) : i ts ma in fea ture is tha t it l e a v e s 

out the sub jec t iv iza t ion of the mons te r ( the mons t e r is n e v e r 

a l l o w e d to tell the s to ry in the first person , i t r e m a i n s a mons t rous 

O t h e r ) . 

2. In Frankenstein: The True Story ( 1 9 7 3 ) , F r a n k e n s t e i n c r e a t e s a 

h a n d s o m e y o u n g m a n w h o m he e d u c a t e s for soc ie ty , but the 

c r e a t u r e ' s b o d y b e g i n s to d e g e n e r a t e , t u r n i n g h i m a g a i n s t h i s 

m a k e r . 

3. In The Bride ( 1 9 8 5 ) , after F r a n k e n s t e i n a b a n d o n s h i s o r ig ina l 

c r e a t u r e a s a fa i lure , he c r ea t e s a beaut i fu l female a n d e d u c a t e s 

he r to be h is perfect mate ; b u t she a lso e s c a p e s h is contro l . 

A. In Kenne th Branagh 's /^<zn/ Shelley's Frankenstein, after the mons te r 

k i l l s V ic to r ' s b r ide , V i c t o r in a de spe ra t e m o v e r e a s s e m b l e s a n d 

r e a n i m a t e s her ( the scene c u l m i n a t e s in V ic to r d a n c i n g w i t h h i s 

r e a n i m a t e d w i f e ) . 

5. F i n a l l y , a l t h o u g h it does not d i r e c t l y refer to Frankenstein, in R i d l e y 

Sco t t ' s BLide Runner ( 1 9 8 2 ) , Po l ice Lt. D e c k a r d is a s s i g n e d to h u n t 

d o w n a n d e l im ina t e a g r o u p of " r e p l i c a n t s , " s u p e r - h u m a n c r e a t u r e s 

g e n e t i c a l l y e n g i n e e r e d for s l ave labor , w h o h a v e r e b e l l e d a g a i n s t 

t h e i r c r ea to r s a n d a r e h i d i n g in Los A n g e l e s . The s h o w d o w n 

b e t w e e n D e c k a r d a n d " B a t t y , " the r e p l i c a n t l eade r , o b v i o u s l y 

refers to the conflict b e t w e e n F r a n k e n s t e i n a n d the m o n s t e r — h e r e . 

B a t t y , in the final ac t of reconc i l i a t ion , s a v e s D e c k a r d from cer ta in 

dea th . 

W h a t a l l these films h a v e in c o m m o n is that t h e y a l l r e p r o d u c e the b a s i c 

p roh ib i t ion of the o r ig ina l novel : none of t h e m d i r e c t l y a p p r o a c h e s the 

pol i t ica l topic ( the "mons t ro s i t y " of social r e b e l l i o n ) ; t h e y a l l tel l the s to ry 

t h r o u g h the f rame of fami ly / love re la t ions . S o in w h a t does the nove l ' s 

c o n t r a d i c t o r y a t t i t ude to i ts cen t ra l topic cons i s t ? 

The mot i f of the mons t ros i ty of the revo lu t ion is a conse rva t ive 

e lement , a n d the nove l ' s form ( a confession of the p r i n c i p a l c h a r a c t e r 

a t the po in t ol d e a t h ) is c l e a r l y r e l a t ed to a conse rva t i ve g e n r e p o p u l a r in 

S h e l l e y ' s t ime, in w h i c h , after t h e y a r e forced to confront the ca t a s t roph ic 
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r e su l t s of the i r d r e a m s a b o u t u n i v e r s a l f reedom a n d b ro therhood , r e 

pen t an t e x - r a d i c a l s r e n o u n c e the i r r e fo rming w a y s . H o w e v e r , S h e l l e y 

d o e s he re some th ing tha t a conse rva t ive w o u l d n e v e r h a v e done: in the 

cen t ra l p a r t of the book, she m o v e s a s tep fur ther a n d d i r e c t l y g i v e s a 

vo ice to the mons t e r h imse l f w h o is a l l o w e d to tel l the s to ry from h i s o w n 

pe r spec t ive . Th i s s tep e x p r e s s e s the Hberal a t t i tude of f reedom of s p e e c h 

a t i ts most r a d i c a l : e v e r y o n e ' s point of v i e w shou ld be h e a r d . In 

Franketuteln, the mons t e r is not a Th ing , a hor r ib le object no one d a r e s 

to confront; he is i^^Ay dubjectivized. M a r y S h e l l e y m o v e s ins ide the mind of 

the mons te r a n d a s k s w h a t it is l i ke to be l abe led , def ined, oppressed , 

e x c o m m u n i c a t e d , even p h y s i c a l l y d i s to r t ed b y soc ie ty . The u l t ima t e 

c r imina l i s t h u s a l l o w e d to p r e s e n t h imse l f as the u l t ima t e v i c t im. T h e 

mons t rous m u r d e r e r r e v e a l s h imse l f to be a d e e p l y hu r t a n d de spe ra t e 

i nd iv idua l , y e a r n i n g for c o m p a n y a n d love . 

S o it is c ruc i a l to see in what cons is t s the mons te r ' s o w n s tory. The 

mons t e r te l l s u s tha t h is i den t i t y a s a rebe l a n d m u r d e r e r w a s l e a r n e d , not 

i n n a t e . In d i r ec t con t rad ic t ion to the B u r k e a n t rad i t ion of the mons t e r a s 

evi l i n c a r n a t e , the c r e a t u r e te l l s F r a n k e n s t e i n : "I w a s b e n e v o l e n t and 

good; m i s e r y m a d e m e a fiend." S u r p r i s i n g l y , the m o n s t e r p r o v e s to be a 

v e r y ph i losophica l rebe l : he e x p l a i n s h is ac t ions in t rad i t iona l r e p u b l i c a n 

t e rms . H e c l a i m s to h a v e b e e n d r i v e n to r ebe l l i on b y the fa i l ings of the 

r u l i n g order . H i s supe r io r s a n d p ro tec to r s h a v e s h i r k e d the i r r e spons i 

b i l i t i e s t o w a r d s h im, impe l l i ng h i m to insu r rec t ion . M o n s t e r s r ebe l not 

b e c a u s e t h e y a r e infected b y the ev i l s of the god le s s r ad i ca l ph i losophy , 

bu t b e c a u s e t h e y h a v e been opp re s sed a n d m i s u s e d b y the r e g n a n t o rder . 

M a r y S h e l l e y ' s source w a s he re he r o w n mothe r ' s s t u d y . An Hutarical and 

Moral View of the Origin and Progresd of the French Revoiution ( 1 7 9 4 ) , in w h i c h 

M a r y Wol l s tonecra f t , after a g r e e i n g w i t h the B u r k e a n c o n s e r v a t i v e s tha t 

r ebe l s a r e mons te r s , r e s o l u t e l y ins is t s tha t these mons t e r s a r e social 

p roduc t s . T h e y a r e not the l iv ing dead , nor a r e t h e y spec te r s a r i sen 

from the tomb of the m u r d e r e d m o n a r c h y . R a t h e r , t h e y a r e the p r o d u c t s 

of oppress ion , mi s ru l e , a n d despo t i sm u n d e r the ancien régime. T h e l o w e r 

o rde r s a r e d r i v e n to rebe l l ion , t h e y tu rn a g a i n s t the i r oppresso r s in 

p a r r i c i d a l fashion. It is he r e tha t the novel c o m e s c losest to po l i t i cs : 

the mons te r deve lops a r a d i c a l c r i t i que of oppress ion a n d i n e q u a h t y : "I 

h e a r d of the d iv i s ion of p rope r ty , of Immense w e a l t h a n d s q u a l i d pover ty ; 

of r a n k , descen t , a n d noble b lood . " H e s p e a k s in the m a n n e r of r evo lu 

t i o n a r y - e r a r a d i c a l s : 

78 
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I l e a r n e d tha t the possess ions most e s t eemed b y y o u r f e l l ow-c rea tu re s 

w e r e , h i g h a n d u n s u l l i e d descen t un i t ed w i th riches. A m a n m i g h t be 

r e s p e c t e d w i t h on ly one of these acqu i s i t i ons , bu t w i t h o u t e i the r he 

w a s cons ide red , e x c e p t in v e r y r a r e occas ions , a s a v a g a b o n d a n d a 

s l ave , doomed to w a s t e h is p o w e r s for the profit of the chosen few. 

H e r e M a r y S h e l l e y ef fect ively d e v e l o p s the "d i a l ec t i c of E n l i g h t e n m e n t " 

150 y e a r s before A d o r n o a n d H o r k h e i m e r . S h e goes m u c h fur ther than 

the u s u a l conse rva t i ve w a r n i n g s abou t h o w scient i f ic a n d pol i t ica l p ro

g r e s s t u r n s into n i g h t m a r e , chaos , a n d v io lence , h o w m a n s h o u l d r e t a in 

p rope r h u m i l i t y in the face of the m y s t e r y of c rea t ion a n d not t r y to 

b e c o m e a m a s t e r of life, w h i c h s h o u l d r e m a i n a d i v i n e p r e r o g a t i v e . 

T h e mons t e r is a p u r e sub jec t of the En l igh t enmen t : after h is r e a n i m a 

tion, h e is a " n a t u r a l m a n , " h is m i n d a tabula rasa. Left a lone , a b a n d o n e d 

b y h i s c rea tor , he h a s to r e -enac t the E n l i g h t e n m e n t t h e o r y of d e v e l o p 

ment : h e h a s to l e a r n e v e r y t h i n g from zero- leve l b y r e a d i n g a n d b y 

e x p e r i e n c e . H i s first mon ths a r e effect ively the rea l i za t ion of a k i n d of 

ph i losoph ica l e x p e r i m e n t . T h e fact tha t he m o r a l l y fai ls , t ha t he t u rn s in to 

a m u r d e r o u s vengefu l mons te r , i s not a c o n d e m n a t i o n of h i m bu t of the 

soc ie ty w h i c h he a p p r o a c h e s w i t h the bes t in ten t ions a n d a n e e d to love 

a n d be loved . Hi s s ad fate i l l u s t r a t e s pe r fec t ly R o u s s e a u ' s thes i s that m a n 

is b y n a t u r e good, a n d tha t it is soc ie ty tha t c o r r u p t s h im. 

T h e v e r y fear of p r o g r e s s is not n e c e s s a r i l y a conse rva t i ve motif. R e c a l l 

that , in M a r y S h e l l e y ' s E n g l a n d , " L u d d i t e s , " g a n g s of d e s p e r a t e w o r k e r s , 

w e r e d e s t r o y i n g indus t r i a l m a c h i n e s in protes t a g a i n s t the loss of j o b s a n d 

the g r e a t e r explo i ta t ion that m a c h i n e s m e a n t for them. F u r t h e r m o r e , 

feminis ts r e a d Frankeiutein not a s a conse rva t i ve w a r n i n g abou t the 

d a n g e r s of p r o g r e s s , b u t a s a proto-feminis t c r i t i que of the d a n g e r s of 

m a s c u l i n e k n o w l e d g e a n d t e c h n o l o g y w h i c h a i m to domina t e the w o r l d 

a n d g a i n control ove r h u m a n life itself. Th i s fear is still w i t h u s today : the 

fear tha t sc ient i s t s w i l l c r ea t e a n e w form of life or ar t i f ic ia l i n t e l l i gence 

w h i c h w i l l r u n out of our control a n d tu rn a g a i n s t u s . 

T h e r e is , finally, a f u n d a m e n t a l a m b i g u i t y tha t p e r t a i n s to the v e r y 

motrf of the son 's r ebe l l ion a s a m o n s t r o s i t y — w h o s e rebe l l ion is th i s In the 

n o v e l ? R e b e l l i o n is r e d o u b l e d : the first r ebe l a g a i n s t p a t e r n a l o rde r is 

Vic to r himself, a n d the mons t e r r ebe l s a g a i n s t the r ebe l l i ous son. V ic to r 

r ebe l s a g a i n s t the p r o p e r p a t e r n a l o rder : h is c rea t ion of the mons t e r is 

a s e x u a l r ep roduc t ion , not the n o r m a l success ion of g e n e r a t i o n s in a 

fami ly . 
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T h i s b r i n g s u s to the F r e u d i a n not ion of the Unheimliche ( the u n c a n n y ) . 

W h a t is the most unheimlich th ing , tha t c loses t to u s a n d a t the s a m e t ime 

the object of hor ror and d i s g u s t ? Incest: the Inces tuous sub jec t l i t e r a l ly 

s t a y s a t home, he does not n e e d to look for h i s s e x u a l p a r t n e r ou ts ide , and 

he e n g a g e s in a secre t a c t i v i t y w h i c h i n s p i r e s fear a n d s h a m e in al l of u s . 

N o w o n d e r , then, tha t h in t s of inces t o c c u r t w i c e in Frankemtein: W a l t o n 

w r i t e s h i s l e t te rs (and , a t the nove l ' s end, d e c i d e s to r e t u r n ) not to h i s 

wife , b u t to h i s sister; in the first ed i t ion of the novel , V ic to r ' s b r i d e is h i s 

half-s is ter . ( S o w h e n the mons te r is r e a l l y " the re at [ t h e ] w e d d i n g n i g h t " 

a n d k i l l s the br ide , he p r e v e n t s a t the las t m o m e n t the c o n s u m m a t i o n of 

an i nces tuous un ion . ) 

W a l t o n ' s and Vic to r ' s u r g e to l e ave h o m e a n d e n g a g e in a r i s k y 

t r a n s g r e s s i v e ac t is t hus m o r e a m b i g u o u s than it m a y seem: t h e y both 

do it not out of some pa tho log ica l b l a s p h e m o u s ambi t ion , b u t in o r d e r to 

e s c a p e the i nces tuous stuffiness of the i r h o m e . T h e r e m u s t be someth ing 

w r o n g a t home . M a r y ' s h u s b a n d , P e r c y , d e s c r i b e d w h a t w a s w r o n g in h i s 

f amous sonne t " E n g l a n d in 1 8 1 9 " : 

A n old, m a d , b l ind , desp i sed , a n d d y i n g k i n g . 

P r ince s , the d r e g s of the i r dul l r ace , w h o flow 

T h r o u g h pub l i c s c o r n — m u d from a m u d d y spr ing . 

R u l e r s w h o ne i the r see , nor feel, no r k n o w . 

B u t l e e c h - l i k e to the i r fa int ing c o u n t r y c l ing , 

Til l t h e y drop , b l ind in blood, w i t h o u t a b low, 

A peop le s t a rved and s t abbed in the u n t i l l e d field. 

A n a r m y , w h i c h l ibe r t l c ide a n d p r e y 

M a k e s a s a t w o - e d g e d s w o r d to a l l w h o w i e l d , 

Go lden a n d s a n g u i n e l a w s w h i c h t emp t a n d s l ay . 

R e l i g i o n Chr i s t l e ss , God less — a book sea l ' d , 

A S e n a t e — T i m e ' s w o r s t s ta tu te u n r e p e a l e d . 

A r e g r a v e s , from w h i c h a g lo r ious P h a n t o m m a y 

Burs t , to i l l umine our t e m p e s t u o u s d a y . 

A conse rva t ive w o u l d r ep ly , of course , t ha t th is p h a n t o m w h i c h m a y 

bur s t from a g r a v e "to i l l umine o u r t e m p e s t u o u s d a y " , m a y tu rn out not to 

be so g lo r ious a t al l , bu t r a t h e r a p h a n t o m of m u r d e r o u s r e v e n g e l ike 

F r a n k e n s t e i n ' s monster . Th i s b r i n g s u s to M a r y S h e l l e y ' s con t rad ic t ion : 

the con t rad ic t ion b e t w e e n "oppress ion a n d a n a r c h y " , b e t w e e n the st if l ing 

a n d oppre s s ive home a n d the m u r d e r o u s c o n s e q u e n c e s of our a t t emp t s to 
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b r e a k out of it. U n a b l e to reso lve th is con t rad ic t ion , a n d not w i l l i n g to 

confront it d i rec t ly , she could o n l y tel l it a s a f ami ly m y t h . 

T h e lesson of al l t hese i m p a s s e s is not tha t one should b y p a s s the fami ly 

m y t h a n d turn d i r e c t l y to socia l r ea l i t y ; w h a t one shou ld do is someth ing 

m u c h m o r e difficult: to u n d e r m i n e the f ami ly m y t h from within. T h e k e y 

t e s t imony of a s t r u g g l e to a c h i e v e th i s goa l is Kafka ' s le t te r to h i s father . 

A letter which d i d arrive at ltd dedtinxition 

The 2 0 0 1 D a r w i n A w a r d for the most s tup id ac t w a s p o s t h u m o u s l y 

confer red on an un fo r tuna te w o m a n from rura l R o m a n i a w h o w o k e up 

d u r i n g he r funera l p rocess ion . C r a w l i n g out of h e r coffin a n d r e a l i z i n g 

w h a t w a s g o i n g on, she r an a w a y in b l ind terror , o n l y to be hit b y a t r u c k 

on a b u s y r o a d a n d i n s t a n t l y k i l l e d . S o she w a s p u t b a c k into the coffin 

a n d t he funera l p rocess ion c a r r i e d on . . . Is th i s not the u l t ima te e x a m p l e 

of w h a t w e cal l fa te—of a le t te r a r r i v i n g a t i ts de s t i na t i on? 

A le t te r c an a l so r each i ts des t ina t ion p r e c i s e l y insofar a s i ts a d d r e s s e e 

refuses to r e c e i v e i t — a s is the case t o w a r d s the e n d of Troihid and Creddida, 

S h a k e s p e a r e ' s a fo remen t ioned n e g l e c t e d mas t e rp i ece , w h e n the dece ived 

lover T ro i lu s r ips u p a n d t h r o w s a w a y the le t te r from h i s C r e s s i d a in 

w h i c h she t r ies to e x p l a i n he r flirtation w i t h D i o m e d e s . W e n e v e r l e a r n 

w h a t w a s in the let ter , a l t h o u g h the scene canno t b u t a r o u s e o u r 

m e l o d r a m a t i c e x p e c t a t i o n s : w i l l C r e s s i d a r e d e e m herself, " e x p l a i n i t 

a l l " ? T h e force of t h i s expec t a t i on a c c o u n t s for the fact that , t h r o u g h o u t 

the e igh t een th c e n t u r y , the ve r s ion of the p l a y u s u a l l y pe r fo rmed w a s 

D i y d e n ' s rev i s ion from 1679, in w h i c h C r e s s i d a i s ful ly r e d e e m e d : w e 

leeirn tha t she h a s p lo t ted w i t h h e r fa ther an e s c a p e b a c k to T r o y and to 

Tro i lus , a n d tha t he r s e e m i n g s u r r e n d e r to D i o m e d e s w a s m e r e l y a p l o y 

to e n a b l e that . So , w h a t if S h a k e s p e a r e w a n t e d to m a k e a point — and not 

j u s t k e e p o u r cu r io s i t y in s u s p e n s i o n — w h e n he refuses to d i v u l g e its 

con ten t? W h a t if the le t te r w a s meant to be r e j e c t e d ? The s cene to w h i c h 

th is le t te r refers o c c u r r e d ear l ie r , w h e n , after C r e s s i d a a n d Tro i lu s s p e n d 

the i r first ( a n d o n l y ) n igh t toge ther , she w a s d e l i v e r e d b y he r o w n father 

to the G r e e k s , a s p a r t of a cold b a r g a i n , in e x c h a n g e for a Tro jan w a r r i o r 

c a p t u r e d b y the G r e e k s . In the G r e e k c a m p , she w a s g i v e n a s a boo ty to 

D i o m e d e s ; in h i s tent, she flirts w i t h him, s h a m e l e s s l y offering he rse l f 

U n d e r the g a z e of Tro i lus , w h o h a s been b r o u g h t to the tent b y U l y s s e s . 

After D i o m e d e s l e a v e s the tent, she ref lects a loud : 
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T r o i l u s , f a rewel l ! O n e e y e y e t looks on thee , 

B u t w i t h m y h e a r t the o ther e y e doth see . 

A h , p o o r o u r s e x ! This fault in u s I find: 

T h e e r r o r of o u r e y e d i r ec t s o u r mind . 

W h a t e r r o r l e a d s mus t e r r . O then conc lude : 

JVlinds s w a y e d b y e y e s a r e full of t u rp i t ude . 

(V, 2 ) 

T h e k e y ques t ion to be r a i s e d he re i s : w h a t if C r e s s i d a h a d been all the 

t ime a w a r e of b e i n g o b s e r v e d b y Tro i lus , a n d j u s t p r e t e n d e d to be 

t h i n k i n g a l o u d a l o n e ? W h a t if the en t i re seduc t ion scene , he r s h a m e l e s s 

a t t e m p t to a r o u s e D i o m e d e s ' des i r e , w a s staged for Troiliis'é gaze'l L e t u s 

not f o rge t tha t C r e s s i d a a n n o u n c e s he r spl i t n a t u r e a l r e a d y a t the l o v e r s ' 

first a n x i o u s mee t ing , w h e n she o m i n o u s l y w a r n s T ro i lu s of h o w 

I h a v e a k i n d of self [ t h a t ] r e s ides w i th y o u — 

B u t a n u n k i n d self, that i tself w i l l l e a v e 

To be a n o t h e r ' s fool. 

(in, 2 ) 

t h e r e b y f o r e s h a d o w i n g h is b i t te r s ta tement , after w i t n e s s i n g he r f l i r t ing 

w i t h D i o m e d e s , that , in her , t he re is no " ru le in un i ty itself." This s t r a n g e 

i n t e r n a l d i s l oca t i on of h e r s is m o r e c o m p l e x than it m a y a p p e a r : p a r t of 

h e r l o v e s h i m , b u t th is pa r t is " u n k i n d , " and , w i t h the s a m e neces s i t y tha t 

it l i n k e d h e r to Tro i lus , w i l l soon p u s h h e r t o w a r d s a n o t h e r m a n . T h e 

g e n e r a l l e s s o n of th is is that , in o rde r to in t e rp re t a scene or an u t t e r ance , 

s o m e t i m e s , the k e y th ing to do i s to Locate its true aedrcdsee. In one of the 

bes t P e r r y M a s o n nove l s , t he l a w y e r w i t n e s s e s a po l ice in t e r roga t ion of a 

c o u p l e in the cou r se of w h i c h the h u s b a n d te l ls the p o l i c e m a n in 

u n e x p e c t e d l y g r e a t de ta i l w h a t h a p p e n e d , w h a t he saw, a n d w h a t he 

t h i n k s h a p p e n e d — w h y th is e x c e s s of in fo rmat ion? The solut ion: th is 

c o u p l e c o m m i t t e d the m u r d e r , a n d s ince the h u s b a n d k n e w tha t he a n d 

h i s w i f e w o u l d soon be a r r e s t e d on susp ic ion of the m u r d e r a n d k e p t 

s e p a r a t e d , h e u s e d th i s oppo r tun i t y to tell h i s wi fe the ( fa lse) s to ry t h e y 

s h o u l d b o t h c l ing to —the t rue a d d r e s s e e of h is end l e s s t a l k w a s t h u s not 

the p o l i c e m a n , bu t h is w i f e . 

A n d t h u s w e come to F r a n z Kafka ' s le t te r to h is father, in w h i c h he 

a r t i c u l a t e d t h e c r i s i s of p a t e r n a l a u t h o r i t y in al l i ts a m b i g u i t y — no w o n d e r 

tha t t he f i r s t impress ion one g e t s in r e a d i n g Kafka ' s le t ter is that the re is 

82 
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someth ing miss ing in it, the final tw i s t a long the l ines of the p a r a b l e on the 

Door of the L a w ( "Th i s door w a s he re o n l y for y o u . . . " ) : the fa ther ' s 

d i s p l a y of t e r ro r a n d r a g e is he r e on ly for y o u , y o u h a v e i nves t ed in it, y o u 

a r e sus t a in ing it . . . O n e can w e l l i m a g i n e the rea l H e r m a n n Kafka a s a 

benevo len t a n d n ice g e n t l e m a n , g e n u i n e l y s u r p r i s e d a t the ro le he p l a y e d 

in h is son 's imagination.*'^ 

To p u t it in C a l i f o r n i a n s ty l e , K a f k a h a d a s e r i o u s a t t i t ude p r o b l e m 

w i t h r e g a r d to h i s fa ther . W h e n K a f k a i den t i f i ed h imse l f a s " L o w y , " 

a s s u m i n g h i s m o t h e r ' s n a m e , he l o c a t e d h i m s e l f in a s e r i e s w h i c h 

c o m p r i s e s A d o r n o ( w h o a l so shi f ted from fa ther ' s n a m e , W i e s e n g r u n d , 

to h i s m o t h e r ' s f ami ly n a m e ) , not to m e n t i o n H i t l e r (from S c h i c k -

e l g r u b e r ) — a l l u n e a s y w i t h a s s u m i n g the ro le of the b e a r e r of t h e 

p a t e r n a l n a m e . T h i s i s w h y one of the p o i n t s in the l e t t e r to h i s fa ther 

i s K a f k a ' s c l a i m tha t it w o u l d h a v e b e e n poss ib l e for h i m to a c c e p t ( the 

p e r s o n of) h i s father , to e s t a b l i s h a n o n - t r a u m a t i c r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

h im, if he w e r e h i s f r iend, b ro the r , boss , e v e n f a the r - i n - l aw , j u s t no t 

h i s f a the r . . . 

W h a t bo the r s Ka fka i s the e x c e s s i v e p r e s e n c e of h i s father: he is too 

m u c h a l ive , too o b s c e n e l y in t rus ive . H o w e v e r , th i s fa ther ' s e x c e s s i v e 

p r e s e n c e is not a d i r ec t fact: it a p p e a r s a s s u c h o n l y a g a i n s t the b a c k 

g r o u n d of the suspens ion of the fa ther ' s s y m b o l i c function. Th i s fa ther ' s 

" t o o - m u c h n e s s " ( a s Er i c S a n t n e r w o u l d ca l l i t ) is u l t i m a t e l y the too-

m u c h n e s s of life itself, the h u m i l i a t i n g q u a l i t y of the fa ther ' s e x c e s s of 

v i t a l i t y w h i c h u n d e r m i n e s h i s a u t h o r i t y — l e t u s note h o w Kafka ' s no t ices 

h i s fa ther ' s 

taste for i ndecen t exp re s s ions , w h i c h y o u w o u l d p r o d u c e in the loudes t 

poss ib le vo ice , l a u g h i n g abou t t h e m as t h o u g h y o u h a d sa id some th ing 

p a r t i c u l a r l y good, w h i l e in po in t of fact it w a s o n l y a b a n a l l i t t le 

obscen i ty (a t the s a m e t ime th i s a g a i n w a s for m e a h u m i l i a t i n g 

mani fes ta t ion of y o u r v i t a l i t y ) . 

A g a i n , one shou ld b e a r in m i n d the p rope r o r d e r of c a u s a l i t y : it is not tha t 

h i s fa ther ' s e x c e s s i v e v i t a l i t y u n d e r m i n e s h i s s y m b o l i c au thor i ty ; it i s , 

ra ther , t he o the r w a y round , n a m e l y , the v e r y fact tha t Ka fka is bo the red 

b y h is fa ther ' s e x c e s s i v e v i t a l i t y a l r e a d y p r e s u p p o s e s the fa i lure of 

s y m b o l i c au tho r i ty . 

W h a t is the t r ue function of the N a m e - o f - t h e - F a t h e r ? It is , p rec i se ly , to 

a l l o w the sub jec t to " s y m b o l i c a l l y k i l l " the father, to be a b l e to abandon h is 
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father ( and the c losed f a m i l y c i r c l e ) and freely set out on h is o w n pa th in 

the w o r l d . N o w o n d e r , then , t ha t Kafka ' s r e l u c t a n c e to a s s u m e the N a m e -

of- the-Father is the v e r y Ind ica t ion of h i s fa i lure to b r e a k a w a y from his 

father: w h a t the le t te r to K a f k a ' s fa ther b e a r s w i t n e s s to is a sub jec t w h o 

w a s doomed to r e m a i n fo r eve r i n the pa t e rna l s h a d o w , c a u g h t u p wi th 

h im in a l ib id ina l d e a d l o c k . F a r from e n a b l i n g h im to e l u d e h i s father 's 

g r a sp , Kafka ' s refusal to a c c e p t t h e fa ther ' s n a m e is the sures t s ign of th is 

impr i sonment . 

Not in a n y sense a p a s s i v e v i c t i m of h is fa ther ' s te r ror , Kafka w a s 

d i rec t ing the g a m e ( reca l l f rom t h e l ong d e b a t e b e t w e e n the m a n from the 

c o u n t r y s i d e a n d the Pr ies t , w h i c h fo l lows the p a r a b l e a b o u t the D o o r of 

the L a w in Kafka ' s The Triai, t h e Pr ies t ' s c l a im tha t the m a n from the 

c o u n t r y s i d e w a s in the s u p e r i o r pos i t ion a n d tha t the g u a r d i a n of the door 

w a s r e a l l y s u b o r d i n a t e d to h i m ) . T h e proof? If t he re eve r w a s a s c reen 

memory , i t is the a c c i d e n t from w h e n he w a s t w o m o n t h s o ld tha t Ka fka 

c la ims a s the on ly t h ing f rom h i s ch i ldhood of w h i c h he h a s a "d i rec t 

m e m o r y " ( and a p p e a l s to h i s f a the r tha t he shou ld a l so r e m e m b e r i t ) . It 

w a s ( r e ) cons t ruc t ed a f t e r w a r d s , p r o b a b l y from w h a t the p a r e n t s told 

F r a n z abou t i t — b u t c o v e r i n g w h a t , w e m a y a s k ? L i k e the p r i m a l s cene of 

the Wol fman , it is a r e t r o a c t i v e f an tasy : 

The re is o n l y one e p i s o d e In t h e e a r l y y e a r s of w h i c h 1 h a v e a d i r ec t 

m e m o r y . Y o u m a y r e m e m b e r it, too. O n e n igh t I k e p t on w h i m p e r i n g 

for wa t e r , not, 1 a m ce r t a in , b e c a u s e I w a s th i rs ty , b u t p r o b a b l y p a r t l y 

to be a n n o y i n g , p a r t l y to a m u s e myself . After s eve ra l v i g o r o u s th rea t s 

had fa i led to h a v e a n y effect, y o u took m e out of bed, c a r r i e d m e out 

onto the pavlatche [ the C z e c h w o r d for the long b a l c o n y in the i n n e r 

c o u r t y a r d of old houses in P r a g u e ] , a n d left m e the re a lone for a w h i l e 

in m y nightshi r t , ou t s ide t h e s h u t door . I a m not go ing to s a y tha t th i s 

w a s w r o n g — p e r h a p s t h e r e w a s r e a l l y no other w a y of ge t t i ng p e a c e 

a n d qu ie t that n i g h t — b u t I men t ion it a s t y p i c a l of y o u r m e t h o d s of 

b r i n g i n g u p a ch i ld a n d t h e i r effect on me . I d a r e s a y I w a s qu i t e 

obedient a f t e rwa rd a t tha t p e r i o d , bu t it d i d m e i n n e r h a r m . W h a t w a s 

for me a m a t t e r of course , t h a t s ense l e s s a s k i n g for w a t e r , a n d then the 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y te r ror of b e i n g c a r r i e d ou ts ide w e r e t w o t h i n g s tha t I, 

m y na tu re be ing w h a t it w a s , c o u l d n e v e r p r o p e r l y connec t w i t h e a c h 

other. E v e n y e a r s a f t e r w a r d I suffered from the t o rmen t ing fancy tha t 

the h u g e man , m y father, t h e u l t ima t e au tho r i ty , w o u l d come a lmos t 

for no reason a t a l l a n d t a k e m e ou t of bed in the n igh t a n d c a r r y m e out 
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onto the pavlatche, a n d tha t c o n s e q u e n t l y I m e a n t a b s o l u t e l y no th ing a s 

far a s he w a s c o n c e r n e d . 

The g u r g l i n g s ign i fy ing cha in of the ch i ld In tended to p r o v o k e the fa ther 

is l i ke the obscene soft s o u n d s on the p h o n e l ine from the Cas t l e , or the 

U S m a r i n e s ' m a r c h i n g c h a n t s . . . The re is t h u s a h i d d e n l i nk b e t w e e n the 

" s u b v e r s i v e " p r e - s y m b o l i c b a b b l e of the ch i ld a n d the i nacces s ib l e P o w e r 

that t e r ro r i ze s the K a l k e a n hero , b e t w e e n s u p e r e g o a n d id . 

The t rue u n d e r l y i n g r e p r o a c h to the fa ther is not h i s p o w e r a n d 

a r r o g a n t d i s p l a y of au thor i ty , but , on the con t r a ry , h is impotence, h i s lack 

of s jmibol ic a u t h o r i t y . A r e the fa ther ' s t e r r i fy ing ou tbu r s t s of r a g e 

(y^uten) not so m a n y s igns of h i s ba s i c impotence , s i gna l s t ha t h i s co ld 

a n d efficient a u t h o r i t y h a s f a i l ed? T h e fa ther h imse l f a c c o u n t e d for h is 

" i m p e r i o u s t e m p e r a m e n t " a s " d u e to [ h i s ] n e r v o u s h e a r t cond i t ion"—not 

e x a c t l y a s ign of power , but , a s is c l e a r to Kafka himself, a m e t h o d of 

c h e a p m a n i p u l a t i o n w o r t h y of a w e a k l i n g : " the n e r v o u s h e a r t condi t ion is 

a m e a n s b y w h i c h y o u e x e r t y o u r domina t ion m o r e s t rong ly , s ince the 

though t of It n e c e s s a r i l y c h o k e s off the leas t opposi t ion from o the r s . " 

H e r e is ano the r of the fa ther ' s r i tua l i s t i c d i s p l a y s of p o w e r : "It w a s a l so 

te r r ib le w h e n y o u r a n a r o u n d the tab le , shout ing , g r a b b i n g a t one, 

obv ious ly not r e a l l y t r y i n g to g r a b , y e t p r e t e n d i n g to . . . " — a r i d i c u l o u s , 

se l f -undermin ing , d i s p l a y of p o w e r . F u r t h e r m o r e , w h a t k i n d of a father 

feels so t h r e a t e n e d b y h i s two-mon th -o ld son tha t he h a s to u n d e r t a k e the 

a b s u r d l y e x c e s s i v e m e a s u r e of t a k i n g h i m out of the a p a r t m e n t ? A t r u l y 

au tho r i t a t i ve figure w o u l d d e a l w i t h the p r o b l e m w i t h a co ld s ta re . . . 

(And , i nc iden ta l ly , in the s t a n d a r d p a t r i a r c h a l f ami ly w h i c h the Kafka 

fami ly c e r t a i n l y w a s , is the first s ign of the l a c k of a u t h o r i t y not a l r e a d y 

the fact that it w a s the father, not the mother , w h o c a m e to r e s p o n d to the 

c h i l d ? ) It is no less c l e a r that the desc r ip t ion of the fa ther ' s " in t e l l ec tua l 

d o m i n a t i o n " is s u s t a i n e d b y a b a r e l y c o n c e a l e d fear tha t th i s obv ious 

fraud, th i s s e m b l a n c e of au thor i ty , w i l l bu r s t l i ke a ba l loon, l a y i n g b a r e 

fa ther ' s s t u p i d i t y . . . 

F r o m y o u r a r m c h a i r y o u r u l e d the w o r l d . Y o u r op in ion w a s correct , 

e v e r y o the r w a s m a d , w i l d , rnedhugge, not no rma l . Y o u r sel f -confidence 

i n d e e d w a s so g r e a t tha t y o u h a d no n e e d to be cons is tent a t a l l a n d y e t 

n e v e r c e a s e d to be in the r ight . It d i d some t imes h a p p e n that y o u h a d 

no op in ions w h a t s o e v e r abou t a m a t t e r a n d a s a r e su l t e v e r y con

c e i v a b l e opinion w i t h r e spec t to the m a t t e r w a s n e c e s s a r i l y w r o n g , 
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w i t h o u t excep t ion . Y o u w e r e capab l e , for ins tance , of r u n n i n g d o w n 

the Czechs , a n d then the G e r m a n s , a n d then the J e w s , a n d w h a t is 

more , not on ly s e l ec t i ve ly but in e v e r y respec t , a n d finally n o b o d y w a s 

left e x c e p t yourse l f . For m e y o u took on the e n i g m a t i c q u a l i t y tha t all 

t y r a n t s h a v e w h o s e r i g h t s a r e b a s e d on the i r pe r son a n d not on reason . 

N o w o n d e r Kafka ' s " e x c l u s i v e sense of g u i l t " h a s b e e n r e p l a c e d b y 

" in s igh t into o u r he lp l e s sness , y o u r s a n d m i n e . " 

W e h a v e t h u s to be v e r y p rec i se w h e n w e a r e d e a l i n g w i t h the topic of 

p a t e r n a l au thor i ty , a u t h o r i t y i s not to be confused w i t h an ove rbea r ing , 

v io len t ly i n t ru s ive p r e s e n c e . T h a t i s to say , one w a y to r e a d Kaf l ia ' s 

b e w i l d e r m e n t w i t h r e g a r d to h is fa ther is to d e c i p h e r it a s the e x p e r i e n c e 

of the g a p , the contras t , b e t w e e n the r i d i cu lous , p re t en t ious , a n d im

po ten t figure tha t is the r e a l i t y of h is fa ther a n d the Immense p o w e r he 

none the l e s s e x e r t s : " H o w can s u c h a pa the t i c figure none the l e s s e x e r t 

such p o w e r ? " The a n s w e r w o u l d then be the soc io - symbol i c n e t w o r k tha t 

m v e s t s an empi r i ca l pe r son w i t h power , a n d the g a p w o u l d be that of 

s y m b o l i c cas t ra t ion . F r o m the t rad i t iona l r i tua l s of inves t i tu re , w e k n o w 

the objects w h i c h not o n l y " s y m b o l i z e " power , but p u t the sub jec t w h o 

a c q u i r e s them into the pos i t ion of ef fect ively exercinng p o w e r — i f a k i n g 

ho lds in h is h a n d s the s cep te r a n d w e a r s the c r o w n , h is w o r d s w i l l be 

t a k e n a s the w o r d s of a k i n g . S u c h i n s i g n i a a r e ex te rna l , not pa r t of m y 

n a t u r e : I don them; I w e a r t h e m in o rde r to exe r t p o w e r . A s such , t h e y 

" c a s t r a t e " me; t h e y in t roduce a g a p b e t w e e n w h a t I i m m e d i a t e l y a m a n d 

the function tha t I exe rc i s e ( tha t Is, I a m n e v e r ful ly a t the level of m y 

func t ion) . Th is , h o w e v e r , is not t he w a y K a f k a e x p e r i e n c e s h is father; the 

p r o b l e m for Ka fka is r a t h e r tha t h i s fa ther ' s b o d i l y p r e s e n c e d i s t u r b s the 

eff icacy of the p a t e r n a l s y m b o l i c function, i n o ther w o r d s , h i s fa ther ' s 

exces s ive , a lmos t spec t ra l , t o w e r i n g p r e s e n c e w h o s e i m p a c t e x c e e d s the 

i m m e d i a t e r e a l i t y of h i s person i s not the e x c e s s of the s y m b o l i c a u t h o r i t y 

o v e r i m m e d i a t e r ea l i t y ; it is the e x c e s s of the fan tasmat ic obscen i ty of the 

R e a l . In F r e u d i a n t e rms , the p r o b l e m w i t h Kafka ' s fa ther is that , in 

F r a n z ' s e y e s , he h a s " r e g r e s s e d " from the a g e n c y of syrmbolic L a w to the 

"p r imord i a l fa ther \lJr-Valer\." 

T h e r e a re t w o m o d e s of the M a s t e r , the p u b l i c s y m b o l i c M a s t e r a n d 

the sec re t Evi l M a g i c i a n w h o effect ively p u l l s the s t r ings a n d does h i s 

w o r k d u r i n g the n ight . W h e n the sub jec t is e n d o w e d w i t h symbo l i c 

au thor i ty , he a c t s a s an a p p e n d i x to h is s y m b o l i c t i t le, tha t is , it is the b ig 

Other , the s y m b o l i c inst i tut ion, w h i c h ac t s t h rough h im: suffice it to 
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reca l l a j u d g e , w h o m a y be a m i s e r a b l e a n d c o r r u p t e d person , b u t the 

m o m e n t he p u t s on h i s robe a n d o ther ins ign ia , h is w o r d s a r e the w o r d s of 

the L a w i t s e l f On the o the r hand , the " i n v i s i b l e " M a s t e r ( w h o s e 

e x e m p l a r y case is the a n t i - S e m i t i c f igure of the " J e w " w h o , inv i s ib le 

to the p u b l i c e y e , p u l l s the s t r i ngs of social hfe) is a k i n d of u n c a n n y 

doub le of p u b l i c au tho r i ty : he h a s to ac t in the s h a d o w s , i r r a d i a t i n g a 

phan tom- l i ke , spec t ra l omnipo tence . The d i s in t eg ra t i on of the p a t r i a r c h a l 

s y m b o l i c au thor i ty , of the Name-of - the -Fa ther , g i v e s r i se to a n e w f igure 

of the M a s t e r w h o is s i m u l t a n e o u s l y our c o m m o n peer , o u r " n e i g h b o r , " 

our i m a g i n a r y doub le , a n d for th is v e r y reason f a n t a s m a t i c a l l y e n d o w e d 

w i t h a n o t h e r d imens ion of the Evil G e n i u s . In L a c a n i a n t e rms : the 

suspens ion of the e g o idea l , of the fea ture of s y m b o l i c ident i f ica t ion , 

that is , t he r educ t ion of the M a s t e r to an i m a g i n a r y idea l , n e c e s s a r i l y 

g i v e s r i se to i ts m o n s t r o u s obver se , to the s u p e r e g o figure of the 

omnipoten t Evi l G e n i u s w h o cont ro ls o u r l i ves . In th i s figure, the 

I m a g i n a r y ( s e m b l a n c e ) a n d the R e a l (of p a r a n o i a ) ove r l ap , d u e to the 

suspens ion of p r o p e r s y m b o l i c eff ic iency. 

The Kafkean L a w is not p roh ib i t ive , not even in t rus ive or impos ing : its 

r e p e a t e d m e s s a g e to the sub jec t is " Y o u a r e free to d o w h a t e v e r y o u 

w a n t ! Don ' t a s k m e for o r d e r s ! " — w h i c h , of course , is the per fec t 

s u p e r e g o formula . N o w o n d e r that the m e s s a g e of Kafka ' s father to 

h is son w a s : " D o w h a t e v e r y o u l i k e . S o l a r a s I 'm c o n c e r n e d y o u h a v e a 

free h a n d . Y o u ' r e of a g e , I 've no a d v i c e to g i v e y o u . . . " The se r ies of the 

fa ther ' s " rhe to r ica l m e t h o d s " a s e n u m e r a t e d b y Kalk^a—"abuse , th rea t s , 

i rony , spiteful l a u g h t e r , a n d — o d d l y e n o u g h — s e l f - p i t y " — a r e the most 

concise r e n d e r i n g of the s u p e r e g o ' s a m b i g u i t y . Kafka ' s fa ther w a s 

def in i te ly a luder, if e v e r the re w a s one, a figure out of w h i c h an "orgy 

of m a l i c e a n d spiteful d e l i g h t " e m a n a t e d . (The l i nk he re is b e t w e e n Kafka 

a n d D a v i d L y n c h : n a m e l y , the e x c e s s i v e c l o w n i s h figures of te r ror i s t 

a u t h o r i t y in Blue Velvet, Wild at Heart, Dune, Lodt Highway . . .) 

The s u p e r e g o ' s ba s i c t r i c k cons is t s in r e p r o a c h i n g the sub jec t for not 

l iv ing u p to i ts h i g h expec t a t i ons , w h i l e s i m u l t a n e o u s l y s a b o t a g i n g the 

sub jec t ' s efforts (or m o c k i n g l y e x p r e s s i n g d i sbe l i e f in the sub jec t ' s 

capac i t i e s , and then l a u g h i n g a t the sub jec t ' s f a i l u r e ) . K a f k a c l e a r l y 

no t iced th i s p a r a d o x ap ropos of h is fa ther ' s d e m a n d s tha t he shou ld 

b e c o m e an a u t o n o m o u s pe r son w h o s u c c e e d s on h is o w n : 

B u t tha t w a s n ' t w h a t y o u w a n t e d a t a l l ; the s i tua t ion had , after a l l , 

b e c o m e qu i t e different a s a resu l t of al l y o u r efforts, a n d the re w a s no 
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oppor tun i t y to d i s t i ngu i sh onese l f a s y o u h a d done . S u c h an oppor

tun i t y w o u l d first of al l h a v e h a d to be c r ea t ed b y v io l ence a n d 

revo lu t ions , it w o u l d h a v e m e a n t b r e a k i n g a w a y from home ( a s s u m i n g 

one h a d h a d the resolu t ion a n d s t r eng th to do so a n d tha t M o t h e r 

w o u l d n ' t h a v e w o r k e d a g a i n s t it, for he r par t , w i t h o the r m e a n s ) . Bu t 

tha t w a s not w h a t y o u w a n t e d a t a l l , tha t y o u t e r m e d Ingra t i tude , 

e x t r a v a g a n c e , d i sobed ience , t r e a c h e r y , m a d n e s s . A n d so, w h i l e on the 

one hand y o u t e m p t e d m e to it b y m e a n s of e x a m p l e , s tory , and 

humi l i a t ion , on the o ther h a n d y o u forbade it w i t h the u tmos t seve r i ty . 

Th i s is the obscene s u p e r e g o in i ts cont ras t to the Name-of - the -Fa the r : 

the v e r y Injunct ion "be a u t o n o m o u s , " in i ts m o d e of opera t ion , s abo t ages 

its goa l ; the v e r y in junct ion " B e f ree !" t ies the subjec t u p forever in the 

v i c i o u s c i r c l e of d e p e n d e n c e . 

O n e can re te l l in these s u p e r e g o t e r m s even the r e m a r k a l l e g e d l y m a d e 

b y B r e c h t a p r o p o s the a c c u s e d at the M o s c o w s h o w t r i a l s in the 1930s : 

"If t h e y a r e innocent , t h e y d e s e r v e a l l the m o r e to be shot. " This 

s t a t ement is t h o r o u g h l y a m b i g u o u s — i t c an be r e a d a s the s t a n d a r d 

asse r t ion of r a d i c a l S t a l i n i sm ( y o u r v e r y Insis tence on y o u r i nd iv idua l 

i nnocence , y o u r refusal to sacr i f ice y o u r s e l f for the C a u s e , b e a r s w i t n e s s 

to y o u r gu i l t w h i c h r e s ides in p r i v i l e g i n g y o u r i n d l v i d u a l l l y ove r the 

l a r g e r in te res t s of the p a r t y ) , or it c an be r e a d a s i ts opposi te , in a r a d i c a l l y 

an t i -S t a l i n i s t w a y : if t h e y w e r e in a pos i t ion to plot a n d e x e c u t e the 

e x e c u t i o n of S t a l i n a n d h is e n t o u r a g e , a n d w e r e " m n o c e n t " ( tha t is , t h e y 

d i d not g r a s p the o p p o r t u n i t y ) , t h e y effect ively d e s e r v e d to d ie for fal l ing 

to r id u s of S t a l i n . The t rue gu i l t of the a c c u s e d is t h u s that , Ins tead of 

r e j ec t ing the v e r y ideo log ica l f r a m e w o r k of S t a l i n i sm a n d r u t h l e s s l y 

a c t i n g a g a i n s t S ta l in , t h e y na r c i s s i s t i c a l l y fell in love w i t h the i r v i c t imiza 

t ion a n d e i ther pro tes ted the i r i n n o c e n c e or b e c a m e fasc ina ted b y the 

u l t i m a t e sacr i f ice t h e y w e r e m a k i n g to the p a r t y b y confess ing the i r non

ex i s t en t c r imes . S o the p r o p e r l y d i a l ec t i ca l w a y of g r a s p i n g the imbr i ca 

t ion of t hese t w o m e a n i n g s w o u l d h a v e b e e n to s tar t w i t h the first r e a d i n g , 

fo l lowed b y the common-sense mora l i s t i c r eac t ion to Brech t : " B u t h o w 

c a n y o u c l a i m someth ing so r u t h l e s s ? C a n such a log ic w h i c h d e m a n d s 

b l ind self-sacrif ice for the a c c u s a t o r y w h i m s of the L e a d e r not function 

o n l y w i t h i n a t e r r i fy ing c r imina l to t a l i t a r i an u n i v e r s e ? F a r from a c c e p t i n g 

these ru les , it is the d u t y of e v e r y e th ica l sub jec t to fight such a u n i v e r s e 

w i t h all m e a n s poss ible , i nc lud ing the p h y s i c a l r emova l ( k i l l i n g ) of the 

to ta l i t a r i an l e a d e r s h i p ? " " S o y o u see how, if the a c c u s e d a r e innocent , 
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t hey d e s e r v e all the m o r e to be shot — t h e y effect ively were in a posi t ion to 

o rgan ize a plot to r id u s of S t a l in a n d h is h e n c h m e n , a n d mi s sed th is 

u n i q u e oppo r tun i t y to spa re h u m a n i t y from t e r r ib l e c r i m e s ! " This , a g a i n , 

is t he t w i s t e d s u p e r e g o log ic a t i t s pures t : the m o r e y o u a r e innocent , the 

more y o u a r e gu i l t y , b e c a u s e y o u r i n n o c e n c e i tself ( i n n o c e n c e in the e y e s 

of w h o m ? W i t h r e g a r d to w h a t ? W i t h r e g a r d to the obscene c r imina l 

p o w e r ) is the proof of y o u r gu i l t (of y o u r compl i c i t y w i t h th is p o w e r ) . . . 

A l t h o u g h F r e u d u s e s th ree d i s t inc t t e r m s for the a g e n c y tha t p u s h e s 

t h e sub jec t to ac t e t h i c a l l y — he s p e a k s of the idea l ego (Idealœh), ego ideal 

(Jch-Ideat), a n d s u p e r e g o [IJherLch^—as a ru l e he conf la ted the t h r ee (he 

often u s e s the e x p r e s s i o n IchOealoder Idealkh ( ego i dea l or idea l e g o ) , a n d 

t h e t i t le of c h a p t e r III of The Ego and the Id) i s " T h e Ego a n d S u p e r e g o 

(Ego I d e a l ) . " L a c a n , howeve r , i n t r o d u c e s a p rec i se d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n 

these th ree t e rms : the " idea l e g o " s t ands for the i dea l i z ed se l f - image of the 

subjec t ( the w a y I w o u l d l i ke to be , I w o u l d l i ke o the rs to see m e ) ; the ego 

idea l is the a g e n c y w h o s e g a z e I t r y to i m p r e s s w i t h m y ego i m a g e , the b ig 

O the r w h o w a t c h e s ove r m e a n d p u s h e s m e to g i v e m y best , the i d e a l I t r y 

to fol low and ac tua l i ze ; and the s u p e r e g o is th is s a m e a g e n c y in i ts 

vengeful , sad is t ic , p u n i s h i n g aspec t . T h e u n d e r l j a n g s t r u c t u r i n g p r i nc ip l e 

of these t ree t e r m s is c l e a r l y L a c a n ' s t r i ad Imaginary—Symbol ic—Real : the 

idea l ego is i m a g i n a r y , w h a t L a c a n ca l l s the " sma l l o the r , " the i d e a l i z e d 

double i m a g e of m y ego ; the ego idea l is symbo l i c , the po in t of m y 

S3mibolic ident i f ica t ion, the po in t in the big O t h e r from w h i c h I obse rve 

( a n d j u d g e ) myself; t he s u p e r e g o is rea l , the c rue l a n d in sa t i ab le a g e n c y 

w h i c h b o m b a r d s m e w i t h imposs ib l e d e m a n d s a n d w h i c h m o c k s m y 

fai led a t t emp t s to m e e t them, the a g e n c y in the e y e s of w h i c h 1 a m a l l the 

more gu i l t y , the more I t r y to s u p p r e s s m y "s in fu l " s t r iv ings a n d l ive u p to 

i ts e x i g e n c i e s . 

W h a t fol lows from these p r ec i s e d i s t inc t ions is that, for L a c a n , the 

s u p e r e g o " h a s no th ing to do w i t h mora l consc i ence a s far a s i ts most 

ob l iga to ry d e m a n d s a r e concerned."*^ The s u p e r e g o is , on the con t ra ry , 

the an t i - e th ica l a g e n c y , the s t igmat iza t ion of our e th ica l b e t r a y a l . S o 

w h i c h one of the o ther t w o L) the p r o p e r e th ica l a g e n c y ? S h o u l d w e — a s 

some A m e n c a n p s y c h o a n a l y s t s p ropose — set up the " g o o d " ( ra t iona l -

modera te , c a r i n g ) ego idea l a g a i n s t the " b a d " ( i r r a t i ona l - exces s ive , c rue l , 

a n x i e t y - p r o v o k i n g ) s u p e r e g o , t r y i n g to l ead the pa t i en t to ge t r id of the 

b a d " s u p e r e g o a n d fol low the " g o o d " ego i d e a l ? L a c a n opposes this e a s y 

W a y ou t —for h im, the o n l y p r o p e r a g e n c y is the fourth one, mi s s ing from 

F r e u d ' s t r ipar t i t e list, the one some t imes re fe r red to b y L a c a n a s " the l a w 
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of d e s i r e , " the a g e n c y w h i c h tel ls y o u to a c t in conformi ty w i t h y o u r 

des i r e . T h e g a p b e t w e e n th is " l a w of d e s i r e " a n d the ego idea l ( the 

n e t w o r k of soc i a l - symbo l i c n o r m s a n d i d e a l s t ha t t h e sub jec t i n t e rna l i zes 

in the cour se of he r e d u c a t i o n ) is c ruc i a l h e r e . For L a c a n , the e g o ideal , 

th i s s e e m i n g l y benevo len t a g e n c y w h i c h l e a d s u s to mora l g r o w t h and 

ma tu r i t y , forces u s to b e t r a y the " l a w of d e s i r e " b y a d o p t i n g the " reason

a b l e " d e m a n d s of the ex i s t ing soc io - symbol i c o rde r . T h e supe rego , wi th 

i ts exces s ive fee l ing of gui l t , is m e r e l y the n e c e s s a r y obve r se of the ego 

idea l : it e x e r t s i ts u n b e a r a b l e p r e s s u r e upon u s on b e h a l f of our be t r aya l 

of the " l a w of d e s i r e . " In short, for L a c a n , t h e g u i l t w e e x p e r i e n c e u n d e r 

the supe rego ' s p r e s su re is not i l l u so ry bu t a c t u a l — "the on ly th ing of 

w h i c h one can be g u i l t y is of h a v i n g g i v e n g r o u n d re l a t ive to one 's 

d e s i r e , " a n d the supe rego ' s p r e s s u r e d e m o n s t r a t e s tha t w e effect ively are 

g u i l t y of b e t r a y i n g our des i r e . 

B a c k to Kafka: he fo rmula tes th is s a m e in s igh t a p r o p o s the fa ther ' s 

r eac t ions to his a t t empts to g e t ma r r i ed ; 

T h e fundamenta l t hough t b e h i n d both a t t e m p t s a t m a r r i a g e w a s qu i te 

sound: to set u p house , to b e c o m e i n d e p e n d e n t . A n i d e a that does 

a p p e a l to y o u , o n l y in r e a l i t y it a l w a y s t u r n s ou t l ike the ch i l d r en ' s 

g a m e in w h i c h one ho lds a n d even g r i p s the o the r ' s hand , c a l l i ng out: 

"Oh, g o a w a y , go a w a y , w h y don' t y o u g o a w a y ? " 

W h a t the fa ther w a s thus p r e v e n t i n g is Kafka ' s m a r r i a g e : in h is case , the 

fa ther d id not ac t a s the g u a r a n t o r of m a r r i a g e , a s the a g e n t of symbo l i c 

a u t h o r i t y (see L a c a n ' s thes i s that a h a r m o n i o u s s e x u a l r e l a t ionsh ip can 

o n l y t a k e p l a c e u n d e r the cove r of the N a m e - o f - t h e - F a t h e r ) , b u t a s its 

s u p e r e g o obs tac le , a s w h a t F reud , in h is a n a l y s i s of E.T.A. Hoffmann 's 

Sandimin, c a l l s LieheMtörer, t he obs tac le w h i c h d i s t u r b s / p r e v e n t s the love 

re l a t ionsh ip . W e e n c o u n t e r h e r e the s u p e r e g o p a r a d o x a t i ts pures t ; the 

fa ther w h o p r e v e n t s the love r e l a t ionsh ip is p r e c i s e l y the obscene father 

w h o enjoins u s to "do i t ," to e n g a g e in s e x u a l p r o m i s c u i t y w i t h o u t 

cons t ra in t s ; and , i nve r se ly , the father w h o o p e n s u p the space for a love 

r e l a t ionsh ip is the fa ther w h o is the a g e n c y of p roh ib i t i on , of the symbo l i c 

L a w . Tha t is to say , Kafka ' s des i r e for a p r o p e r fa ther is not a masoch i s t i c 

de s i r e for subord ina t ion to an au thor i ty ; i t i s , on the con t r a ry , a des i r e for 

f reedom a n d a u t o n o m y . T h e p a r a d o x is thus t ha t freedom from h is fa ther 

m e a n s aMumlng h'u father's mime, w h i c h p u t s t h e m on the s a m e level : 

" M a r r i a g e c e r t a i n l y i s the p l e d g e of the most a c u t e form of se l f - l ibera t ion 
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a n d i n d e p e n d e n c e . I w o u l d h a v e a family, in m y opinion the h ighes t one 

c a n ach i eve , a n d so too the h ighes t y o u h a v e a c h i e v e d . " T h e cho ice Kafka 

confronted w a s b e t w e e n the t w o w a y s of e s c a p i n g from h i s father, t w o 

m o d e s of i n d e p e n d e n c e : m a r r i a g e or w r i t i n g , U père ou pire, h i s father or 

the "a lmos t no th ing" of w r i t i n g : 

in m y w r i t i n g , a n d in e v e r y t h i n g connec t ed w i t h it, I h a v e m a d e some 

a t t emp t s a t i n d e p e n d e n c e , a t t emp t s a t e scape , w i t h the v e r y sma l l e s t of 

succes s ; t h e y wi l l s c a r c e l y l ead a n y farther; m u c h conf i rms th is for me . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s it is m y d u t y or, ra ther , the e s sence of m y life, to w a t c h 

over them, to let no d a n g e r that I can aver t , i n d e e d no poss ib i l i t y of 

such a d a n g e r , a p p r o a c h them. M a r r i a g e b e a r s the poss ib i l i t y of such a 

d a n g e r . 

A n d he con t inues , 

the final ou tcome is ce r ta in : I m u s t r e n o u n c e . T h e s imi le of the b i rd in 

the h a n d a n d the t w o in the bush h a s on ly a fiery r emote app l i ca t ion 

he re . In m y h a n d I h a v e nothing, in the bush is e v e r y t h i n g , a n d y e t —so 

it is d e c i d e d b y the cond i t ions of ba t t le a n d the e x i g e n c y of life —I m u s t 

choose the no th ing . 

Kafka ' s se l f -humil ia t ion , w h i c h i n c l u d e s e x c r e m e n t a l ident i f ica t ion 

( " A n d so if the w o r l d cons i s ted o n l y of m e a n d y o u , a not ion I w a s 

m u c h i n c l i n e d to h a v e , then th is p u r i t y of the w o r l d c a m e to a n e n d w i t h 

y o u and , by v i r tue of y o u r a d v i c e , the filth b e g a n w i t h m e " ) , is t h u s 

p ro found ly decep t ive : it is e a s y to d i s c e r n in Kafka ' s c l a im tha t he is " the 

resu l t of y o u r u p b r i n g i n g a n d of m y obed i ence " the s t r a t a g e m of d e n y i n g 

one ' s o w n l ib id ina l i n v o l v e m e n t in one ' s s a d fate. T h e s t r a t e g y is c l ea r 

he re : / wiitingLy lUdunie my fiith in order for my father to renuiin pure. Th i s 

b e c o m e s e s p e c i a l l y c l e a r w h e n one b e a r s in m i n d w h e n , p r e c i s e l y , th is 

self- ident i f icat ion w i t h "f i l th" occur s : a t the e x a c t ( a n d most t r a u m a t i c ) 

poin t of the let ter , w h e n Kafka repor t s on the ( r a r e ) m o m e n t s w h e n h is 

fa ther offered h im " rea l i s t i c " /obscene a d v i c e on h o w to d e a l w i t h s e x (do 

it d i sc ree t ly , h a v e y o u r fun, do not t a k e t h ings too se r ious ly , do not fall for 

the first gi r l w h o offers he r se l f to y o u , r e m e m b e r they a r e al l the s ame 

w h o r e s , j u s t use t h e m a n d move on . . . ) . For e x a m p l e , Kafka r eca l l s a 

"br ie f d i s c u s s i o n " that fol lowed 
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the a n n o u n c e m e n t of m y la tes t m a r r i a g e p l a n s . Y o u sa id to me 

some th ing l i k e this : " S h e p r o b a b l y pu t on a f ancy b louse , someth ing 

these P r a g u e J e w e s s e s a r e g o o d at, a n d right a w a y , of course , y o u 

d e c i d e d to m a r r y her . A n d tha t a s fast a s poss ib le , in a w e e k , 

tomor row, t o d a y . I can ' t u n d e r s t a n d y o u : af ter a l l , y o u ' r e a g r o w n 

man , y o u l ive in the c i ty , a n d y o u don ' t k n o w w h a t to do b u t m a r r y the 

first g i r l w h o c o m e s a long . Isn' t t he r e a n y t h i n g e l se y o u c a n d o ? If 

y o u ' r e f r igh tened , I'll go w i t h y o u . " Y o u pu t it in m o r e de ta i l a n d more 

p la in ly , b u t I can no l o n g e r recal l the de ta i l s , p e r h a p s too t h ings 

b e c a m e a l i t t le v a g u e before m y e y e s , I p a i d a lmos t more a t tent ion to 

M o t h e r w h o , t h o u g h in comple t e a g r e e m e n t w i t h y o u , took someth ing 

from the t ab le a n d left t he room w i t h it. Y o u h a v e h a r d l y eve r 

h u m i l i a t e d m e m o r e d e e p l y w i t h w o r d s a n d s h o w n me y o u r con tempt 

more c l e a r l y . 

The "real m e a n i n g " of th i s a d v i c e w a s c l e a r to Kafka: " w h a t y o u adv i sed 

m e to do w a s in y o u r op in ion a n d e v e n m o r e in m y opinion a t tha t t ime, 

the fi l thiest t h ing poss ib l e . " For Kafka , th i s d i s p l a c e m e n t of " f i l th" onto 

the son w a s p a r t of the fa ther ' s s t r a t e g y to k e e p himself p u r e — a n d it is at 

this po in t that Kafka ' s o w n ident i f ica t ion w i t h "f i l th" occur s : 

T h u s y o u b e c a m e still pu re r , rose still h ighe r . T h e t hough t that y o u 

m i g h t h a v e g i v e n y o u r s e l f s im i l a r a d v i c e before y o u r m a r r i a g e w a s to 

me u t t e r l y u n t h i n k a b l e . S o the re w a s h a r d l y a n y s m u d g e of e a r t h l y 

filth on y o u at a l l . A n d it w a s y o u w h o p u s h e d m e d o w n into th is filth — 

j u s t a s t h o u g h I w e r e p r e d e s t i n e d to it w i t h a few f rank w o r d s . A n d so, 

if the w o r l d cons i s t ed o n l y of me a n d y o u ( a not ion I w a s m u c h inc l ined 

to h a v e ) , then th is p u r i t y of the w o r l d c a m e to an e n d w i t h y o u and , b y 

v i r t u e of y o u r a d v i c e , t h e filth b e g a n w i t h me . 

A g a i n , it is he r e tha t Ka fka chea t s : it is not h is fa ther ' s , bu t hi) own, 

d e s p e r a t e s t r iv ing to k e e p the fa ther p u r e —it is for Ka fka h imse l f tha t a n y 

notion of h i s fa ther fo l lowing s imi l a r a d v i c e (and , consequen t l y , d w e l l i n g 

in " f i l th" ) i s " u t t e r l y u n t h i n k a b l e , " w h i c h m e a n s ; to ta l ly ca tas t roph ic , 

forec losed from h i s u n i v e r s e . 

T h e r e fol lows a w e i r d b u t c ruc ia l conc lus ion : the fa ther ' s p rosopo

poe ia . In h is fa ther ' s r e p l y a s i m a g i n e d b y Kafka, the fa ther i m p u t e s to 

Kafka tha t w h a t e v e r he w o u l d h a v e done ( n a m e l y to suppor t or oppose 

Kafka ' s m a r r i a g e p l a n s ) , it w o u l d h a v e back f i r ed and h a v e been tw i s t ed 
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b y Kaf l i a in to an obs tac le . The father e v o k e s he re the s t anda rd logic of 

( p a t e r n a l ) p roh ib i t ion a n d i ts t r ansg res s ion : 

M y ave r s ion to y o u r m a r r i a g e w o u l d not h a v e p r e v e n t e d it; on the 

con t r a ry , it w o u l d h a v e been an a d d e d incen t ive for y o u to m a r r y the 

g i r l , for it w o u l d h a v e m a d e the "a t t empt a t e s c a p e , " a s y o u p u t it, 

comple te . 

O n e h a s to be v e r y p r ec i s e he re a n d avo id confus ing th is e n t a n g l e m e n t of 

the l a w a n d its t r a n s g r e s s i o n ( the l a w s u s t a i n e d b y a h i d d e n cal l for its 

own t r a n s g r e s s i o n ) w i t h the s u p e r e g o p rope r a s i ts ( a lmos t ) s y m m e t r i 

c a l l y oppos i te . O n the one hand , it is the h i d d e n ( n o n - a r t i c u l a t e d ) 

in junct ion "Enjoy! Vio la te the l a w ! " that r e v e r b e r a t e s in the exp l i c i t 

prohib i t ion; on the o the r ( m u c h more in t e res t ing a n d u n e a s y ) hand , it is 

the h idden ( n o n - a r t i c u l a t e d ) in junct ion to fail t ha t r e v e r b e r a t e s in the 

exp l ic i t p e r m i s s i v e ca l l " B e free! En joy ! " 

T h e las t p a r a g r a p h d o e s b r e a k the v i c ious c y c l e of m u t u a l a c c u s a t i o n s 

a n d is t h u s hes i t an t ly "op t imis t i c , " open ing u p a m i n i m a l s p a c e ol t ruce 

and a s y m b o l i c pac t . 

M y a n s w e r to th is is that , after al l , th is w h o l e r e j o i n d e r — w h i c h can 

p a r t l y a l so be t u r n e d a g a i n s t y o u —does not come from y o u , bu t from 

me . Not even y o u r mis t rus t of o thers is a s g r e a t a s m y self-mistrust , 

w h i c h y o u h a v e b r e d in me . I do not d e n y a ce r t a in jus t i f ica t ion for th is 

re jo inder , w h i c h in i tself con t r ibu te s n e w mate r i a l to the c h a r a c t e r 

iza t ion of o u r r e l a t ionsh ip . N a t u r a l l y t h i n g s canno t in r ea l i t y fit 

t oge the r the w a y the e v i d e n c e d o e s in m y let ter ; h i e is m o r e than a 

C h i n e s e p u z z l e . B u t w i t h the cor rec t ion m a d e b y this r e j o i n d e r — a 

correc t ion T ne i t he r can nor w i l l e l abora t e in de ta i l — in m y opinion 

some th ing h a s b e e n a c h i e v e d w h i c h so c lo se ly a p p r o x i m a t e s the t ru th 

tha t it m igh t r e a s s u r e u s both a l i t t le a n d m a k e our l i v i n g a n d o u r d y i n g 

eas i e r . 
•) 

W h a t w e h a v e he re is e t fec t ive ly a k i n d of ( s e l f - ) a n a l y s i s p u n c t u a t e d by 

the fa ther ' s ( a n a l y s t ' s ) i m a g i n e d in te rven t ion w h i c h b r i n g s abou t the 

conc lus ion : it is a s if Kafka ' s long, r a m b h n g flow finally p r o v o k e s the 

a n a l y s t ' s in te rven t ion , a s a reac t ion to w h i c h Kafka ( the a n a l y s a n d ) 

finally e n a c t s the shift in his sub jec t ive posi t ion, s i g n a l e d b y the obv ious 

bu t no less odd c l a im tha t " th is w h o l e r e j o i n d e r — w h i c h can p a r t l y a l so be 
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t u r n e d a g a i n s t y o u —does not come from y o u , but from m e . " T h e p a r a l l e l 

is c l e a r w i t h the conc lus ion of the p a r a b l e on the Door of the L a w , w h e n 

the m a n from the c o u n t r y is told tha t " th is door w a s h e r e o n l y for y o u ' : 

h e r e too, Kafka l e a r n s that al l the spec tac le of fa ther ' s ou tbu r s t s a n d so 

forth " w a s he re o n l y for h i m . " T h u s the le t te r to father did indeed a r r i v e at 

i ts des t ina t ion — b e c a u s e the t rue a d d r e s s e e w a s the w r i t e r h imse l f . . . 

In this w a y , Kafka ' s sub jec t ive ident i f ica t ion shifts — m i n i m a l l y , bu t in 

a w a y w h i c h c h a n g e s e v e r y t h i n g —from the "a lmos t no th ing" of b e i n g 

( fa ther ' s ) filth to "no th ing a t a l l " ; if a l l of it " comes from m e , " m y nu l l i t y 

c an no l o n g e r be ( the o the r ' s ) filth. T h e m o v e tha t c o n c l u d e s the le t te r is 

t h u s the one from dea th to sub l ima t ion : Kafka ' s cho ice of no th ing a s one ' s 

p lace , the r educ t ion of his ex i s t ence to the m i n i m u m w h e r e "no th ing bu t 

the p l a c e t a k e s p l a c e , " to p a r a p h r a s e M a l l a r m é , c r e a t e s the s p a c e for 

c r ea t i ve sub l ima t ion ( l i t e r a t u r e ) . To p a r a p h r a s e y e t a g a i n B r e c h t ' s mot to 

from The Threepenny Opera, w h a t is the filth of e n g a g i n g in smal l s exua l 

t r a n s g r e s s i o n s c o m p a r e d to the f i l thy p u r i t y of wr i t i ng , of l i t e ra tu re a s 

" l i t t u r a t e r r e " ( L a c a n ' s p u n ) , a s the l i t te r def i l ing the sur face of e a r t h ? 



3 Radical Intellectuals 
Or, Why Heidegger Tool< the Right Step 
(Albeit in the Wrong Direction) in 1933 

Hälng the tree in a foredl 

W h e n , in G.K. Ches te r ton ' s " T h e S i g n of the B r o k e n S w o r d " ( a s to ry 

from The Innocence of Father Brown), F a t h e r B r o w n e x p l a i n s the m y s t e r y 

to h is compan ion F l a m b e a u , he b e g i n s w i t h " w h a t e v e r y o n e k n o w s " : 

A r t h u r S t . C l a r e w a s a g r e a t a n d successful Engl i sh g e n e r a l . [ E v e r y 

o n e ] k n o w s tha t af ter sp l end id y e t careful c a m p a i g n s both in I n d i a a n d 

Afr ica he w a s in c o m m a n d a g a i n s t Braz i l w h e n the g r e a t B r a z i l i a n 

pa t r io t O l i v i e r i s s u e d h is u l t i m a t u m . [ E v e r y o n e ] k n o w s tha t on tha t 

occas ion St . C l a r e w i t h a v e r y smal l force a t t a c k e d O l i v i e r w i t h a v e r y 

l a r g e one, a n d w a s c a p t u r e d after he ro ic r e s i s t ance . A n d [ e v e r y o n e ] 

k n o w s tha t af ter h i s cap tu re , a n d to the a b h o r r e n c e of the c iv i l i sed 

w o r l d , St . C l a r e w a s h a n g e d on the n e a r e s t t r ee . H e w a s found 

s w i n g i n g the re after the B r a z i l i a n s h a d re t i red , w i t h h i s b r o k e n s w o r d 

h u n g r o u n d h is neck . 

H o w e v e r , F a t h e r B r o w n no t ices tha t someth ing does not fit in this s to ry 

that e v e r y b o d y k n o w s : S t . C l a r e , w h o w a s a l w a y s a p r u d e n t c o m m a n d e r , 

c h a r a c t e r i z e d more b y a sense of d u t y than b y dash ing , m a d e a foolish 

a t t ack w h i c h e n d e d in d isas ter ; Ol iv ie r , w h o w a s m a g n a n i m o u s to the 

point of k n i g h t e r r a n t r y a n d a l w a y s set free p r i sone r s , c r u e l l y k i l l e d St . 

C l a r e . To a c c o u n t for this m y s t e r y . F a t h e r B r o w n e v o k e s a me taphor : 

" W h e r e does a w i s e m a n h ide a l ea f? In the forest. B u t w h a t does he do 

if there is no fores t? H e g r o w s ajforest to h ide it i n , " sa id the pr ies t in 

an obscu re vo ice . "A fearful sin. [. . . ] A n d if a m a n h a d to h ide a d e a d 

body , he w o u l d m a k e a Held of d e a d bod ie s to h ide it i n . " 

95 



IN D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

96 

The d e n o u e m e n t r ehes on the hypo the s i s of the d a r k co r rup t ed s ide of the 

Eng l i sh he ro : S i r A r t h u r S t . C l a r e 

w a s a m a n w h o r e a d h i s B i b l e . T h a t w a s w h a t w a s the m a t t e r w i t h 

h im. W h e n w i l l peop le u n d e r s t a n d tha t it is u s e l e s s for a m a n to 

r e a d h i s B i b l e u n l e s s he a l so r e a d s e v e r y b o d y e l s e ' s B i b l e ? A p r i n t e r 

r e a d s a B i b l e for m i s p r i n t s . A M o r m o n r e a d s h i s B i b l e , a n d f inds 

p o l y g a m y ; a C h r i s t i a n S c i e n t i s t r e a d s his , a n d Finds w e h a v e no 

a r m s a n d l e g s . S t . C l a r e w a s an old A n g l o - I n d i a n P ro t e s t an t so ld ie r . 

[. . . ] Of cou r se , he found In the O l d T e s t a m e n t a n y t h i n g t ha t he 

w a n t e d —lust , t y r a n n y , t r e a s o n . Oh , I d a r e s a y h e w a s hones t , a s 

y o u c a l l i t . B u t w h a t i s the g o o d of a m a n b e i n g hones t in h i s 

w o r s h i p of d i s h o n e s t y ? 

In the B r a z i l i a n j u n g l e , j u s t before the fatal bat t le , the g e n e r a l encoun

te red an u n e x p e c t e d p rob lem: h is a c c o m p a n y i n g y o u n g e r officer. M a j o r 

M u r r a y , had s o m e h o w g u e s s e d the h i d e o u s t ruth; a n d a s t h e y w a l k e d 

s l o w l y th rough the j ung l e , he k i l l ed M u r r a y w i t h h i s sab re . B u t w h a t 

cou ld he do n o w w i t h this b o d y he w o u l d h a v e to a c c o u n t for? " H e cou ld 

m a k e the co rpse less u n a c c o u n t a b l e . H e could c r e a t e a hi l l of co rpses to 

cove r th is one . In t w e n t y m i n u t e s e igh t h u n d r e d Eng l i sh so ld ie r s w e r e 

m a r c h i n g d o w n to the i r d e a t h . " H e r e , howeve r , t h ings w e n t w r o n g for 

the g e n e r a l : the s u r v i v i n g Eng l i sh so ld ie r s s o m e h o w g u e s s e d w h a t he h a d 

done—^it w a s t h e y w h o k i l l e d the g e n e r a l , not Ol iv ie r . O l iv i e r (to w h o m 

the su rv ivo r s s u r r e n d e r e d ) g e n e r o u s l y set t h e m free a n d w i t h d r e w his 

t roops; the s u r v i v i n g so ld ie r s then t r i ed S t . C l a r e a n d h a n g e d h im, a n d 

then , in o rde r to s a v e the g l o r y of the Eng l i sh a r m y , c o v e r e d u p the i r act 

b y the s to ry tha t O l iv i e r h a d h a d h i m k i l l e d . 

The s to ry e n d s In the spi r i t of J o h n Ford ' s w e s t e r n s w h i c h prefer 

hero ic l e g e n d to t ru th ( r eca l l J o h n W a y n e ' s final speech to the j o u r n a l i s t s 

a b o u t the ru th l e s s g e n e r a l p l a y e d b y H e n r y Fonda , from Fort Apache): 

" M i l l i o n s w h o n e v e r k n e w h im sha l l love h im l ike a f a the r—th is m a n 

w h o m the las t few that k n e w h im dea l t w i t h l i ke d u n g . H e shall be a saint ; 

a n d the t ruth shal l n e v e r be to ld of h im, b e c a u s e I h a v e m a d e up m y m i n d 

a t l a s t . " 

W h a t , then , i s the H e g e l i a n lesson of th i s s t o r y ? Is it t ha t the s imp le 

c y n i c a l - d e n u n c i a t o r y r e a d i n g shou ld be r e j ec t ed? Is it tha t the g a z e 

w h i c h r e d u c e s the g e n e r a l ' s co r rup t ion to the t ru th of h is p e r s o n a l i t y is 

Itself m e a n a n d b a s e ? H e g e l d e s c r i b e d long ago th is t r ap a s tha t of the 



R A D I C A L I N T E L L E C T U A L S 

97 

Beaut i fu l Sou l w h o s e g a z e r e d u c e s all g r e a t he ro ic d e e d s to the p r iva t e 

base mot ives of t he i r pe rpe t r a to r s : 

N o he ro is a he ro to his va le t , not, h o w e v e r , b e c a u s e the hero is not a 

hero, bu t b e c a u s e the va l e t is —the va le t , w i th w h o m the he ro h a s to do, 

not a s a hero, bu t a s a m a n w h o eats , d r i n k s , a n d d re s ses , w h o , in short, 

a p p e a r s a s a p r i v a t e i n d i v i d u a l w i t h ce r ta in pe r sona l w a n t s a n d i d e a s of 

h i s o w n . In the s a m e w a y , t he re is no ac t in w h i c h that p roces s of 

j u d g m e n t canno t oppose the pe r sona l a spec t of the i n d i v i d u a l i t y to the 

un ive r sa l a spec t of the act, a n d p l a y the p a r t of the " m o r a l " va l e t 

t o w a r d s the agen t . 

Is, then . F a t h e r B r o w n , if not th i s k i n d of "mora l v a l e t " to the g e n e r a l , 

then, at least , a c y n i c w h o k n o w s tha t the u n p l e a s a n t t ru th h a s to be 

c o v e r e d u p for the s a k e of the p u b l i c g o o d ? Ches t e r ton ' s theo log ica l 

finesse is d i s c e r n i b l e in the w a y he a l l oca t e s the r e spons ib i l i t y for the 

g e n e r a l ' s g r a d u a l downfa l l : it is not the g e n e r a l ' s b e t r a y a l of the C h r i s t i a n 

faith t h rough h i s mora l co r rup t ion d u e to the p r e d o m i n a n c e of b a s e 

ma te r i a l i s t mot ives . Ches t e r t on is w i s e e n o u g h to dep ic t the c a u s e of the 

g e n e r a l ' s mora l downfa l l a s i n h e r e n t to Chr i s t i an i t y : the g e n e r a ! " w a s a 

m a n w h o r e a d h is B i b l e . Tha t w a s w h a t w a s the m a t t e r w i t h h i m . " It w a s 

the p a r t i c u l a r — i n th i s case , P ro tes tan t — r e a d i n g tha t is h e l d r e spons ib le . 

A n d c a n one not s a y the s ame a b o u t H e i d e g g e r ' s a t t empt ( a n d a l so that of 

A d o r n o a n d H o r k h e i m e r , a n d e v e n of A g a m b e n ) to l a y the b l a m e for the 

e th ico-pol i t ica l c a t a s t r o p h e s of the twen t i e th c e n t u r y on the shou lde r s of 

the en t i r e t r ad i t ion of " W e s t e r n m e t a p h y s i c s " w i t h i ts i n s t rumen ta l 

Reason , and so on a n d so forth, l e a d i n g in l i n e a r fashion "from P la to 

to N a t o " (or, ra ther , the g u l a g ) ? S lo t e rd i j k h a s w r i t t e n the fo l lowing 

abou t the leftist g loba l p rob l ema t i za t i on of " W e s t e r n c iv i l i za t ion" : 

T h r o u g h the b o u n d l e s s forms of cu l tu ra l c r i t i c i sm — say , the r educ t ion 

of A u s c h w i t z b a c k to L u t h e r a n d Pla to , or the c r imina l i za t ion of 

W e s t e r n c iv i l i za t ion in its e n t i r e t y —one t r ies to b l u r the t r a c e s w h i c h 

b e t r a y h o w close to a c l a s s - g e n o c i d i c a l s y s t e m w e ou r se lve s w e r e 

s t and ing . 

The on ly t h ing one shou ld a d d he re is tha t the s ame a p p l i e s to H e i d e g g e r 

a n d o the r former fascis ts : t h e y too hid the i r Naz i corpse in the m o u n t a i n 

of co rpses ca l l ed W e s t e r n m e t a p h y s i c s . . . A n d shou ld one not re ject in 
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the s a m e w a y , as a n o v e r - h a s t y gene ra l i za t i on , the l i be ra l p o p u l a r w i s d o m 

a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h p h i l o s o p h e r s w h o m e d d l e in pol i t ics w i l l a l w a y s lead 

to d i s a s t e r ? A c c o r d i n g to th is v i e w , s ta r t ing w i t h Pla to , t h e y e i ther 

m i s e r a b l y fail or s u c c e e d . . . in suppor t ing t y r an t s . The reason , so the 

s to ry g o e s on, is that ph i losopher s t r y to impose the i r Not ions on rea l i ty , 

v io l a t ing it — n o w o n d e r that , from Pla to to f i e i d e g g e r , t h e y a r e r e s o l u t e l y 

an t i -democra t i c (wi th the excep t ion of a few empi r i c i s t s a n d p r a g m a -

t i s t s ) , d i smi s s ing the " p e o p l e " as the v i c t im of sophis ts , a t the m e r c y of a 

con t ingen t p l u r a l i t y . . . S o w h e n those w h o ho ld to this commonsens i ca l 

w i s d o m h e a r of M a r x i s t s w h o defend M a r x , c l a i m i n g that h i s i d e a s w e r e 

not fai thfully r e a l i z e d b y S t a l i n i sm , t h e y r ep ly : " T h a n k God! It w o u l d 

h a v e been e v e n w o r s e h a d t h e y b e e n ful ly r e a l i z e d ! " H e i d e g g e r a t leas t 

w a s w i l l i n g to d r a w the c o n s e q u e n c e s of h is ca t a s t roph ic e x p e r i e n c e and 

c o n c e d e tha t those w h o th ink on to log ica l ly h a v e to e r r on t l ca l ly , that the 

g a p is i r r educ ib l e , that t he re is no "ph i losoph ica l p o l i t i c s " p rope r . It t hus 

s e e m s tha t G.K. Ches t e r ton w a s fully jus t i f ied in h is i ron ic p roposa l to 

ins ta l l a " spec ia l co rps of po l i cemen , po l i cemen w h o a r e a l so phi loso

p h e r s " : 

It Is the i r b u s i n e s s to w a t c h the b e g i n n i n g s of th i s consp i r acy , not 

m e r e l y in a c r i m i n a l b u t in a con t rovers ia l sense . [. . . ] The w o r k of the 

ph i losoph ica l po l i c eman [. . . ] is a t once bo lde r a n d more sub t le than 

tha t of the o r d i n a r y de tec t ive . The o r d i n a r y de tec t ive g o e s to pot

houses to a r r e s t th ieves ; w e g o to a r t i s t ic t e a -pa r t i e s to de tec t pess i 

mis t s . T h e o r d i n a r y de tec t ive d i s cove r s from a l e d g e r or a d i a r y that a 

c r i m e h a s been commi t t ed . W e d i s cove r from a book of sonne ts tha t a 

c r ime w i l l be commi t ted . W e h a v e to t r a c e the o r ig in of those dreadfu l 

t h o u g h t s tha t d r ive men on a t las t to in te l l ec tua l f ana t i c i sm a n d 

in te l lec tua l cr ime.^ 

W o u l d not t h i n k e r s a s different a s Popper , Adorno , a n d L e v i n a s a l so 

subsc r ibe to a s l i gh t ly a m e n d e d ve r s ion of th is idea , w h e r e the pol i t ica l 

c r i m e is ca l l ed " t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m " a n d the ph i losoph ica l c r i m e is c o n d e n s e d 

in the not ion of " t o t a l i t y " ? A s t ra igh t r o a d l e a d s from the ph i losoph ica l 

not ion of to ta l i ty to pol i t ica l to ta l i t a r i an i sm, a n d the t a s k of the "ph i lo 

sophica l p o l i c e " is to de tec t in a book of P la to ' s d i a l o g u e s or a t r ea t i se on 

the socia l con t rac t b y R o u s s e a u tha t a pol i t ica l c r i m e wi l l be commi t t ed . 

T h e o r d i n a r y poli t ical po l i c eman g o e s to sec re t o r g a n i z a t i o n s to a r r e s t 

r evo lu t iona r i e s ; the ph i losoph ica l po l i ceman goes to ph i losoph ica l s y m -
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p o s i a to de tec t p r o p o n e n t s of to ta l i ty . T h e o r d i n a r y an t i - t e r ro r i s t po l ice

m a n t r ies to de tec t those p r e p a r i n g to b low u p b u i l d i n g s a n d b r i d g e s ; the 

ph i lo soph ica l p o l i c e m a n t r i e s to a r r e s t those a b o u t to decons t ruc t the 

r e l i g ious a n d mora l founda t ions of our socie t ies . . 

Th i s pos i t ion is tha t of " w i s d o m " : a w i s e m a n k n o w s tha t one shou ld 

not " en fo rce" r ea l i ty , tha t a l i t t le bit of co r rup t ion is the bes t defense 

a g a i n s t g r e a t co r rup t ion . C h r i s t i a n i t y is in th i s sense a form of ant i -

w i s d o m par excellence: a c r a z y w a g e r on Tru th , in con t ras t to p a g a n i s m 

w h i c h , u l t ima te ly , coun t s on w i s d o m ( " e v e r y t h i n g r e t u r n s to dust , the 

W h e e l of Life goes on forever . . . " ) . The fateful l imi ta t ion of th i s s t ance 

of w i s d o m r e s i d e s in the formal i sm tha t p e r t a i n s to the not ion of b a l a n c e , 

of a v o i d i n g the e x t r e m e s . W h e n one h e a r s formulae such a s " w e need 

ne i the r total s ta te control nor to t a l ly n o n - r e g u l a t e d I rbera l i sm/ ind iv idu-

ahsm, b u t the r i gh t m e a s u r e b e t w e e n these t w o e x t r e m e s , " the p r o b l e m 

tha t i m m e d i a t e l y pops u p is the measurement of thid measure—the po in t of 

b a l a n c e is a l w a y s s i l en t ly p r e s u p p o s e d . S u p p o s e someone w e r e to s ay : 

" W e n e e d ne i t he r too m u c h r e spec t for J e w s , nor the N a z i f i o locaus t , b u t 

the r igh t m e a s u r e in b e t w e e n , some q u o t a s for un ive r s i t i e s a n d proh ib i 

tion of p u b l i c office for the J e w s to p r e v e n t the i r e x c e s s i v e i n f luence , " 

one canno t r e a l l y a n s w e r a t a p u r e l y formal l eve l . H e r e w e h a v e the 

fo rmal i sm of w i s d o m : the t rue t a sk is to t ransform the m e a s u r e i t s e l f not 

o n l y to osc i l la te b e t w e e n the e x t r e m e s of the m e a s u r e . 

In h is o t h e r w i s e a d m i r a b l e Holy Terror, T e r r y Eag l e ton s e e m s to fall 

into the s a m e t r ap w h e n he d e p l o y s the pharmukoJ d i a l ec t i c of the e x c e s s 

of the S a c r e d , of the H o l y Te r ro r a s the e x c e s s of the R e a l w h i c h should 

be r e spec ted , sat isf ied, but k e p t a t a d i s t ance . T h e R e a l is s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 

g e n e r a t i v e and des t ruc t ive : de s t ruc t ive i l g i v e n Iree re in , bu t a l so 

des t ruc t ive if den ied , s ince i ts v e r y den ia l u n l e a s h e s a fury w h i c h imi ta t e s 

i t — a g a i n a c a s e of the c o i n c i d e n c e of oppos i tes . Eag le ton h e r e p e r c e i v e s 

f reedom a s such a s a pharmakoj, w h i c h b e c o m e s des t ruc t ive w h e n 

u n h i n d e r e d . Is, h o w e v e r , th i s not al l too c lose to a conse rva t i ve form 

of w i s d o m ? Is it not a s u p r e m e i r o n y he re that Eag le ton , a r g u a b l y the 

sha rpes t and most p e r s p i c u o u s cr i t ic of pos tmode rn i sm, d i s p l a y s he re h is 

o w n secre t pos tmode rn b ias , endo r s ing one^of the g r e a t pos tmode rn 

motifs, that of the R e a l T h i n g t o w a r d s w h i c h one shou ld m a i n t a i n a 

p r o p e r d i s t a n c e ? N o w o n d e r tha t Eag le ton professes h i s s y m p a t h y for 

conse rva t i ve s such a s B u r k e a n d h is c r i t i que of F r e n c h Revo lu t ion : not 

tha t it w a s unjust , a n d so on, bu t that it exposed the founding e x c e s s i v e 

v io l ence of the l e g a l order , b r i n g i n g to l igh t a n d r e - e n a c t i n g w h a t shou ld 
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be at a l l cos ts c o n c e a l e d — t h i s is the function of t rad i t iona l m y t h s . 
Re jec t ion of these m y t h s , r e l i a n c e on p u r e R e a s o n cr i t ica l of t rad i t ion , 
t h e r e b y n e c e s s a r i l y e n d s u p in the m a d n e s s a n d de s t ruc t i ve o r g y of 
TT 6 

Unreason . 

W h e r e does I^acan s t a n d w i t h r e g a r d to th is c o m p l e x top ic r e fe r red to 

b y the t i r e some a n d s tup id d e s i g n a t i o n " the social ro le of i n t e l l e c t u a l s " ? 

L a c a n ' s theory , of course , c an be u s e d to t h r o w n e w l igh t on n u m e r o u s 

poh t i co - ideo log lca l p h e n o m e n a , b r i n g i n g to the fore the h idden l ib id ina l 

e c o n o m y tha t sus t a ins them; b u t w e a re a s k i n g he re a more b a s i c and 

na ive ques t ion : does Lyacan's t h e o r y i m p l y a p r e c i s e pol i t ica l s t a n c e ? 

S o m e L a c a n i a n s ( a n d not o n l y L a c a n i a n s ) , such a s Y a n n i s S t a v r a k a k i s , 

e n d e a v o r to demons t r a t e tha t L a c a n i a n t h e o r y d i r e c t l y g r o u n d s d e m o 

c ra t i c pol i t ics . T h e t e rms a r e we l l k n o w n : " there is no big O t h e r " m e a n s 

that the soc io - symbol i c o rde r is Inconsistent , no u l t ima te g u a r a n t e e , a n d 

d e m o c r a c y is the w a y to i n t eg ra t e in to the edif ice of p o w e r th i s l a c k of 

u l t ima te foundat ion. Insofar a s al l o r g a n i c v i s ions of a h a r m o n i o u s W h o l e 

of soc ie ty r e l y on a fantasy , d e m o c r a c y t h u s a p p e a r s to offer a po l i t ica l 

s t ance w h i c h " t r a v e r s e s the f an t a sy , " tha t i s , w h i c h r e n o u n c e s the 

imposs ib l e Ideal of a non-an tagon i s t i c soc ie ty . 

T h e po l i t i ca l theor is t w h o se rves as a k e y re fe rence he re i s C l a u d e 

Lefort , w h o w a s h imse l f in f luenced b y L a c a n and u s e s L a c a n i a n t e r m s in 

h i s defini t ion of d e m o c r a c y : d e m o c r a c y a c c e p t s the g a p b e t w e e n the 

s y m b o l i c ( the e m p t y p l a c e of p o w e r ) a n d the rea l ( the a g e n t w h o occup ie s 

th i s p l a c e ) , pos tu l a t ing tha t no emp i r i ca l a g e n t " n a t u r a l l y " fits the e m p t y 

p l ace of p o w e r . O the r s y s t e m s a re incomple te , t h e y h a v e to e n g a g e in 

compromises , in occas iona l s h a k e - u p s , to function; d e m o c r a c y e l eva te s 

i ncomple t enes s into a p r inc ip le , it ins t i tu t iona l i zes the r e g u l a r s h a k e - u p 

in the g u i s e of e lec t ions . In short, S ( b a r r e d A ) is the s igni f ie r of 

d e m o c r a c y . D e m o c r a c y he re goes fur ther t h a n the " r e a l i s t i c " n o s t r u m 

a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h , in o r d e r to a c t u a l i z e a ce r t a in pol i t ica l v is ion , one 

shou ld a l l ow for concre te u n p r e d i c t a b l e c i r c u m s t a n c e s a n d be r e a d y to 

m a k e c o m p r o m i s e s , to l e a v e the s p a c e open for peop le ' s v i c e s a n d 

imper fec t ions — d e m o c r a c y tu rns imper fec t ion i tself in to a not ion. H o w 

ever , one shou ld b e a r in m i n d tha t the d e m o c r a t i c subject , w h i c h e m e r g e s 

t h rough a v io len t abs t r ac t ion from al l its p a r t i c u l a r roots a n d d e t e r m i n a 

t ions , is the l a c a n i a n b a r r e d subject , S , w h i c h is a s such fore ign to, 

i ncompa t ib l e w i th , en joyment : 

D e m o c r a c y a s e m p t y p l a c e m e a n s for us ; the sub jec t of d e m o c r a c y is a 
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b a r r e d subjec t . O u r smal l a l g e b r a e n a b l e s u s to g r a s p i m m e d i a t e l y that 

th is l e a v e s out the smal l (a). Tha t is to s a y : al l tha t h i n g e s on the 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y of en joymen t s . T h e e m p t y b a r r e d subjec t of d e m o c r a c y 

f inds it difficult to l i nk i tself to a l l tha t goes on, forms itself, t r emb le s , in 

all tha t w e d e s i g n a t e w i t h th is comfor tab le smal l let ter , the smal l (a). 

W e a r e told: once the re is the e m p t y p l ace , e v e r y b o d y , if he r e spec t s 

the l a w s , can b r i n g in h is t r ad i t ions a n d h is v a l u e s . [. . . ] H o w e v e r , 

w h a t w e k n o w is that , effect ively, the more d e m o c r a c y is empty , the 

m o r e it is a dese r t of en joyment , and , co r re l a t ive ly , the more en joymen t 

c o n d e n s e s i tself in ce r t a in e l e m e n t s . [. . . ] the m o r e the s igni f ier is 

"d isaf fec ted ," a s o thers p u t it, the m o r e the s igni f ier is pur i f ied, the 

m o r e it imposes i t se l l m the p u r e form of l a w , of e g a l i t a r i a n d e m o c r a c y , 

of the g loba l i za t ion of the m a r k e t , [. . . ] the more pas s ion a u g m e n t s 

itself, the more h a t r e d in tensi f ies , f undamen ta l i sms mu l t i p ly , de s t ruc 

t ion e x t e n d s itself, m a s s a c r e s w i t h o u t p r e c e d e n t a r e a ccompl i shed , a n d 

u n h e a r d - o f c a t a s t r o p h e s occur . 

W h a t th is m e a n s is tha t the d e m o c r a t i c e m p t y p l ace a n d the d i s cou r se of 

to ta l i t a r i an ful lness a r e s t r i c t ly cor re la t ive , t w o s ides of the s ame coin: it is 

m e a n i n g l e s s to p l a y one a g a i n s t the o ther a n d a d v o c a t e a " r a d i c a l " 

d e m o c r a c y w h i c h w o u l d a v o i d th i s u n p l e a s a n t supp l emen t . So , w h e n 

leftists dep lo re the fact that t o d a y o n l y the R i g h t h a s pass ion , is ab le to 

p ropose a n e w mob i l i z ing i m a g i n a r y , a n d tha t the Left o n l y e n g a g e s in 

admin i s t r a t ion , w h a t t h e y do not see is the s t r uc tu r a l n e c e s s i t y of w h a t 

t h e y p e r c e i v e a s a m e r e tac t ica l w e a k n e s s of the Left. N o w o n d e r tha t the 

E u r o p e a n pro jec t w h i c h is w i d e l y deba t ed t o d a y fails to enf lame the 

pa s s ions : it is u l t i m a t e l y a p ro jec t of admin i s t r a t ion , not of ideo log ica l 

commi tmen t . T h e o n l y pass ion is tha t of the r igh t i s t r eac t ion a g a i n s t 

E u r o p e — a l l the leftist a t t emp t s to infuse the not ion of a u n i t e d Europe 

w i t h pol i t ica l pass ion ( such the H a b e r m a s - D e r r i d a in i t i a t ive in the 

s u m m e r of 2 0 0 3 ) fail to g a i n m o m e n t u m . T h e r eason for th is fa i lure is 

that the " fundamen ta l i s t " a t t a c h m e n t to jouiMancc i s the ohverde, the 

fant(umailc supplément, of democracy itself. 

W h a t to do, then , once one d r a w s the c o n s e q u e n c e s of th is Unbehagen 

in d e m o c r a c y ? S o m e L a c a n i a n s ( and not e x c l u s i v e l y L a c a n i a n s ) e n d e a 

v o r to a t t r ibu te to L a c a n the posi t ion of an in te rna l cr i t ic of d e m o c r a c y , a 

p r o v o c a t e u r w h o r a i s e s u n p l e a s a n t ques t i ons w i t h o u t p ropos ing h is o w n 

pos i t ive pol i t ica l project . Pol i t ics a s such is he re d e v a l u e d a s a d o m a i n of 

i m a g i n a r y a n d s y m b o l i c ident i f ica t ions , a s the s e l f by defini t ion, i nvo lves 
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B r o w n r e a d s the pos tmodern pol i t i cs of iden t i t y b a s e d on the w r o n g s 

commi t t ed to specif ic g r o u p s ( the s e x - g e n d e r - r a c e t r i n i t y ) a s an e x p r e s 

sion of the a m b i g u o u s r e l a t ionsh ip w i t h the l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c ega l i t a r i an 

f r a m e w o r k of h u m a n r igh t s : one feels b e t r a y e d b y it (w i th r e g a r d to 

w o m e n , b l a c k s , g a y s . . . the un ive r sa l i s t l i be ra l rhe tor ic d i d not de l iver , it 

m a s k s c o n t i n u o u s e x c l u s i o n a n d exp lo i t a t i on ) , w h i l e none the l e s s r ema in 

ing d e e p l y a t t a c h e d to these v e r y i dea l s . In a ref ined a n a l y s i s . B r o w n 

demons t r a t e s h o w the sense of mora l o u t r a g e e m e r g e s in o rde r to find a 

p r e c a r i o u s c o m p r o m i s e b e t w e e n a host of incons i s ten t a n d opposed 

a t t i t udes ( s a d i s m a n d m a s o c h i s m , a t t a c h m e n t and re ject ion, b l a m i n g 

the o ther a n d feel ing one ' s o w n g u i l t ) . S h e r e a d s m o r a l i z i n g pol i t ics 

"not on ly a s a s ign of s tubborn c l i ng ing to a cer ta in equa t ion of t ru th w i t h 

p o w e r l e s s n e s s , or a s the a c t i n g out of an in ju red wi l l , bu t a s a s y m p t o m of 

a b r o k e n h i s to r ica l n a r r a t i v e to w h i c h w e h a v e not y e t forged a l te r 

n a t i v e s . " "It is w h e n the te los of the good v a n i s h e s but the y e a r n i n g for it 

r e m a i n s that m o r a l i t y a p p e a r s to devo lve into m o r a h s m in po l i t i c s . " After 

the d i s in t eg ra t ion of the g r a n d , a l l - encompass ing , leftist n a r r a t i v e s of 

p r o g r e s s , w h e n pol i t ica l ac t iv i ty d i s so lved into a m u l t i t u d e of iden t i t y 

i s sues , the e x c e s s ove r these p a r t i c u l a r s t r u g g l e s can o n l y find an out le t in 

impo ten t mora l i s t i c o u t r a g e . 

H o w e v e r , B r o w n t a k e s h e r e a c ruc i a l s tep fur ther a n d p u s h e s all the 

p a r a d o x e s of d e m o c r a c y to the end, more r a d i c a l l y t han C h a n t a i JVlouffe 

d i d w i t h h e r " d e m o c r a t i c p a r a d o x . " A l r e a d y w i t h S p i n o z a a n d T o c q u e -

v i l l e , it b e c a m e c l e a r that d e m o c r a c y is in i tself Inchoa te—empty , l a c k i n g 

a f i rm p r inc ip l e —it n e e d s an t i -democra t i c content to fill in its form; as 

such , it r e a l l y is cons t i t u t ive ly " formal . " T h i s an t i -democra t i c content is 

p r o v i d e d by ph i losophy , ideo logy , t h e o r y ^—no w o n d e r that most of the 

g r e a t ph i losopher s , from P la to to H e i d e g g e r , w e r e mistrustful of democ

r a c y , if not d i r e c t l y an t i -democra t i c : 
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a mis recogn l t ion , a form of se l f -b l inding . L a c a n is t h u s a p rovoca t eu r , in 

the t radi t ion e x t e n d i n g from S o c r a t e s to l ü e r k e g a a r d , a n d he d i s c e r n s 

d e m o c r a c y ' s i l lus ions a n d h i d d e n m e t a p h y s i c a l p re suppos i t i ons . The 

o u t s t a n d i n g a d v o c a t e of th is second posi t ion is W e n d y B r o w n w h o , 

a l t h o u g h not a L a c a n i a n , d e p l o y s an e x t r e m e l y impor t an t a n d pe r sp i c 

u o u s N i e t z s c h e a n c r i t i que of the po l i t i c a l l y cor rec t pol i t ics of v i c t imiza 

tion, of b a s m g one ' s i d e n t i t y on in ju ry . 
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W h a t if d e m o c r a t i c pol i t ics , the most un theo re t i ca l of al l pol i t ica l 

forms, p a r a d o x i c a l l y r e q u i r e s theory , r e q u i r e s an an t i thes i s to i t se l l in 

both the form a n d subs t ance of theory , if it is to sat isfy i ts ambi t ion to 

p r o d u c e a free and e g a l i t a r i a n o r d e r ? 

B r o w n d e p l o y s all the p a r a d o x e s from th is fact that " d e m o c r a c y r e q u i r e s 

for i ts hea l th a n o n d e m o c r a t i c e l emen t" : a d e m o c r a c y n e e d s a p e r m a n e n t 

inf lux of a n t i - d e m o c r a t i c se l f -ques t ion ing in onkr to remain a living 

democracy—the c u r e for d e m o c r a c y ' s i l ls is homoeopa th i c in form: 

If, a s the m u s i n g s of S p i n o z a a n d T o c q u e v i l l e sugges t , d e m o c r a c i e s 

t end t o w a r d s c a t h e x i s onto p r i n c i p l e s an t i the t i ca l to d e m o c r a c y , then 

cr i t ica l s c r u t i n y of these p r i n c i p l e s a n d of the pol i t ica l format ions 

a n i m a t e d b y them is c ruc i a l to the pro jec t of r e found ing or r e c o v e r i n g 

d e m o c r a c y . 

B r o w n def ines the tension b e t w e e n pol i t ics a n d t h e o t y a s the tens ion 

b e t w e e n the pol i t ica l neces s i t y to fix m e a n i n g , to " s u t u r e " t e x t u a l drift in 

a formal p r inc ip l e w h i c h can on ly g u i d e us in ac t ion, a n d t h e o r y ' s 

p e r m a n e n t "decons t ruc t i on" w h i c h canno t e v e r be r e c u p e r a t e d in a 

n e w pos i t ive p r o g r a m : 

A m o n g h u m a n p rac t i c e s , po l i t i cs is p e c u l i a r l y un theo re t i ca l b e c a u s e 

the b i d s for p o w e r tha t cons t i tu te it a r e n e c e s s a r i l y a t odds wi th the 

theore t ica l pro jec t of open ing u p mean ing , of " m a k i n g m e a n i n g s l i d e , " 

in S t u a r t H a l l ' s w o r d s . D i s c u r s i v e p o w e r funct ions b y c o n c e a l i n g the 

t e r m s of i ts fabr ica t ion a n d h e n c e i ts m a l l e a b i l i t y a n d con t ingency ; 

d i s cou r se f ixes m e a n i n g b y n a t u r a l i z i n g it, or e lse c e a s e s to h a v e s w a y 

in a d i s cou r se . Th i s fixing or n a t u r a l i z i n g of m e a n i n g s is the n e c e s s a r y 

id iom in w h i c h pol i t ics t a k e s p l a c e . Even the pol i t ics of decons t ruc t i ve 

d i s p l a c e m e n t imp l i ca t e s such normat iv i ty , a t leas t provis ional ly .*^ 

Theore t i ca l a n a l y s e s w h i c h unea r th the con t ingen t a n d incons i s ten t 

na tu re a n d l a c k of u l t ima te foundat ion of all no rma t ive cons t ruc t s a n d 

pol i t ica l p ro jec ts , " a r e an t i -po l i t i ca l e n d e a v o r s insofar a s e a c h des t ab i l i zes 

m e a n i n g w i t h o u t p ropos ing a l t e rna t ive codes or ins t i tu t ions . Y e t e a c h 

m a y a l so be essent ia l in s u s t a i n i n g an ex i s t ing d e m o c r a t i c r e g i m e b y 

r e j u v e n a t i n g it."' '^ It is t h u s a s if B r o w n is p ropos ing a k i n d of Kan t i an 

c r i t i que of decons t ruc t i ve ( a n t i - d e m o c r a t i c ) r e a s o n , " d i s t i n g u i s h i n g 



b e t w e e n its l eg i t ima te a n d i l l eg i t ima te u se : it i s l eg i t ima te to use it a s a 

n e g a t i v e l y r e g u l a t i v e cor rec t ive , a p rovoca t ion , a n d so on, b u t it is 

i l l eg i t ima te to use it a s a cons t i tu t ive p r i n c i p l e to be d i r e c t l y app l i ed 

to reality^ as a pol i t ica l p r o g r a m or project . B r o w n d i s c e r n s the s ame 

a m b i g u o u s l ink in the r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n state a n d peop le : in the same 

w a y tha t d e m o c r a c y n e e d s a n t i - d e m o c r a c y to r e j u v e n a t e itself, the state 

n e e d s the peop le ' s r e s i s t ance to r e j u v e n a t e itself: 

O n l y t h r o u g h the state a r e the peop le cons t i tu t ed a s a people ; on ly in 

r e s i s t ance to the s ta te d o the peop le r e m a i n a peop le . T h u s , j u s t as 

d e m o c r a c y r e q u i r e s a n t i d e m o c r a t i c c r i t i que in o r d e r to r e m a i n demo

cra t ic , so too the d e m o c r a t i c s tate m a y r e q u i r e democra t i c r es i s t ance 

r a t h e r t han feal ty if it is not to b e c o m e the d e a t h of d e m o c r a c y . 

S i m i l a r l y , d e m o c r a c y m a y r e q u i r e t heo ry ' s p rov i s ion of u n l i v e a b l e 

c r i t i ques and u n r e a c h a b l e ideals . ' '* 

ITere, h o w e v e r , in th i s pa r a l l e l b e t w e e n the two coup l e s of d e m o c r a c y / 

a n t i - d e m o c r a c y a n d s ta te /people . B r o w n ' s a r g u m e n t a t i o n becomes 

c a u g h t u p in a s t r a n g e s y m p t o m a l d y n a m i c of r e v e r s a l s : w h i l e d e m o c r a c y 

n e e d s a n t i - d e m o c r a t i c c r i t i que to r e m a i n a l ive , to s h a k e i ts false ce r t a in 

t ies , the d e m o c r a t i c s ta te n e e d s the d e m o c r a t i c r e s i s t ance of the people , 

not a n t i - d e m o c r a t i c r e s i s t ance . D o e s B r o w n not confound he re two (or, 

ra ther , a w h o l e se r ies of) r e s i s t ances to the d e m o c r a t i c s ta te : the ant i 

d e m o c r a t i c "e l i t i s t " t heo re t i c i ans ' r e s i s t ance ( P l a t o - N i e t z s c h e - H e i d e g 

g e r ) , and p o p u l a r - d e m o c r a t i c r e s i s t ance a g a i n s t the insuff ic ient ly d e m o 

cra t ic c h a r a c t e r of the s t a t e? F u r t h e r m o r e , is not e a c h of these t w o k i n d s 

of r e s i s t ance a c c o m p a n i e d b y its d a r k s h a d o w y doub le : b ru ta l cyn i ca l 

e l i t i sm tha t just i f ies those in p o w e r ; the v io lent ou tbu r s t s of the r a b b l e ? 

A n d w h a t if t he t w o jo in h a n d s , w h a t If w e h a v e anti-democratic resLtlance of 

the people themselves ( " au tho r i t a r i an p o p u l i s m " ) ? 

F u r t h e r m o r e , does B r o w n not d i smis s al l too l i g h t l y an t i -democra t i c 

theor is t s s u c h a s N ie t z sche a s p ropos ing " u n l i v e a b l e " c r i t i q u e s of de 

m o c r a c y ? H o w do w e r e s p o n d to the c o m i n g - a b o u t of a r e g i m e that 

e n d e a v o r s to " l i v e " them, such as N a z i s m ? Is it not too s imple to r e l i eve 

N ie t z sche of r e spons ib i l i t y b y c l a i m i n g tha t the N a z i s d i s to r ted h is 

t h o u g h t ? Of cour se t h e y d id , but so d i d S t a l i n i s m dis tor t M a r x , for 

e v e r y t h e o r y c h a n g e s ( is " b e t r a y e d " ) in i ts p rac t i co-po l i t i ca l app l i ca t ion , 

and the H e g e l i a n point to be m a d e he re is that , in such cases , the " t ru th" 

is not s i m p l y on the s ide of t h e o r y — w h a t if the a t t emp t to a c t u a l i z e a 
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theory r e n d e r s v i s ib le the ob jec t ive content of th is theory , c o n c e a l e d from 

the g a z e of the theor i s t i t se l f? 

The w e a k n e s s of B r o w n ' s desc r ip t ion is p e r h a p s tha t she loca tes the 

u n d e m o c r a t i c i n g r e d i e n t tha t k e e p s d e m o c r a c y a l i v e o n l y in the " c r a z y " 

theore t i c i ans q u e s t i o n i n g i ts foundat ions from " u n l i v e a b l e " p r e m i s e s — 

bu t w h a t abou t the v e r y real u n d e m o c r a t i c e l e m e n t s tha t sus t a in d e m o c 

r a c y ? Does the re in not r e s ide the major p r e m i s e of F o u c a u l t ' s ( B r o w n ' s 

major r e f e rence ) a n a l y s e s of m o d e r n p o w e r : d e m o c r a t i c p o w e r h a s to be 

sus ta ined b y a c o m p l e x n e t w o r k of con t ro l l ing a n d r e g u l a t i n g m e c h a n 

i s m s ? In \y\sNoted Towards a Definition of Culture, T . S . Eliot, t ha t a r c h e t y p a l 

^ 'noble c o n s e r v a t i v e , " c o n v i n c i n g l y a r g u e d that a s t rong a r i s toc ra t i c c l a s s 

i s a n e c e s s a r y i n g r e d i e n t of a feasible d e m o c r a c y : the h ighes t cu l tu ra l 

v a l u e s c an o n l y th r ive if t h e y a r e t r an smi t t ed t h r o u g h a c o m p l e x and 

con t inuous famil ial a n d g r o u p b a c k g r o u n d . S o w h e n B r o w n c l a i m s tha t 

" d e m o c r a c y r e q u i r e s a n t i d e m o c r a t i c c r i t i que in o r d e r to r e m a i n d e m o 

c ra t i c , " a l ibe ra l conse rva t i ve w o u l d d e e p l y a g r e e in t he i r w a r n i n g s 

aga ins t " d e M O R E c r a c y " : t he re shou ld be a tens ion in the opposi t ion 

b e t w e e n the s ta te and d e m o c r a c y , a s tate shou ld not s i m p l y be d i s so lved 

in d e m o c r a c y , it shou ld re ta in the e x c e s s of uncond i t i ona l p o w e r over the 

people , the firm ru le of l a w , to p r e v e n t i ts o w n d isso lu t ion . If the s ta te , 

democra t i c t h o u g h it m a y be , i s not su s t a ined b y th is spec t e r of the 

uncond i t iona l e x e r c i s e of power , it does not h a v e the a u t h o r i t y to 

function: p o w e r is, b y def ini t ion, in e x c e s s , or e l se it i s not p o w e r . 

The ques t ion he re is : w h o is s u p p l e m e n t i n g w h o m ? Is d e m o c r a c y a 

supp l emen t to f u n d a m e n t a l l y n o n - d e m o c r a t i c s ta te power , or is u n d e m o 

cra t ic t h e o r y a s u p p l e m e n t to d e m o c r a c y ? A t w h a t point is the p r e d i c a t e 

i nve r t ed w i t h the sub j ec t ? F u r t h e r m o r e , a p r o p o s " s topp ing the s l id ing of 

m e a n i n g , " does n o n - d e m o c r a t i c theory a s a ru le not a r t i cu l a t e i ts ho r ro r 

at d e m o c r a c y p r e c i s e l y b e c a u s e it p e r c e i v e s it a s too " s o p h i s t i c " (for Pla to 

• • . ) , too i n v o l v e d in the s l i d ing of m e a n i n g , so that theory , far from 

r e p r o a c h i n g d e m o c r a c y for the fixity of m e a n i n g , d e s p e r a t e l y w a n t s to 

impose a s t ab le o r d e r on social l i fe? And , fur thermore , is th is " incessan t 

s l id ing of m e a n i n g " not s o m e t h i n g tha t is a l r e a d y a fea ture of the 

cap i ta l i s t e c o n o m y i tself w h i c h , in i ts con temporary ' d y n a m i c , r a i ses to 

n e w h e i g h t s M a r x ' s o ld desc r ip t ion of its d i s so lven t p o w e r on al l fixed 

iden t i t i e s? 

T h e " h o m o e o p a t h i c " log ic e v o k e d b y B r o w n is t h u s a m b i g u o u s . O n 

the one hand , the r e m e d y a g a i n s t an ossified d e m o c r a c y i s theore t i ca l 

an t i -democra t i c c r i t i q u e w h i c h sha t t e r s its ce r t a in t i e s and r e j u v e n a t e s it. 
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But , a t the s a m e t ime, t he re is the oppos i te homoeopa thy : as the s a y i n g 

goes , the o n l y t rue r e m e d y a g a i n s t the obv ious d e m o c r a t i c i l l s is more 

d e m o c r a c y . Th i s defense of d e m o c r a c y is a va r ia t ion of C h u r c h i l l ' s 

f amous q u i p tha t it is the w o r s t of all sy s t ems , the o n l y qua l i f ica t ion 

b e i n g tha t the re i s none bet ter : t he democra t i c pro jec t i s incons is ten t , in 

i ts v e r y notion an "unf in i shed pro jec t , " bu t Its v e r y " p a r a d o x " Is Its 

s t r eng th , a g u a r a n t e e a g a i n s t to ta l i t a r i an t empta t ion . D e m o c r a c y Inc ludes 

Its imperfec t ion In Its v e r y notion, w h i c h Is w h y the o n l y c u r e a g a i n s t 

d e m o c r a t i c def ic ienc ies Is more d e m o c r a c y . 

T h u s al l the d a n g e r s tha t l u r k In d e m o c r a c y can be unde r s tood as 

g r o u n d e d In these cons t i tu t ive Incons is tenc ies of the d e m o c r a t i c project , 

a s w a y s of d e a l i n g w i t h these Inconsis tencies , bu t w i th the p r i c e that , in 

t r y i n g to g e t r id of the Imperfect ions of d e m o c r a c y , of Its non -democra t i c 

Ingred ien ts , w e Inadve r t en t ly lose d e m o c r a c y I tse l f—recal l s i m p l y h o w 

the popu l i s t a p p e a l to a d i r ec t e x p r e s s i o n of the peop le ' s Genera l W i l l , 

b y p a s s i n g a l l p a r t i c u l a r Interests a n d p e t t y conflicts , e n d s u p stifl ing 

d e m o c r a t i c life itself. In a H e g e l i a n mode , one is thus t e m p t e d to c lass i fy 

B r o w n ' s ve r s ion a s the e x t r e m e a g g r a v a t i o n of the " d e m o c r a t i c p a r a d o x " 

to the po in t of d i rec t se l f - incons is tency . W h a t , then , w o u l d be the 

( re )so lur ion of th i s opposi t ion b e t w e e n " thes i s " ( L a c a n a s a theor i s t of 

d e m o c r a c y ) and " a n t i t h e s i s " ( L a c a n as its In ternal c r i t i c ) ? W e sugges t 

tha t It Is the r i s k y but n e c e s s a r y g e s t u r e of r e n d e r i n g p r o b l e m a t i c the v e r y 

notion of " d e m o c r a c y , " of m o v i n g e l s e w h e r e — of h a v i n g the c o u r a g e to 

e l abo ra t e a pos i t ive Iweable p ro jec t " b e y o n d d e m o c r a c y . " 

Is B r o w n not all too un -Nle t z schean In he r r educ t ion of " N i e t z s c h e " to 

a p rovoca t ive correc t ion of d e m o c r a c y w h i c h , t h rough h is e x a g g e r a t i o n , 

r e n d e r s v i s ib le the Incons is tenc ies a n d w e a k n e s s e s of the d e m o c r a t i c 

p r o j e c t ? W h e n she p roc l a ims Nie t z sche ' s Implici t ( a n d a l so e x p l i c i t ) ant i 

democra t i c p ro jec t " u n l i v e a b l e , " does she not t h e r e b y a l l too g l i b l y p a s s 

ove r the fact tha t there w e r e v e r y rea l pol i t ical p ro jec t s w h i c h d i r ec t l y 

re fe r red to Nie t z sche , u p to a n d i n c l u d i n g Naz i sm, a n d tha t N ie t z sche 

h imse l f cons t an t ly refer red to ac tua l poll trcal even t s a r o u n d hrm — say , 

the " s l ave r e b e l l i o n " of the P a r i s C o m m u n e that he found so s h a t t e r i n g ? ' ^ 

B r o w n thus a c c o m p l i s h e s a domestication of N ie t z sche , the t ransformat ion 

of h is t h e o r y Into an e x e r c i s e In " Inherent t r ansg re s s ion" : p rovoca t ions 

w h i c h a r e not r e a l l y " m e a n t s e r i o u s l y , " bu t a im, t h r o u g h the i r "p rovo

c a t i v e " cha rac t e r , to a w a k e n u s from our d e m o c r a t i c - d o g m a t i c s l u m b e r 

a n d t h u s con t r ibu te to the rev l t a l l za t lon of d e m o c r a c y i tself . . . T h i s is 

h o w the e s t ab l i shmen t l i k e s Its " s u b v e r s i v e " theor is t s : h a r m l e s s gadf l ies 
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•vvho s t ing us a n d t h u s a w a k e n u s to the incons i s t enc ie s a n d imperfec t ion 

of o u r d e m o c r a t i c en te rp r i se — God forbid tha t t h e y m i g h t t a k e the 

project s e r i o u s l y a n d t r y to live it . . . 

Michel Foucault ant) the Iraninn event 

O n e of the m a i n an t i - to tah ta r i an c l i chés is tha t of " i n t e l l e c t u a l s " (in the 

infamous P a u l J o h n s o n sense of the t e r m ) s e d u c e d b y the " a u t h e n t i c " 

touch of v io len t spec t ac l e s a n d ou tburs t s , in love w i t h the ru th les s 

exe rc i s e of p o w e r w h i c h s u p p l e m e n t s the i r l i m p - w r i s t e d ex i s t ence — 

the long l ine from P la to and R o u s s e a u to f i e i d e g g e r , not to ment ion 

the s t a n d a r d list of the d u p e s of S t a l i n i s m (Brech t , S a r t r e . . . ) . T h e faci le 

L a c a n i a n defense a g a i n s t th is c h a r g e w o u l d be to point out tha t the l eas t 

one c a n s a y a b o u t L a c a n i a n p s y c h o a n a l y s i s is tha t it r e n d e r s u s i m m u n e 

to such " to ta l i t a r i an t empta t ions" : no L a c a n i a n h a s e v e r commi t t ed a 

s imi la r po l i t i ca l b l u n d e r of b e i n g s e d u c e d b y a m i r a g e of a to ta l i t a r i an 

revolu t ion . . . 

H o w e v e r , i n s t ead of such an e a s y w a y out, one should r a t h e r h e r o i c a l l y 

accep t th is " w h i t e i n t e l l ec tua l ' s b u r d e n . " Le t u s a p p r o a c h it a t i ts most 

p rob lema t i c . T h e con tours of the d e b a t e abou t the s ta tus of H e i d e g g e r ' s 

N a z i e n g a g e m e n t ( w a s it j u s t a pass ing m i s t a k e of no theore t ica l 

s ign i f icance or w a s it g r o u n d e d in his t hough t itself'.' D id it con t r ibu te 

to the tu rn H e i d e g g e r ' s t hough t took a f t e r w a r d s ? ) a re s t r a n g e l y r emi 

n iscent of M i c h e l F o u c a u l t ' s b r i e f e n g a g e m e n t on beha l f of the I ran ian 

revolu t ion . H o w cou ld the fol lowing l ines not e v o k e a s t r i k i n g pa r a l l e l 

w i t h H e i d e g g e r ? 

M a n y scho la r s of F o u c a u l t v i e w these w r i t i n g s [on I r a n ] a s a b e r r a n t or 

the p r o d u c t of a pol i t ica l m i s t a k e . W e s u g g e s t tha t F o u c a u l t ' s w r i t i n g s 

on I ran w e r e in fact c lo se ly r e l a t e d to h i s g e n e r a l t heore t i ca l w r i t i n g s 

on the d i s cou r se of p o w e r a n d the h a z a r d s of m o d e r n i t y . W e a l so a r g u e 

tha t F o u c a u l t ' s e x p e r i e n c e in I ran left a l a s t ing i m p a c t on h i s sub 

s e q u e n t o e u v r e a n d that one canno t u n d e r s t a n d the s u d d e n tu rn in 

Foucau l t ' s w r i t i n g s in the 1980s w i t h o u t r e c o g n i z i n g the s ign i f i cance 

of the I r an ian ep i sode a n d h is more g e n e r a l p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h the 

Orient.*^ 

In both cases , one shou ld inve r t the s t a n d a r d n a r r a t i v e a c c o r d i n g to 

w h i c h the e r r o n e o u s e n g a g e m e n t a w a k e n e d the t h i n k e r to the l imi ta t ions 
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of his p r e v i o u s theore t i ca l pos i t ion a n d compe l l ed h im to r ad i ca l i z e his 

thought , to enac t a " t u r n " that w o u l d p r e v e n t s u c h m i s t a k e s from 

o c c u r r i n g a g a i n ( H e i d e g g e r ' s shift to GeLuueiiheit, Foucau l t ' s to the 

aes the t i c of the se l f ) : F o u c a u l t ' s I r an ian e n g a g e m e n t , hke H e i d e g g e r ' s 

Naz i e n g a g e m e n t , w a s in i tself (in i ts fo rm) an a p p r o p r i a t e g e s t u r e , the 

best t h ing he e v e r d id , the on ly p rob l em be ing tha t it w a s ( a s to i ts 

con t en t ) a c o m m i t m e n t in the w r o n g d i rec t ion . 

R a t h e r t han r e p r o a c h F o u c a u l t for h is " b l u n d e r , " one shou ld r e a d h is 

tu rn to Kant a coup le of y e a r s l a te r a s h is r e sponse to this fai led 

e n g a g e m e n t . F o u c a u l t i s in t e res t ed in the not ion of e n t h u s i a s m a s Kant 

d e p l o y s it a p r o p o s the F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n ( in h is Conflict of Faculties, 

w h i c h w e a l r e a d y quo ted in C h a p t e r 1 ) : a s w e h a v e a l r e a d y noted, for 

Kant, i ts t rue s ign i f i cance does not r e s ide in w h a t a c t u a l l y w e n t on in 

P a r i s — m a n y t h i n g s there w e r e te r r i fy ing , ou tbu r s t s of m u r d e r o u s p a s 

s ions—but in the en thus ia s t i c r e sponse tha t the even t s in P a n s g e n e r a t e d 

in the e y e s of the s y m p a t h e t i c o b s e r v e r s a l l a r o u n d Europe . . . D id 

F o u c a u l t t h e r e b y not p ropose a k i n d of m e t a - t h e o r y of h i s o w n en thu 

s i a sm a b o u t the I r an ian revo lu t ion of 1 9 7 8 - 7 9 ? W h a t ma t t e r s is not the 

m i s e r a b l e r ea l i t y tha t fo l lowed the u p h e a v a l s , the b l o o d y confronta t ions , 

the n e w oppres s ive m e a s u r e s , a n d so on, but the e n t h u s i a s m tha t the 

even t s in I ran s t imu la t ed in the e x t e r n a l ( W e s t e r n ) observer , conf i rming 

h i s hopes in the poss ib i l i t y of a n e w form of sp i r i t ua l i zed pol i t ica l 

co l lec t ive . 

W a s Iran, then, for F o u c a u l t the object of " in t e rpas s ive au then t i c i ty , " 

the m y t h i c a l O t h e r P l a c e w h e r e the au then t i c h a p p e n s — C u b a , N ica r 

a g u a , B o l i v i a t o d a y . . . — a n d for w h i c h W e s t e r n i n t e l l e c tua l s h a v e an 

i n e x h a u s t i b l e n e e d ? A n d , i nc iden ta l ly , one cou ld r e d e e m in the s a m e w a y 

not o n l y the e n t h u s i a s m e v o k e d b y S ta l i n i s t R u s s i a in m a n y W e s t e r n 

in t e l l ec tua l s and ar t i s t s in the 1930s a n d 1940s , bu t even the e n t h u s i a s m 

s toked in those w h o w e r e o t h e r w i s e b i t t e r c r i t ics of S t a l i n i s m b y the 

M a o i s t C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion : w h a t m a t t e r s w a s not the b ru ta l v io l ence a n d 

t e r ro r in C h i n a , but the e n t h u s i a s m fired u p b y th i s spec t ac l e a m o n g s t the 

W e s t e r n o b s e r v e r s . . . ( A n d — w h y n o t ? —one c o u l d c la im the s a m e for 

the fasc inat ion of N a z i G e r m a n y for some W e s t e r n o b s e r v e r s in the first 

four y e a r s of Hi t l e r ' s r u l e w h e n u n e m p l o y m e n t fell r a p i d l y , a n d so o n ! ) 

H o w e v e r , the p rob l em w i t h this r e a d i n g is that , in h i s in te rp re ta t ion of 

the I r an ian events , F o u c a u l t t u rn s th i s p e r s p e c t i v e a r o u n d a n d opposes 

the e n t h u s i a s m of those e n g a g e d in the even t to the cold v i e w of the 

ex t e rna l o b s e r v e r w h o d i s c e r n s the l a r g e r causa l context , the i n t e r p l a y of 

I OB 
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c las ses a n d the i r in te res ts , a n d so on a n d so forth. T h i s shift of the 

e n t h u s i a s m a r o u s e d in an e x t e r n a l obse rve r to the e n t h u s i a s m of those 

c a u g h t in the even t s is c ruc i a l — h o w a re w e to thltik the l i nk of these t w o 

loca t ions of e n t h u s i a s m , the e n t h u s i a s m of d i r ec t p a r t i c i p a n t s a n d tha t of 

e x t e r n a l a n d d i s e n g a g e d ( d i s i n t e r e s t e d ) o b s e r v e r s ? T h e o n l y solut ion is 

t o " d e c o n s t r u c t " the v e r y i m m e d i a c y of the l i ved e x p e r i e n c e of the d i r ec t 

pa r t i c ipan t s : w h a t if t h i s i m m e d i a c y is a l r e a d y s t a g e d for an obse rver , for 

an i m a g i n e d O t h e r ' s g a z e ? W h a t if, in the i r i nne rmos t l i ved e x p e r i e n c e , 

t h e y a l r e a d y i m a g i n e t h e m s e l v e s b e i n g o b s e r v e d ? A long these l ines , in h is 

las t t ex t on I ran ("Is it U s e l e s s to R e v o l t ? " , from M a y 1 9 7 9 ) , F o u c a u l t 

o p p o s e s the h is tor ica l r ea l i t y of a c o m p l e x p roces s of social , cu l tu ra l , 

economic , pol i t ica l , a n d so on, t r ans fo rmat ions to the m a g i c a l even t of the 

revol t w h i c h s o m e h o w s u s p e n d s the n e t w o r k of h i s to r ica l c a u s a l i t y — t o 

w h i c h it is i r r e d u c i b l e : 

T h e m a n in revo l t is u l t i m a t e l y i n e x p h c a b l e . T h e r e m u s t be an 

up roo t ing tha t i n t e r rup t s the unfo ld ing of h i s to ry , a n d i ts long se r ies 

of r e a s o n s w h y , for a m a n " r e a l l y " to prefer the r i sk of d e a t h ove r the 

c e r t a i n t y of h a v i n g to obey . ' ^ 

O n e should be a w a r e of the K a n t i a n connota t ion of these p ropos i t ions : 

revol t is an ac t of f reedom w h i c h m o m e n t a r i l y s u s p e n d s the n e x u s of 

h is tor ica l c ausa l i t y , tha t i s , i n revol t , the n o u m e n a l d imens ion t r a n s p i r e s . 

T h e p a r a d o x , of course , is tha t th is n o u m e n a l d imens ion co inc ide s w i th i ts 

opposi te , w i t h the p u r e sur face of a p h e n o m e n o n : the n o u m e n o n not o n l y 

a p p e a r s , the n o u m e n a l is w h a t is , in a p h e n o m e n o n , i r r e d u c i b l e to the 

c a u s a l n e t w o r k of r e a l i t y tha t g e n e r a t e d th is p h e n o m e n o n —in short, the 

noumenon Li phenomenon qua phenomenon. The re is a c l e a r l i nk b e t w e e n th i s 

i r r e d u c i b l e c h a r a c t e r of the p h e n o m e n o n a n d D e l e u z e ' s not ion of even t 

a s the flux of becoming , a s a sur face e m e r g e n c e tha t canno t be r e d u c e d to 

its " b o d i l y " c a u s e s . Fl is r e p l y to the conse rva t i ve c r i t i c s w h o d e n o u n c e 

the m i s e r a b l e a n d even t e r r i fy ing ac tua l r e s u l t s of a r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

U p h e a v a l i s that t h e y r e m a i n b l i nd to the d imens ion of becoming : 

It is fash ionable these d a y s to c o n d e m n the ho r ro r s of revolu t ion . It 's 

no th ing new; Eng l i sh R o m a n t i c i s m is p e r m e a t e d b y ref lec t ions on 

C r o m w e l l v e r y s imi l a r to p r e s e n t - d a y re f lec t ions on S t a l i n . T h e y s a y 
r evo lu t ions t u rn out b a d l y . B u t t h e y ' r e cons t an t ly confus ing t w o 

different th ings , the w a y revo lu t ions t u rn out h i s to r i ca l ly a n d peop le ' s 



r e v o l u t i o n a r y b e c o m i n g . These r e l a t e to t w o different se ts of peop le . 

M e n ' s o n l y hope l i e s in a r e v o l u t i o n a r y b e c o m i n g : the o n l y w a y of 

ca s t i ng off the i r s h a m e or r e s p o n d i n g to w h a t is i n to l e r ab l e . ' ^ 

D e l e u z e refers he re to r e v o l u t i o n a r y ex p lo s ions in a w a y w h i c h i s s t r ic t ly 

pa r a l l e l to Foucau l t ' s : 

The I r a n i a n m o v e m e n t d i d not e x p e r i e n c e the " l a w " of r evo lu t ions that 

w o u l d , some say , m a k e the t y r a n n y tha t a l r e a d y s e c r e t l y i nhab i t ed 

them r e a p p e a r u n d e r n e a t h the b l ind e n t h u s i a s m of the m a s s e s . W h a t 

cons t i tu ted the most in t e rna l a n d the most i n t e n s e l y l i ved p a r t of the 

up r i s ing touched , in an u n m e d i a t e d fashion, on an a l r e a d y over

c r o w d e d pol i t ica l chessboard , bu t such con tac t is not iden t i ty . The 

s p i r i t u a l i t y of those w h o w e r e g o i n g to the i r d e a t h s h a s no s imi l a r i ty 

w h a t s o e v e r w i t h the b loody g o v e r n m e n t of a fundamenta l i s t c l e rgy . 

T h e I r an ian c l e r i c s w a n t to a u t h e n t i c a t e the i r r e g i m e t h r o u g h the 

s igni f ica t ions tha t the u p r i s i n g h a d . It is no different to d i sc red i t the 

fact of the u p r i s i n g on the g r o u n d s tha t t he re is t o d a y a g o v e r n m e n t of 

m u l l a h s . In both cases , t he r e is " fea r , " fear of w h a t j u s t h a p p e n e d last 

fall in Iran, some th ing of w h i c h the w o r l d had not s een a n e x a m p l e for 

a long time.'^*' 

F o u c a u l t is he re ef fect ively D e l e u z i a n : w h a t in te res t s h im a r e not the 

I r an ian e ven t s a t the leve l of ac tua l soc ia l r e a l i t y a n d i ts c a u s a l i n t e r ac 

t ions, b u t the even ta l sur face , the p u r e v i r t u a l i t y of the " s p a r k of l i fe" 

w h i c h on ly accoun t s for the u n i q u e n e s s of the Event . W h a t took p l a c e in 

I ran in the in te r s t i ce of t w o e p o c h s of social r e a l i t y w a s not the exp los ion 

of the Peop le a s a subs tan t i a l en t i ty w i t h a set of p roper t ies , b u t the even t 

of a b e c o m i n g - p e o p l e . T h e po in t is t h u s not the shift in re la t ions of p o w e r 

and domina t i on b e t w e e n a c t u a l socio-pol i t ical agen t s , the r ed i s t r ibu t ion 

of social control , a n d so on, bu t the v e r y fact of t r a n s c e n d i n g —or, ra ther , 

m o m e n t a r i l y c a n c e l i n g —this v e r y doma in , the e m e r g e n c e of a to ta l ly 

different d o m a i n of "co l l ec t ive w i l l " a s a p u r e sense -even t in w h i c h al l 

d i f ferences a r e ob l i t e ra ted , r e n d e r e d i r r e l evan t . S u c h an even t i s not o n l y 

n e w w i t h r e g a r d to w h a t h a p p e n e d before, it is n e w "in i t se l f " a n d thus 

forever r e m a i n s n e w . 

H o w e v e r , he re , at t he i r most sub l ime , t h ings s tar t to ge t comphca t ed . 

F o u c a u l t h a s to c o n c e d e tha t th is d iv i s ion w a s in t e rna l to the e n g a g e d 

i n d i v i d u a l s t hemse lves : 

no 



R A D I C A L I N T E L L E C T U A L S 

I I I 

Le t ' s t a k e the ac t iv i s t in some pol i t ica l g r o u p . W h e n he w a s t a k i n g p a r t 

in one of those demons t r a t ions , he w a s doub le : he h a d h is pol i t ica l 

ca l cu la t ion , w h i c h w a s th i s or that , a n d a t the s a m e t ime he w a s an 

i n d i v i d u a l c a u g h t u p in tha t r e v o l u t i o n a r y movemen t , or r a t h e r tha t 

I r an ian w h o h a d r i sen u p a g a i n s t the k ing . A n d the t w o th ings d i d not 

come into contact , he d i d not rise u p a g a i n s t the k i n g b e c a u s e h is p a r t y 

h a d m a d e th i s or that ca lcula t ion .^^ 

A n d the s ame d iv i s ion cu t s a c ro s s the en t i re socia l b o d y : at the level of 

rea l i ty , the re w e r e , of course , mu l t ip l e a g e n t s , c o m p l e x in te rac t ions of 

c lasses , the o v e r d e t e r m i n a t i o n of i n c o m p a t i b l e s t r ugg l e s ; h o w e v e r , at the 

l e v e l of the r e v o l u t i o n a r y e v e n t p roper , a l l th i s w a s " s u b l a t e d " in to "an 

abso lu t e ly co l lec t ive w i l l " tha t un i t ed the en t i re social b o d y a g a i n s t the 

S h a h a n d h i s c l i q u e . The re w a s no d iv is ion w i t h i n the socia l body , no 

"c lass s t r u g g l e , " al l —from poor f a rmers to s tudents , from c l e r g y to 

d i s appo in t ed c a p i t a l i s t s — w a n t e d the s ame : 

T h e co l lec t ive w i l l is a po l i t ica l m y t h w i t h w h i c h j u r i s t s a n d phi loso

p h e r s t r y to a n a l y z e or to jus t i fy ins t i tu t ions , etc. It 's a theore t i ca l tool: 

n o b o d y h a s e v e r seen the "co l l ec t ive w i l l " and , pe r sona l l y , I t h o u g h t 

tha t the co l lec t ive w i l l w a s l i ke God, l i ke the soul, some th ing one 

w o u l d n e v e r encoun te r . I don ' t k n o w w h e t h e r 3'ou a g r e e w i t h me , bu t 

w e met, in T e h r a n a n d t h r o u g h o u t I ran, the co l lec t ive w i l l of a 

peop le . 

F o u c a u l t opposes h e r e revol t a n d revolu t ion : " r e v o l u t i o n " (in the m o d e r n 

E u r o p e a n s e n s e ) d e s i g n a t e s the re insc r ip t ion of a revo l t into the p r o c e s s 

of s t ra teg ic -po l i t i ca l ca l cu la t ion : r evo lu t ion is a p r o c e s s b y m e a n s of 

w h i c h the revol t is "co lon ized b y rea lpo l i t ik" : 

"Revo lu t i on " g a v e these u p r i s i n g s a l e g i t i m a c y , sor ted out the i r g o o d 

a n d bad forms, and def ined the i r l a w s of deve lopmen t . [. . . ] Even the 

profess ion of r e v o l u t i o n a r y w a s def ined. B y thus r e p a t r i a t i n g revo l t 

in to the d i scour se of revolu t ion , it w a s sa id , the u p r i s i n g w o u l d a p p e a r 

in all i ts t ru th a n d con t inue to its t rue conc lus ion . 

N o w o n d e r F o u c a u l t c o m p a r e s the a p p e a r i n g of a co l lec t ive w i l l w i t h t w o 

of Kant ' s n o u m e n a l t h i n g s (God, s o u l ) . W h e n the n o u m e n a l a p p e a r s , it is 

in the g u i s e of u l t ima te h o r r o r — a s F o u c a u l t is a w a r e : 



At th i s s t age , the most impor t an t a n d the most a t roc ious m i n g l e —the 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y hope of" r e m a k i n g I s l am into a g r e a t l iv ing c iv i l iza t ion 

and v a r i o u s forms of v i ru l en t x e n o p h o b i a , a s w e l l a s the g l o b a l s t a k e s 

a n d the reg iona l r i v a l r i e s . A n d the p rob l em of i m p e r i a l i s m s . A n d the 

sub juga t i on of w o m e n , a n d so on. 

W h a t h a s g iven the I r an i an m o v e m e n t i ts i n t ens i t y h a s b e e n a d o u b l e 

r eg i s t e r . O n the one h a n d , a co l l ec t ive w i l l tha t h a s b e e n v e r y s t rong ly 

e x p r e s s e d po l i t i c a l l y and , on the o the r hand , the d e s i r e for a r ad i ca l 

c h a n g e in o r d i n a r y life. B u t th is doub le aff i rmat ion can o n l y be based 

on t rad i t ions , ins t i tu t ions tha t c a r r y a c h a r g e of c h a u v i n i s m , na t ion

a l i sm, e x c l u s i v e n e s s , w h i c h h a v e a v e r y powerfu l a t t rac t ion for in

d i v i d u a l s . To confront so fearsome a n a r m e d p o w e r , one mus tn ' t feel 

a lone , nor b e g i n w i t h no th ing . 

T h e p i c t u r e t h u s b e c o m e s b l u r r e d . Firs t , F o u c a u l t w i t h d r a w s from 

overa l l suppor t for the I r an i an revol t ( s u s t a i n e d b y a hope tha t an 

e n t i r e l y different soc ie ty w i l l e m e r g e out of it, b r e a k i n g out of the s p a c e 

of E u r o p e a n m o d e r n i t y a n d i ts d e a d l o c k s ) to v a l o r i z i n g o n l y the en

thus ias t i c m o m e n t of revol t itself: t he E u r o p e a n l i b e r a l s w h o w a n t to 

d i sc red i t the I r an i an even t s b e c a u s e t h e y e n d e d u p in an opp re s s ive 

t h e o c r a c y m o v e a t the s a m e l eve l a s the c l e r g y i tself w h i c h is r e c l a i m i n g 

the revo l t in o r d e r to jus t i fy i ts r u l e — t h e y both a t t emp t to r e d u c e the 

Even t to a factor in a pol i t ica l s t r u g g l e of s t r a t eg ic in te res t s . Then , in a 

m o r e sub t le a n d su rp r i s ing move , F o u c a u l t d i s c e r n s another a m b i g u i t y 

w h i c h cannot be r e d u c e d to the dif ference b e t w e e n the l eve l of p u r e 

revo l t a n d the leve l of mu l t i p l e sociopol i t ica l In terp lay: " c h a u v i n i s m , " 

"v i ru l en t x e n o p h o b i a , " the " sub juga t ion of w o m e n , " a n d so on, a r e not 

s igns of the con t amina t ion of the Even t b y sociopol i t ica l r ea l i ty , t h e y a r e 

i nhe ren t forces of the E v e n t itself, that is , t he i r mobi l i za t ion g a v e the 

Even t the s t r eng th to oppose i tself to the opp re s s ive pol i t ica l r e g i m e a n d 

to a v o i d ge t t i ng c a u g h t in the g a m e of pol i t ica l c a l cu l a t i ons . It i s t h i s v e r y 

r e l i a n c e on the " v i l e s t " rac is t , ant i - feminis t , etc. , motifs that g a v e the 

I r an i an revo lu t ion the p o w e r to m o v e b e y o n d a m e r e p r a g m a t i c p o w e r 

s t r u g g l e . To pu t it in B a d i o u i a n t e rms , the a u t h e n t i c Even t t h u s b e c o m e s 

Ind i s t ingu i shab le from a p seudo-Even t . 

A r e w e not d e a l i n g he re w i t h a k i n d of H e g e l i a n t r i a d in w h i c h the 

e x t e r n a l oppos i t ion is g r a d u a l l y i n t e rna l i zed , re f lec ted in to i tse l f? F'lrst, 

the e x t e r n a l opposi t ion of the I r an ian revo lu t ion in i tself (a u n i q u e e v e n t ) 
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a n d the w a y it a p p e a r s to E u r o p e a n s is i n t e rnahzed into the t w o a s p e c t s 

of the even t s t h e m s e l v e s : the i r p r a g m a t i c s t rugg le - fo r -power s ide, and the 

s ide of a u n i q u e pol i t i co-sp i r i tua l Event . F ina l ly , these t w o a spec t s a r e 

ident i f ied a s the form a n d con ten t of the s a m e event : the opp re s s ive 

m i s o g y n i s t i deo logy , a n t i - S e m i t i s m , a n d so forth, a re the o n l y ideo log ica l 

m a t e r i a l s at the d i sposa l of the I r an i ans tha t can sus ta in the p r o p e r l y 

m e t a p h y s i c a l e leva t ion of the Even t—the Even t t u r n s in to a p u r e l y 

formal feature , indifferent t o w a r d s its specif ic h is tor ica l content . In o ther 

w o r d s , F o u c a u l t e n d s u p a t a po in t at w h i c h one shou ld effect ively ra i se 

the ques t ion u s u a l l y a d d r e s s e d to Bad iou : w h y , then , is t i i t l e r ' s N a z i 

" r evo lu t i on" not a l so an E v e n t ? D o e s it not s h a r e the v e r y fea tures 

a t t r ibu ted b y F o u c a u l t to the I r a n i a n r e v o l u t i o n ? Did w e not h a v e the re 

a lso the sp i r i tua l u n i t y of peop le , u n d i v i d e d into p a r t i c u l a r s u b g r o u p s 

s e p a r a t e d b y in te res t s , a u n i t y for w h i c h i n d i v i d u a l s w e r e r e a d y to 

sacr i f ice t h e m s e l v e s ? And , a s in the case of Iran, w a s th is spi r i t of u n i t y 

not s u s t a i n e d b y the "v i l e s t " e l e m e n t s of t rad i t ion ( r a c i s m a n d so o n ) ? 

At th i s point , the o n l y m o v e tha t r e m a i n s is to d rop th i s form i t se l f—no 

w o n d e r , then, that , af ter h is I r a n i a n e x p e r i e n c e , F o u c a u l t w i t h d r e w to the 

topic of the c a r e of the self, of the aes the t i c s of ex i s t ence ( and , po l i t i ca l ly , 

to suppor t ing different h u m a n - r i g h t s in i t i a t ives , w h i c h m a k e s h i m in 

F r a n c e a d a r l i n g of the n e o l i b e r a l - h u m a n i t a r i a n " n e w p h i l o s o p h e r s " ) . 

He re , one can on ly v e n t u r e the h y p o t h e s i s tha t the concep tua l root of this 

F o u c a u l d i a n d e a d l o c k is h i s k e y notion of the àispoditif. A t first s ight , it 

m a y a p p e a r tha t L a c a n ' s big O t h e r is the poor cous in of Foucau l t ' s not ion 

of the didpojUif, w h i c h is m u c h more p r o d u c t i v e for social a n a l y s i s . 

H o w e v e r , the re is the d e a d l o c k of the dupositif •w\t\\ r e g a r d to the s ta tus 

of the subject : first ( in h is h i s to ry of m a d n e s s ) , F o u c a u l t t e n d e d to 

e x c l u d e from it the r e s i s t ing core of sub jec t iv i ty ; then , he shifted h i s 

posi t ion to i ts opposi te , to the r a d i c a l inc lus ion of r es i s t an t sub jec t iv i ty 

into the dutpositif ( p o w e r i tself g e n e r a t e s res i s tance , a n d so on—the 

t h e m e s of h is DLicipUne and Punuh); finally, he t r i ed to ou t l ine the space 

of the " c a r e of the self" tha t a l l o w s the sub jec t to a r t i c u l a t e t h rough self-

r e l a t i ng h is o w n " m o d e of l i f e " w i t h i n a diipoé'dif, a n d t h u s to r e g a i n a 

m i n i m u m of d i s t a n c e from it. T h e sub jec t is he r e a l w a y s a cu rve , a 

d i s t u rbance , of the diipojitif, the p rove rb i a l g r a i n of s a n d that d i s rup t s its 

smooth runn ing . W i t h L a c a n ' s "b ig O t h e r , " the pe r spec t i ve is c o m p l e t e l y 

the opposi te : the v e r y "pos i t i ng" of the b ig O t h e r is a sub jec t ive g e s t u r e , 

tha t i s , the "b ig O t h e r " is a v i r t u a l en t i ty tha t ex i s t s o n l y t h r o u g h the 

sub jec t ' s p re suppos i t ion ( th i s m o m e n t is mi s s ing in A l t h u s s e r ' s notion of 
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the " Ideo log ica l S t a t e A p p a r a t u s e s , " w i t h its e m p h a s i s on the "mate r i 

a l i t y " of the big Other , i ts ma te r i a l ex i s t ence in ideo log ica l ins t i tu t ions 

a n d r i t u a l i z e d p r a c t i c e s — L a c a n ' s b ig O t h e r is , on the con t r a ry , ul t i 

m a t e l y v i r t u a l a n d a s such , in i ts most bas ic d imens ion , " i m m a t e r i a l " ) . 

Bu t let u s r e tu rn to I ran . Foucau l t ' s b l u n d e r in no w a y imp l i e s that the 

I r an ian revo lu t ion w a s a p s e u d o - E v e n t (in a B a d i o u i a n s ense ) compar 

a b l e to the N a z i " revo lu t ion" : it w a s a n a u t h e n t i c Event , a m o m e n t a r y 

opening t ha t u n l e a s h e d u n p r e c e d e n t e d forces of socia l t ransformat ion , a 

m o m e n t in w h i c h " e v e r y t h i n g s e e m e d poss ib l e . " To de tec t th is d imen

sion, it is e n o u g h to fol low c lose ly the shifts and r e v e r s a l s of the I ran ian 

events , the g r a d u a l c los ing of the mul t ip l e m o d e s of se l f -organiza t ion of 

the p ro te s t ing c r o w d s t h r o u g h the t a k e o v e r of pol i t ical p o w e r b y the n e w 

Is lamic c l e r g y . T h e r e w a s no th ing c o m p a r a b l e to the ef fervescent first 

m o n t h s after the shah ' s f a l l—the cons tan t frantic ac t iv i ty , deba tes , 

Utopian p l ans , e t c .—in G e r m a n y after the Naz i t a k e o v e r ( a l t h o u g h there 

wad some th ing c o m p a r a b l e go ing on in the first y e a r s after the Oc tobe r 

R e v o l u t i o n ) . O n e should not t a k e this qua l i t a t i ve d i f ference a s someth ing 

tha t c o n c e r n s o n l y the formal leve l of even t s (or, even w o r s e , the g r o u p -

psycho log i ca l level , a s if the I r an ian explos ion w a s m o r e " s i n c e r e " than 

the Naz i o n e ) — i t s c ruc i a l d imens ion w a s that of socio-pol i t ica l content : 

w h a t m a k e s the I r an i an exp los ion an Even t w a s the m o m e n t a r y emer 

g e n c e of some th ing n e w tha t pe r t a ined to the s t r u g g l e to formula te an 

a l t e r n a t i v e b e y o n d the ex i s t i ng opt ions of W e s t e r n l ibe ra l d e m o c r a c y or a 

r e tu rn to p r e - m o d e r n t rad i t ion . T h e N a z i " r e v o l u t i o n " w a s never " o p e n " 

in th is au then t i c sense . 

F o u c a u l t w a s a lso ful ly jus t i f ied in e m p h a s i z i n g S h l a I s l am ' s potent ia l 

for s e rv ing a s the ideo log ica l veh i c l e for a d e m o c r a t i c - e g a l i t a r i a n m o v e 

ment : the opposi t ion S u n n i v e r s u s S h l a is , in pol i t ica l t e rms , one of 

h i e r a r c h i c a l s ta te o rgan i za t i on v e r s u s the e g a l i t a r i a n o p e n i n g of the event . 

In con t ras t to both J u d a i s m a n d Chr i s t i an i t y , the t w o o ther r e l i g ions of 

the book, Is lam e x c l u d e s God from the d o m a i n of pa t e rna l log ic : A l l a h is 

not a father, not even a s y m b o l i c one —God a s O n e is ne i t he r born nor 

does H e g i v e b i r th to c r e a t u r e s : there Li no place for a Holy Family in Idlam. 

T h i s i s w h y I s l am e m p h a s i z e s so m u c h the fact tha t M u h a m m a d h imse l f 

w a s an o rphan ; this is w h y , in Is lam, God i n t e r v e n e s p r e c i s e l y at the 

m o m e n t s of the suspens ion , w i t h d r a w a l , fa i lure , "b lackou t , " of the 

p a t e r n a l function ( w h e n the mo the r or the ch i l d a r e a b a n d o n e d or 

i gno red b y the b iological f a the r ) . W h a t th is m e a n s is tha t God r e m a i n s 

t h o r o u g h l y in the d o m a i n of the i m p o s s i b l e - R e a l : H e is the imposs lb l e -
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R e a l b e y o n d the father, so tha t t he re is a " g e n e a l o g i c a l de se r t b e t w e e n 

m a n a n d God."^'^ (Th i s w a s the p r o b l e m w i t h Is lam for F r e u d , s ince his 

en t i re t h e o r y of r e l ig ion is b a s e d on the pa r a l l e l of God w i t h the fa ther . ) 

jVlore i m p o r t a n t l y still, th is i n s c r i b e s pol i t ics into the v e r y h e a r t of Is lam, 

s ince the " g e n e a l o g i c a l d e s e r t " r e n d e r s imposs ib le a g r o u n d i n g of the 

c o m m u n i t y in the s t ruc tu r e s of p a r e n t h o o d or o ther b o n d s b a s e d on 

blood: " the dese r t b e t w e e n G o d a n d F a t h e r is the p l a c e w h e r e the 

pol i t ica l Inst i tutes i t s e l f " W i t h Is lam, it is no l o n g e r poss ib le to g r o u n d 

a c o m m u n i t y in the mode of Totem and Taboo, t h r o u g h the m u r d e r of the 

father, the e n s u i n g gu i l t b r i n g i n g b ro the r s t o g e t h e r — t h e n c e I s l am ' s 

u n e x p e c t e d a c t u a l i t y . This p r o b l e m is a t the v e r y h e a r t of the ( i n ) f amous 

umma, the M u s l i m " c o m m u n i t y of b e l i e v e r s " ; it a c c o u n t s for the over 

l app ing of the r e l i g ious a n d the pol i t ica l ( the c o m m u n i t y shou ld be 

g r o u n d e d d i r e c t l y on God ' s w o r d ) , a s w e l l a s for the fact tha t I s lam is 

"at i ts b e s t " w h e n it g r o u n d s the format ion of a c o m m u n i t y "out of 

n o w h e r e , " in the g e n e a l o g i c a l deser t , a s the e g a l i t a r i a n r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

fraternity—no w o n d e r Is lam s u c c e e d s w h e n y o u n g m e n find t h e m s e l v e s 

d e p r i v e d of a t r ad i t iona l fami l ia l safe ty n e t w o r k . 

This , too, c o m p e l s u s to qua l i fy a n d l imi t the h o m o l o g y b e t w e e n 

Foucau l t ' s I r an i an e n g a g e m e n t a n d H e i d e g g e r ' s N a z i c o m m i t m e n t s : 

F o u c a u l t w a s right in e n g a g i n g h i m s e l f he correctly d e t e c t e d the e m a n c i 

p a t o r y po ten t ia l in the even ts ; a l l i n s inua t i ons of l i be ra l c r i t i cs tha t th is 

w a s y e t a n o t h e r c h a p t e r in the s a d s a g a of W e s t e r n r a d i c a l i n t e l l ec tua l s 

p ro jec t ing t he i r fan tas ies onto an exo t i c foreign zone of t u r b u l e n c e , w h i c h 

a l l o w s t h e m to sat isfy eimultaneously t he i r e m a n c i p a t o r y d e s i r e s and t he i r 

secret " m a s o c h i s t i c " l o n g i n g for ha r sh d i sc ip l ine a n d oppress ion , to ta l ly 

miss the point . S o w h e r e w a s h is m i s t a k e ? O n e can c l a im tha t he d i d the 

r igh t t h ing for the w r o n g reason : the m a n n e r in w h i c h he t heo r i zed and 

jus t i f ied h is e n g a g e m e n t is m i s l e a d i n g . The f r a m e w o r k w i t h i n w h i c h 

F o u c a u l t ope ra t e s in h i s a n a l y s i s of the I r an i an s i tua t ion is the opposi t ion 

b e t w e e n the r e v o l u t i o n a r y Event , the sub l ime e n t h u s i a s m of the u n i t e d 

peop le w h e r e al l in te rna l d i f ferences a r e m o m e n t a r i l y s u s p e n d e d , a n d the 

p r a g m a t i c d o m a i n of the pol i t ics of in te res t s , s t r a t eg ic p o w e r ca l cu la t ions , 

a n d so for th—the opposi t ion w h i c h , a s w e h a v e a l r e a d y seen, d i r e c t l y 

e v o k e s Kant ' s d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n the n o u m e n a l (or, m o r e p rec i s e ly , the 

sub l ime w h i c h e v o k e s the n o u m e n a l d i m e n s i o n ) a n d the p h e n o m e n a l . 

O u r thes is is he r e a v e r y p rec i se one: th is g e n e r a l f rame is too " a b s t r a c t " 

to a c c o u n t for different moda l i t i e s of co l lec t ive e n t h u s i a s m — t o d is t in

g u i s h b e t w e e n , say , the Naz i e n t h u s i a s m of the peop le un i t ed in i ts 

l is 
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reject ion of the J e w s ( w h o s e effects w e r e u n d o u b t e d l y r e a l ) , t he en

t h u s i a s m of the peop le un i t ed a g a i n s t the s t a g n a t i n g C o m m u n i s t r e g i m e , 

or a p r o p e r l y r e v o l u t i o n a r y e n t h u s i a s m . T h e dif ference is s i m p l y that the 

first t w o a r e not Even t s , m e r e l y p s e u d o - E v e n t s , b e c a u s e t h e y l a c k e d the 

m o m e n t of a t r u l y Utopian open ing . T h i s d i f ference is s t r ic t ly i m m a n e n t to 

en thus ia s t i c un i ty : on ly in the las t case , the c o m m o n d e n o m i n a t o r of this 

u n i t y w a s the "par t of no-par t , " the " d o w n t r o d d e n , " those i n c l u d e d in 

soc ie ty w i t h no p r o p e r p l a c e w i t h i n it and , a s such , funct ioning a s the 

"un ive r sa l s i n g u l a r i t y , " d i r e c t l y e m b o d y i n g the un ive r sa l d imens ion . 

Th i s is a l so w h y the opposi t ion b e t w e e n n o u m e n a l e n t h u s i a s m and 

p a r t i c u l a r s t r a t eg i c in te res t s d o e s not cove r the en t i r e field —i f it w e r e so, 

t hen w e w o u l d r e m a i n s tuck forever in the opposi t ion b e t w e e n e m a n c i 

p a t o r y ou tbur s t s a n d the sobe r ing " d a y af te r" w h e n life r e t u r n s to its 

p r a g m a t i c no rma l run . F r o m th is cons t r a ined pe r spec t ive , e v e r y a t t empt 

to a v o i d a n d / o r pos tpone th i s sobe r ing r e t u r n to the no rma l r u n of t h ings 

a m o u n t s to ter ror , to the r eve r sa l of e n t h u s i a s m in to mons t ros i ty . W h a t if, 

h o w e v e r , thit is w h a t is t r u l y at s t ake in a t rue e m a n c i p a t o r y p rocess : in 

J a c q u e s R a n c i è r e ' s t e rms , h o w to un i t e the pol i t ica l a n d the po l ice , h o w 

to t r anspose the pol i t ica l e m a n c i p a t o r y ou tbur s t into the concre te reg

u la t ion of p o l i c i n g ? W h a t c a n be m o r e s u b l i m e t h a n the c rea t ion of a n e w 

" l ibe ra ted t e r r i t o ry , " of a pos i t ive o r d e r of b e i n g w h i c h e s c a p e s the g r a s p 

of the ex i s t i ng o r d e r ? 

Th i s is w h y Bad iou is r igh t to d e n y the s ta tus of an Even t to the 

en thus iasm that fol lowed the col lapse of the C o m m u n i s t r eg imes . W h e n , m 

the last months of 2 0 0 1 , the M i l o s e v i c r e g i m e in S e r b i a w a s finally toppled, 

m a n y M a r x i s t s in the W e s t ra ised the ques t ion: " W h a t about the coal 

m i n e r s w h o s e s t r ike led to the d is rupt ion of the e lec t r ic i ty s u p p l y a n d thus 

effectively b rought Mi losev ic d o w n ? W a s that not a g e n u i n e w o r k e r s ' 

movement , w h i c h w a s then m a n i p u l a t e d b y the pol i t ic ians , w h o w e r e 

nat ional is ts or co r rup ted b y the C I A ? " T h e same symptomat i c point 

e m e r g e s ap ropos of e v e r y n e w social upheava l ; in e a c h of these cases , 

such people ident ify some w o r k i n g - c l a s s movemen t w h i c h a l l e g e d l y d i s 

p l a y e d a t rue r evo lu t iona ry or, a t least , social is t potential , bu t w a s first 

exploi ted a n d then b e t r a y e d b y the pro-capi ta l i s t and /o r nat ional is t forces. 

This w a y , one can cont inue to d r e a m that the Revolu t ion is r o u n d the 

corner : all w e n e e d is an au then t i c l eade r sh ip w h i c h w o u l d be ab le to 

o rgan ize the w o r k e r s ' r evo lu t iona ry potent ia l . If one is to be l ieve them, 

So l ida rnosc w a s o r ig ina l ly a w o r k e r s ' democra t ic -soc ia l i s t movement , la ter 

" b e t r a y e d " b y its l eadersh ip w h i c h w a s cor rup ted by the C h u r c h and the 
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C I A . • . The re is , of course , a g ra in of truth in this app roach : the u h i m a t e 

i rony of the d i s in tegra t ion of C o m m u n i s m w a s tha t the g r e a t revol ts ( the 

G D R in 1953, H u n g a r y in 1956, S o l i d a r i t y in P o l a n d ) w e r e o r ig ina l ly 

ivorker/ u p r i s i n g s w h i c h o n l y l a t e r p a v e d the w a y for the s t a n d a r d "an t i -

C o m m u n i s t " m o v e m e n t s —before s u c c u m b i n g to the " e x t e r n a l " e n e m y , 

the r e g i m e got a m e s s a g e abou t i ts fa ls i ty from those w h o m these 

" w o r k e r s ' a n d p e a s a n t s ' s t a t e s " e v o k e d a s the i r o w n socia l b a s e . H o w 

ever , th i s v e r y fact a l so d e m o n s t r a t e s h o w the w o r k e r s ' revol t l a c k e d a n y 

subs tan t i a l socia l is t commi tmen t : in all c a s e s , once the m o v e m e n t ex 

p loded , it w a s smoo th ly h e g e m o n i z e d b y s t a n d a r d " b o u r g e o i s " i d e o l o g y 

(pol i t ica l f reedom, p r i v a t e p rope r ty , na t iona l sove re ign ty , a n d so for th ) . 

The trouble with Heidegger 

How, then, do t h i n g s s t and w i t h H e i d e g g e r ' s e n g a g e m e n t ? W a s it, in 

cont ras t to Foucau l t ' s , not j u s t a m i s t a k e , bu t a m i s t a k e g r o u n d e d in h i s 

p h i l o s o p h y ? T h e r e i s someth ing p ro found ly s y m p t o m a t i c in the c o m p u l 

sion of m a n y l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c c r i t i cs of H e i d e g g e r to d e m o n s t r a t e tha t 

H e i d e g g e r ' s Naz i affi l iation w a s not a m e r e t e m p o r a r y b lunde r , bu t in 

consonance w i t h the v e r y f u n d a m e n t a l s of h is though t : it is a s if th is 

consonance a l l o w s u s to d i smis s H e i d e g g e r a s t heo re t i ca l l y i r r e l e v a n t a n d 

thus to avo id the effort to think w i t h a n d t h r o u g h H e i d e g g e r , to confront 

the u n e a s y ques t i ons he r a i s e d a g a i n s t s u c h b a s i c t ene ts of m o d e r n i t y a s 

" h u m a n i s m , " " d e m o c r a c y , " " p r o g r e s s , " etc. O n c e H e i d e g g e r d i s a p p e a r s 

from the p ic tu re , w e can safe ly c a r r y on w i t h o u r c o m m o n c o n c e r n s abou t 

the e th ica l p r o b l e m s o p e n e d u p b y b iogene t ics , abou t h o w to a c c o m 

moda te cap i ta l i s t g loba l i za t ion w i t h i n a m e a n i n g f u l c o m m u n a l life —in 

short, w e can sa fe ly a v o i d confront ing w h a t is r e a l l y n e w in g loba l i za t ion 

a n d b iogene t i c d i scove r i e s , and con t inue to m e a s u r e t h e s e p h e n o m e n a 

w i t h old s t a n d a r d s , in the w i l d hope of a s y n t h e s i s that w i l l a l l o w us to 

k e e p the best of both w o r l d s . 

B u t th is , of course , in no w a y m e a n s tha t w e should r ehab i l i t a t e the 

s t a n d a r d defense of H e i d e g g e r ' s N a z i ep i sode , w h i c h , u n s u r p r i s i n g l y , 

fol lows y e t a g a i n the b o r r o w e d - k e t t l e formula : ( 1 ) H e i d e g g e r w a s n e v e r 

r e a l l y a Naz i , he ju s t m a d e some super f ic ia l c o m p r o m i s e s in o rde r to s a v e 

w h a t e v e r could h a v e been s a v e d for the autonomy? of the un ive r s i ty ; w h e n 

he r ea l i z ed that th is tac t ic w o u l d not w o r k , he c o n s e q u e n t l y s t epped 

d o w n a n d w i t h d r e w from pub l i c life. ( 2 ) H e i d e g g e r w a s , for a l imi ted 

per iod , a s i n c e r e l y commi t t ed Naz i ; h o w e v e r , not on ly d id he w i t h d r a w 
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once he b e c o m e a w a r e of h i s b lunde r , bu t the a c q u a i n t a n c e w i t h N a z i 

p o w e r p r e c i s e l y e n a b l e d h im to g a i n a n in s igh t into the n ih i l i sm of 

m o d e r n t e c h n o l o g y a s the d e p l o y m e n t of the uncond i t i ona l w i l l - t o -

p o w e r . ( 3 ) H e i d e g g e r w a s a Naz i , a n d the re is no th ing to r ep roach 

h i m wi th for th is choice : in the e a r l y 1930s , it w a s a pe r fec t ly l eg i t ima te 

a n d u n d e r s t a n d a b l e cho ice . T h i s f inal pos i t ion is Erns t Nol te ' s , a n d it is 

w o r t h r e c a l l i n g h e r e h i s book on H e i d e g g e r , w h i c h b r o u g h t fresh w i n d to 

the sa i l s of the e n d l e s s d e b a t e on " H e i d e g g e r and p o l i t i c s " —far from 

e x c u s i n g H e i d e g g e r ' s i n f amous po l i t i ca l cho ice in 1933, i t jus t i f ies it, or, 

at leas t , d e - d e m o n i z e s it, r e n d e r i n g it a v i a b l e a n d mean ing fu l choice . 

A g a i n s t the s t a n d a r d de fende r s of H e i d e g g e r w h o s e m a n t r a i s that 

H e i d e g g e r ' s N a z i e n g a g e m e n t w a s a p e r s o n a l m i s t a k e of no fundamenta l 

c o n s e q u e n c e for h is though t , Nol te a c c e p t s the ba s i c c l a i m of H e i d e g g e r ' s 

c r i t i cs tha t h is N a z i choice is i n s c r i b e d in to h is t hough t —but w i t h a twis t : 

Ins tead of p r o b l e m a t i z i n g h is though t , No l t e jus t i f ies h is pol i t ica l cho ice 

a s a jus t i f iab le option In the la te 1920s a n d e a r l y 1930s , g i v e n the 

economic chaos a n d the t h r ea t of C o m m u n i s m : 

Insofar a s H e i d e g g e r r es i s t ed the a t t e m p t a t the [ C o m m u n i s t ] solut ion, 

he , l i ke coun t l e s s o thers , w a s h i s t o r i c a l l y r igh t . . . In commi t t i ng 

h imse l f to the [Na t iona l S o c i a l i s t ] so lu t ion p e r h a p s he b e c a m e a 

"fasc is t . " B u t In no w a y did that m a k e h im h i s to r i ca l l y w r o n g from 
1 29 

the outset . 

A n d he re is M a r k W r a t h a l l ' s mode l fo rmula t ion of the s econd posi t ion: 

H e i d e g g e r ' s w o r k after the w a r d i d g o some w a y t o w a r d s o v e r c o m i n g 

the pol i t ica l na ive t e tha t l ed to h i s d i s a s t r o u s i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h Na 

t ional S o c i a l i s m . H e d i d th i s by , first, g e t t i n g m u c h c l e a r e r t han he had 

been abou t the d a n g e r s of the m o d e r n w o r l d — t h e d a n g e r s w h i c h l ed 

h i m to t h ink w e n e e d a n e w w o r l d d i s c lo su re . O n c e he w a s ab l e to 

a r t i cu l a t e the d a n g e r of m o d e r n i t y in t e r m s of t echno logy , it b e c a m e 

c l e a r tha t Na t iona l S o c i a l i s m w a s j u s t ano the r m o d e r n t echno log ica l 

m o v e m e n t (even if it e m p l o y e d t e c h n o l o g y for r e a c t i o n a r y g o a l s ) . 

Th i s p a s s a g e te l l s m u c h m o r e than m a y a p p e a r at first g l a n c e ^—the k e y 

w o r d s in it a r e the i n n o c u o u s " jus t ano the r " : is the u n d e r l y i n g p r e m i s e 

not "even the best of po l i t ica l p ro jec ts , t h e most r a d i c a l a t t empt to oppose 

n ih i l i sm, r e m a i n e d jus t ano the r n ih i l i s t i c m o v e m e n t c a u g h t in technol -
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ogy'"- T h e r e is no hor ro r of N a z i s m here , N a z i s m is " just a n o t h e r " in the 

ser ies , the di f ference is on to log ica l ly ins ign i f ican t ( w h i c h is w h y , for 

H e i d e g g e r , the A l l i e d v i c t o r y in W o r l d W a r II r e a l l y d e c i d e d n o t h i n g ) . 

H e r e H e i d e g g e r ' s re fe rence to Hö lde r l i n ' s f amous l ines en te r s : " w h e r e 

the d a n g e r is r i s ing , that w h i c h can save u s — C ' A / Rettende — also g r o w s 

. " — i n o r d e r to o v e r c o m e the d a n g e r , one h a s to p u s h it to the 

e x t r e m e —in short , in o rde r to a r r i v e a t the on to log ica l t ru th , H e i d e g g e r 

h a d to e r r on t i ca l ly . S o w h e n W r a t h a l l w r i t e s ap ropos H e i d e g g e r ' s N a z i 

e n g a g e m e n t : "It is d i sconcer t ing , to s a y the least , that H e i d e g g e r , w h o 

p u r p o r t e d to h a v e a u n i q u e in s igh t into the m o v e m e n t of w o r l d h is tory , 

p r o v e d to be so t e r r i b l y b l i nd to the s ign i f i cance of the even t s tha t p l a y e d 

out before h is e y e s " ^ * — a H e i d e g g e r i a n cou ld e a s i l y t u rn th is a r g u m e n t 

a round : the "on t i c " b l i n d n e s s to the t ru th ol the N a z i r e g i m e w a s a 

pos i t ive condi t ion of h is "on to log ica l " ins igh t . H o w e v e r , w h e n de fende r s 

of H e i d e g g e r c la im tha t h is a c q u a i n t a n c e w i t h the Naz i e x e r c i s e of p o w e r 

p r e c i s e l y e n a b l e d h i m to g a i n an ins igh t into the n ih i l i sm of m o d e r n 

t e c h n o l o g y a s the d e p l o y m e n t of the uncond i t i ona l w i l l - t o -power , d o e s 

th is l ine of defense not s o u n d a l i t t le bit l i ke the a t t i tude of the p roverb ia l 

p ro s t i t u t e - t u rned -p reache r w h o , after h e r convers ion , fe roc ious ly a t t a c k s 

ca rna l s ins , c l a i m i n g tha t she k n o w s from h e r o w n e x p e r i e n c e h o w 

des t ruc t ive t h e y a r e ? S t e v e F u l l e r w r i t e s : 

I ronica l ly , H e i d e g g e r ' s in te l l ec tua l s t a tu re m a y even h a v e been helped 

b y the t i m e - h o n o r e d p r a c t i c e of " l e a r n i n g from the opponen t " in w h i c h 

v ic to r s i n d u l g e after a w a r . In th is respec t , H e i d e g g e r ' s po l i t ica l 

" g e n i u s " m a y l ie in h a v i n g s tuck w i t h the N a z i s long e n o u g h for 

the A m e r i c a n s to d i s cove r h im d u r i n g de-Naz i f i ca t ion w i t h o u t e n d i n g 

u p b e i n g j u d g e d an u n t o u c h a b l e w a r c r imina l w h o s e w o r k s had to be 

b a n n e d . A s commi t t ed a n t i - N a z i s e n s c o n c e d in A l l i e d coun t r i e s , 

H e i d e g g e r ' s ex i s ten t i a l i s t r i v a l s neve r u n d e r w e n t such in tense s c r u t i n y 

nor s u b s e q u e n t l y a c q u i r e d such a m y s t i q u e for dep th a n d danger .^^ 

There is t ru th in these l ines , bu t it is more c o m p l e x than H e i d e g g e r ' s m e r e 

l u c k in s t r i k ing the r igh t b a l a n c e in the dep th of h is Naz i e n g a g e m e n t : the 

difficult t ru th to a d m i t is tha t H e i d e g g e r is " g r e a t " not in spite of, but because 

of\\\s N a z i e n g a g e m e n t , tha t th is c o m m i t m e n t is a k e y cons t i tuen t of h is 

g r e a t n e s s . " I m a g i n e a H e i d e g g e r w i t h o u t th is p a s s a g e , or a H e i d e g g e r 

w h o , after W o r l d W a r II, h a d done w h a t m a n y c o l l e a g u e s e x p e c t e d of 

h im: n a m e l y , p u b l i c l y r e n o u n c e h is N a z i e n g a g e m e n t a n d apo log ize for 

I 19 
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it^—would th is not s o m e h o w h a v e o c c l u d e d the r a d i c a l i t y of h i s i n s i g h t ? 

W o u l d it not h a v e cons t r a ined h i m to h u m a n i t a r i a n pol i t ica l c o n c e r n s 

w h i c h he so b i t t e r ly d e s p i s e d ? M i g u e l d e Be i s t egu i m a k e s a p e r s p i c u o u s 

obse rva t ion on the fundamen ta l a m b i g u i t y of F l e i d e g g e r ' s d i s i l l u s ionmen t 

w i t h N a z i s m : it w a s h is " r e s igna t ion a n d h is d i s i l l u s ionmen t w i t h w h a t , 

unt i l the e n d of h is life, a n d w i t h a touch of r eg re t a t not h a v i n g seen it 

d e v e l o p i ts potent ia l , he re fe r red to a s ' the movement ' . "" Is, h o w e v e r , 

th is not the reason w h y H e i d e g g e r ' s l a te r w i t h d r a w a l from pol i t ica l 

c o m m i t m e n t a l so canno t be c o n c e i v e d o n l y in the t e r m s of h i s ins ight 

into the n ih i l i sm of c o n t e m p o r a r y po l i t i c s? D e B e i s t e g u i c o n c l u d e s his 

book w i t h the s t a t emen t tha t H e i d e g g e r 

w i l l not be c a u g h t out i n [ a belief in the r e d e m p t i v e p o w e r of pol i t ical 

e n g a g e m e n t ] t w i c e : h a v i n g b u r n e d h i s f ingers in pol i t ics , a n d lost h is 

i l lus ions in the fa i lure of N a z i s m to c a r r y out a pro jec t of on to-des t ina l 

s ign i f i cance , h i s hopes w i l l t u rn to the h idden r e s o u r c e s of thought , a r t 

a n d poetr3^ al l d e e m e d to c a r r y a h i s to r ica l a n d des t ina i p o w e r far 

g r e a t e r t han that of politics. ' ' '* 

B u t IS H e i d e g g e r ' s refusal to be c a u g h t t w i c e in the ac t of pol i t ica l 

e n g a g e m e n t a n d t h u s b u r n i n g h is frngers a g a i n not a n e g a t i v e m o d e of h i s 

con t inu ing m e l a n c h o l i c a t t a c h m e n t to the Naz i " m o v e m e n t " ? ( H i s re 

fusal to e n g a g e a g a i n in po l i t i cs w a s t h u s s imi l a r to a d i s a p p o i n t e d lover 

w h o , af ter the fa i lure of h i s r e la t ionsh ip , re jec t s love a s such a n d a v o i d s all 

fur ther r e la t ionsh ips , t h e r e b y conf i rming in a n e g a t i v e w a y h i s l as t ing 

a t t a c h m e n t to the fai led r e l a t i onsh ip . ) Is the p remise of th is refusa l not 

that , to the e n d of h i s life, N a z i s m r e m a i n e d for H e i d e g g e r the on ly 

po l i t i ca l c o m m i t m e n t w h i c h at l eas t t r ied to a d d r e s s the r i gh t p rob lem, so 

that the fa i lure of N a z i s m is the fa i lure of the po l i t i ca l a s s u c h ? It n e v e r 

en te red H e i d e g g e r ' s mind to p ropose — say , in a l i be ra l mode — that the 

fa i lure of the Naz i m o v e m e n t w a s m e r e l y the farlure of a ce r ta in k i n d of 

e n g a g e m e n t w h i c h confer red on t h e pol i t ica l the t a sk of c a r r y i n g out " a 

p ro jec t of on to-des t ina l s i gn i f i c ance , " so that the lesson to d r a w w a s 

s i m p l y a m o r e modest po l i t i ca l e n g a g e m e n t . In o ther w o r d s , w h a t if one 

c o n c l u d e s from the fa i lure of H e i d e g g e r ' s pol i t ica l e x p e r i e n c e tha t w h a t 

one should r e n o u n c e Is the expec t a t i on tha t a po l i t ica l e n g a g e m e n t w i l l 

h a v e des t ina i on to logica l c o n s e q u e n c e s a n d that one should p a r t i c i p a t e in 

" m e r e l y on t i c " pol i t ics w h i c h , far from obfusca t ing the n e e d for a d e e p e r 

onto logica l ref lect ion, p r e c i s e l y open u p a space for i t ? W h a t if even the 
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v e r y las t H e i d e g g e r , w h e n he e x p r e s s e d h is doub t s a s to w h e t h e r 

d e m o c r a c y w a s the pol i t ica l o r d e r w h i c h bes t fitted the e s sence of m o d e r n 

t echno logy , h a d stil l not l e a rn t the u l t ima te lesson of h i s N a z i per iod , 

s ince he con t i nued to c l ing to the hope of f inding an (on t i c ) pol i t ica l 

e n g a g e m e n t w h i c h w o u l d fit (be a t the leve l of) the onto logica l pro jec t of 

m o d e r n t e c h n o l o g y ? ( O u r p r e m i s e , of course , is tha t the l i be ra l e n g a g e 

m e n t i s not the o n l y a l t e rna t i ve : H e i d e g g e r w a s r i gh t in h i s doub t a b o u t 

l ibera l d e m o c r a c y ; w h a t he refused to cons ide r w a s a r ad i ca l leftist 

e n g a g e m e n t . ) 

T h e r e i n r e s i d e s the i m p o r t a n c e of the l i nk b e t w e e n H e i d e g g e r a n d 

H a n n a h Arend t : w h a t is at s t a k e in the difficult r e l a t i onsh ip b e t w e e n 

H e i d e g g e r a n d A r e n d t is H e i d e g g e r ' s m u c h - d e c r i e d a v e r s i o n to l i be ra l 

ism and ( l i b e r a l ) d e m o c r a c y , w h i c h he con t inuous ly , to h is dea th , 

re jec ted a s " i n a u t h e n t i c , " not the i d i o s y n c r a s i e s of the i r pe r sona l l i a i sons . 

A r e n d t w a s not o n l y opposed to H e i d e g g e r a long the d o u b l e a x i s of 

w o m a n v e r s u s m a n a n d a " w o r l d l y " J e w v e r s u s a " p r o v i n c i a l " G e r m a n , 

she w a s ( w h i c h is m u c h m o r e i m p o r t a n t ) the firjt liberal Heideggerian, the 

first to t r y to r eun i t e H e i d e g g e r ' s i n s igh t s w i t h the l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c 

un ive r se . In a c lose r r e a d i n g , of course , it is e a s y to d i s c e r n w h a t e n a b l e d 

A r e n d t to suppor t l i be ra l i sm w h i l e m a i n t a i n i n g he r b a s i c fidelity to 

H e i d e g g e r ' s i n s igh t s : he r a n t i - b o u r g e o i s s t ance , he r c r i t i ca l d i smissa l 

of pol i t ics a s " i n t e r e s t - g r o u p " pol i t ics , a s the expres s ion of the compe

t i t ive a n d a c q u i s i t i v e soc ie ty of the bou rgeo i s i e . S h e s h a r e d the g r e a t 

conse rva t i ve s ' d issa t is fac t ion w i t h the l a c k of he ro i sm a n d the p r a g m a t i c -

u t i l i t a r ian or ien ta t ion of b o u r g e o i s socie ty: 

S i m p l y to b r a n d a s ou tbur s t s of n ih i l i sm th is v io len t d issa t is fac t ion 

w i t h the p r e w a r a g e a n d s u b s e q u e n t a t t emp t s a t r e s to r ing it (from 

Nie t z sche to S o r e l to Pare to , from R i m b a u d and T.E. L a w r e n c e to 

J u e n g e r , B r e c h t a n d M a l r a u x , from B a k u n i n a n d N e c h a y e v to 

A l e k s a n d e r B l o k ) is to over look h o w jus t i f ied d i sgus t can be in a 

soc ie ty w h o l l y p e r m e a t e d w i t h the ideo log ica l ou t look a n d mora l 

s t a n d a r d s of the bourgeois ie .^^ 

The opposi t ion A r e n d t mob i l i ze s he re is the one b e t w e e n citoyen and 

hoiirgeou: the first l ives in the pol i t ica l sphe re of pub l i c e n g a g e m e n t for the 

common good, of the pa r t i c ipa t ion in p u b l i c affairs, w h i l e the second is 

the egot is t ic u t i l i t a r i an fully i m m e r s e d in the p rocess of p roduc t ion and 

w h o r e d u c e s a l l o ther d i m e n s i o n s of life to the i r role in e n a b l i n g the 
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smooth r u n n i n g of th is p roce s s . In Ar i s to te l i an te rms , th is opposi t ion is 

tha t b e t w e e n prax'ui and pole,iLi, b e t w e e n the " h i g h " e x e r c i s e of v i r t u e s in 

pub l i c life, a n d the " l o w " i n s t r u m e n t a l i t y of l abor — the opposi t ion whose 

echoes r e v e r b e r a t e not o n l y in H a b e r m a s ' s d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n c o m m u 

n ica t ive ac t ion a n d i n s t r u m e n t a l ac t iv i ty , bu t even in B a d i o u ' s notion of 

the Even t (and in h is concomi t an t den ia l that an E v e n t c an t a k e p lace in 

the d o m a i n of p r o d u c t i o n ) . R e c a l l h o w A r e n d t d e s c r i b e s , in B a d i o u i a n 

t e rms , the suspens ion of t e m p o r a l i t y a s the def in ing on to log ica l char 

ac te r i s t i c of ont ic pol i t ica l ac t ion: ac t ing , a s m a n ' s c a p a c i t y to beg in 

some th ing new, "out of no th ing , " not r e d u c i b l e to a c a l c u l a t e d s t ra teg ic 

r eac t ion to a g i v e n s i tua t ion , t a k e s p l a c e in the non- t empora l gap b e t w e e n 

pas t a n d future, in the h i a t u s b e t w e e n the end of the old o rde r a n d the 

b e g i n n i n g of the n e w w h i c h in h i s t o r y is p r e c i s e l y the m o m e n t of 

revo lu t ion . S u c h an opposi t ion, of course , r a i s e s a fundamen ta l q u e s 

t ion fo rmula ted b y R o b e r t P ipp in : 

h o w can A r e n d t s e p a r a t e out w h a t she a d m i r e s in b o u r g e o i s c u l t u r e — 

its cons t i tu t iona l i sm, i ts a s se r t ion of fundamen ta l h u m a n r igh t s , its 

e q u a l i t y before the l a w , i ts ins i s t ence on a p r i va t e zone in h u m a n life, 

e x e m p t from the po l i t i ca l , i ts r e l i g ious t o l e r a n c e — a n d c o n d e m n w h a t 

she d i s a g r e e s w i t h —i ts s ecu l a r i sm , i ts c y n i c a l a s sumpt ion of the 

p e r v a s i v e n e s s of self- interest , the p e r v e r t i n g in f luence of m o n e y on 

h u m a n v a l u e s , i ts depo l i t i c i z ing t endenc i e s , a n d the m e n a c e it pose s for 

t rad i t ion and a sense of p l a c e ? 

In o ther w o r d s , a r e these not t w o s ides of the s a m e p h e n o m e n o n ? No 

w o n d e r then , that , w h e n A r e n d t is p r e s s e d to p r o v i d e the ou t l ine of the 

a u t h e n t i c " c a r e of the w o r l d " a s a po l i t i ca l p r a c t i c e tha t w o u l d not be 

c o n t a m i n a t e d b y u t i l i t a r i an p r a g m a t i c ca l cu la t ion of Interests , a l l she can 

e v o k e a r e forms of se l f -organiza t ion In r e v o l u t i o n a r y s i tua t ions , from the 

e a r l y A m e r i c a n t rad i t ion of t own-ha l l m e e t i n g s of a l l c i t i zens to r evo lu 

t i o n a r y counc i l s in the G e r m a n revo lu t ion . Not tha t she is not po l i t i ca l ly 

jus t i f ied In e v o k i n g these e x a m p l e s — t h e p rob l em is tha t t h e y a r e 

"u top i an , " tha t t h e y canno t be r e c o n c i l e d w i t h the l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c 

pol i t ica l o r d e r to w h i c h she r e m a i n s faithful. In o the r w o r d s , is A r e n d t 

w i t h r e g a r d to l ibe ra l d e m o c r a c y not the v ic t im of the s a m e i l lus ion a s the 

d e m o c r a t i c C o m m u n i s t s w h o , w i t h i n the " r e a l l y - e x i s t i n g soc i a l i sm , " w e r e 

fighting for i ts t r u l y d e m o c r a t i c i n s t an t i a t i on? A r e n d t is a l so r i g h t w h e n 

( impl i c i t l y a g a i n s t H e i d e g g e r ) she po in t s out that fascism, a l t h o u g h a 
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reac t ion to b o u r g e o i s bana l i t y , r e m a i n s i ts i nhe ren t nega t ion , tha t is , 

r e m a i n s w i t h i n the hor izon of b o u r g e o i s soc ie ty : the t r u e p r o b l e m of 

N a z i s m is not tha t it " w e n t too fa r" in i ts sub jec t iv i s t -n ih i l i s t hub r i s of 

e x e r t i n g total p o w e r , bu t tha t it did not go far enough, n a m e l y , that i ts 

v io lence w a s an impo ten t ac t ing -ou t w h i c h , u l t ima te ly , r e m a i n e d in the 

se rv ice of the v e r y o r d e r it de sp i sed . ( H o w e v e r , H e i d e g g e r w o u l d a l so 

h a v e been r igh t in r e j ec t ing A r e n d t ' s Ar i s to te l i an po l i t i cs a s not r ad i ca l 

e n o u g h to b r e a k out of the n ih i l i s t s p a c e of E u r o p e a n m o d e r n i t y . ) 

A r e n d t w o u l d t h u s h a v e b e e n jus t i f ied in c o u n t e r i n g P ipp in ' s a l l - too-

e a s y ve r s ion of a c o n t e m p o r a r y pol i t ica l H e g e l i a n i s m ; h i s ba s i c c la im is 

that w h i l e , of course , from t o d a y ' s pe r spec t ive , H e g e l ' s not ion of a 

ra t iona l s ta te no l o n g e r w o r k s , i ts l imi ta t ions a r e ev ident , and these v e r y 

l imi ta t ions shou ld be a d d r e s s e d in a H e g e l i a n w a y : 

In some fa i r ly obv ious sense a n d in the h is tor ica l t e r m s he w o u l d h a v e 

to a c c e p t a s r e l evan t to h is o w n ph i losophy , he w a s w r o n g . None of 

these ins t i tu t ional r ea l i za t ions n o w looks a s s tab le , a s ra t iona l , or even 

as r e spons ive to the c l a i m s of free sub jec t s a s H e g e l h a s c l a i m e d , e v e n 

t h o u g h such c r i t i c i sms a r e often t h e m s e l v e s m a d e in the n a m e of such 

f reedom. B u t the n a t u r e of tha t w r o n g is , I a m a r g u i n g , a l so H e g e l i a n , a 

m a t t e r of b e i n g incomple te , not w h o l l y w r o n g - h e a d e d . 

In short, it is a m a t t e r of an Aufhebung, of the i m m a n e n t se l f -c r i t ique a n d 

se l f -overcoming, of these so lu t ions , not of t he i r ou t r igh t re jec t ion . . . 

H o w e v e r , w h a t c anno t b u t s t r i ke the e y e is the " formal i s t " c h a r a c t e r of 

P ipp in ' s formula: he does not p rov ide a n y conc re t e e x a m p l e s that w o u l d 

r e n d e r it ope ra t ive . T h e ques t ion i s , of course , h o w far do w e h a v e to go in 

th is Aufhebung if w e a r e to b r ing H e g e l ' s p ro jec t of a r a t iona l s ta te of 

f reedom u p to t o d a y ' s cond i t ions — h o w " d e e p l y " is i r r a t i o n a l i t y i n sc r ibed 

into t o d a y ' s b o u r g e o i s soc ie ty so t ha t its c r i t i que can still b e fo rmula ted a s 

a defense of b o u r g e o i s s o c i e t y ? D o w e h a v e to s t a y w i t h i n cap i ta l i sm or 

r i sk a m o v e b e y o n d i t ? These , h o w e v e r , a r e not H e i d e g g e r ' s conce rns : h is 

fundamen ta l m o v e ap ropos our cr i t ica l h i s tor ica l m o m e n t is to e m p h a s i z e 

the u n d e r l y i n g s a m e n e s s of the ( ideo log ica l , pol i t ica l , e conomic . . . ) 

cho ices w e confront: 

from the point of v i e w of the i r onto-h is tor ica l or ig in , t he re is no real or 

fundarruntal d i f ference b e t w e e n the C h r i s t i a n doc t r ine a n d Bo l shev i sm, 

b e t w e e n the b io log i sm a n d i m p e r i a l i s m of N a z i s m a n d the forces of 
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capi ta l ( w h i c h , today , h a v e p e r m e a t e d al l sphe re s of l i fe ) , a n d b e t w e e n 

v i t a l i sm a n d sp i r i t ua l i sm. This , I be l i eve , is a t once the s t r eng th , and 

the e x t r a o r d i n a r y w e a k n e s s a n d l imi ta t ion of f i e i d e g g e r ' s pos i t ion. For 

on the one h a n d it a l l o w s us to es tab l i sh con t inu i t i e s a n d compl ic i t i e s 

w h e r e w e t h o u g h t t he r e w e r e incompa t ib i l i t i e s , a n d to shift the w e i g h t 

of di f ference to a different t e r r a in ( tha t of the " m e a n i n g " or the " t ru th" 

of b e i n g ) . O n the o ther hand , though , b y r e v e a l i n g such di f ferences as 

pseudo-d i f fe rences , he a lso n e u t r a l i z e s the dec i s ions a n d c h o i c e s they 

often cal l for, t h e r e b y e r a s i n g the t r ad i t iona l s p a c e of po l i t i cs a n d 

e th ics . 

Unfo r tuna te ly , de B e l s t e g u l ' s so lu t ion to th is d e a d l o c k r e m a i n s a l l too 

c o m m o n s e n s i c a l — a b a l a n c e d a p p r o a c h w h i c h t a k e s into a c c o u n t the 

l eg i t ima te d e m a n d s of bo th l eve l s : 

w h a t e v e r o u r c o m m i t m e n t s to the decons t ruc t lon of m e t a p h y s i c s , a n d 

to the s t r u g g l e for n e w poss ib i l i t i e s of t h o u g h t a n d ac t ion b e y o n d it, or 

p e r h a p s on i ts m a r g i n s , w e con t inue to l ive w i t h i n the m e t a p h y s i c a l , 

t echn ica l f r amework , a n d so m u s t r e m a i n commi t t ed to t a k i n g ser

ious ly , a n d d i s c r i m i n a t i n g b e t w e e n , t h e m a n y di f ferences , cho ices and 

s i tua t ions w e a r e faced w i t h a t the h is tor ica l , pol i t ica l , r e l i g i o u s and 

ar t i s t ic l eve l . [. . . ] T h e free re la t ion to t e c h n o l o g y H e i d e g g e r advo 

ca tes m a y , after a l l , a l so Involve an ac t ive pa r t i c ipa t ion In in t ra -

m e t a p h y s l c a l p roces se s , a n d not j u s t a med i t a t ion of i ts e s sence . 

For w i t h i n t echno logy , the re a r e d i f ferences tha t mat te r , a n d to w h i c h 

w e canno t — a n d m u s t not — r e m a i n b l ind . W i t h one cr i t ica l e y e , a n d 

the o the r decons t ruc t ive , w e m a y be be t te r e q u i p p e d to n a v i g a t e the 

often t r e a c h e r o u s w a t e r s of o u r t ime . 

B u t w h a t If the re Is a fundamen ta l d i s c o r d a n c e b e t w e e n the onto logica l 

a n d the ont ic , so that , a s H e i d e g g e r p u t It, those w h o r each on to log ica l 

t ru th h a v e to e r r In the on t i c? W h a t If, If w e a r e to see w i t h the onto logica l 

e y e , o u r ont ic e y e h a s to be b l i n d e d ? 

Ontological difference 

W h e n H e i d e g g e r s p e a k s of the u n t r u t h - c o n c e a l e d n e s s - w i t h d r a w a l a s 

i nhe ren t to the t ru th -even t itself, he h a s in m i n d t w o different l e v e l s : 
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1. O n the one hand , the w a y a man , w h e n e n g a g e d in i n n e r - w o r l d l y 

affairs, forgets the hor izon of m e a n i n g w i t h i n w h i c h he d w e l l s , a n d 

even forgets th i s forget t ing i tself ( e x e m p l a r y is he re the " r e g r e s 

s ion" of G r e e k t hough t tha t occu r s w i t h the r i se of Soph i s t s : w h a t 

w a s the confrontat ion w i t h the v e r y foundat ion of o u r B e i n g t u r n s 

into a t r i f l ing p l a y w i t h different l ines of a r g u m e n t a t i o n w i t h no 

inhe ren t re la t ion to T r u t h ) . 

2. O n the o ther hand , the w a y this hor izon of m e a n i n g itself, insofar a s 

it i s an epocha l Event , a r i s e s a g a i n s t the b a c k g r o u n d o f—and 

t h e r e b y c o n c e a l s — the i m p o n d e r a b l e M y s t e r y of i ts e m e r g e n c e , 

in the s a m e w a y a c l e a r i n g in the m i d s t of a forest is s u r r o u n d e d 

b y the d a r k t h i c k n e s s of the w o o d s . 

The s a m e a m b i g u i t y r e p e a t s i tself w i t h r e g a r d to the ea r th a s tha t w h i c h 

res is ts , r e m a i n s forever o b s c u r e a n d un fa thomab le : " T h e r e a l w a y s is 

someth ing r e s i s t ing a n d s u p p o r t i n g our p r ac t i c e s , and tha t some th ing is 

v e r y r e a l . " So , on the one hand , the ea r th d e s i g n a t e s w h a t res i s t s the 

mean ingfu l to ta l i ty of a h i s to r ica l w o r l d : 

A s a w o r l d s t r ives to g r o w b a c k into the ear th , it e n c o u n t e r s r e s i s t ance . 

In the p rocess , t he ear th a p p e a r s in a d e t e r m i n a t e w a y in t e r m s of the 

r e s i s t ance that the w o r l d e n c o u n t e r s . In b u i l d i n g the ca thed ra l , w e 

d i scove r p a r t i c u l a r w a y s in w h i c h o u r p r ac t i c e s a r e l imi t ed a n d 

cons t r a ined . [. . . ] O u r w o r l d s , a n d c o n s e q u e n t l y our mean ing fu l 

r e la t ions to t h i n g s , a re a l w a y s b a s e d in some th ing tha t can ' t be 

e x p l a i n e d in t e r m s of the p r e v a i l i n g in te l l ig ib le s t ruc tu re of the 

wor ld .^^ 

O n the o ther h a n d , h o w e v e r , w h a t is most i m p e n e t r a b l e is the basic 

structure of the worl2 itself. For e x a m p l e , w h e n w e a r g u e tha t the moder 

n iza t ion of J a p a n w a s d e s i r a b l e b e c a u s e it b r o u g h t abou t a h i g h e r g r o s s 

domes t i c p r o d u c t a n d p e r c a p i t a income, one shou ld ra i se the m o r e 

fundamenta l ques t ion : 

B u t w h y one shou ld have j u s t those p r e f e r e n c e s is p r e c i s e l y w h a t is a t 

i s s u e — i f one w o u l d prefer the p a c e a n d s ty l e of p r e m o d e r n J a p a n e s e 

life to an i n c r e a s e of p e r c a p i t a income, then the a r g u m e n t that J a p a n 

shou ld m o d e r n i z e in o r d e r to i n c r e a s e a v e r a g e i n c o m e w i l l not be 

p e r s u a s i v e . [. . . ] S o it s e e m s tha t the s t r eng th of the d r ive to es tab l i sh 

125 
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a n e w w o r l d a n d d e s t r o y the old d e p e n d s on some th ing w i t h d r a w i n g 

from v i e w —that is b e c o m i n g so se l f -ev ident tha t it is no l o n g e r open to 

ques t ion : n a m e l y , the d e s i r a b i l i t y of the n e w w o r l d itself. Th i s des i r 

a b i l i t y is an e a r t h l y th ing : it w i t h d r a w s a n d she l t e r s the w o r l d it 

suppor t s . [. . . ] O u r w o r l d is suppor t ed b y our most ba s i c prefer

e n c e s — a tas te for ef f ic iency a n d flexibility—having l a r g e l y w i t h d r a w n 

from view."*^ 

T h e e a r t h is t h u s e i the r the i m p e n e t r a b l e a b y s s of the ont ic w h i c h 

w i t h d r a w s from onto log ica l d i sc losu re , or the hor izon of th is d i sc losu re 

itself, inv i s ib le on a c c o u n t of i ts e x c e s s i v e s e l f - e v i d e n c e — w e do not see it 

a s such b e c a u s e it is the v e r y m e d i u m t h r o u g h w h i c h w e see e v e r y t h i n g . 

O n e s h o u l d m a k e the p r o p e r l y H e g e l i a n move of iden t i fy ing the two 

leve l s : t he B e y o n d a n d the obs t ac l e - sc reen tha t d is tor t s o u r a c c e s s to 

B e y o n d . S o th is is not s i m p l y H e i d e g g e r ' s m i s t a k e or confusion (to be 

reso lved or co r r ec t ed b y i n t r o d u c i n g a fur ther not ional d is t inc t ion: one 

t e r m for the ear th a s the d a r k n e s s of w h a t res is ts d i sc losure , a n o t h e r for 

the inv i s ib i l i t y of the v e r y hor izon of d i s c l o s u r e ) . The osc i l la t ion be tween 

the t w o l eve l s is w h a t def ines the ea r th . 

W h a t this a l so m e a n s is that on to log ica l di f ference is not " m a x i m a l , " 

b e t w e e n al l b e i n g s , the h ighes t g e n u s , a n d someth ing e l s e /more /beyond , 

but , ra ther , " m i n i m a l , " the b a r e m i n i m u m of a di f ference not b e t w e e n 

b e i n g s but b e t w e e n the m i n i m u m of a n en t i ty a n d the void, no th ing . 

Insofar a s it is g r o u n d e d in the finitude of h u m a n s , onto logica l di f ference 

is that w h i c h m a k e s a to ta l iza t ion of "Al l b e i n g s " imposs ib l e—onto log i ca l 

di f ference m e a n s tha t the field of r e a l i t y is finite. Onto log ica l di f ference 

is , in th is p rec i se sense , " r ea l / imposs ib l e " : to c i te Ernes to L a c l a u ' s 

d e t e r m i n a t i o n of a n t a g o n i s m , in it, external difference overlap/) with internal 

difference. T h e dif ference b e t w e e n b e i n g s a n d the i r B e i n g i s s imul t a 

n e o u s l y a di f ference w i t h i n b e i n g s t hemse lve s ; tha t is to say , the differ

e n c e b e t w e e n be ings /en t i t i e s a n d the i r Open ing , t he i r hor izon of 

m e a n i n g , a l w a y s a l so cu t s into the field of b e i n g s t hemse lves , r e n d e r i n g 

it incomple te / f in i te . T h e r e i n r e s i d e s the p a r a d o x : the difference between 

beings in their totality and their Being precùely "niLises the difference"and reduces 

Being to another "higher"entity. T h e p a r a l l e l b e t w e e n Kan t ' s a n t i n o m i e s a n d 

H e i d e g g e r ' s on to log ica l d i f ference r e s ides in the fact that , in both cases , 

the g a p ( p h e n o m e n a l / n o u m e n a l ; on t i c /on to log ica l ) is to be re fe r red to the 

non-Al l of the phenomenal—ontic d o m a i n itself. H o w e v e r , the l imi ta t ion 

of Kant w a s tha t he w a s not ab l e to ful ly a s s u m e th is p a r a d o x of finitude 
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a s cons t i tu t ive of the on to log ica l hor izon: u l t ima te ly , he r e d u c e d t r ans 

cenden ta l hor izon to a w a y r e a l i t y a p p e a r s to a finite b e i n g ( m a n ) , w i t h al l 

of it l oca ted in to a w i d e r e n c o m p a s s i n g r ea lm of n o u m e n a l r ea l i t y . 

H e r e the re is a c l ea r l i nk w i t h the L a c a n i a n Rea l w h i c h , at i t s most 

r ad i ca l level , i s the d i s a v o w e d X on a c c o u n t of w h i c h o u r v i s ion of r e a l i t y 

is a n a m o r p h i c a l l y d is tor ted: it is s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the T h i n g to w h i c h d i r ec t 

a c c e s s is not poss ib le and the obs tac le w h i c h p r e v e n t s th i s d i r ec t a c c e s s , 

the T h i n g w h i c h e l u d e s our g r a s p and the d i s to r t ing sc reen w h i c h m a k e s 

u s m i s s the Th ing . M o r e p r e c i s e l y , the R e a l is u l t i m a t e l y the v e r y shift of 

pe r spec t i ve from the first to the second s tandpoin t . R e c a l l the w e l l -

k n o w n A d o r n i a n a n a l y s i s of the an tagon i s t i c c h a r a c t e r of the notion of 

socie ty: in a first app roach , the spl i t b e t w e e n the t w o not ions of soc ie ty 

( the A n g l o - S a x o n ind iv idua l i s t i c -nomina l i s t i c ve r s ion a n d the D u r k h e i -

mian o rgan ic i s t not ion of soc ie ty a s a to ta l i ty w h i c h p r e e x i s t s i n d i v i d u a l s ) 

s eems i r r e d u c i b l e ; w e seem to be d e a l i n g w i t h a t r ue K a n t i a n a n t i n o m y 

w h i c h canno t be r e so lved v i a a h i g h e r " d i a l e c t i c a l s y n t h e s i s , " a n d w h i c h 

e l eva te s soc ie ty into an inacces s ib l e Th ing - in - i t s e l f H o w e v e r , in a second 

approach , one shou ld m e r e l y t a k e note of h o w th is r a d i c a l a n t i n o m y 

w h i c h s e e m s to p r e c l u d e our a c c e s s to the T h i n g already Li the thing itself— 

the fundamen ta l fea ture of t o d a y ' s soc ie ty it the i r r éconc i l i ab l e a n t a g o n 

ism b e t w e e n To ta l i t y a n d the i n d i v i d u a l . W h a t th is m e a n s is that , 

u l t ima te ly , the s t a tus of the R e a l is p u r e l y p a r a l l a c t i c and , as such , 

non-subs tan t ia l : it h a s no subs tan t i a l d e n s i t y in itself, it is j u s t a g a p 

b e t w e e n t w o po in t s of pe r spec t ive , pe rcep t ib l e on ly in the shift from the 

one to the other . T h e p a r a l l a x R e a l is t h u s opposed to the s t a n d a r d 

( L a c a n i a n ) not ion of the Rea l a s tha t w h i c h " a l w a y s r e t u r n s to its p l a c e , " 

n a m e l y , a s that w h i c h r e m a i n s the s a m e in al l poss ib le ( s y m b o l i c ) 

un ive r s e s : the p a r a l l a x Rea l is r a t h e r tha t w h i c h a c c o u n t s for the v e r y 

multiplicity of a p p e a r a n c e s of the s a m e u n d e r l y i n g R e a l —it is not the h a r d 

core w h i c h pe r s i s t s a s the S a m e , b u t the h a r d bone of con ten t ion w h i c h 

p u l v e r i z e s the s a m e n e s s in to the mu l t i t ude of a p p e a r a n c e s . In a first 

move , t he R e a l is the imposs ib le h a r d core w h i c h w e canno t confront 

d i rec t ly , b u t o n l y t h r o u g h the l en se s of a m u l t i t u d e of s y m b o l i c fictions. 

Virtual format ions . In a second move , th is v e r y h a r d core is p u r e l y v i r tua l , 

a c t u a l l y non-ex is t ing , an X w h i c h can be r e c o n s t r u c t e d o n l y r e t roac 

t ive ly , from the mu l t i t ude of s y m b o l i c format ions w h i c h a r e "a l l that the re 

a c t u a l l y i s . " 

It s eems that H e i d e g g e r w a s not r e a d y to d r a w all the c o n s e q u e n c e s 

from th is n e c e s s a r y doub le m e a n i n g of " u n c o n c e a l e d n e s s , " w h i c h , to pu t 
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it b lun t ly , w o u l d h a v e c o m p e l l e d h im to a c c e p t tha t "on to log ica l differ

e n c e " i s u l t i m a t e l y no th ing bu t a rift in the ont ic o r d e r ( Inc iden ta l ly , in the 

e x a c t p a r a l l e l to B a d i o u ' s k e y admiss ion that the Even t is u l t i m a t e l y 

no th ing but a tors ion in the o rde r of B e i n g ) . T h i s l imi ta t ion of H e i d e g 

g e r ' s t h o u g h t h a s a se r i e s of ph i lo soph ica l and e th lco-pol i t l ca l conse 

q u e n c e s . Ph i losoph ica l ly , it l e a d s to H e i d e g g e r ' s not ion of h is tor ica l 

d e s t i n y w h i c h d e l i v e r s different hor izons of the d i sc losu re of Be ing , 

d e s t i n y w h i c h canno t a n d should not be in a n y w a y in f luenced b y or 

d e p e n d e n t on ont ic o c c u r r e n c e s . E th ico-pol l t i ca l ly , it a c c o u n t s for He i 

d e g g e r ' s (not s i m p l y e th ica l , b u t p r o p e r l y on to log i ca l ) indif ference to

w a r d s the Holocaus t , i t s l eve l ing to j u s t ano the r case of the t echno log ica l 

d i sposa l of life ( in the i n famous p a s s a g e from the conference on tech

n i q u e ) : to a c k n o w l e d g e the Ho locaus t ' s e x t r a o r d i n a r y / e x c e p t i o n a l s ta tus 

w o u l d e q u a l r e c o g n i z i n g in it a t r a u m a tha t sha t t e r s the v e r y ontologica l 

coo rd ina t e s of B e i n g . D o e s th is indi f ference m a k e h im a N a z i ? 

Heidegger's smoking gun? 

T h e r e a r e two of H e i d e g g e r ' s s e m i n a r s w h i c h c l e a r l y d i s t u rb the official 

p i c t u r e of a H e i d e g g e r w h o on ly e x t e r n a l l y a c c o m m o d a t e d h imse l f to the 

N a z i r e g i m e in o r d e r to save w h a t e v e r c o u l d be s a v e d of the u n i v e r s i t y ' s 

a u t o n o m y : Über Wesen und Begriff von Natur, Geschichte un? Staat (On the 

Essence and Notion of Nature, History, and State, W i n t e r 1 9 3 3 - 3 4 , protocol 

c o n s e r v e d in the D e u t s c h e s L i t e r a t u r a r c h i v , M a r b a c h a m N e c k a r ) ; Hegel, 

über den Staat (Hegel, on the State, W i n t e r 1 9 3 4 - 3 5 , p ro toco l a lso conse rved 

in the D L A ) . S ign i f i can t ly , the first of the t w o is not i n c l u d e d in the 

official Gesamtausgabe b y K los t e rmann V e r l a g — a fact tha t r e n d e r s p ro

b l e m a t i c i ts des igna t ion a s a "comple t e ed i t ion . " T h e s e t w o s e m i n a r s a r e 

the c losest one can g e t to the p r o v e r b i a l s m o k i n g g u n , s ince t h e y enac t 

p r e c i s e l y w h a t , a c c o r d i n g to the official H e i d e g g e r i a n doxa, d i d not, could 

not, a n d should not h a v e t a k e n p l a c e : fu l l -bodied suppor t for N a z i s m 

formula ted a n d g r o u n d e d in H e i d e g g e r ' s i nne rmos t ph i losoph ica l p ro 

jec t . (It is none the l e s s w r o n g for a ph i lo sophe r to inves t too m u c h into 

finding s m o k i n g g u n s : t h e y o n l y confi rm w h a t is a l r e a d y the re in the 

formal s t r uc tu r e of a t h o u g h t . ) H o w e v e r , one shou ld not lose one ' s ne rve 

too fast he r e a n d let onese l f fall into the s t a n d a r d l ibe ra l condemna t ion : 

H e i d e g g e r ' s fa i lure is not a s e a s y to loca te a s It m a y a p p e a r . The 

a t m o s p h e r e of H e i d e g g e r ' s po l i t i ca l r e fe rences in h i s t ex t s a n d cou r se s 

from the 1930s ( the e x a m p l e s he uses , e t c . ) is , a s e x p e c t e d , o m i n o u s — 
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suffice it to reca l l the b e g i n n i n g of the p a r a g r a p h w h i c h ques t i ons the 

b e i n g of a s ta te : " A state — it id. In w h a t cons is t s i t s b e i n g ? In tha t the s ta te 

po l i ce a r r e s t s a suspec t [. . . ]?" '^ '* The v e r y e x a m p l e he u s e s to i l lus t ra te 

w h a t H e g e l m e a n s b y h is c l a im abou t the specu l a t i ve i d e n t i t y of the 

ra t iona l and the a c t u a l i s , a g a i n , ominous : " T h e t r e a t y of V e r s a i l l e s is 

ac tua l , bu t not r a t i ona l . " 

H e i d e g g e r ' s s ta r t ing point is a defense of H e g e l a g a i n s t the famous 

p roc l ama t ion b y C a r l S c h m i t t t ha t H e g e l d i e d in 1933, w h e n Hi t l e r took 

over : "It w a s sa id tha t H e g e l d i e d in 1933; qu i t e the con t r a ry : it w a s o n l y 

then tha t he first b e g a n to l i v e . " W h y ? H e i d e g g e r e n d o r s e s H e g e l ' s 

thes i s on the s ta te a s the h ighes t form of socia l ex i s t ence : "The h ighes t 

ac tua l i za t ion of h u m a n be ing o c c u r s in the s t a t e . " H e even d i r e c t l y 

"on to log i ze s " the s ta te , def in ing the r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n the peop le a n d 

the s ta te in t e rms of onto logica l difference: "The people , the ex is t ing , h a s 

a fu l ly d e t e r m i n e d r e l a t ionsh ip t o w a r d s i ts be ing , t o w a r d s the s t a t e . " 

H o w e v e r , in w h a t fol lows, it soon b e c o m e s c l ea r tha t H e i d e g g e r o n l y 

n e e d s H e g e l in o r d e r to asse r t the e m e r g i n g N a z i "total s t a t e " a g a i n s t the 

l ibe ra l notion of the state a s a m e a n s to r e g u l a t e the in te rac t ion of civi l 

socie ty; he a p p r o v i n g l y refers to H e g e l ' s dep lo jmien t of the l imi ta t ion of 

the " e x t e r n a l " s ta te , the "s ta te o i neces s i t y , " the "s ta te of U n d e r s t a n d i n g , " 

the s y s t e m of c iv i l society:'^' ' " [ . . . ] w e canno t g r a s p w h a t H e g e l u n d e r 

s t ands a s f reedom, if w e t a k e it a s an essen t ia l d e t e r m i n a t i o n of a s i n g u l a r 

I. [. . . ] F r e e d o m is on ly ac tua l w h e r e t he r e is a c o m m u n i t y of T's, of 

sub jec t s . " ' Bu t H e g e l u n d e r s t a n d s b y " f r eedom" aLw th i s : he ins is ts on 

the " m o d e r n " p r i nc ip l e of the i n d i v i d u a l ' s " inf ini te r igh t . " For H e g e l , c ivi l 

soc ie ty is the g r e a t mode rn a c h i e v e m e n t , the condi t ion of ac tua l f reedom, 

the "ma te r i a l b a s i s " of m u t u a l recogni t ion , a n d h is p r o b l e m is p r e c i s e l y 

h o w to luiile the u n i t y of the s ta te a n d the d y n a m i c med ia t ion of c iv i l 

soc ie ty w i t h o u t cu r t a i l i ng the r i g h t s of civi l soc ie ty . T h e y o u n g Hege l , 

e s p e c i a l l y in h i s System der Sittlichkeit, w a s stil l fasc ina ted b y the G r e e k 

polid a s the o r g a n i c u n i t y of i n d i v i d u a l a n d socie ty : he re , socia l s u b s t a n c e 

does not y e t s t and opposed to i n d i v i d u a l s a s a cold, abs t rac t , ob jec t ive 

l e g a l i t y imposed from outs ide , bu t a s the l i v ing u n i t y of " c u s t o m s , " of a 

col lec t ive e th ica l life in w h i c h i n d i v i d u a l s a r e "at home, " r e c o g n i z i n g it a s 

the i r o w n subs t ance . F r o m this pe r spec t ive , cold u n i v e r s a l l e g a l i t y is a 

reg ress ion from the o rgan i c u n i t y of cus toms —the r eg res s ion from 

Greece to the R o m a n Empi r e . A l t h o u g h Hege l soon a c c e p t e d that the 

sub jec t ive f reedom of m o d e r n i t y h a s to be accep ted , tha t the o r g a n i c 

u n i t y of polu is forever lost, he none the les s ins i s ted on a need for some 



IN DEFENSE OF LOST C A U S E S 

130 

k i n d of r e tu rn to r e n e w e d o r g a n i c un i ty , to a nevjpolià tha t w o u l d offer as 

a coun te rpa r t to i n d i v i d u a l s a d e e p e r sense of social so l ida r i ty a n d o rgan i c 

u n i t y ove r and above the " m e c h a n i s t i c " in te rac t ion a n d ind iv idua l i s t 

compet i t ion of c ivi l soc ie ty . 

H e g e l ' s c ruc i a l s tep t o w a r d s m a t u r i t y o c c u r s w h e n he r e a l l y " a b a n d o n s 

the p a r a d i g m of the poli/'^^ b y w a y of r e c o n c e p t u a l i z i n g the role of c ivi l 

soc ie ty . Firs t , c ivi l soc ie ty is for H e g e l the "s ta te of U n d e r s t a n d i n g , " the 

s ta te r e d u c e d to the po l ice a p p a r a t u s r e g u l a t i n g the chao t ic in te rac t ion 

of i n d i v i d u a l s e a c h of w h o m p u r s u e s h i s egot i s t ic in te res t s —such an 

ind iv idua l i s t i c - a tomis t i c not ion of f reedom a n d the not ion of l ega l o rde r 

a s imposed on i n d i v i d u a l s a s the e x t e r n a l l imi ta t ion of the i r f reedom a r e 

s t r i c t ly co r re l a t ive . T h e need t h u s a r i s e s to p a s s from th is " s ta te of 

U n d e r s t a n d i n g " to the t r ue "s ta te of R e a s o n , " in w h i c h the i n d i v i d u a l s ' 

sub jec t ive d i spos i t ions a re h a r m o n i z e d w i t h the social W h o l e , in w h i c h 

i n d i v i d u a l s r ecogn ize the social s u b s t a n c e a s the i r o w n . T h e c ruc i a l s tep 

occu r s w h e n H e g e l ful ly d e v e l o p s the m e d i a t i n g role of c ivi l soc ie ty : the 

" s y s t e m of mu l t i l a t e r a l d e p e n d e n c e " w h o s e u l t ima te m o d e r n form is the 

m a r k e t economy, the s y s t e m In w h i c h p a r t i c u l a r a n d un ive r sa l a re 

s e p a r a t e d a n d opposed , in w h i c h e v e r y Ind iv idua l p u r s u e s o n l y h i s 

p r i v a t e goa l s , in w h i c h o r g a n i c social u n i t y d e c o m p o s e s in to e x t e r n a l 

m e c h a n i c in te rac t ion , w h i c h is in i t se l f a l r e a d y the reconc i l i a t ion of the 

p a r t i c u l a r a n d the un ive r sa l in the g u i s e of the f amous " inv i s ib l e h a n d " of 

the m a r k e t , on a c c o u n t of w h i c h , b y p u r s u i n g p r i va t e in te res t s a t the 

e x p e n s e of o thers , e v e r y i n d i v i d u a l con t r ibu tes to the w e l f a r e of a l l . It is 

t h u s not s i m p l y that one h a s to " o v e r c o m e " the m e c h a n i c a l / e x t e r n a l 

in te rac t ion of c iv i l soc ie ty In a h i g h e r o r g a n i c u n i t y : c iv i l soc ie ty a n d i ts 

d i s in t eg ra t ion p l a y a c ruc ia l m e d i a t i n g role , so tha t the t rue r econc i l i a t ion 

( w h i c h does not abol i sh m o d e r n sub jec t ive f r eedom) should r e c o g n i z e 

h o w th is d i s in t eg ra t ion Is in i tself a l r e a d y Its opposi te , a force of 

in tegra t ion . Reconc i l i a t i on is t h u s r a d i c a l l y immanent: it i m p l i e s a shift 

of p e r s p e c t i v e a s to w h a t first a p p e a r s a s d i s in teg ra t ion . In o the r w o r d s , 

insofar a s c iv i l soc ie ty is the s p h e r e of a l i ena t ion , of the s epa ra t i on 

b e t w e e n sub jec t i v i t y pers i s t ing In Its abs t r ac t Ind iv idua l i t y a n d the 

objec t ive socia l o r d e r oppos ing it a s an e x t e r n a l n e c e s s i t y that cu r t a i l s 

i ts f reedom, the r e s o u r c e s of r econc i l i a t ion shou ld be found in this very 

sphere (in what, in this sphere, appears "at first sight, as the least spiritual, as the 

most alienating: the system of needs' ) , not in the p a s s a g e to ano the r 

" h i g h e r " sphe re . T h e s t ruc tu re of th i s reconc i l i a t ion in the m a t u r e H e g e l 

i s , a g a i n , tha t of the R a b i n o v i c h j o k e : " T h e r e a r e t w o r e a s o n s m o d e r n 
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soc ie ty is r econc i l ed w i t h itself. T h e first is the in te rac t ion w i t h i n c ivi l 

soc ie ty . . ." " B u t tha t in te rac t ion is cons tan t strife, the v e r y m e c h a n i s m 

of d i s in teg ra t ion , of r u th l e s s c o m p e t i t i o n ! " " W e l l , th i s is the s econd 

reason , s ince th i s v e r y strife a n d compet i t ion m a k e s i n d i v i d u a l s thor

o u g h l y i n t e r d e p e n d e n t a n d thus g e n e r a t e s the u l t imate social bond . . . " 

T h e w h o l e p e r s p e c t i v e t h u s c h a n g e s : it is no l o n g e r tha t the o r g a n i c 

Sittlichkeit of the polu d i s i n t e g r a t e s u n d e r the cor ros ive inf luence of 

m o d e r n a b s t r a c t i n d i v i d u a l i t y in i ts mu l t ip l e m o d e s ( the m a r k e t economy, 

p ro tes tan t i sm, a n d so o n ) , a n d tha t this u n i t y shou ld s o m e h o w be 

r e s to red a t a h i g h e r l eve l : the pomt of H e g e l ' s a n a l y s e s of An t iqu i t y , 

bes t exempl i f i ed b y h is r e p e a t e d r e a d i n g s Antigone, is tha t the G r e e k 

poluf i tself w a s a l r e a d y m a r k e d , cu t th rough , b y fatal i m m a n e n t a n t a g o n 

i sms (public—private, mascul ine—feminine, human—divine, free—slaves, 

e tc . ) w h i c h be l i e i ts o r g a n i c un i t y . A b s t r a c t un ive r sa l i n d i v i d u a l i s m 

( C h r i s t i a n i t y ) , far from c a u s i n g the d i s in t eg ra t ion of G r e e k o r g a n i c 

un i ty , w a s , on the con t r a ry , the n e c e s s a r y hrs t s tep t o w a r d s t r ue 

reconc i l i a t ion . W i t h r e g a r d to the m a r k e t , far from b e i n g s i m p l y a 

cor ros ive force, it is m a r k e t in te rac t ion w h i c h p r o v i d e s the m e d i a t i n g 

p r o c e s s w h i c h forms the b a s i s of t r ue reconc i l i a t ion b e t w e e n the u n i v e r s a l 

a n d the p a r t i c u l a r : m a r k e t compet i t ion b r i n g s peop le r e a l l y toge ther , 

w h i l e o r g a n i c o r d e r d i v i d e s them. 

T h e bes t i nd ica t ion of th i s shift in the m a t u r e H e g e l c o n c e r n s the 

opposi t ion of c u s t o m s and l a w : for the e a r l y H e g e l , the t rans format ion of 

cus toms into ins t i tu t iona l i zed l a w is a r e g r e s s i v e m o v e from o r g a n i c u n i t y 

to a l i ena t ion ( the n o r m is no l o n g e r e x p e r i e n c e d a s p a r t of m y subs tan t i a l 

e th ica l na tu re , b u t a s an e x t e r n a l force tha t cons t r a in s m y f r eedom) , w h i l e 

for the m a t u r e H e g e l th is t r ans format ion is a crucied s tep fo rward , 

open ing u p a n d sus t a in ing the space of m o d e r n sub jec t ive f reedom. 

It i s in total oppos i t ion to these H e g e l i a n in s igh t s tha t H e i d e g g e r d e p l o y s 

his not ion of a "total s ta te" : 

W e a r e t a l k i n g abou t a total s ta te . Th i s s ta te is not a p a r t i c u l a r d o m a i n 

( a m o n g o t h e r s ) , it is not a n a p p a r a t u s w h i c h is he r e to p ro tec t soc ie ty 

(from the s ta te i t se l f ) , a d o m a i n w i th w h i c h on ly some peop le h a v e to 

deal.^^ 

[. . . ] the peop le t h u s w i l l s a n d loves the s ta te a s i ts o w n w a y a n d 

m a n n e r to be a s a peop le . T h e peop le is d o m i n a t e d b y the s t r iv ing, b y 

ero,i, for the s ta te . 
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T h i s Eros , of course , i m p h e s personi f ica t ion: love is a l w a y s love for the 
One , the L e a d e r : 

T h e F ü h r e r - S t a t e — t h e one w e h a v e — m e a n s the a c c o m p l i s h m e n t of 

the h is tor ica l deve lopmen t : the a c t u a l i z a t i o n of the peop le in the 

Führer .^^ 

It is o n l y the l e a d e r ' s w i l l w h i c h m a k e s o thers into h i s fo l lowers , a n d 

c o m m u n i t y a r i s e s out of this r e l a t ionsh ip of fo l lowing. The fo l lowers ' 

sacr i f ice a n d se rv i ce o r ig ina te in th is l i v ing connec t ion , not in the i r 

o b e d i e n c e to the cons t ra in t of ins t i tu t ions . 

T h e l e a d e r h a s someth ing to do w i t h the peop le ' s wi l l ; th is w i l l is not 

the s u m of s i n g u l a r w i l l s , b u t a W h o l e of a p r imord i a l au then t i c i t y . The 

ques t ion of the consc iousness -of - the -wi l l of a c o m m u n i t y is a p r o b l e m 

in al l d e m o c r a c i e s , w h i c h can on ly be r e so lved in a fruitful w a y w h e n 

one r e c o g n i z e s the l e a d e r ' s wi l l a n d the peop le ' s w i l l in the i r essent i 

a l i t y . O u r t ask t o d a y is to a r r a n g e the found ing re l a t ionsh ip of our 

c o m m u n a l b e i n g in the d i rec t ion of th i s a c t u a l i t y of p e o p l e a n d leader , 

w h e r e , a s i ts ac tua l i t y , the two canno t be s e p a r a t e d . O n l y w h e n th is 

ba s i c s c h e m e Is a s se r t ed in i ts e s sen t i a l a spec t t h r o u g h Its app l i ca t ion , 

is t r ue l e a d e r s h i p poss ib le . 

This , of course , is aga in to ta l ly opposed to Hegel , for w h o m the h e a d of a 

ra t iona l state should not be a leader , bu t a k ing . W h y ? Let us t a k e a look a t 

Hege l ' s ( in ) famous deduc t ion of the ra t ional necess i ty of h e r e d i t a r y mon

a rchy : the b u r e a u c r a t i c cha in of k n o w l e d g e h a s to be s u p p l e m e n t e d b y the 

k ing ' s dec is ion a s the "comple te ly concre te object iv i ty of the w i l l " w h i c h 

" reabsorbs al l pa r t i cu l a r i t y into its s ing le self, cu ts short the w e i g h i n g of p ros 

a n d cons b e t w e e n w h i c h it le ts itself osci l la te p e r p e t u a l l y n o w this w a y and 

n o w that , a n d b y s ay ing T w i l l ' m a k e s its decis ion a n d so i n a u g u r a t e s all 

ac t iv i ty a n d ac tua l i t y . " This is w h y "the concept ion of the m o n a r c h " is "of 

al l concept ions the hardes t for ra t iocinat ion, i .e . for the method of reflection 

e m p l o y e d b y the U n d e r s t a n d i n g . " In the nex t p a r a g r a p h , H e g e l further 

e l abora tes th is specu la t ive necess i ty of the monarch : 

This u l t ima te self in w h i c h the w i l l of the s tate is c o n c e n t r a t e d is , w h e n 

t h u s t a k e n in abs t rac t ion , a s ing le sel f a n d therefore is i m m e d i a t e 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y . H e n c e its " n a t u r a l " c h a r a c t e r is i m p l i e d in i ts v e r y 
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concep t ion . T h e monarch , therefore , is e s s e n t i a l l y c h a r a c t e r i z e d a s th is 

i nd iv idua l , in abs t r ac t ion from all h is o the r cha rac t e r i s t i c s , a n d th is 

i n d i v i d u a l is r a i s e d to the d i g n i t y of m o n a r c h y in an i m m e d i a t e , 

na tu ra l , fashion, i .e . t h r o u g h h is b i r th in the cour se of na tu r e . 

T h e specu l a t i ve m o m e n t tha t U n d e r s t a n d i n g cannot g r a s p is " the t rans i 

t ion of the concep t of p u r e se l f -de te rmina t ion in to the i m m e d i a c y of 

B e i n g a n d so in to the r e a l m of nature ." ' '^ In o ther w o r d s , w h i l e U n d e r 

s t and ing can w e l l g r a s p the u n i v e r s a l med ia t i on of a l i v i n g total i ty , w h a t it 

canno t g r a s p is tha t thi) totality, in order to actualize itself, has to acquire actiuil 

existence in the guue of an immediate "natural" singularity. T h e t e rm 

" n a t u r a l " shou ld be g i v e n i ts full w e i g h t he re : in the s a m e w a y that , 

a t the e n d of the Logic, the Idea ' s comple t ed se l f -media t ion r e l e a s e s i tself 

from N a t u r e , co l l apses into the e x t e r n a l i m m e d i a c y of N a t u r e , the S t a t e ' s 

r a t iona l se l f -media t ion h a s to a c q u i r e a c t u a l ex i s t ence in a w i l l w h i c h is 

d e t e r m i n e d a s d i r e c t l y na tu ra l , u n m e d i a t e d , stricto sensu " i r ra t iona l . ' 

W h i l e o b s e r v i n g N a p o l e o n on a horse in the s t ree ts of J e n a after the 

ba t t le of 1807 , H e g e l r e m a r k e d tha t it w a s a s if he h a d seen the W o r l d 

S p i r i t r i d ing a horse . T h e Chr i s to log ica l imp l i ca t i ons of th i s r e m a r k a r e 

obv ious : w h a t h a p p e n e d in the case of Ch r i s t is tha t G o d himself, the 

c rea to r of o u r en t i re u n i v e r s e , w a s w a l k i n g a r o u n d a s a c o m m o n 

ind iv idua l . Th i s m y s t e r y of i n c a r n a t i o n is d i s ce rn ib l e a t different l eve l s , 

u p to the pa ren t ' s s p e c u l a t i v e j u d g m e n t a p r o p o s a ch i ld "Ou t the re o u r 

love i s w a l k i n g ! " , w h i c h s t ands for the H e g e l i a n r e v e r s a l of d e t e r m i n a t e 

ref lexion into re f lex ive d e t e r m i n a t i o n — the s a m e a s w i t h a k i n g , w h e n h is 

sub jec t sees h i m w a l k i n g a r o u n d : " O u t the re o u r s ta te is w a l k i n g . " 

M a r x ' s evoca t ion of r e f l ex ive de t e rmina t i on ( in h is f amous footnote in 

c h a p t e r 1 of Capital) a l so fal ls shor t he re : i n d i v i d u a l s t h ink tha t t h e y t rea t 

a pe r son a s a k i n g b e c a u s e he is a k i n g m himself, w h i l e , in fact, he is a 

k i n g o n l y b e c a u s e t h e y t rea t h im a s one . H o w e v e r , the c ruc i a l po in t is 

tha t th i s " re i f i ca t ion" of a social r e la t ion in a person canno t be d i s m i s s e d 

a s a s imple "fet ishis t ic mi spe rcep t ion" ; w h a t such a d i smis sa l i tself m i s s e s 

i s someth ing that , p e r h a p s , c o u l d be d e s i g n a t e d a s the " H e g e l i a n per

format ive" : of cour se a k i n g is " in h imself" a m i s e r a b l e i nd iv idua l , of 

cour se he is a k i n g on ly insofar a s h is sub jec t s t rea t h i m a s one; h o w e v e r , 

the po in t is tha t the "fet ishis t ic i l l u s ion" w h i c h sus t a ins our vene ra t i on of 

a k i n g h a s in i tself a pe r fo rmat ive dimension—^^^ very unity of our state, that 

which the king "embodies, "actualizes itself only in the person of a king. W h i c h is 

w h y it is not e n o u g h to insis t on the n e e d to avo id the "fet ishis t ic t r ap " 
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a n d to d i s t ingu i sh b e t w e e n the con t ingen t person of a k i n g a n d w h a t he 

s t ands for: w h a t the k i n g s t ands for on ly c o m e s to be in h i s pe rson , the 

s a m e a s w i t h a coup le ' s love w h i c h (a t l eas t w i t h i n a cer ta in t rad i t iona l 

p e r s p e c t i v e ) o n l y b e c o m e s ac tua l in the i r offspring. 

S o far, f-fegel s e e m s to s a y the s a m e th ing a s H e i d e g g e r ; t he re is, 

h o w e v e r , a k e y difference, m a d e c l ea r in the Add i t i on to p a r a g r a p h 280 : 

Addition: It is often a l l e g e d a g a i n s t m o n a r c h y tha t it m a k e s the we l f a r e 

of the s ta te d e p e n d e n t on chance , for, it is u r g e d , the m o n a r c h m a y be 

i l l - educa ted , he m a y p e r h a p s be u n w o r t h y of the h ighes t posi t ion in the 

state, a n d it is s ense les s tha t such a s ta te of affairs shou ld ex i s t b e c a u s e 

it i s supposed to be ra t iona l . B u t al l this res t s on a p resuppos i t ion 

w h i c h is nuga to ry , n a m e l y that e v e i y t h i n g d e p e n d s on the m o n a r c h ' s 

p a r t i c u l a r cha rac t e r . In a c o m p l e t e l y o r g a n i z e d state, it is o n l y a 

ques t ion of the c u l m i n a t i n g point of formal dec i s ion ( and a na tu ra l 

b u l w a r k a g a i n s t pass ion . It is w r o n g therefore to d e m a n d object ive 

q u a l i t i e s in a m o n a r c h ) ; he h a s o n l y to s a y " y e s " a n d dot the " 1 " , 

b e c a u s e the th rone shou ld be such tha t the s ign i f ican t t h ing in its 

ho lde r is not h i s p a r t i c u l a r m a k e - u p . [. . . ] In a w e l l - o r g a n i z e d 

m o n a r c h y , the objec t ive a spec t b e l o n g s to l a w a lone , a n d the mon

a r c h ' s pa r t IS m e r e l y to set to the l a w the sub jec t ive "1 w i l l " . 

W h a t is miss ing in H e i d e g g e r is this reduc t ion of the function of the 

M o n a r c h to the p u r e l y formal function of dot t ing the " i " s , that is , the 

separa t ion b e t w e e n wha t , today , w e w o u l d call the "cons ta t ive" and the 

"per fo rmat ive" aspec t s (or, in L a c a n ' s te rms , the cha in of k n o w l e d g e a n d 

the M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r ) : the "object ive a s p e c t " of g o v e r n i n g a state, the 

content of l a w s a n d m e a s u r e s ( w h i c h is the bus iness of the exper t 

b u r e a u c r a c y ) , and its t ransformation into a " sub jec t ive" decis ion of the 

s tate that is to be enac ted . H e i d e g g e r ' s concept of the L e a d e r confounds 

p rec i s e ly the t w o d imens ions Hege l s t r ives to k e e p apar t . The further 

p a r a d o x of H e g e l ' s notion of m o n a r c h y is that the k i n g is the const i tut ive 

except ion w h i c h , a s such, g u a r a n t e e s the un ive r sa l l ega l e q u a l i t y of all 

other subjects ; no w o n d e r that, in contras t to Hege l , H e i d e g g e r exp l ic i t ly 

re jects e q u a l i t y in favor of a " h i e r a r c h y of g r a d e s " enforced b y the L e a d e r : 

To domina t ion b e l o n g s power , w h i c h c r e a t e s a h i e r a r c h y of g r a d e s 

t h rough the imposi t ion of the wi l l of the one w h o ru l e s , insofar a s he is 

a c t u a l l y powerfu l , i.e., insofar a s he d i sposes those u n d e r h is rule.^^ 
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Heidegger—pace those w h o a c c u s e h im of l e a v i n g out of cons ide ra t ion the 

" c r u e l " a spec t s of anc i en t G r e e k life ( s l a v e r y a n d so o n ) — o p e n l y d r a w s 

a t ten t ion to h o w " r a n k a n d d o m i n a n c e " a r e d i r e c t l y g r o u n d e d in a 

d i s c lo su re of be ing , t h e r e b y p r o v i d i n g a d i r ec t on to log ica l g r o u n d i n g 

for the socia l r e l a t ions of domina t ion : 

If peop le t o d a y from t ime to t ime a r e g o i n g to b u s y t h e m s e l v e s r a t h e r 

too e a g e r l y w i t h the polis of the G r e e k s , t h e y should not s u p p r e s s th i s 

s ide of it; o t h e r w i s e the concep t of the polis e a s i l y b e c o m e s i n n o c u o u s 

a n d sen t imenta l . W h a t is h i g h e r in r a n k is w h a t is s t ronger . T h u s 

B e i n g , logos , a s the g a t h e r e d h a r m o n y , is not e a s i l y a v a i l a b l e for e v e r y 

m a n a t the s ame pr ice , bu t is concea led , a s opposed to tha t h a r m o n y 

w h i c h is a l w a y s m e r e e q u a l i z i n g , the e l imina t ion of tens ion, l eve l ing . 

W h o , then, is the e n e m y of such a h i e r a r c h i c a l o r d e r ? T h e J a n u s head 

of n o n - h i e r a r c h i c a l e g a l i t a r i a n i s m w i t h i ts t w o faces, bou rgeo i s - l i be ra l 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m a n d c o m m u n i s t e g a l i t a r i a n i s m , g r o u n d e d in " J u d e o -

C h r i s t i a n " sp i r i tua l i ty , w h i c h is t h u s the c o m m o n source a n d founda t ion 

of both opposed s t r ands of m o d e r n pol i t ics : 

In a c c o r d a n c e to i ts mode , Jewuh-ChrLitian domina t ion p l a y s a d o u b l e 

g a m e , t a k i n g s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the s ide of the "d ic ta to r sh ip of the 

p r o l e t a r i a t " a n d the s ide of the l i be r a l -democra t i c c u l t u r a l s t r iv ing; 

for some t ime, th is doub le g a m e w i l l con t inue to concea l our a l r e a d y -

p r e s e n t loss of roots a n d i n a b i l i t y to t a k e essent ia l dec i s ions . 

A n d H e i d e g g e r goes e v e n a s tep fur ther he re a g a i n s t the l i b e r a l - d e m o 

cra t i c doxa-, in the a l t e r n a t i v e b e t w e e n C o m m u n i s m a n d l ibe ra l i sm, 

" E n g l i s h " d e m o c r a t i c l i b e r a l i s m is the m o r e d a n g e r o u s : " T h e bour 

g e o i s - C h r i s t i a n form of Engl i sh ' B o l s h e v i s m ' is the most d a n g e r o u s . 

W i t h o u t its ann ih i l a t ion , the m o d e r n e r a w i l l con t inue to be ma in 

tained.'"^^ 

Di s t ru s t of d e m o c r a c y is a cons tan t fea ture of H e i d e g g e r ' s thought , 

even after the Kehre; w e find it in h i s N i e t z s c h e l e c t u r e s from 1 9 3 6 - 3 7 

( w h e r e he w r o t e tha t " E u r o p e a l w a y s w a n t s to c l ing to ' d e m o c r a c y ' a n d 

does not w a n t to see tha t th i s w o u l d be a fateful dea th for i t " ^ ^ ) , a s w e l l a s 

in h is p o s t h u m o u s l y p u b l i s h e d Spiegel i n t e r v i e w w h e r e he e x p r e s s e d h is 

doub t tha t d e m o c r a c y w a s the pol i t ica l form tha t bes t fits m o d e r n 

t echno logy . 
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Repetition and the New 

S o w e a r e b a c k to Ches te r ton ' s not ion of c o n c e a h n g a b o d y in a p i le of 

co rpses : w h e n one c o n d e m n s H e i d e g g e r ' s en t i re ph i losoph ica l edif ice a s 

" fasc is t , " one m a s k s one ' s i n a b i l i t y to i d e n t i f y { o n e ) corpse —the s i n g u l a r 

ideo log ica l fea ture w h i c h g a v e a fascist t ouch to all o t h e r s — b y con

s t ruc t ing a pile of c o r p s e s c a l l e d " H e i d e g g e r ' s fascist t hough t . " In this 

w a y , one c o n c e d e s too m u c h to the e n e m y : t he r e is no th ing " i n h e r e n t l y 

fasc is t" In the not ions of dec is ion , repet i t ion , a s s u m i n g one ' s des t iny , a n d 

so forth (or, c lose r to " o r d i n a r y " pol i t ics , in the not ions of m a s s d i sc ip l ine , 

sacr i f ice of the i nd iv idua l for the co l lec t ive , a n d so for th) . In short, one 

shou ld not a l l o w the e n e m y to def ine the t e r ra in of the bat t le a n d its 

s t akes , so that w e e n d u p a b s t r a c t l y oppos ing h im, suppor t ing a n e g a t i v e 

c o p y of w h a t he w a n t s . To be c l ea r a n d b ru t a l to the end, t he re is a lesson 

to be l e a r n e d from H e r m a n n Goer ing ' s r ep ly , in the e a r l y 1940s , to a 

fanat ica l N a z i w h o a s k e d h i m w h y he p ro t ec t ed a w e l l - k n o w n J e w from 

depor ta t ion : "In th i s c i ty , I d e c i d e w h o i s a J e w ! " ( an a n s w e r , i nc iden 

ta l ly , a t t r i bu t ed a l r e a d y to m a n y o ther G e r m a n figures w h o pro tec ted 

the i r p r i v i l e g e d J e w s , from B i s m a r c k to Ka r l L ü g e r ) . In th is c i ty , it is w e 

w h o d e c i d e w h a t is left, so w e shou ld s i m p l y ignore l i be ra l a c c u s a t i o n s of 

" i n c o n s i s t e n c y . " For e x a m p l e , in h i s r e v i e w of the G u e v a r a film The 

Motorcycle Diaries, Pau l B e r m a n c r i t i c a l l y c l a i m e d tha t 

the en t i re movie , in i ts concep t a n d tone, e x u d e s a Chr i s to log ica l cu l t of 

m a r t y r d o m , a cu l t of ado ra t ion for the s p i r i t u a l l y supe r io r pe r son w h o 

is v e e r i n g t o w a r d dea th ^—precisely the k i n d of ado ra t ion tha t La t in 

A m e r i c a ' s Ca tho l i c C h u r c h p romoted for seve ra l cen tu r i e s , w i t h 

m i s e r a b l e c o n s e q u e n c e s . T h e rebe l l ion a g a i n s t r e a c t i o n a r y Ca tho l i c i sm 

in th i s mov ie i s Itself a n e x p r e s s i o n of r e a c t i o n a r y Ca tho l i c i sm . T h e 

t r ad i t iona l c h u r c h e s of La t in A m e r i c a a r e full of s t a tues of g r u e s o m e 

b l e e d i n g sa in t s . A n d the masoch i s t i c a l l u r e of those s t a tues is p r e c i s e l y 

w h a t y o u see in the mov ie ' s m a n y dep i c t i ons of y o u n g C h e c o u g h i n g 

out h i s l u n g s from a s t h m a a n d tes t ing h imse l f b y s w i m m i n g in cold 
^ 70 

w a t e r . 

To this , one shou ld s i m p l y a n s w e r : t rue , b u t —so w h a t ? W h y shou ld 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y po l i t i cs not t a k e ove r the Ca tho l i c cul t of m a r t y r d o m ? A n d 

one shou ld not be afra id to g o to ( w h a t for m a n y l i b e r a l s w o u l d b e ) the 

e n d a n d to s a y the s ame abou t L e n l R ie fens tah l . H e r w o r k s e e m s to l e n d 
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i tself to a te leo log ica l r e a d i n g , p r o g r e s s i n g t o w a r d s i ts d a r k conc lus ion . It 

b e g a n w i t h Bergfiirne w h i c h c e l e b r a t e d h e r o i s m a n d b o d i l y effort in the 

e x t r e m e condi t ions of m o u n t a i n - c l i m b i n g ; it w e n t on to h e r t w o Naz i 

d o c u m e n t a r i e s , c e l e b r a t i n g the pol i t ica l a n d sport forms of b o d i l y d i s 

c ip l ine , concen t ra t ion , a n d s t r eng th of the w i l l ; then, af ter W o r l d W a r II, 

in h e r pho to a l b u m s , she r e d i s c o v e r e d h e r idea l of b o d i l y b e a u t y a n d 

gracefu l se l f -mas te ry in the N u b i Afr ican t r ibe; f inal ly, in the las t d e c a d e s , 

she l e a r n e d the difficult a r t of d e e p - s e a d i v i n g a n d s ta r t ed shoot ing 

d o c u m e n t a r i e s abou t the s t r a n g e life in the d a r k d e p t h s of the sea . 

W e t h u s s e e m to ob ta in a c l e a r t r a j ec to ry from the top to the bot tom; 

w e b e g i n w i t h the i n d i v i d u a l s s t r u g g l i n g a t the m o u n t a i n tops a n d 

g r a d u a l l y de scend , t i l l w e r e a c h the a m o r p h o u s t h r i v i n g of life i tself a t 

the bot tom of the s e a — i s not w h a t she e n c o u n t e r e d d o w n there he r 

u l t ima te object, obscene a n d i r res i s t ib le e t e rna l life itself, w h a t she w a s 

s e a r c h i n g for a l l a l o n g ? A n d d o e s th is not a p p l y a l so to h e r p e r s o n a l i t y ? 

In fact, it s e e m e d tha t the fear of those w h o w e r e f a sc ina ted b y Len i w a s 

no l o n g e r " W h e n w i l l she d i e ? " , b u t " W i l l she ever d i e ? " — a l t h o u g h w e 

r a t i o n a l l y k n e w she w o u l d soon d ie , w e s o m e h o w d i d not r e a l l y be l i eve it, 

sec re t ly c o n v i n c e d tha t she w o u l d go on forever , so he r dea th w a s a 

g e n u i n e su rp r i s e . 

T h i s c o n t i n u i t y is u s u a l l y g i v e n a "p ro to - fa sc i s t " tw i s t , a s in t h e 

e x e m p l a r y c a s e of S u s a n S o n t a g ' s f amous e s s a y on Rie fens t ah l , " F a s 

c i n a t i n g F a s c i s m . " T h e i d e a h e r e is tha t e v e n h e r p r e - a n d p o s t - N a z i 

f i lms a r t i c u l a t e a v i s ion of life w h i c h is "pro to- fasc i s t " : R i e f e n s t a h l ' s 

f a sc i sm is d e e p e r t h a n he r d i r e c t c e l e b r a t i o n of N a z i po l i t i c s , it r e s i d e s 

a l r e a d y in h e r p r e - p o l l t i c a l a e s t h e t i c s of life, in h e r fasc ina t ion w i t h 

beau t i fu l b o d i e s d i s p l a y i n g t h e i r d i s c i p l i n e d m o v e m e n t s . . . P e r h a p s it 

i s t ime to p r o b l e m a t i z e th i s topos . L e t u s t a k e Bcu blaue Licht: i s it not 

poss ib le to r e a d the film a l so in e x a c t l y the opposi te w a y ? Is J u n t a , the 

l o n e l y a n d w i l d m o u n t a i n g i r l , not an outcas t w h o a lmos t b e c o m e s the 

v i c t i m of a p o g r o m b y the v i l l a g e r s in a m a n n e r w h i c h canno t bu t r e m i n d 

u s of a n t i - S e m i t i c m a s s a c r e s ? P e r h a p s it is not a n a c c i d e n t that B é l a 

B a l â z s , R ie fens t ah l ' s lover at tha t t ime w h o co-wro te the scena r io w i t h 

her , w a s a M a r x i s t . . . 

T h e p rob lem is he re m u c h more g e n e r a l , it goes far b e y o n d Rie fen

stahl , L e t u s t a k e the v e r y oppos i te of Rie fens tah l , A r n o l d S c h o e n b e r g : in 

the second p a r t of Harmonienlehre, h is major theore t i ca l manifes to from 

1911 , he d e v e l o p s h i s opposi t ion to tonal m u s i c in t e r m s w h i c h , supe r 

f ic ia l ly , a lmos t r eca l l l a t e r N a z i a n t i - S e m i t i c t rac t s : tona l m u s i c h a s 

137 
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b e c o m e a " d i s e a s e d , " " d e g e n e r a t e " w o r l d In need of a c l e a n s i n g solut ion; 

the tonal s y s t e m h a s g i v e n in to " i n b r e e d i n g a n d inces t" ; r oman t i c cho rds 

such a s the d i m i n i s h e d seven th a r e " h e r m a p h r o d i t i c , " " v a g r a n t , " a n d 

" cosmopo l i t an" . . . no th ing eas i e r than to c l a im tha t such a mess i an i c -

apocaly^ptic a t t i t ude is p a r t of the s a m e " sp i r i tua l s i t ua t ion" w h i c h g a v e 

b i r th to the N a z i "f inal so lu t ion ." Th i s , h o w e v e r , i s p r e c i s e l y the con

c lus ion one should awi/): w h a t m a k e s N a z i s m r e p u l s i v e is not the rhe tor ic 

of final solut ion M such, bu t the concre te tw i s t it g i v e s to it. 

A n o t h e r p o p u l a r topic of th is k m d of a n a l y s i s , c l o s e r to R ie fens t ah l , is 

the a l l e g e d l y "p ro to - fasc l s t " c h a r a c t e r of the m a s s c h o r e o g r a p h y d i s 

p l a y i n g d i s c i p l i n e d m o v e m e n t s of t h o u s a n d s of b o d i e s ( p a r a d e s , mass 

p e r f o r m a n c e s in the s t ad i a , a n d so o n ) ; if one finds the s a m e p h e n o m 

enon a l so in soc ia l i sm, one i m m e d i a t e l y d r a w s the c o n c l u s i o n a b o u t a 

" d e e p e r s o l i d a r i t y " b e t w e e n the t w o " t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m s . " S u c h a p roce 

d u r e , the v e r y p r o t o t y p e of i d e o l o g i c a l l i b e r a l i s m , m i s s e s the poin t : not 

o n l y a r e s u c h m a s s p e r f o r m a n c e s not I n h e r e n t l y fascist ; t h e y a r e not 

e v e n " n e u t r a l , " w a i t i n g to be a p p r o p r i a t e d b y Left or R i g h t —it w a s 

N a z i s m tha t s tole t h e m a n d a p p r o p r i a t e d t h e m from the w o r k e r s ' 

m o v e m e n t , t h e i r o r i g i n a l c r ea to r . N o n e of the "p ro to - fasc l s t " e l e m e n t s 

i s per se fascist , w h a t m a k e s t hem "fasc is t " i s on ly the i r specif ic a r t i cu l a 

t ion—or , to pu t it in S t e p h e n J a y Gou ld ' s t e rms , al l these e l e m e n t s a re 

" e x - a p t e d " b y fascism. In o the r w o r d s , t he r e is no "fascism asant la lettre, " 

b e c a u s e it is the letter itself (':he nomination) which makes out of the bundle of 

elements fascLnn proper. 

A l o n g the s a m e l ines , one shou ld r a d i c a l l y re jec t the not ion that 

d i sc ip l ine (from self-control to b o d y t r a i n i n g ) i s a "proto- fasc ls t" fea

t u r e — t h e v e r y p r e d i c a t e "proto-fasc ls t" shou ld be a b a n d o n e d : it is the 

e x e m p l a r y case of a p s e u d o - c o n c e p t w h o s e function is to b lock con

cep tua l a n a l y s i s . W h e n w e s a y tha t the o r g a n i z e d spec tac le of t h o u s a n d s 

of bod i e s (or, s ay , the a d m i r a t i o n of spor t s w h i c h d e m a n d in tense efforts 

a n d self-control such a s m o u n t a i n - c l i m b i n g ) i s "proto-fascis t ," w e s a y 

s t r i c t ly nothing, w e j u s t e x p r e s s a v a g u e assoc ia t ion w h i c h m a s k s our 

i g n o r a n c e . S o w h e n , th ree d e c a d e s ago , K u n g F u films w e r e p o p u l a r 

( B r u c e L e e a n d so for th) , w a s it not obv ious that w e w e r e d e a l i n g w i t h a 

g e n u i n e w o r k i n g - c l a s s i d e o l o g y of y o u n g s t e r s w h o s e o n l y m e a n s of 

succes s w a s the d i sc ip l ined t r a in ing of t he i r on ly possess ion , the i r b o d i e s ? 

S p o n t a n e i t y a n d the " le t it a l l h a n g out" a t t i t ude of i n d u l g i n g In e x c e s s i v e 

f reedoms be long to those w h o can afford i t—those w h o h a v e no th ing 

h a v e o n l y the i r d i sc ip l ine . T h e " b a d " form of co rporea l d i sc ip l ine , if t he re 
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is one, is not co l lec t ive t ra in ing , but, ra ther , j o g g i n g a n d b o d y - b u i l d i n g as 

p a r t of the N e w A g e m y t h of the rea l i za t ion of the self 's i n n e r po ten t ia l — 

no w o n d e r tha t the obsess ion w i t h one ' s b o d y is an a lmos t o b l i g a t o r y pa r t 

of the p a s s a g e of ex-left is t r a d i c a l s in to the " m a t u r i t y " of p r a g m a t i c 

pol i t i cs : from J a n e F o n d a to J o s c h k a F i scher , the " p e r i o d of l a t e n c y " 

b e t w e e n the t w o p h a s e s w a s m a r k e d b y the focus on one ' s own b o d y . 

So , b a c k to Riefens tah l , w h a t th is m e a n s is not that one shou ld d i s m i s s 

he r N a z i e n g a g e m e n t a s a l imi t ed a n d unfor tuna te ep i sode . T h e t rue 

p r o b l e m is to sus ta in the tens ion w h i c h cu t s t h rough he r w o r k : the 

tens ion b e t w e e n the ar t i s t ic per fec t ion of he r p r o c e d u r e s a n d the ideo

log ica l pro jec t w h i c h "co -op ted" them. W h y shou ld he r case be different 

from that of E z r a Pound , W . B . Y e a t s , a n d o ther m o d e r n i s t s w i t h fascist 

t endenc i e s w h o long a g o b e c a m e par t of our a r t i s t ic c a n o n ? P e r h a p s , the 

s ea r ch for the " t rue ideo log ica l i d e n t i t y " of Rie fens tah l is m i s l e a d i n g : 

the re is no such iden t i ty , she w a s g e n u i n e l y inconsis tent , b l o w n this w a y 

a n d tha t a s she w a s c a u g h t u p in a conf l ic tual forcefield. 

To r e tu rn to H e i d e g g e r , in h i s Naz i e n g a g e m e n t , he w a s not " to ta l ly 

wrong"^—the t r a g e d y is tha t he w a s almost right, d e p l o y i n g the s t ruc tu r e 

of a r e v o l u t i o n a r y ac t a n d then d i s to r t ing it b y g i v i n g it a fascist twis t . 

H e i d e g g e r w a s closest to t ru th p r e c i s e l y w h e r e he e r r e d most, in h i s 

w r i t i n g s from the la te 1920s to the m i d - 1 9 3 0 s . O u r t a s k t h u s is to repeat 

H e i d e g g e r a n d re t r i eve th is lost d imens ion /po ten t i a l of h i s thought . In 

1 9 3 7 - 3 8 , H e i d e g g e r wro t e : 

W h a t is conse rva t i ve r e m a i n s b o g g e d d o w n in the h i s to r iograph ica l ; 

o n l y w h a t is r e v o l u t i o n a r y a t t a ins the dep th of h i s to ry . Revo lu t i on does 

not m e a n he re m e r e subve r s ion a n d des t ruc t ion bu t an u p h e a v a l a n d 

r e c r e a t i n g of the c u s t o m a r y so that the b e g i n n i n g m i g h t be r e s t ruc 

t u r e d . A n d b e c a u s e the o r ig ina l b e l o n g s to the b e g i n n i n g , the re 

s t ruc tu r ing of the b e g i n n i n g is n e v e r the poor imi ta t ion of w h a t w a s 

ea r l i e r ; i t is e n t i r e l y o the r a n d n e v e r t h e l e s s the s a m e . 

In itself, is th is not a w h o l l y pe r t i nen t desc r ip t ion of the revo lu t ion a l o n g 

B e n j a m i n i a n l i n e s ? R e c a l l the e x a m p l e p r o v i d e d b y W a l t e r Ben j amin : the 

O c t o b e r R e v o l u t i o n r e p e a t e d the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion , r e d e e m i n g i ts 

fa i lure , u n e a r t h i n g and r e p e a t i n g the s a m e i m p u l s e . A l r e a d y for K i e r k e 

g a a r d , repe t i t ion is " i nve r t ed m e m o r y , " a m o v e m e n t fo rward , the p ro 

duc t ion of the New, a n d not the r ep roduc t ion of the O ld . " T h e r e is 

no th ing n e w u n d e r the s u n " is the s t ronges t cont ras t to the m o v e m e n t of 
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repet i t ion . S o , it is not o n l y tha t repe t i t ion is (one of the m o d e s of) the 

e m e r g e n c e of the N e w — the New can oniy emerge through répétition. T h e k e y 

to th is p a r a d o x i s , of course , w h a t D e l e u z e d e s i g n a t e s as the dif ference 

b e t w e e n the v i r tua l a n d the ac tua l ( a n d w h i c h — w h y not? —one can a lso 

d e t e r m i n e a s the dif ference b e t w e e n the Sp i r i t a n d the L e t t e r ) . L e t us 

t a k e a g r e a t ph i lo sophe r such a s K a n t — t h e r e a r e t w o m o d e s of r e p e a t i n g 

h im: e i the r one s t i cks to the le t te r a n d fur ther e l a b o r a t e s or c h a n g e s h is 

sys t em, in the spir i t of the n e o - K a n t i a n s (up to a n d i n c l u d i n g H a b e r m a s 

a n d L u c F e r r y ) ; or, one t r ies to r e g a i n the c r ea t i ve impu l se tha t Kant 

h imse l f b e t r a y e d in the ac tua l i za t i on of h is s y s t e m ( tha t is , to connec t to 

w h a t w a s a l r e a d y "in Kan t more than Kant himself ," m o r e t h a n h is 

exp l i c i t sy s t em, i ts e x c e s s i v e c o r e ) . T h e r e a re , a c c o r d i n g l y , t w o m o d e s of 

b e t r a y i n g the pas t . T h e t rue b e t r a y a l is an e th ico- theore t ica l ac t of the 

h ighes t f idel i ty: one h a s to b e t r a y the le t te r of Kan t in o rde r to r e m a i n 

faithful to ( a n d r e p e a t ) the " sp i r i t " of h is thought . It is p r e c i s e l y w h e n one 

r e m a i n s faithful to the le t te r of Kan t that one r e a l l y b e t r a y s the core of his 

thought , the c r ea t ive i m p u l s e u n d e r l y i n g it. O n e shou ld b r i n g this 

p a r a d o x to Its conc lus ion : it is not o n l y that one can r e m a i n r e a l l y faithful 

to a n a u t h o r b y w a y of b e t r a y i n g h i m ( the a c t u a l le t ter of h i s t h o u g h t ) ; a t 

a more r a d i c a l leve l , t he Inverse s t a t emen t ho lds e v e n more —one can 

o n l y t r u l y b e t r a y an a u t h o r b y w a y of r e p e a t i n g h im, b y r e m a i n i n g 

faithful to the core of h is thought . If one does not r e p e a t an a u t h o r (in the 

a u t h e n t i c K l e r k e g a a r d i a n sense of the t e r m ) , b u t m e r e l y " c r i t i c i z e s " h im, 

m o v e s e l s e w h e r e , t u r n s h i m a r o u n d , a n d so forth, th i s effect ively m e a n s 

tha t one u n k n o w i n g l y r e m a i n s w i t h i n h i s hor izon, h i s concep tua l field.''^ 

W h e n G.K. Ches t e r ton d e s c r i b e s h i s conve r s ion to Chr i s t i an i ty , he 

c l a i m s tha t he " t r i ed to be some ten m i n u t e s in a d v a n c e of the t ru th . 

A n d I found tha t I w a s e i g h t e e n y e a r s b e h i n d it."'^^ D o e s the s a m e not 

ho ld even m o r e for those w h o , today , d e s p e r a t e l y t r y to ca tch u p w i t h the 

N e w b y w a y of fo l lowing the la tes t "post-" fashion, a n d a r e t h u s 

c o n d e m n e d to r e m a i n forever e i g h t e e n y e a r s b e h i n d the t r u l y N e w ? 

In h i s i ronic c o m m e n t s on the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion , M a r x opposes the 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y e n t h u s i a s m to the sobe r ing effect of the " m o r n i n g after": 

the ac tua l r e su l t of the s u b l i m e r e v o l u t i o n a r y explos ion , of the Even t of 

f reedom, e q u a l i t y , a n d bro therhood , is the m i s e r a b l e u t i l i t a r i an /ego t i s t i c 

u n i v e r s e of m a r k e t ca l cu la t ion . (And , i nc iden t a l l y , is not th is g a p even 

w i d e r in the c a s e of the O c t o b e r R e v o l u t i o n ? ) H o w e v e r , one s h o u l d not 

s impl i fy M a r x : h i s point i s not the r a t h e r c o m m o n s e n s i c a l i n s igh t in to 

h o w the v u l g a r r e a l i t y of c o m m e r c e i s the " t r u th " of the t hea t e r of 
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r e v o l u t i o n a r y e n t h u s i a s m . In the r e v o l u t i o n a r y exp los ion a s an Event , 

a n o t h e r Utopian d imens ion sh ines t h rough , the d imens ion of u n i v e r s a l 

e m a n c i p a t i o n w h i c h , p rec i se ly , is the e x c e s s b e t r a y e d b y the m a r k e t 

r e a l i t y w h i c h t a k e s ove r "the d a y a f t e r " — a s such , this e x c e s s is not s i m p l y 

abo l i shed , d i s m i s s e d a s i r r e l evan t , but, a s it w e r e , transpoéed 'into the virtual 

state, con t inu ing to h a u n t the e m a n c i p a t o r y i m a g i n a r y a s a d r e a m w a i t i n g 

to be r ea l i zed . T h e e x c e s s of r e v o l u t i o n a r y e n t h u s i a s m over its o w n 

"ac tua l socia l b a s e " o r s u b s t a n c e is t h u s l i t e r a l l y that of an at t r ibute-effect 

over its o w n subs tan t i a l c a u s e , a spec t ra l Even t w a i t i n g for i ts p r o p e r 

embod imen t . 

O n l y repet i t ion b r i n g s out p u r e di f ference. W h e n , in h is famous 

a n a l y s i s in Being and Time, H e i d e g g e r d e s c r i b e s the ex - s t a t i c s t ruc tu re 

of Daseins t e m p o r a l i t y a s the c i r c u l a r m o v e m e n t w h i c h g o e s from future 

t h r o u g h the pas t to the present , it is not e n o u g h to u n d e r s t a n d th is a s a 

m o v e m e n t in w h i c h I, s t a r t ing from the future ( the poss ib i l i t i e s o p e n e d to 

me , m y projec ts , and so o n ) , g o b a c k to the pas t ( a n a l y z e the t ex tu r e of 

the h i s to r ica l s i tua t ion into w h i c h I w a s " t h r o w n , " in w h i c h I find 

m y s e l f ) ' and , from there , e n g a g e in m y p re sen t in o r d e r to r ea l i ze m y 

projec ts . W h e n H e i d e g g e r c h a r a c t e r i z e s fu ture i tself a s " h a v i n g - b e e n " 

(gesewene) or, m o r e p r e c i s e l y , some th ing that " i s a s h a v i n g - b e e n " (gewe

sende), h e loca t e s the future i t se l f into the pas t—not , of course , in the 

sense tha t w e l ive in a c losed u n i v e r s e in w h i c h e v e r y future poss ib i l i ty is 

a l r e a d y c o n t a i n e d in the past , so tha t w e c a n o n l y repeat , r ea l i ze , w h a t 

a l r e a d y is p r e sen t in the inhe r i t ed t ex tu re , but in the m u c h more r a d i c a l 

sense of the " o p e n n e s s " of the pas t itself: the pas t i tself is not s i m p l y " w h a t 

the re was," i t con ta ins h idden , non - r ea l i zed po ten t ia l s , a n d the a u t h e n t i c 

future is the r epe t i t i on / r e t r i eva l of this past , not of the pa s t a s it w a s , b u t of 

those e l e m e n t s in the pas t w h i c h the pa s t itself, in its r ea l i ty , b e t r a y e d , 

stifled, fai led to r ea l i ze . It is in th is sense that one shou ld t o d a y " r e p e a t 

Len in" : choos ing Len in as one ' s he ro ( to p a r a p h r a s e H e i d e g g e r ) not in 

o rde r to follow him a n d do the s a m e today , but to r epea t / r e t r i eve him in 

the p r ec i s e sense of b r i n g i n g out the non - r ea l i zed po ten t i a l s of Len in i sm. 

A n d one shou ld not be af ra id to c o n c e i v e in these t e r m s the v e r y 

sens i t ive topic of H e i d e g g e r ' s r e la t ion to N a z i s m . A l t h o u g h it is t rue that, 

m cont ras t to " r e a l l y - e x i s t i n g s o c i a l i s m , " one does not t a l k abou t " r e a l l y -

ex i s t ing f a sc i sm" ( s ince w e d i d not e x p e r i e n c e " a c t u a l " fascism a s the 

b e t r a y a l of its i n h e r e n t e m a n c i p a t o r y p o t e n t i a l ) , t he re i s none the l e s s a 

ph i lo sophe r w h o p r e c i s e l y did e n g a g e in a k i n d of c r i t i que of " r e a l l y -

ex i s t ing N a z i s m " on beha l f of i ts t r ue po ten t ia l ( i ts " i n n e r g r e a t n e s s " ) 
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b e t r a y e d b y i ts r ac i s t - t echno log ica l n ih i l i s t ic r e a l i t y — n o n e o the r than 

H e i d e g g e r himself, of cou r se . After h i s m u c h - d e b a t e d d i s appo in tmen t 

w i t h the r e a l i t y of the N a z i r e g i m e in 1934, H e i d e g g e r ' s effort t h roughou t 

the 1930s w a s ef fec t ive ly to s a l v a g e th is b e t r a y e d " inne r g r e a t n e s s , " the 

wor ld -h i s t o r i c potent ia l , of the N a z i m o v e m e n t —there in r e s ides the 

u l t ima te pol i t ica l w a g e r of H e i d e g g e r ' s end l e s s va r i a t i ons on the topic 

of Hö lde r l i n and the fate of G e r m a n y . 

A c c o r d i n g to the m e m o i r s of a l e a d i n g m e m b e r of the G e r m a n s tudent 

m o v e m e n t in the la te 1960s, ' '* a de l ega t i on of s tuden t p ro tes te r s v is i ted 

H e i d e g g e r in 1968, a n d he professed h i s full s y m p a t h y a n d suppor t for 

the s tuden ts , c l a i m i n g that t h e y w e r e do ing then w h a t he h a d t r i ed to do 

in 1933 a s rec tor in F r e i b u r g , a l t h o u g h from a different po l i t i ca l pos i t ion. 

O n e shou ld not d i s m i s s th i s c l a i m a s H e i d e g g e r ' s h y p o c r i t i c a l i l lus ion . 

W h a t H e i d e g g e r w a s l o o k i n g for in N a z i s m (to avo id a m i s u n d e r s t a n d 

ing: not o n l y d u e to an a c c i d e n t a l e r ro r in h is pe r sona l j u d g m e n t , but d u e 

to the flaws of h i s theore t ica l edif ice i tself) w a s a r e v o l u t i o n a r y Event , so 

tha t even some m e a s u r e s he Imposed on the F r e i b u r g u n i v e r s i t y d u r i n g 

his b r ie f t e n u r e a s i ts r ec to r b e a r w i t n e s s to h i s in ten t ion to enac t t he re a 

k i n d of " c u l t u r a l r e v o l u t i o n " ( b r i n g i n g s tuden t s toge the r w i t h w o r k e r s 

a n d s o l d i e r s — w h i c h . In itself, is not a fascist m e a s u r e , b u t someth ing 

M a o i s t s t r i ed to do in the C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n ) . O n e is t h u s t e m p t e d to 

a p p l y to H e i d e g g e r A n d r é Gide ' s s a r ca s t i c c o m m e n t a s r e g a r d s Théoph i l e 

Gau t i e r : in 1933, he p l a y e d a c ruc ia l role in G e r m a n a c a d e m i c pol i t ics , it 

Is j u s t t ha t he w a s not w o r t h y of the ro le . 

From Heidegger to the drive 

A l t h o u g h H e i d e g g e r ' s a lmos t phob ic ove r sens i t i v i t y to m o r a l i t y c a n be 

e a s i l y a c c o u n t e d for a s an impl ic i t admis s ion of h i s o w n e t h i c a l l y 

r epu l s ive b e h a v i o r a n d l a c k of e l e m e n t a r y e th ica l a t t i tudes , h is oppo

nen t s ' i n s i s t ence on these s a m e fea tures of H e i d e g g e r a s a p e r s o n is a l so 

false — a s if, b y demons t r a f ing H e i d e g g e r ' s personal l a c k of e th ics , one 

can a v o i d the h a r d t a s k of confront ing the i s sues posed b y H e i d e g g e r ' s 

thought . T h e r e is none the l e s s some th ing d i s t u r b i n g in H e i d e g g e r ' s 

p rove rb i a l a l l e r g y a g a i n s t a n y men t ion of m o r a l cons ide ra t ions ; in h i s 

r e a d i n g of P la to in the 1951—32 semina r , he even t r i e s to pur i fy the 

P la ton ic to agathon from al l l i n k s w i t h mora l g o o d n e s s t h rough a ski l l ful 

r e fe rence to one of the e v e r y d a y uses of the e x c l a m a t i o n "Good!": 

" ' good! ' m e a n s : It w i l l be d o n e ! It Is d e c i d e d ! It h a s no th ing to d o w i t h 
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the m e a n i n g of moral goodnes s ; e th ics h a s r u i n e d the g r o u n d i n g m e a n i n g 

of th i s w o r d . " O n e can t h u s e a s i l y i m a g i n e , at the conc lus ion of the 

W a h n s e e conference , H e y d r i c h e x c l a i m i n g : "Good!" , u s i n g the t e rm in 

the " a u t h e n t i c " P la ton ic sense ("It w i l l be d o n e ! It is d e c i d e d ! " ) . . . The 

fact tha t t he re is a r ea l ph i lo soph ica l p r o b l e m here can be d e m o n s t r a t e d 

b y a c lose r e a d i n g of H e i d e g g e r ' s s e m i n a r on S c h e l l i n g ' s "Ph i losoph ica l 

E n q u i r i e s into the N a t u r e of H u m a n F r e e d o m , " in w h i c h H e i d e g g e r h a s 

to a d m i t a d imens ion of r a d i c a l Evil w h i c h canno t be h is tor ic ized , that is , 

r e d u c e d to the n ih i l i sm of m o d e r n t e chno logy . It is the mer i t of Bre t 

D a v i s to h a v e a n a l y z e d m de ta i l this d e a d l o c k of H e i d e g g e r ' s thought . 

In h is c lose r e a d i n g of H e i d e g g e r , D e r r i d a t r i ed to d e m o n s t r a t e h o w 

" S p i r i t " (GeLit) i s the u n d e c o n s t r u c t e d s y m p t o m a l po in t in H e i d e g g e r ' s 

ph i losophica l edif ice; B r e t D a v i s h a s done the s a m e th ing for the not ion 

of the W i l l . ' ^ A consensus is g r a d u a l l y e m e r g i n g in H e i d e g g e r s tud ie s 

tha t the re a r e not two , but, r a the r , t h ree d is t inc t p h a s e s of h i s thought : the 

e a r l y p h a s e of the djaalytxc oî Dasein (Sein und Zeit); the m i d d l e p h a s e of 

the asser t ion of he ro i c h i s to r i c i ty (from the confe rence " W h a t Is M e t a 

p h y s i c s ? " to the m a n u s c r i p t Vom Ereignis— the k e y t ex t pub l i shed in 

Introduction to Metaphysics); a n d the las t p h a s e of the w i t h d r a w a l from 

techno log ica l n ih i l i sm into p o e t r y a n d thought , u n d e r the s ign of Gelas

senheit. In h i s first phase , H e i d e g g e r i g n o r e s the p h e n o m e n o n of the W i l l ; 

in the second phase , it is forceful ly a s se r t ed , a n d w e l l b e y o n d H e i d e g g e r ' s 

N a z i e n g a g e m e n t (in the Vom Ereignis manusc r ip t , w h i c h is u su îd ly r e a d 

a s the b e g i n n i n g of la te H e i d e g g e r , he stil l s p e a k s of the " w i l l to 

Ereignis"); in the las t phase , a s the resu l t of H e i d e g g e r ' s confronta t ion 

w i th N ie t z sche , the w i l l i s , on the con t r a ry , pos i t ed a s the v e r y core of 

m o d e r n sub jec t iv i ty , a n d t h u s as that w h i c h h a s to be o v e r c o m e if 

m a n k i n d is to l e a v e b e h i n d the n ih i l i sm tha t t h r ea t ens i ts v e r y e s sence . 

T h r o u g h a de ta i l ed a n d p e r c e p t i v e a n a l y s i s , D a v i s s h o w s h o w th i s 

t r ipar t i te d iv i s ion is not se l f -evident : a l t h o u g h not e x p l i c i t l y t hema t i zed , 

the w i l l is not o n l y l u r k i n g in the b a c k g r o u n d a l r e a d y in the first p h a s e ; 

m u c h m o r e c r u c i a l l y , it pe r s i s t s to the end, m y s t e r i o u s l y p o p p i n g u p in 

u n e x p e c t e d w a y s . 

W h e r e I d i s a g r e e w i t h D a v i s is in h o w to i n t e rp re t this s t r a n g e 

pe r s i s t ence of the W i l l , w h i c h con t inues to h a u n t H e i d e g g e r even w h e n 

Its o v e r c o m i n g b e c o m e s the v e r y focus of h i s thought . U n d e r the c l e a r 

Influence of h i s in -depth k n o w l e d g e of J a p a n e s e Zen B u d d h i s m , D a v i s 

r e a d s th is pe r s i s t ence as a s ign QVGelassenheit as. an un f in i shed project" : it 

b a s i c a l l y i n d i c a t e s that H e i d e g g e r did not s u c c e e d in t h o r o u g h l y "de -
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c o n s t r u c t i n g " the wi l l , so tha t it is u p to us , w h o con t inue in h is pa th , to 

finish the job a n d d r a w all the c o n s e q u e n c e s from GelMjenheit. O u r w a g e r 

is, h o w e v e r , tha t the pe r s i s t ence of the W i l l even in the l a t e r H e i d e g g e r , 

so b r i l l i a n t l y d i s ce rned b y D a v i s , r a t h e r d e m o n s t r a t e s the insuf f ic iency of 

H e i d e g g e r ' s c r i t ica l a n a l y s i s of m o d e r n sub j ec t i v i t y— not in the sense that 

" H e i d e g g e r d idn ' t g o far enough , a n d t h u s r e m a i n e d h imse l f m a r k e d b y 

s u b j e c t i v i t y , " but in the sense tha t he o v e r l o o k e d a n o n - m e t a p h y s i c a l core 

of m o d e r n sub jec t iv i ty itself: the most fundamenta l d imens ion of the 

a b y s s of sub jec t iv i ty canno t be g r a s p e d t h rough the l ens of the notion of 

sub jec t iv i ty a s the a t t i tude of t echno log ica l domina t ion . In o the r w o r d s , 

it is the symptom of GelaMenheit, an ind ica t ion of the l imi ta t ion of this 

notion itself, not o n l y of o u r fa i lure to ful ly d e v e l o p i ts potential. '"^ 

D a v i s p roposes the d is t inc t ion 

b e t w e e n ( 1 ) w h a t H e i d e g g e r ca l l s " the w i l l " of sub jec t iv i ty , a funda

m e n t a l ( d i s ) a t t u n e m e n t tha t h a s r i sen u p a n d p r e v a i l e d in a p a r t i c u l a r 

epocha l h i s to ry of m e t a p h y s i c s , and ( 2 ) w h a t w e h a v e ( i n t e rp re t i ve ly 

s u p p l e m e n t i n g H e i d e g g e r ) ca l l ed " u r - w i l l i n g , " a non-h is tor ica l d i s 

sonan t e x c e s s w h i c h h a u n t s the p r o p e r e s sence of non-willing.*^'' 

H e i d e g g e r d i r e c t l y a p p r o a c h e s this po in t in his r e a d i n g of a f ragment of 

A n a x i m a n d e r on o rde r a n d d isorder , w h e r e he cons ide r s the poss ib i l i ty 

that an en t i ty 

m a y insist \he<iteheii\ u p o n Its w h i l e so le ly to r ema in more p resen t . In the 

sense of p e r d u r i n g {Beständlgeii]. T h a t w h i c h l i n g e r s pe r s i s t s [beharrt^ 

in i ts p r e s e n c l n g . In th is w a y it ex t r i c a t e s i tself from its t r ans i t o ry 

w h i l e . It s t r i ke s the w i l l u l pose of pe r s i s t ence , no longe r c o n c e r n i n g 

i tself w i th w h a t e v e r e lse Is present . It stiffens — a s if th is w e r e the on ly 

w a y to l i nge r —and a i m s so le ly for c o n t i n u a n c e a n d subs i s t ence .^ ' 

D a v i s ' s thes i s is tha t th is ' r ebe l l ious w h i l i n g " refers to a non-h is to r ica l ur-

wi l l i ng , a w i l l i n g w h i c h is not l imi ted to the epoch of m o d e r n sub jec t iv i ty 

a n d its wi l l to power , bu t be longs to the core of B e i n g itself. T h i s is a lso 

w h y D a v i s is r igh t in d i smis s ing H a n n a h A r e n d t ' s r e a d i n g of thLs 

" c r a v i n g to pe r s i s t " w h i c h r e d u c e s it to the t r ad i t iona l theo log ica l notion 

of a "wi l fu l rebe l l ion a g a i n s t the ' o rde r ' of C r e a t i o n a s s u c h " : th i s u r -

w i l l i n g is not the ego t i s t i c w i thd rawa l - In to - i t s e l f of a p a r t i c u l a r c r e a t u r e 

from the g loba l Order , it is a " p e r v e r s i o n " i n s c r i b e d into this O r d e r i tsel l ; 
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Is t he re not a p r o b l e m of " w i l h n g " tha t is an i n e r a d i c a b l e a spec t of 

m a n ' s i n e r a d i c a b l e finitude? W o u l d not a p r o b l e m of " w i l l i n g " — e v e n 

if not tha t of i ts specif ic h i s to r ica l d e t e r m i n a t i o n s / e x a c e r b a t i o n s in the 

epochs of m e t a p h y s i c s — r e m a i n even in the o ther b e g i n n i n g ? ^ ^ 

W h a t H e i d e g g e r c l e a r l y s a w is w h a t the g r e a t R h e i n l a n d m y s t i c s 

(Eckha r t , B ö h m e ) a l so s a w : the fo rmula of evi l a s the d i s t ance or Fal l 

from d i v i n e g o o d n e s s is not enough ; the ques t ion to be a s k e d is , h o w can 

this d i s t ance o c c u r ? The o n l y cons is ten t a n s w e r is : t he re h a s to be an 

" inve r s ion" in God h i m s e l f a s t rugg le , d i s sonance , a l r e a d y in the v e r y 

hear t of the d i v i n e O r i g i n . In the s a m e w a y , H e i d e g g e r g r o u n d s the 

excess of sub jec t iv i ty , i ts n ih i l i s t i c forgetfulness of B e i n g , in a s t r i l e / 

d iscord in the v e r y hea r t of B e i n g . D a v i s d r a w s the s a m e conc lus ion from 

H e i d e g g e r ' s osc i l l a t ions in h is r e a d i n g of S c h e l l i n g ' s Treatuc on Freedom: 

rad ica l Evil i s most b r u t a l l y e x p o s e d 

not in Ûxe faœlùào defacing t e c h n o l o g y of the e x t e r m i n a t i o n c a m p s , but 

r a the r in the fact tha t it is poss ib le [. . . ] for a pe r son to look a n o t h e r 

pe r son in the face and , c l e a r l y s ens ing the w i t h d r a w a l of in te r io r i ty , 

w i l f u l l y pu l l the t r i gge r , or poin t a finger in the d i r ec t ion of the g a s 

c h a m b e r s . T h e w i c k e d n e s s of Û\\s face-lo-face defacement—dms w i c k e d 

w i l l to p o w e r that w i l l s the m u r d e r of the O t h e r as Other, in o ther w o r d s , 

tha t w i l l s to m a i n t a i n a recogni t ion of the O t h e r p r e c i s e l y in o rde r to t a k e 

d iabo l i ca l p l e a s u r e in a n n i h i l a t i n g his or h e r o the rnes s ^—radically e x 

c e e d s the evi l of the c a l c u l a t i n g m a c h i n a t i o n s of t e chno logy . 

[. . . ] The thought less r educ t ion of the O the r to a cog in the w h e e l of 

technologica l mach ina t ion is not y e t the w i c k e d wi l l to p o w e r that 

ma in t a in s a recogni t ion of the a l t e r i ty of the O the r p rec i s e ly in o rde r to 

t a k e d iabol ica l p l e a s u r e in c o n q u e r i n g he r res i s tance a n d wi tnes s ing he r 

pa in . Th i s te r r ib le fact of evil cannot be e x p l a i n e d technolog ica l ly . 

H e i d e g g e r ' s h is tory of me taphys i c s , w h i c h p roceeds to cu lmina te in 

the technologica l wi l l to w i l l [. . . ] p a s s e s b y the a b y s s of th is w i c k e d w i l l 

to power . After H e i d e g g e r therefore, w e mus t s tep b a c k to t h ink the 

o r i g i n a i y d i s sonan t e x c e s s of u r - w i l l i n g a s the root potent ial , not jus t of 

the faceless defac ing technologica l wi l l to wü l , bu t a lso of this w i c k e d 

face-to-face defacing w i l l to p o w e r . M o r e o v e r , insofar a s h u m a n free

dom could not be de t ached from a respons ib i l i ty w i t h r e g a r d to th is non-

technologica l evil w i l l to power , a l imit in H e i d e g g e r ' s t h ink ing of evil 

w o u l d also m a r k a l imit in h is t h ink ing of h u m a n freedom. 
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This , then, is w h e r e H e i d e g g e r w a s w r o n g in h i s in famous inse r t ion of the 

H o l o c a u s t in the s a m e se r ies a s the a g r i c u l t u r a l exp lo i t a t ion of na tu re : 

W h a t is " s c a n d a l o u s l y i n a d e q u a t e " h e r e is tha t H e i d e g g e r ' s t hough t 

a p p e a r s u n a b l e to m a r k an essen t ia l d i f ference b e t w e e n the reduc t ion 

of v e g e t a b l e s to s t a n d i n g - r e s e r v e for the p roduc t ion a n d consumpt ion 

of foodstuffs a n d the l in ing u p of p e r s o n s to be s y s t e m a t i c a l l y mur -

dered.^^ 

So , w h a t a b o u t the c o u n t e r - a r g u m e n t in H e i d e g g e r ' s defense a c c o r d i n g 

to w h i c h it IS not H e i d e g g e r bu t m o d e r n technology ' i tself w h i c h r e d u c e s 

v e g e t a b l e s a n d h u m a n s to the s a m e level of a v a i l a b l e / d i s p o s a b l e objec ts? 

The a n s w e r is c lear : H e i d e g g e r is s i m p l y ( and c r u c i a l l y ) wrong in r e d u c i n g 

the Ho locaus t to a t echno log ica l p roduc t ion of corpses ; the re i s , in even t s 

l i ke the Holocaus t , a c ruc ia l e l emen t of the wi l l to h u m i l i a t e a n d hur t the 

other . The v i c t i m is t r ea t ed a s an objec t in a re f lex ive w a y , in o r d e r to 

h u m i l i a t e h im further, in c l ea r con t ras t to the i n d u s t r i a l l y p r o d u c e d 

v e g e t a b l e , w h e r e th is in tent ion to hu r t is a b s e n t — in i ndus t r i a l i z ed 

a g r i c u l t u r e , a v e g e t a b l e s i m p l y u r e d u c e d to an object of t echno log ica l 

m a n i p u l a t i o n . 

T h i s is a l so w h y the notion of t r a u m a h a s no p l a c e in h is un ive r s e : does , 

in H e i d e g g e r i a n te rms , the concep t of t r a u m a , of a t r a u m a t i c encounte r , 

not d e s i g n a t e p r e c i s e l y the u n t h i n k a b l e po in t a t w h i c h an ontic in t rus ion 

g e t s so e x c e s s i v e l y powerfu l tha t it sha t t e r s the v e r y ontological hor izon 

w h i c h p r o v i d e s the coord ina t e s w i t h i n w h i c h r e a l i t y is d i sc losed to u s ? 

Th i s is w h y a t r a u m a t i c e n c o u n t e r en ta i l s a " loss of r e a l i t y " w h i c h h a s to 

be unde r s tood in the s t rong ph i losoph ica l sense of the loss of onto logica l 

hor izon —in t r a u m a , w e a r e m o m e n t a r i l y e x p o s e d to the " r a w " ontic 

th ing not y e t c o v e r e d / s c r e e n e d b y the onto logica l hor izon . Th is , of 

course , is w h a t h a p p e n s w h e n w e w i t n e s s some th ing l ike the Holocaus t : 

the ec l ipse of the W o r l d itself. O n e h a s to t a k e th is s t a t emen t a t i ts most 

l i te ra l : a n ac t of t h o r o u g h Evil t h r e a t e n s the v e r y W o r l d - d i s c l o s u r e . 

D a v i s ' s so lu t ion—to " c l e a r l y d i s t i ngu i sh [. . . ] b e t w e e n the onto log ica l 

n e c e s s i t y of e r r a n c y a n d the ino rd ina t e e x c e s s of ' le t t ing onese l f be l ed 

a s t r a y ' " " — comes d a n g e r o u s l y c lose to the a l l - too-s imple d is t inc t ion 

b e t w e e n the on to log ica l ly n e c e s s a r y " n o r m a l " level of Evil a n d the 

ontic " e x c e s s " over th is " n o r m a l " level ( some th ing a k i n to old H e r b e r t 

M a r c u s e s d is t inc t ion b e t w e e n " n e c e s s a r y " l ib id ina l r ep ress ion a n d the 

u n n e c e s s a r y e x c e s s i v e r e p r e s s i o n ) . T h e p r o b l e m w i t h th is so lu t ion is tha t 
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it d o u b l y m i s s e s the point . Firs t , it o b v i o u s l y mis ses H e i d e g g e r ' s point , 

w h i c h is , to the con t r a ry , tha t the t rue e x c e s s is the on to log ica l " e v i l " of 

t echno log ica l n ih i l i sm — c o m p a r e d w i t h it, " o n t i c " e x c e s s e s a r e a mino r 

m i s h a p , so that one migh t e v e n r i sk a t a s te less H e i d e g g e r i a n p a r a p h r a s e 

of Brech t : " W h a t is the s l a u g h t e r of t h o u s a n d s of e n e m i e s c o m p a r e d to 

the t echno log ica l r educ t ion of m a n h imse l f to an object of t e chno log ica l 

m a n i p u l a t i o n ? " S e c o n d , it m i s s e s a d imens ion i so la ted a l r e a d y b y the 

G e r m a n m y s t i c s from E c k h a r t o n w a r d s : the v e r y non-h i s to r ica l " e x c e s 

s i v e " bas ic h u m a n evi l ( the in tent ion to h u r t a n d h u m i l i a t e the o the r ) is 

not a s imple fal l ing-off from m a n ' s onto logica l e s sence , bu t h a s to be 

g r o u n d e d in th i s onto logica l e s sence . 

T w o fur ther ( i n t e r c o n n e c t e d ) ques t i ons a r e to be r a i s e d he re . T h e first 

one, na ive b u t n e c e s s a r y : d o e s th i s not u l t i m a t e l y abso lve m a n from 

respons ib i l i t y for concre te Evil , w h e n Evi l is g r o u n d e d in the convo lu 

t ions of B e i n g i tsel f? In o ther w o r d s , the ques t ion is " w h e t h e r H e i d e g g e r , 

in a s c r i b i n g the or ig in of ev i l to a n e g a t i v i t y in b e i n g itself, imp l i c i t l y 

jus t i f ies evi l a s an on to log ioca l ly neces s i t a t ed e r r a n c y . " The second, 

more fundamenta l -on to log ica l : is this strife in the h e a r t of B e i n g p a r t of 

i ts H a r m o n y itself, in the sense tha t be ing is the v e r y h i d d e n concord of 

the s t r u g g l i n g poles , or is it a more r ad i ca l d i scord , someth ing w h i c h 

de ra i l s the v e r y H a r m o n y of B e i n g ? Or, a s D a v i s p u t s it: "Is b e i n g a 

fugue into w h i c h all d i s s o n a n c e is in the e n d necessa r r ly h a r m o n i z e d ? O r 

does evi l h a u n t the gift of b e i n g a s i ts non - sub la t ab l e d i s sonan t e x c e s s ? "^^ 

H o w e v e r , a g a i n s t D a v i s ' s c l a im tha t the first opt ion " p u l l s H e i d e g g e r ' s 

t hough t b a c k t o w a r d s the s y s t e m a t i c i t y of i d e a l i s m , " one shou ld insis t 

that it i s , on the con t r a ry , p r e - m o d e r n ( p r e - i d e a h s t ) " p a g a n i s m " w h o s e 

u l t ima te hor izon is the h i g h e r H a r m o n y of the s t r u g g l i n g forces, and tha t 

" sub jec t i v i t y , " a t i t s most fundamenta l , d e s i g n a t e s p r e c i s e l y a "d i s sonan t 

e x c e s s " w h i c h canno t be co-opted into a h i g h e r H a r m o n y of the s u b 

stant ia l o rde r of B e i n g . 

To a n s w e r these ques t ions , it is not e n o u g h to t h i n k " w i t h H e i d e g g e r 

a g a i n s t H e i d e g g e r , " tha t is , to p u s h the "unf in i shed H e i d e g g e r p ro j ec t " to 

Its end . In o ther w o r d s , i m m a n e n t c r i t i que is not e n o u g h here ; one h a s to 

a b a n d o n H e i d e g g e r ' s bas ic p r e m i s e of a d i abo l i ca l invers ion of the " fugue 

of be ing" . L e t u s go b a c k to H e i d e g g e r ' s r e a d i n g of A n a x i m a n d e r . F o r 

a n y o n e m i n i m a l l y v e r s e d in F r e u d and L a c a n , H e i d e g g e r ' s r e a d i n g of 

A n a x i m a n d e r ' s " d i s o r d e r " canno t bu t e v o k e the F r e u d i a n àrive: h is 

formula t ion r e n d e r s per fec t ly the " s t u c k n e s s , " the f ixat ion, of the d r ive 

on a ce r ta in imposs ib l e po in t a r o u n d w h i c h it c i r cu l a t e s , o b e y i n g a 
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"compu l s ion to r epea t . " At its most e l e m e n t a r y , the d r ive is a " r ebe l l i ous 

w h i l i n g " w h i c h d e r a i l s the " n a t u r a l " flow. So , w h a t if t he re is dtricto seiuti 

no w o r l d , no d i sc lo su re of be ing , p r io r to this " s t u c k n e s s " ? W h a t if the re 

is no Gelcudenheit w h i c h i s d i s t u r b e d b y the e x c e s s of w i l l i n g , w h a t if it is 

th is v e r y e x c e s s - s t u c k n e s s w h i c h opens u p the s p a c e for GeUudenheit'l 

W h a t if it is on ly a g a i n s t the b a c k g r o u n d of th is s t u c k n e s s tha t a h u m a n 

be ing c a n e x p e r i e n c e h im- or he r se l f a s f ini te /mortal , in con t ras t to an 

an ima l w h i c h s i m p l y is m o r t a l ? 

T h e p r imord i a l fact is t h u s not the fugue of be ing (or the i n n e r p e a c e of 

Geiasdenheit), w h i c h c a n t hen be d i s t u r b e d / p e r v e r t e d b y the r i se of ur -

w i l l i n g ; the p r i m o r d i a l fact i s th i s u r - w i l l i n g itself, i t s d i s t u r b a n c e of the 

" n a t u r a l " fugue . To p u t it in y e t a n o t h e r w a y : in o rde r for a h u m a n be ing 

to be ab l e to w i t h d r a w from i m m e r s i o n in the e v e r y d a y w o r l d to the inner 

p e a c e of Gelasdenheit, th i s i m m e r s i o n h a s first to be b r o k e n b y the 

e x c e s s i v e " s t u c k n e s s " of the d r i v e . 

T w o fur ther c o n s e q u e n c e s shou ld be d r a w n from this . First , that 

h u m a n f ini tude s t r i c t ly e q u a l s inf ini ty: the obscene " immor ta l l ty" / in f in i ty 

of the d r i v e w h i c h ins i s t s " b e y o n d life a n d d e a t h . " S e c o n d : the n a m e of 

th is d iabo l i ca l e x c e s s of w i l l i n g w h i c h " p e r v e r t s " the o rde r of b e i n g is the 

subjec t . The subjec t t h u s canno t be r e d u c e d to an epoch of B e i n g , to 

m o d e r n sub jec t iv i ty ben t on t echno log ica l d o m i n a t i o n — t h e r e i s , u n d e r 

l y i n g it, a "non-h i s to r i ca l " subjec t . 

Heidegtjer'd "divine violence" 

Tf the re is a propos i t ion a g a i n s t w h i c h o u r en t i re r e a d i n g is a i m e d , it is the 

not ion tha t " f i e i d e g g e r a b a n d o n e d h i s roman t i c infa tuat ion w i t h s t rug

g l e , a n d m y t h i c a l po l i t i ca l d e e d s a n d sacr i f ices in favor of a m o r e gen t l e 

a n d r ecep t ive form of o p e n n e s s to the ea r th a n d sky , mor t a l s a n d 

d i v i n i t i e s . " A subt i t le to the p r e sen t c h a p t e r could w e l l h a v e been : 

" B e w a r e of Gent le O p e n n e s s ! " 

W h a t th i s m e a n s w i t h r e g a r d to the t h r e e p h a s e s of H e i d e g g e r ' s 

t hough t is that t he re Is a po ten t ia l b r e a k t h r o u g h t o w a r d s ano the r 

d imens ion in p h a s e 2, w h i c h ge t s lost in p h a s e 3: w h e r e H e i d e g g e r e r r e d 

most (h i s N a z i e n g a g e m e n t ) , he c a m e closest to t ru th . F a r from re so lv ing 

the incons i s t enc ies of p h a s e 2, p h a s e 3 p roposes a n e w p a r a d i g m w h i c h 

r e n d e r s t hem inv i s ib le . In cont ras t to this asser t ion of the la te , g r e e n -

Geloddenheit H e i d e g g e r , one shou ld therefore e x p l o r e for n e w o p e n i n g s 

the v e r y H e i d e g g e r of v io l ence , po l i t ica l deeds , a n d sacr i f ices . A t the level 
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of t ex tua l a n a l y s i s , G r e g o r y F r i e d ^ ' h a s a l r e a d y done a lot of s p a d e w o r k 

In h i s d e e p a n d pe r t inen t r e a d i n g of H e i d e g g e r ' s en t i re o p u s t h r o u g h the 

in te rp re t ive l e n s of h is re fe rence to H e r a c l i t u s ' s poienws ( s t r u g g l e —in 

German , Krieg, Kampf, or, p r e d o m i n a n t l y in H e i d e g g e r , Aujeinanderdet-

xung) from the la t t e r ' s famous F r a g m e n t 53 : " W a r is both father of al l a n d 

k i n g of a l l : it r e v e a l s the g o d s on the one h a n d a n d h u m a n s on the other , 

m a k e s s l aves on the one h a n d , the free on the other . "^^ 

A s e v e r y i n t e rp re t e r of H e r a c l i t u s k n o w s , th i s f r agment is to be r e a d a s 

the invers ion of the r e l i g ious v i s ion of the u n i v e r s e a s g e n e r a t e d a n d r u l e d 

b y a d i v i n e po t ency : for someone l i ke Hes iod , God ( Z e u s ) " the father a n d 

k i n g of a l l i s " ! If w e r e p l a c e Z e u s w i th s t r u g g l e ( w a r ) , w e ge t a to ta l ly 

different overa l l m a p of the u n i v e r s e : not a h i e r a r c h i c a l w h o l e w h o s e loca l 

t ens ions a n d s t r u g g l e s a re con t ro l l ed b y the p a t e r n a l force of the over

w h e l m i n g d i v i n e One , b u t the ongo ing p r o c e s s of s t r u g g l e i t se l f a s t he 

u l t ima te r ea l i ty , a s the p roces s out of w h i c h all en t i t i es a s w e l l a s the i r 

( t e m p o r a r y ) o r d e r e m e r g e . It is not o n l y tha t e a c h s tab le i den t i t y of e a c h 

en t i ty is on ly t e m p o r a r y , tha t t h e y al l sooner or l a t e r d i s appea r , d i s in 

t eg ra te , r e t u r n to the p r i m o r d i a l chaos ; t he i r ( t e m p o r a r y ) i den t i t y i tself 

e m e r g e s t h r o u g h s t m g g l e , tha t i s , s tab le i den t i t y is some th ing one s h o u l d 

ga in t h rough the o r d e a l of s t r u g g l e , one a s se r t s in confronta t ion w i th the 

o t h e r ( s ) . . . P e r h a p s this s o u n d s f a m i l i a r ? O n e can ins is t tha t i t does — 

w h e n H e i d e g g e r , in h is r e a d i n g of the f ragment , ins is t s on h o w the 

" s t r u g g l e m e a n t he re is o r i g i n a r y s t rugg le , for it a l l o w s those w h o s t r u g g l e 

to o r ig ina te a s s u c h in the first p l ace , "^^ do w e not h a v e h e r e not so m u c h 

the u sua l Heidegger avec Hitler, but, ra ther , the u n e x p e c t e d Heidegger avec 

Staline! F o r S t a l i n a lso , n a t u r e a n d h i s to ry a re a g r e a t ongo ing p roces s of 

e te rna l " s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n the oppos i tes" : 

C o n t r a r y to m e t a p h y s i c s , d i a l ec t i c s ho lds tha t i n t e rna l con t rad ic t ions 

a r e i n h e r e n t in al l t h i n g s a n d p h e n o m e n a of na tu re , for t h e y al l h a v e 

the i r n e g a t i v e a n d pos i t ive s ides , a pas t a n d a future, someth ing d y i n g 

a w a y a n d some th ing deve lop ing ; a n d tha t the s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n these 

opposi tes , the s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n the old a n d the n e w , b e t w e e n tha t 

w h i c h is d y i n g a w a y a n d tha t w h i c h is b e i n g born , b e t w e e n that w h i c h 

is d i s a p p e a r i n g a n d tha t w h i c h is deve lop ing , cons t i tu tes the in t e rna l 

conten t of the p r o c e s s of deve lopmen t , the in te rna l conten t of the 

t rans fo rmat ion of q u a n t i t a t i v e c h a n g e s into qua l i t a t i ve c h a n g e s . 

The d i a l ec t i ca l m e t h o d therefore ho lds tha t the p r o c e s s of deve l 

opmen t from the l o w e r to the h i g h e r t a k e s p l a c e not a s a h a r m o n i o u s 
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unfo ld ing of p h e n o m e n a , bu t a s a d i s c lo su re of the con t rad ic t ions 
i nhe ren t in t h ings a n d p h e n o m e n a , a s a " s t r u g g l e " of opposi te ten
d e n c i e s w h i c h ope ra t e on the bas i s of these contradic t ions .^^ 

Even the " c l a s s s t r u g g l e " is a l r e a d y the re in H e r a c l i t u s , in the g u i s e of the 

s t r u g g l e w h i c h " m a k e s s l aves on the one hand , the free on the o the r " . . . 

A c c o r d i n g to some sources , one of H e i d e g g e r ' s v i s i to rs in the las t y e a r s of 

W o r l d W a r II w a s s u r p r i s e d to see on d e s k some books on M a r x i s t 

ph i losophy ; he r e p l i e d that , s ince the S o v i e t U n i o n w a s go ing to w i n the 

w a r , he w a s ge t t ing r e a d y to p l a y h i s role in a n e w soc ie ty . . . A p o c r y p h a l 

or not, w e can see the i n n e r log ic of t h i s anecdo te , w h i c h r e s i d e s in the 

u n e x p e c t e d r e v e r b e r a t i o n b e t w e e n the h ighes t a n d the lowes t , t he terse 

poe t ic b e a u t y a n d p rec i s ion of H e r a c l i t u s ' s anc i en t w i s d o m , a n d the 

s imple b r u t a l i t y of S t a l i n ' s d i a l ec t i ca l -ma te r i a l i s t " w o r l d - v i e w . " 

T h e o the r k e y G r e e k p a s s a g e on v io l ence to w h i c h H e i d e g g e r repea t 

e d l y r e t u r n s is the f amous C h o r u s from Antigone on the " u n c a n n y / 

d e m o n i c " c h a r a c t e r of man . In h i s r e a d i n g of th i s c h o r u s in the Introduc

tion to Metaphyöwö, H e i d e g g e r d e p l o y s the notion of "on to log i ca l " v io lence 

tha t p e r t a i n s to e v e r y found ing g e s t u r e of the n e w c o m m u n a l W o r l d of a 

peop le , a c c o m p l i s h e d b y poets , t h i n k e r s , a n d s ta tesmen: 

V i o l e n c e is u s u a l l y seen in t e r m s of the d o m a i n in w h i c h c o n c u r r i n g 

compromise a n d m u t u a l a s s i s t ance set the s t a n d a r d for Dase in , and 

a c c o r d i n g l y a l l v io l ence is n e c e s s a r i l y d e e m e d o n l y a d i s t u r b a n c e a n d 

an offense. [. . . ] The v io len t one, the c r ea t i ve one w h o sets forth into 

the unsa id , w h o b r e a k s into the un though t , w h o compe l s w h a t h a s 

n e v e r h a p p e n e d a n d m a k e s a p p e a r w h a t is unseen—^this v io len t one 

s t ands a t a l l t imes in d a r i n g . [. . . ] Therefore the v io l ence -doe r k n o w s 

no k i n d n e s s a n d conci l ia t ion ( in the o r d i n a r y s e n s e ) , no a p p e a s e m e n t 

and mol l i f ica t ion b y succes s or p r e s t i ge a n d b y the i r conf i rmat ion. 

[. . . ] F o r such a one, d i sa s t e r is the deepes t a n d b roades t Y e s to the 

O v e r w h e l m i n g . [. . . ] Essent ia l de-c is ion , w h e n it is c a r r i ed out a n d 

w h e n it res i s t s the cons t an t ly p r e s s i n g e n s n a r e m e n t in the e v e r y d a y 

a n d the c u s t o m a r y , h a s to use v io l ence . Th i s ac t of v io lence , this de 

c ided se t t ing out upon the w a y to the B e i n g of be ings , m o v e s h u m a n i t y 

out of the h o m i n e s s of w h a t is mos t d i r e c t l y n e a r b y and w h a t is u sua l . 

A s such, the C r e a t o r is "hupsipolLi apolLi" {Antigone, l ine 3 7 0 ) : he s t ands 

ou ts ide a n d a b o v e poLu) a n d its ethod, he is u n b o u n d b y a n y ru l e s of 
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" m o r a l i t y " ( w h i c h a r e o n l y a d e g e n e r a t i v e form oîethoii); o n l y a s such can 

he g r o u n d a n e w form of ethos, of c o m m u n a l B e i n g in a poib . . .—of 

course , w h a t r e v e r b e r a t e s h e r e is the topic of an " i l l e g a l " v io l ence that 

founds the ru le of the l a w itself, d e p l o y e d a t the s a m e t ime in different 

forms b y W a l t e r B e n j a m i n a n d C a r l Schmit t .^^ W h a t a c c o u n t s for the 

ch i l l ing c h a r a c t e r of these p a s s a g e s is that , here , f i e i d e g g e r does not 

m e r e l y p r o v i d e a n e w v a r i a t i o n on h i s s t a n d a r d rhe to r i ca l figure of 

invers ion ( "The e s sence of v io l ence h a s no th ing to do w i t h ont ic v io lence , 

suffering, w a r , des t ruc t ion , etc. ; the e s sence of v io l ence r e s ides in the 

v io lent c h a r a c t e r of the v e r y impos i t ion / founding of the n e w mode of the 

E s s e n c e — d i s c l o s u r e of c o m m u n a l B e i n g — i t s e l f " ) ; he re , H e i d e g g e r ( im

pl ic i t ly , b u t c l e a r l y ) r e a d s th i s essent ia l v io lence a s some th ing tha t 

g r o u n d s — o r , a t least , opens up the space for—the exp los ions of ont ic 

v io lence t h e m s e l v e s . . . L i b e r a l c r i t i cs of H e i d e g g e r l i ke to d w e l l on these 

Unes, e m p h a s i z i n g how, in s u s p e n d i n g even m i n i m a l mora l c r i t e r ia , 

H e i d e g g e r l eg i t im izes the most b ru ta l "on t i c " v io l ence of the s ta tes 

man-c rea to r , a n d t h u s p a v e s the w a y for h i s o w n N a z i e n g a g e m e n t a n d 

suppor t for H i t l e r a s such a s t a t e s m a n - c r e a t o r w h o , s t a n d i n g ou t s ide a n d 

above the c o m m u n a l s p a c e of the m o r i b u n d W e i m a r R e p u b l i c , f ea r l e ss ly 

sha t t e red i ts coo rd ina t e s and t h u s v io l en t ly g r o u n d e d a n e w c o m m u n a l 

Be ing , that of the G e r m a n y r e a w a k e n e d in the N a t i o n a l Soc i a l i s t 

r evo lu t ion . . . 

H o w e v e r , w h a t one is t e m p t e d to a d d he re is that , in the case of N a z i s m 

( a n d fascism in g e n e r a l ) , the cons te l la t ion of v io lence is r a t h e r the 

opposi te : c r a z y , t a s te less even , a s it m a y sound , the p r o b l e m w i t h H i t l e r 

W a s t ha t he was not violent enough, tha t h is v io l ence w a s not " e s s e n t i a l " 

e n o u g h . N a z i s m w a s not r ad i ca l enough , it d i d not d a r e to d i s tu rb the 

bas ic s t ruc tu re of the m o d e r n cap i ta l i s t social space ( w h i c h is w h y it h a d 

to focus on des t ro3àng an i n v e n t e d e x t e r n a l e n e m y , J e w s ) . 

T h i s is w h y one shou ld oppose the fasc ina t ion w i t h H i t l e r w h i c h c l a i m s 

that , of course , he w a s an evil m a n , r e spons ib l e for the d e a t h of mi l l ions — 

b u t tha t he def in i te ly h a d c o u r a g e , that he p u r s u e d w h a t he w a n t e d w i t h 

a n i ron w i l l . . . T h e point is tha t th i s is not o n l y e t h i c a l l y r epu l s ive , but 

s i m p l y wrong: no. H i t l e r d i d ru)t " h a v e the c o u r a g e " to r e a l l y c h a n g e 

th ings ; he d id not r e a l l y act , a l l h i s ac t ions w e r e f u n d a m e n t a l l y restions, 

that i s , he a c t e d so tha t no th ing w o u l d r e a l l y c h a n g e , he s t aged a g r e a t 

spec tac le of Revo lu t i on so t ha t the cap i ta l i s t o rde r cou ld su rv ive . If one 

r e a l l y w a n t s to come u p w i t h an ac t w h i c h w a s t r u l y d a r i n g , for w h i c h one 

t r u l y h a d to " h a v e the c o u r a g e " to t r y the imposs ib le , bu t w h i c h w a s 
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s i m u l t a n e o u s l y a horr if ic act , an ac t w h i c h c a u s e d suffer ing b e y o n d 

comprehens ion , one could nomina t e S t a l i n ' s forced co l lec t iv iza t ion at 

the e n d of 1920s in the S o v i e t Union—^but even here , the s a m e rep roach 

ho lds : the p a r a d o x of the 1928 " S t a l i n i s t r evo lu t ion" w a s r a t h e r that , in all 

i ts bruta l r ad i ca l i t y , it not radical enough in effect ively t r ans fo rming the 

social subs t ance . Its b ru t a l d e s t r u c t i v e n e s s h a s to be read a s an impotent 

pockiage à l'acte. F a r from s i m p l y s t a n d i n g for a total forc ing of the 

u n n a m a b l e R e a l on b e h a l f of the Tru th , S t a l i n i s t " t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m " ra ther 

d e s i g n a t e s the a t t i t ude of a b s o l u t e l y ru th l e s s " p r a g m a t i s m , " of man ip 

u l a t i n g a n d sacr i f ic ing al l " p r i n c i p l e s " on b e h a l f of m a i n t a i n i n g p o w e r . 

F r o m th i s p e r s p e c t i v e , the i r o n y of H i t l e r w a s tha t h i s g r a n d g e s t u r e s 

of d e s p i s i n g b o u r g e o i s s e l f - c o m p l a c e n c y a n d so on w e r e u l t i m a t e l y in 

the s e r v i c e of e n a b l i n g th i s c o m p l a c e n c y to c o n t i n u e : far from effec

t i v e l y d i s t u r b i n g the m u c h d i s p a r a g e d " d e c a d e n t " b o u r g e o i s o rder , far 

from a w a k e n i n g the G e r m a n s from i m m e r s i o n in i ts d e g e n e r a c y , N a z 

i sm w a s a d r e a m w h i c h e n a b l e d t h e m to c o n t i n u e w a l l o w i n g in it a n d to 

p o s t p o n e an a w a k e n i n g — G e r m a n y r e a l l y a w a k e n e d o n l y in the defeat 

of 1945 . T h e w o r r y t ha t B a d i o u ' s not ion of " c o u r a g e " ( w h i c h one n e e d s 

in o r d e r to p r a c t i c e the fidelity to the E v e n t ) r a i s e s in l i be ra l m i n d s is : 

b u t h o w a r e w e to d i s t i n g u i s h " g o o d " ( p r o p e r l y e v e n t a l ) c o u r a g e from 

" b a d " c o u r a g e — say , w e r e t h e N a z i s w h o de fended B e r l i n m the w i n t e r 

of 1 9 4 4 ^ 5 or the M u s l i m t e r ro r i s t s w h o b l o w t h e m s e l v e s u p w h e n thev 

per form s u i c i d a l a t t a c k s a l so not t r u l y c o u r a g e o u s ? O n e shou ld none

t h e l e s s ins is t t ha t t he r e i s no " b a d c o u r a g e " : b a d c o u r a g e i s a l w a y s a 

form of c o w a r d i c e . T h e " c o u r a g e " of the N a z i s w a s s u s t a i n e d b y the i r 

c o w a r d i c e c o n c e r n i n g a t t a c k i n g the k e y f ea tu re of the i r soc ie ty , the 

cap i t a l i s t r e l a t i o n s of p roduc t i on ; the " c o u r a g e " of the t e r ro r i s t s r e l i e s 

on the " b i g O t h e r " w h o s e i n s t r u m e n t s t h e y p e r c e i v e t h e m s e l v e s to be. 

T h e t rue c o u r a g e of a n ac t is a l w a y s the c o u r a g e to a c c e p t the 

i n e x i s t e n c e of the b i g Other , tha t is , to a t t a c k the e x i s t i n g o r d e r at 

the po in t of i ts s y m p t o m a l kno t . 

B a c k once m o r e to H e i d e g g e r : w h a t th is m e a n s is tha t Hi t l e r ' s v io lence , 

even a t its mos t t e r r i fy ing ( the m u r d e r of mi l l ions of J e w s ) , w a s all too 

"on t ic , " tha t is , it too w a s an impo ten t pa^uage ci l'acte t ha t r e v e a l e d the 

i n a b i l i t y of the Naz i m o v e m e n t to be r e a l l y "apolu," to q u e s t i o n - c o n 

front—shatter the bas ic coo rd ina t e s of b o u r g e o i s c o m m u n a l be ing . And 

w h a t if H e i d e g g e r ' s own N a z i e n g a g e m e n t is a lso to be r e a d a s a paMage à 

l'acte: a v io lent ou tbur s t tha t b e a r s w i t n e s s to H e i d e g g e r ' s i n a b i l i t y to 

reso lve the theore t ica l d e a d l o c k he found h imse l f i n ? The ques t ion of how 
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H e i d e g g e r ' s Naz i c o m m i t m e n t r e l a t e s to h i s p h i l o s o p h y should thus be 

recas t : it is no l onge r a ques t ion of adequat'w ( c o r r e s p o n d e n c e ) b e t w e e n 

H e i d e g g e r ' s t hough t a n d h i s po l i t ica l ac t s , bu t of an i nhe ren t theore t ica l 

d e a d l o c k ( w h i c h , in itself, h a s no th ing to do w i t h N a z i s m ) , a n d the 

v io lent passage a s the on ly w a y of e s c a p i n g it. 

Th i s is h o w one should a l so re f rame the o ld d i l e m m a . W h i c h w a s m the 

b e g i n n i n g the W o r d or the A c t ? L o g i c a l l y , it all b e g a n w i t h the W o r d ; the 

A c t that fo l lowed w a s a flailing ou tbur s t tha t bore w i t n e s s to the d e a d l o c k 

o f the W o r d . A n d the s ame g o e s for the Act par excellence, the d iv ine ac t of 

Crea t ion : it a lso s i gna l s the i m p a s s e of God ' s r a t ioc ina t ions . In short, he r e 

too , the n e g a t i v e a spec t of on to log ica l p roof ho lds : the fact that God 

c rea t ed the w o r l d does not d i s p l a y H i s omnipo tence a n d e x c e s s of 

goodness , bu t r a t h e r H i s deb i l i t a t i ng l imi ta t ions . 
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4 Revolutionary Terror from Robespierre to Mao 

"What do you want?" 

In h is LoglquM ded mondes, A l a i n Badiou^ e l a b o r a t e s the e te rna l I d e a of 

the poht ics of r e v o l u t i o n a r y j u s t i c e at w o r k from the anc i en t C h i n e s e 

" l e g i s t s " t h r o u g h the J a c o b i n s to L e n i n a n d M a o . It cons i s t s of four 

momen t s : voluntar'uitn ( the be l i e f tha t one can "move m o u n t a i n s , " 

i gno r ing " o b j e c t i v e " l a w s a n d obs t ac l e s ) ; terror ( a r u th l e s s w i l l to c r u s h 

the e n e m y of the p e o p l e ) ; egalitarian jiutice ( i ts i m m e d i a t e b ru t a l 

imposi t ion, w i t h no u n d e r s t a n d i n g for the " c o m p l e x c i r c u m s t a n c e s ' 

w h i c h a l l e g e d l y c o m p e l u s to p r o c e e d g r a d u a l l y ) ; and , l as t bu t not leas t , 

truàt in the people—svS£\ce it to r eca l l t w o e x a m p l e s he re , R o b e s p i e r r e 

himself, h is " a g r e a t t r u t h " (" the cha rac t e r i s t i c of p o p u l a r g o v e r n m e n t is 

to be trustful t o w a r d s the p e o p l e a n d s e v e r e t o w a r d s i t s e l f " ) , a n d M a o ' s 

c r i t i que of S t a l i n ' s Economic Probleme of Socialism in the USSR, w h e r e he 

qua l i f ies S t a l i n ' s poin t of v i e w a s "a lmos t a l t oge the r w r o n g . T h e bas i c 

e r ro r is mis t rus t of the peasan t s " . ^ 

In m o d e r n E u r o p e a n h is tory , the first to ful ly e n a c t the pol i t ics of 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y j u s t i c e w e r e the J a c o b i n s in the cou r se of the F r e n c h 

Revolu t ion .^ W h e n , in 1953, Zhou Enlai , t he C h i n e s e P r i m e M i n i s t e r , 

w a s in G e n e v a for the p e a c e nego t i a t ions to e n d the K o r e a n w a r , a F r e n c h 

jou rna l i s t a s k e d h im w h a t he t hough t abou t the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion ; Zhou 

rep l i ed : "It is still too e a r l y to t e l l . " In a w a y , he w a s r igh t : w i t h the 

d i s in t eg ra t ion of the "peop le ' s d e m o c r a c i e s " in the la te 1990s , the s t r u g g l e 

for the h i s to r ica l s ign i f i cance of the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion flared u p a g a i n . 

The l i be ra l r ev i s ion i s t s t r i ed to impose the not ion tha t the demi se of 

C o m m u n i s m in 1989 o c c u r r e d at e x a c t l y the r i gh t momen t : it m a r k e d the 

e n d of the e r a w h i c h b e g a n in 1789, the final fa i lure of the s tat is t -

r e v o l u t i o n a r y mode l w h i c h first en t e r ed the scene w i t h the J a c o b i n s . 

N o w h e r e is the d i c t u m " e v e r y h i s to ry is a h i s to ry of the p r e s e n t " more 

t rue than in the case of the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion : i ts h i s to r iog raph ica l 
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recep t ion h a s a l w a y s c lose ly m i r r o r e d the t w i s t s a n d t u r n s of pol i t ical 

s t r u g g l e s . T h e iden t i fy ing m a r k of al l k i n d s of c o n s e r v a t i v e s is i ts flat 

re ject ion: the F rench Revo lu t i on w a s a ca t a s t rophe from the v e r y 

beg inn ing , the p roduc t of the g o d l e s s m o d e r n m i n d , it is to be In terpre ted 

a s God 's p u n i s h m e n t for h u m a n i t y ' s w i c k e d w a y s , so i ts t r a c e s shou ld be 

effaced a s t h o r o u g h l y a s poss ib le . T h e t y p i c a l l ibe ra l a t t i t ude i s a 

d i f ferent ia ted one: i ts f o rmula is " 1 7 8 9 w i t h o u t 1 7 9 3 . " In short, w h a t 

the sens i t ive l i be ra l s w a n t is a decaf fe ina ted revolu t ion , or a revolu t ion 

w h i c h does not smel l of a r evo lu t ion . F r a n ç o i s F u r e t a n d o the rs t h u s t ry 

to d e p r i v e the F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n of i t s s t a tus a s the found ing even t of 

m o d e r n d e m o c r a c y , r e l e g a t i n g it to a h is tor ica l a n o m a l y : t he r e w a s a 

h is tor ica l n e c e s s i t y to a s se r t the m o d e r n p r i n c i p l e s of p e r s o n a l f reedom 

a n d so forth, but, a s the Eng l i sh e x a m p l e demons t r a t e s , the s a m e could 

h a v e b e e n m u c h more eff ic ient ly a c h i e v e d in a m o r e peacefu l w a y . . . 

R a d i c a l s a r e , on the con t r a ry , pos ses sed b y w h a t A l a i n B a d i o u ca l l s the 

"pass ion of the R e a l " : if y o u s a y ^ — equa l i t y , h u m a n r igh t s , a n d free

d o m — y o u shou ld not sh i rk from its c o n s e q u e n c e s a n d g a t h e r the c o u r a g e 

to s a y ß — t h e t e r ro r n e e d e d to r e a l l y defend a n d asse r t the A. 

A n d the s a m e g o e s for the m e m o r y of M a y 1 9 6 8 . D a y s before the 

second r o u n d of the p re s iden t i a l e lec t ions in M a y 2 0 0 7 , N ico l a s S a r k o z y 

fo rmula ted the exo rc i sm of the g h o s t of M a y 68 a s the t rue cho ice facing 

the e lec tora te : "In th i s e lec t ion , w e shou ld l e a r n w h e t h e r the i nhe r i t ance 

of M a y 6 8 i s to be p e r p e t u a t e d , or w h e t h e r it shou ld b e l i q u i d a t e d once 

a n d for a l l . I w a n t to t u rn the p a g e of M a y 6 8 . " W h i l e one s h o u l d defend 

the m e m o r y of 68, one shou ld a l so b e a r in m i n d tha t the con ten t of this 

m e m o r y is the s t ake of an ideo log ica l s t r u g g l e — a s D a n i e l B e n s a ï d a n d 

A l a i n Kr iv ine po in t ed out r e cen t l y : " T h e r e i s the i r M a y a n d o u r s . " The 

p r e d o m i n a n t l i be ra l d i s cou r se a p p r o p r i a t e d the M a y 6 8 even t s a s the 

b e g i n n i n g of the end of the t r ad i t iona l Left, a s the exp los ion of you th fu l 

e n e r g y a n d c rea t iv i ty , a s F r a n c e ' s " b e l a t e d e n t r a n c e into hedon i s t mod

e r n i t y . " For the Left, on the con t r a ry , M a y 6 8 w a s the u n i q u e m o m e n t of 

a g e n e r a l s t r ike w h i c h p a r a l y z e d F r a n c e a n d e v o k e d the s p e c t e r of the 

d i s in t eg ra t ion of s ta te p o w e r , the m o m e n t of uni f ica t ion of the s t uden t s ' 

contes ta t ion w i t h the w o r k e r s ' p ro tes ts , p a r t of the l a r g e r m o v e m e n t 

w h i c h e n c o m p a s s e d s tuden t m o v e m e n t s in the U S , G e r m a n y , a n d I ta ly . 

H o w e v e r , it is a l l too e a s y to s a y tha t t o d a y ' s Left shou ld s i m p l y 

con t inue a l o n g th is pa th . S o m e t h i n g , some k i n d of h is tor ica l rup tu re , 

effect ively took p l a c e in 1990: e v e r y o n e , the c o n t e m p o r a r y " r a d i c a l Lef t" 

i n c l u d e d , is s o m e h o w a s h a m e d of the J a c o b i n l e g a c y of r e v o l u t i o n a r y 
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t e r ro r w i t h i ts s t a t e - cen t r ahzed cha rac t e r , so tha t the c u r r e n t doxa i s tha t 

the Left, if it is to r e g a i n poht ica l eff icacy, shou ld t h o r o u g h l y r e i n v e n t 

itself, f ina l ly a b a n d o n i n g the so -ca l l ed " J a c o b i n p a r a d i g m . " In our 

pos tmodern e r a of " e m e r g e n t p r o p e r t i e s , " chao t ic in t e rac t ion of mu l t i p l e 

subjec t iv i t ies , of free in te rac t ion in s t ead of c en t r a l i z ed h i e r a r c h y , of a 

mu l t i t ude of op in ions i n s t e a d of one Tru th , the J a c o b i n d i c t a to r sh ip is 

f u n d a m e n t a l l y "not to o u r t a s t e " ( the t e rm " t a s t e " shou ld be g i v e n a l l i t s 

h is tor ica l w e i g h t , a s a w o r d c a p t u r i n g a ba s i c i deo log i ca l d i spos i t i on ) . 

C a n one i m a g i n e a n y t h i n g m o r e foreign to o u r u n i v e r s e of the f reedom of 

opinions , of m a r k e t compet i t ion , of n o m a d i c p lu r a l i s t in te rac t ion , a n d so 

on a n d so forth, t han R o b e s p i e r r e ' s po l i t i cs of T ru th ( w i t h a cap i t a l T, of 

c o u r s e ) , w h o s e p r o c l a i m e d goal is "to r e t u r n the d e s t i n y of l i b e r t y in to the 

h a n d s of the t r u t h " ? S u c h a T r u t h can o n l y be enforced in a te r ror is t 

m a n n e r : 

If the m a i n s p r i n g of p o p u l a r g o v e r n m e n t in p e a c e t i m e is v i r tue , a m i d 

revo lu t ion it is a t t he s a m e t ime v i r t u e a n d te r ror : v i r t ue , w i t h o u t w h i c h 

t e r ro r is fatal; te r ror , w i t h o u t w h i c h v i r t u e is impoten t . Te r ro r is 

no th ing b u t p rompt , s eve re , in f lex ib le ju s t i ce ; it is therefore an 

e m a n a t i o n of v i r t ue . It is l ess a spec ia l p r i n c i p l e t han a c o n s e q u e n c e 

of the g e n e r a l p r i n c i p l e of d e m o c r a c y a p p l i e d to o u r c o u n t r y ' s most 

p r e s s i n g n e e d s . 

Th i s l ine of a r g u m e n t a t i o n r e a c h e s i ts c l i m a x in the p a r a d o x i c a l iden t i 

fication of the oppos i tes : r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r ro r " s u b l a t e s " the opposi t ion 

b e t w e e n p u n i s h m e n t a n d c l e m e n c y — j u s t a n d s eve re p u n i s h m e n t of the 

e n e m i e s i> the h ighes t form of c l e m e n c y , so tha t r i go r a n d c h a r i t y co inc ide 

in terror : 

To p u n i s h the opp re s so r s of h u m a n i t y is c l e m e n c y ; to p a r d o n t h e m is 

b a r b a r i t y . T h e r igo r of t y r a n t s h a s o n l y rigor for a p r inc ip l e ; the rigor 

of the r e p u b l i c a n g o v e r n m e n t c o m e s from c h a r i t y . 

Do w e st i l l h a v e e a r s for s u c h a r e v o l u t i o n a r y " c o i n c i d e n c e of the 

oppos i t e s " —of p u n i s h m e n t a n d cha r i t y , of t e r ro r a n d f r eedom? T h e 

p o p u l a r i m a g e of R o b e s p i e r r e is tha t of a k i n d of i n v e r t e d E l e p h a n t M a n : 

w h i l e the la t t e r h a d a t e r r i b l y de fo rmed b o d y h i d i n g a gen t l e a n d 

in te l l igen t soul , R o b e s p i e r r e w a s a k i n d a n d pol i te pe r son h i d i n g i ce -

co ld c rue l de t e rmina t i on a s s i g n a l e d b y h is g r e e n e y e s . A s such , R o b e -
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sp ie r r e s e rves pe r fec t ly t o d a y ' s an t i - to ta l i t a r i an l i be ra l s w h o no l o n g e r 

need to p o r t r a y h im a s a c rue l mons t e r w i t h a s n e e r i n g evi l smi le , a s w a s 

the case for n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y r eac t i ona r i e s : e v e r y o n e is r e a d y to 

r e c o g n i z e h i s mora l i n t e g r i t y a n d full devot ion to the r e v o l u t i o n a r y cause , 

s ince h i s v e r y p u r i t y i s the p rob l em, the sou rce of al l t roub le , a s is 

i n d i c a t e d b y the t i t le of the la tes t b i o g r a p h y of Robesp i e r r e , R u t h S c u r r ' s 

Fatal Purity. And , so tha t no one m i s s e s the point, A n t o n i a F rase r , in he r 

r e v i e w , d r a w s " a ch i l l ing lesson for u s today" : R o b e s p i e r r e w a s person

a l l y hones t a n d s incere , b u t " [ t ] h e b lood le t t ings b r o u g h t abou t b y this 

s i n c e r e ' m a n s u r e l y w a r n u s tha t be l i e f in y o u r o w n righteousness to the 

exc lu s ion of al l e lse can be a s d a n g e r o u s a s the m o r e c y n i c a l mot iva t ion of 

a de l i be r a t e t y r a n t . " H a p p y a r e w e w h o l ive u n d e r c y n i c a l pub l ic -

opin ion m a n i p u l a t o r s , not u n d e r the s ince re M u s l i m fundamenta l i s t s 

r e a d y to ful ly e n g a g e t h e m s e l v e s in the i r p ro jec t s . . . w h a t be t te r proof of 

the e th ico-pol i t ica l m i s e r y of o u r epoch w h o s e u l t ima te mob i l i z ing motif 

is the mis t rus t of v i r t u e ! 

W h a t , then, shou ld those w h o r e m a i n faithful to the l e g a c y of the 

r ad i ca l Left do w i t h al l t h i s ? T w o th ings , at the v e r y leas t . First , the 

te r ror i s t p a s t h a s to be a c c e p t e d a s our^, even —or p r e c i s e l y b e c a u s e —it is 

c r i t i c a l l y re jec ted . T h e o n l y a l t e r n a t i v e to the h a l l - h e a r t e d defens ive 

posi t ion of feel ing g u i l t y faced w i t h o u r l i be ra l or r igh t i s t c r i t i cs i s : w e 

h a v e to do the c r i t i ca l j ob be t t e r t h a n o u r opponen t s . This , h o w e v e r , is not 

the en t i r e s tory: one shou ld a l so not a l l o w our opponen t s to d e t e r m i n e the 

t e r m s a n d topic of the s t r u g g l e . W h a t th i s m e a n s is tha t ru th l e s s self-

c r i t i c i sm shou ld g o h a n d in h a n d w i t h a fea r less admis s ion of w h a t , to 

p a r a p h r a s e M a r x ' s j u d g m e n t on H e g e l ' s d i a l ec t i c s , one i s t e m p t e d to cal l 

the " ra t iona l k e r n e l " of the J a c o b i n Ter ror : 

M a t e r i a l i s t d i a l ec t i c s a s s u m e s , w i t h o u t p a r t i c u l a r joy , that , till now, no 

pol i t ica l sub jec t w a s ab l e to a r r i v e a t the e t e r n i t y of the t ru th it w a s 

d e p l o y i n g w i t h o u t m o m e n t s of te r ror . For, a s S a i n t - J u s t a s k e d : " W h a t 

do those w h o w a n t ne i t he r V i r t u e nor T e r r o r w a n t ? " H i s a n s w e r is 

w e l l k n o w n : t h e y w a n t co r rup t ion —ano the r n a m e for the sub jec t ' s 

de fea t . ' " 

Or , a s S a i n t - J u s t pu t it s u c c i n c t l y e l s e w h e r e : "Tha t w h i c h p r o d u c e s the 

g e n e r a l g o o d is a l w a y s t e r r i b l e . " These w o r d s shou ld not be in te rp re ted 

a s a w a r n i n g agmns t the t empta t ion to v io l en t ly impose the g e n e r a l good 

on a socie ty , but, on the c o n t r a i y , a s a b i t te r t ru th to be ful ly endo r sed . 
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The fur ther c ruc ia l po in t to b e a r in m ind is that , for R o b e s p i e r r e , 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r ro r is the v e r y opposi te of w a r : R o b e s p i e r r e w a s a 

pacifist , not out of h y p o c r i s y or h u m a n i t a r i a n sens i t iv i ty , bu t b e c a u s e 

he w a s w e l l a w a r e tha t w a r between na t ions a s a ru le s e r v e s a s the m e a n s to 

obfuscate r e v o l u t i o n a r y s t r u g g l e within e a c h na t ion . R o b e s p i e r r e ' s s p e e c h 

"On W a r " is of spec ia l i m p o r t a n c e today : i t s h o w s h im a s a t r ue p e a c e -

lover w h o r u t h l e s s l y d e n o u n c e s the pa t r io t ic ca l l to w a r , even if the w a r is 

fo rmula ted a s the defense of the revolu t ion , for it is the a t t empt of those 

w h o w a n t " revo lu t ion w i t h o u t r evo lu t i on" to d ive r t the r ad i ca l i z a t i on of 

the r e v o l u t i o n a r y p roces s . H i s s tance is t hus the e x a c t opposi te of those 

w h o n e e d w a r to mi l i t a r i ze social life a n d t a k e d ic ta to r i a l control ove r it. 

W h i c h is w h y R o b e s p i e r r e a l so d e n o u n c e d the t empta t ion to expo r t 

revo lu t ion to o ther coun t r i e s , forceful ly " l i b e r a t i n g " them: 

T h e F r e n c h a r e not aff l icted w i t h a m a n i a for r e n d e r i n g a n y nat ion 

h a p p y a n d free a g a i n s t i ts w i l l . A l l the k i n g s cou ld h a v e v e g e t a t e d or 

d ied u n p u n i s h e d on the i r b lood- spa t t e red th rones , if t h e y had b e e n 

ab l e to r e spec t the F r e n c h peop le ' s i ndependence .^^ 

J a c o b i n r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r ro r is some t imes (ha l f ) jus t i f i ed a s the "found

ing c r i m e " of the b o u r g e o i s u n i v e r s e of l a w a n d order , in w h i c h c i t i zens 

a r e a l l o w e d to p u r s u e the i r in te res t s in p e a c e , bu t one shou ld re jec t this 

c l a im on t w o a c c o u n t s . No t o n l y is it f ac tua l ly w r o n g ( m a n y c o n s e r v a t i v e s 

w e r e qu i t e r i g h t to po in t out tha t one can a c h i e v e bou rgeo i s l a w a n d 

o r d e r w i t h o u t t e r ro r i s t e x c e s s e s , a s w a s the case in Grea t B r i t a i n — 

a l t h o u g h the re is C r o m w e l l to r e m e m b e r . . . ) ; m u c h m o r e impor tan t , the 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y T e r r o r of 1792—94 w a s not a c a s e of w h a t W a l t e r B e n j a m i n 

a n d o the r s ca l l s t a te - founding v io l ence , b u t a case of " d i v i n e violence." '"^ 

In te rp re t e r s of B e n j a m i n w o n d e r w h a t " d i v i n e v i o l e n c e " cou ld effect ively 

m e a n — i s it y e t ano the r leftist d r e a m of a " p u r e " even t w h i c h n e v e r r e a l l y 

t a k e s p l a c e ? O n e shou ld r eca l l he r e F r i e d r i c h E n g e l s ' s r e fe rence to the 

P a r i s C o m m u n e a s an e x a m p l e of the d i c t a to r sh ip of the p ro le ta r i a t : 

O f la te , the S o c i a l - D e m o c r a t i c ph i l i s t ine h a s once more b e e n filled 

w i t h w h o l e s o m e te r ro r a t the w o r d s : D ic t a to r sh ip of the Pro le ta r i a t . 

W e l l and good, gen t l emen , do y o u w a n t to k n o w w h a t th is d i c t a to r sh ip 

looks l i k e ? L o o k a t the P a r i s C o m m u n e . Tha t w a s the D ic t a to r sh ip of 

the P ro le ta r i a t . 



IN D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

162 

O n e shou ld r e p e a t th is , mutatut mutandui, a p r o p o s d iv ine v io l ence : " W e l l 

a n d good, g e n t l e m e n cr i t ica l theor is ts , do y o u w a n t to k n o w w h a t th is 

d i v i n e v io l ence looks l i k e ? Look a t the r e v o l u t i o n a r y Te r ro r of 1 7 9 2 - 9 4 . 

Tha t w a s D i v i n e V i o l e n c e . " ( A n d the se r ies c an con t inue : the R e d Te r ro r 

of 1919 . . . ) T h a t is to say , one shou ld f ea r l e s s ly ident i fy d i v i n e v io lence 

w i t h p o s i t i v e l y ex i s t i ng h i s to r ica l p h e n o m e n a , t h u s a v o i d i n g a l l obscur 

ant i s t mys t i f ica t ion . W h e n those ou t s ide the s t r u c t u r e d socia l f ield s t r ike 

" b l i n d l y , " d e m a n d i n g and e n a c t i n g i m m e d i a t e j u s t i c e / v e n g e a n c e , this is 

"d iv ine v i o l e n c e " —reca l l , a d e c a d e or so ago , the p a n i c in R io d e J a n e i r o 

w h e n c r o w d s d e s c e n d e d from the f ave las into the w e a l t h y p a r t of the c i ty 

a n d s t a r t ed loot ing a n d b u r n i n g s u p e r m a r k e t s — w a s " d i v i n e v io 

l e n c e " . . . L i k e b ib l i ca l locus ts , d i v i n e p u n i s h m e n t for men ' s sinful w a y s , 

it s t r ikes from out of n o w h e r e , a m e a n s w i t h o u t a n e n d —or, a s R o b e 

sp ie r r e p u t it in h i s speech in w h i c h he d e m a n d e d the e x e c u t i o n of L o u i s 

X V I : 

P e o p l e s do not j u d g e in the s a m e w a y a s cour t s of l a w ; t h e y do not 

h a n d d o w n sen tences , t h e y t h r o w thunde rbo l t s ; t h e y do not c o n d e m n 

k i n g s , t h e y d rop t h e m b a c k in to the void ; a n d th i s j u s t i c e i s w o r t h jus t 

a s m u c h a s tha t of the cour t s . 

T h e "d ic t a to r sh ip of the p r o l e t a r i a t " is t h u s a n o t h e r n a m e for B e n j a m i -

n ian " d i v i n e v i o l e n c e " w h i c h i s ou t s ide the l a w , a v i o l e n c e exe r t ed a s 

b ru t a l r evenge / ju s t i ce —but w h y " d i v i n e " ? " D i v i n e " poin ts t o w a r d s the 

d imens ion of the " i n h u m a n " ; one s h o u l d t h u s pos i t a doub le equa t ion : 

d iv ine v io l ence = i n h u m a n t e r ro r = d ic ta to r sh ip of the p ro le t a r i a t . 

B e n j a m i n i a n " d i v i n e v i o l e n c e " shou ld be c o n c e i v e d a s d i v i n e in the 

p rec i se sense of the old L a t i n mot to vox popuU, vox del: not in the p e r v e r s e 

sense of " w e a r e d o i n g it a s m e r e i n s t r u m e n t s of the Peop le ' s W i l l , " b u t as 

the he ro i c a s sumpt ion of the so l i tude of a sove re ign dec i s ion . It is a 

dec i s ion ( to k i l l , to risk or lose one ' s o w n l i fe ) m a d e in abso lu t e so l i tude , 

w i t h no cove r from the b i g O the r . If it is e x t r a - m o r a l , it is not " i m m o r a l , " 

it does not g i v e the a g e n t the l i cense j u s t to k i l l w i t h some k i n d of a n g e l i c 

i nnocence . The mot to of d i v i n e v i o l e n c e is fiat iuàtitia, pereat mundiuf: it is 

t h r o u g h jiutice, the po in t of non-d is t inc t ion b e t w e e n j u s t i c e a n d v e n 

g e a n c e , tha t the " p e o p l e " ( the a n o n y m o u s pa r t of no -pa r t ) i m p o s e s i ts 

t e r ro r a n d m a k e s o ther pa r t s p a y the p r i ce — J u d g m e n t D a y for the long 

h i s to ry of oppress ion , exp lo i ta t ion , suf fe r ing—or , a s R o b e s p i e r r e h imse l f 

p u t it in a p o i g n a n t m a n n e r : 
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W h a t d o y o u w a n t , y o u w h o w o u l d h k e t ru th to be p o w e r l e s s on the 

l i p s of r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of the F r e n c h p e o p l e ? Tru th u n d o u b t e d l y h a s i ts 

p o w e r , it h a s i ts a n g e r , i t s o w n despot i sm; it h a s t ouch ing a c c e n t s a n d 

t e r r ib l e ones , that r e s o u n d w i t h force in p u r e h e a r t s a s in g u i l t y 

consc iences , a n d tha t un t ru th can no m o r e imi ta te t han S a l o m e can 

imi ta te the t hunde rbo l t s of heaven ; bu t a c c u s e n a t u r e of it, a c c u s e the 

peop le , w h i c h w a n t s it a n d loves it. 

A n d th is is w h a t R o b e s p i e r r e is t a r g e t i n g in h is f amous a c c u s a t i o n to the 

m o d e r a t e s tha t w h a t t h e y r e a l l y w a n t is a " revo lu t ion w i t h o u t a r evo lu 

t ion": t h e y w a n t a r evo lu t ion d e p r i v e d of the e x c e s s in w h i c h d e m o c r a c y 

a n d t e r ro r co inc ide , a r evo lu t ion r e s p e c t i n g socia l ru l e s , s u b o r d i n a t e d to 

p r e e x i s t i n g norms , a revo lu t ion in w h i c h v io l ence is d e p r i v e d of the 

" d i v i n e " d imens ion a n d t h u s r e d u c e d to a s t r a t eg i c in t e rven t ion s e r v i n g 

p rec i se a n d l imi t ed g o a l s : 

C i t i zens , d i d y o u w a n t a r evo lu t ion w i t h o u t a r e v o l u t i o n ? W h a t is th i s 

spir i t of pe r s ecu t i on tha t h a s come to rev i se , so to speak , the one tha t 

b r o k e o u r c h a i n s ? B u t w h a t su re j u d g e m e n t c an one m a k e of the 

effects tha t can fol low these g r e a t c o m m o t i o n s ? W h o c a n m a r k , after 

the event , the e x a c t point a t w h i c h the w a v e s of p o p u l a r insur rec t ion 

shou ld b r e a k ? At tha t p r i ce , w h a t peop le cou ld e v e r h a v e s h a k e n off 

the y o k e of d e s p o t i s m ? F o r w h i l e it is t rue tha t a g r e a t na t ion canno t 

r i se in a s i m u l t a n e o u s movemen t , a n d tha t t y r a n n y c a n o n l y be hi t b y 

the por t ion of c i t i zens tha t is c loses t to it, h o w w o u l d these e v e r d a r e to 

a t t a c k it if, after the v ic to ry , d e l e g a t e s from remote p a r t s c o u l d ho ld 

t h e m respons ib le for the du ra t i on or v io l ence of the po l i t i ca l t o rmen t 

tha t h a d s a v e d the h o m e l a n d ? T h e y o u g h t to be r e g a r d e d a s jus t i f ied 

b y tac i t p r o x y for the w h o l e of soc ie ty . T h e F rench , f r iends of l i be r ty , 

m e e t i n g in P a r i s las t A u g u s t , a c t e d in that role , in the n a m e of al l t he 

d e p a r t m e n t s . T h e y s h o u l d e i the r be a p p r o v e d or r e p u d i a t e d en t i r e ly . 

To m a k e t h e m c r i m i n a l l y r e spons ib l e for a f ew a p p a r e n t or r ea l 

d i so rde r s , i n s e p a r a b l e from so g r e a t a shock , w o u l d be to p u n i s h 

t h e m for the i r devo t ion . 

T h i s a u t h e n t i c r e v o l u t i o n a r y log ic can be d i s c e r n e d a l r e a d y a t the l eve l of 

rhe to r i ca l figures, w h e r e R o b e s p i e r r e l i k e s to t u r n a r o u n d the s t a n d a r d 

p r o c e d u r e of first e v o k i n g an a p p a r e n t l y " r e a l i s t i c " pos i t ion a n d then 

d i s p l a y i n g i ts i l l u so ry n a t u r e : he often s ta r t s w i t h p r e s e n t i n g a pos i t ion or 
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desc r ip t ion of a s i tua t ion a s an a b s u r d e x a g g e r a t i o n , a fiction, a n d then 

goes on to r e m i n d us tha t w h a t , in a first a p p r o a c h , canno t b u t a p p e a r as a 

fiction, is a c t u a l l y t ru th itself: " B u t w h a t a m I s a y i n g ? W h a t I h a v e ju s t 

p r e s e n t e d a s an a b s u r d h y p o t h e s i s i s a c t u a l l y a v e i y ce r ta in reedity. " It is 

th is r a d i c a l r e v o l u t i o n a r y s tance w h i c h a l so e n a b l e s R o b e s p i e r r e to 

d e n o u n c e the " h u m a n i t a r i a n " c o n c e r n w i t h v i c t ims of r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

" d i v i n e v io l ence" : " A sens ib i l i ty that w a i l s a lmos t e x c l u s i v e l y ove r the 

e n e m i e s of l i b e r t y s e e m s suspec t to m e . S t o p s h a k i n g the t y r a n t ' s b loody 

robe i n m y face, or I w i l l be l i eve tha t y o u w i s h to p u t R o m e in c h a i n s . " ' ^ 

Averting the inhuman 

Cr i t i ca l a n a l y s i s a n d the a c c e p t a n c e of the h i s to r ica l l e g a c y of the 

J a c o b i n s o v e r l a p in the rea l q u e s t i o n to be r a i sed : does the (often 

d e p l o r a b l e ) a c t u a l i t y of r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r ro r compe l u s to re ject the v e r y 

i d e a of Ter ro r , or is t he re a w a y to repeat it in t o d a y ' s different h is tor ica l 

cons te l la t ion , to r e d e e m its v i r t ua l content from its a c t u a l i z a t i o n ? W e 

c l a im he re t ha t it can a n d dhouß b e done , a n d the mos t conc i se fo rmula of 

r e p e a t i n g the e v e n t d e s i g n a t e d b y the n a m e " R o b e s p i e r r e " is to p a s s from 

( R o b e s p i e r r e ' s ) h u m a n i s t t e r ro r to a n t i - h u m a n i s t (or, ra ther , i n h u m a n ) 

ter ror . 

In h is Le Siècle, A l a i n B a d i o u de tec t s a s ign of the pol i t ica l r egress ion 

tha t o c c u r r e d t o w a r d s the e n d of the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y in the shift from 

" h u m a n i s m and t e r r o r " to " h u m a n i s m or terror."^** In 1946, M a u r i c e 

M e r l e a u - P o n t y w r o t e Humanism and Terror, h i s defense of Sov ie t C o m 

m u n i s m a s i nvo lv ing a k i n d of P a s c a l e a n w a g e r tha t a n n o u n c e s the t rope 

w h i c h B e r n a r d W i l l i a m s l a t e r c a l l e d "mora l l u c k " : the p re sen t t e r ro r w i l l 

b e r e t r o a c t i v e l y jus t i f ied if the soc i e ty tha t e m e r g e s from it is t r u l y h u m a n ; 

today , such a conjunct ion of t e r ro r a n d h u m a n i s m i s p r o p e r l y u n t h i n k 

ab le , t he p r e d o m i n a n t l i be ra l v i e w r e p l a c e s " a n d " w i t h "or": e i the r 

h u m a n i s m or t e r ro r . . . M o r e p r e c i s e l y , t he re a r e four va r i a t i ons on 

th is motif: h u m a n i s m an? te r ror , h u m a n i s m or terror , e a c h e i the r in a 

"pos i t i ve" or in a " n e g a t i v e " sense . " H u m a n i s m a n d t e r r o r " in a pos i t ive 

sense is w h a t M e r l e a u - P o n t y e l a b o r a t e d : it su s t a in s S t a l i n i s m ( the 

forceful —"te r ro r i s t " — e n g e n d e r i n g of the N e w M a n ) , a n d is a l r e a d y 

c l e a r l y d i s ce rn ib l e in the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion , in the g u i s e of R o b e s p i e r r e ' s 

conjunct ion of v i r t ue a n d terror . Th i s con junc t ion can be n e g a t e d in t w o 

w a y s . It c a n invo lve the choice " h u m a n i s m or t e r ro r , " tha t i s , the l i be ra l -

h u m a n i s t pro jec t in all its ve r s ions , from d i s s iden t an t i -S t a l i n i s t h u m a n -



R E V O L U T I O N A R Y T E R R O R 

165 

i sm u p to a n d i n c l u d i n g t o d a y ' s n e o - H a b e r m a s i a n s ( such a s L u c F e r r y 

a n d A la in R e n a u t in F r a n c e ) a n d other de f ende r s of h u m a n r i g h t s against 

( to ta l i t a r ian , f undamen ta l i s t ) t e r ror . O r it c an re ta in the conjunc t ion 

" h u m a n i s m and t e r ro r , " b u t in a n e g a t i v e m o d e : al l those ph i lo soph ica l 

a n d ideo log ica l o r ien ta t ions , from H e i d e g g e r a n d conse rva t i ve C h r i s t i a n s 

to p a r t i s a n s of O r i e n t a l sp i r i t ua l i t y a n d d e e p eco logy , w h o p e r c e i v e t e r ro r 

a s the t r u t h — t h e u l t ima t e c o n s e q u e n c e —of the h u m a n i s t p ro jec t itself, of 

i ts h u b r i s . 

T h e r e i s , h o w e v e r , a fourth va r i a t ion , u s u a l l y left a s i d e : the choice 

" h u m a n i s m or t e r ro r , " but w i t h terror, not h u m a n i s m , a s a pos i t ive t e rm. 

T h i s is a r a d i c a l pos i t ion w h i c h is difficult to sus ta in , but , p e r h a p s , o u r 

on ly hope : it d o e s not a m o u n t to the obscene m a d n e s s of o p e n l y p u r s u i n g 

a " te r ror is t a n d i n h u m a n po l i t i c s , " b u t someth ing m u c h m o r e difficult to 

th ink t h r o u g h . In c o n t e m p o r a r y "pos t -decons t ruc t ion i s t " t h o u g h t (if one 

risks th is r i d i c u l o u s d e s i g n a t i o n w h i c h c a n n o t b u t s o u n d l i k e its o w n 

p a r o d y ) , the t e r m " i n h u m a n " h a s g a i n e d n e w w e i g h t , e s p e c i a l l y t h r o u g h 

the w o r k of A g a m b e n a n d B a d i o u . T h e bes t w a y to a p p r o a c h it is v i a 

F r e u d ' s r e l u c t a n c e to e n d o r s e the mjunc t ion " L o v e t h y n e i g h b o r ! — t h e 

tempta t ion to be r e s i s t ed he re is the e th ica l pre t t i f ica t ion of the n e i g h b o r 

tha t w e h a v e a l r e a d y no ted in the w o r k of E m m a n u e l L e v i n a s . In a 

p r o p e r l y d i a l e c t i c a l p a r a d o x , w h a t L e v i n a s , w i t h al l h i s ce l eb ra t ion of 

O the rness , fai ls to t a k e into a c c o u n t is not some u n d e r l y i n g S a m e n e s s of 

al l h u m a n s bu t r a d i c a l l y " i n h u m a n " O t h e r n e s s itself: t he O t h e r n e s s of a 

h u m a n b e i n g r e d u c e d to i n h u m a n i t y , the O t h e r n e s s exempl i f i ed b y the 

t e r r i fy ing figure of the MMelnmnn, the " l i v ing d e a d " in the concen t ra t ion 

c a m p s . A t a different level , the s a m e g o e s for S t a l i n i s t C o m m u n i s m . In the 

s t a n d a r d S t a l i n i s t n a r r a t i v e , e v e n the concen t r a t ion c a m p s w e r e a l o c u s of 

the fight a g a i n s t fasc ism w h e r e i m p r i s o n e d C o m m u n i s t s w e r e o r g a n i z i n g 

n e t w o r k s of he ro ic r e s i s t a n c e — i n s u c h a un ive r se , of course , t he re is no 

p l a c e for the l i m i t - e x p e r i e n c e of the Miueimann, of the l i v ing d e a d 

d e p r i v e d of the c a p a c i t y for h u m a n e n g a g e m e n t — no w o n d e r tha t S t a 

l inis t C o m m u n i s t s w e r e so e a g e r to " n o r m a l i z e " the c a m p s in to j u s t 

ano the r si te ol the ant i - fasc is t s t r u g g l e , d i smi s s ing the Muöeimänner a s 

s i m p l y those w h o w e r e too w e a k to e n d u r e the s t r u g g l e . 

It i s a g a i n s t th is b a c k g r o u n d tha t one can u n d e r s t a n d w h y L a c a n 

s p e a k s of the itihuman core of the ne ighbor . B a c k in the 1960s , the e r a of 

s t ruc tu ra l i sm, L o u i s A l t h u s s e r l a u n c h e d the no tor ious fo rmula of " the

ore t ica l a n t i - h u m a n i s m , " a l l o w i n g , d e m a n d i n g even , tha t it be supp le -

n ien ted b y practical hiimaniiin. In o u r p rac t i ce , w e shou ld ac t a s 
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h u m a n i s t s , r e spec t i ng the o thers , t r e a t i ng t h e m a s free p e r s o n s w i t h full 

d ign i ty , c r ea to r s of the i r w o r l d , f i o w e v e r , in theory , w e shou ld e q u a l l y 

a l w a y s b e a r in m i n d that h u m a n i s m is an ideo logy , the w a y w e sponta

n e o u s l y e x p e r i e n c e o u r p r e d i c a m e n t , a n d tha t t rue k n o w l e d g e of h u m a n s 

a n d the i r h i s t o r y shou ld t rea t i n d i v i d u a l s not a s a u t o n o m o u s subjec ts , b u t 

a s e l e m e n t s in a s t ruc tu re w h i c h fo l lows i ts o w n l a w s . In con t ras t to 

Al thusse r , L a c a n a c c o m p l i s h e s the p a s s a g e from theore t i ca l to practical 

anti-humanidrn, tha t is , to an e th ics tha t goes b e y o n d the d i m e n s i o n of 

w h a t N i e t z s c h e c a l l e d the " h u m a n , all too h u m a n , " and confronts the 

i n h u m a n core of h u m a n i t y . Th i s d o e s not o n l y m e a n an e th ics w h i c h no 

l o n g e r den ies , bu t f ea r l e s s ly t a k e s in to a c c o u n t the la ten t mons t ros i ty of 

b e i n g - h u m a n , the d i abo l i ca l d imens ion w h i c h e x p l o d e d in p h e n o m e n a 

u s u a l l y cove red b y the c o n c e p t - n a m e " A u s c h w i t z " — an e th ics that w o u l d 

b e stil l poss ib le after A u s c h w i t z , to p a r a p h r a s e A d o r n o . T h i s i n h u m a n 

d imens ion is for L a c a n , a t the s a m e t ime, the u l t ima t e b e d r o c k of e th ics . 

In phi losophica l te rms, th is " i n h u m a n " d imens ion can be def ined a s that of 

a subject sub t rac ted from al l forms of h u m a n " i n d i v i d u a l i t y " or "pe r sona l i ty" 

( w h i c h is w h y , in c o n t e m p o r a r y p o p u l a r cu l tu re , one of the e x e m p l a r y 

figures of the p u r e subject i s a n o n - h u m a n —al ien , c y b o r g — w h o d i sp l ays 

more fidelity to the task, more d i g n i t y and freedom them its h u m a n counter

par ts , from the R u t g e r - H a u e r and ro id in Blade Runner to the S c h w a r z e 

n e g g e r - f i g u r e in Terminator). It is a g a i n s t the b a c k g r o u n d of th i s top ic of the 

sove re ign a c c e p t a n c e of dea th tha t one shou ld r e r e a d the rhe to r i ca l tu rn 

often r e fe r r ed to a s the proof of R o b e s p i e r r e ' s " t o t a l i t a r i a n " m a n i p u l a t i o n 

of h i s a u d i e n c e . T h i s tu rn took p l a c e in the m i d s t of R o b e s p i e r r e ' s speech 

in the Na t iona l A s s e m b l y on I I G e r m i n a l Y e a r II ( M a r c h 3 1 , 1 7 9 4 ) ; the 

p r e v i o u s n ight , Dan ton , C a m i l l e D e s m o u l i n s , a n d some o thers h a d b e e n 

a r re s t ed , so m a n y m e m b e r s of the A s s e m b l y w e r e u n d e r s t a n d a b l y afra id 

tha t the i r t u r n w o u l d a l so come . R o b e s p i e r r e d i r e c t l y a d d r e s s e s the 

m o m e n t a s p ivo ta l : "C i t i z ens , the m o m e n t h a s come to s p e a k the t ru th . " 

H e then g o e s on to e v o k e the fear floating in the room: 

O n e w a n t s [on veut] to m a k e y o u fear a b u s e s of p o w e r , of the na t iona l 

p o w e r y o u h a v e e x e r c i s e d [. . . ] O n e w a n t s to m a k e us fear tha t the 

peop le w i l l fall v i c t im to the C o m m i t t e e s [. . . ] O n e fears tha t the 

p r i s o n e r s a r e b e i n g opp re s sed [. . . ] . 

T h e opposi t ion i s he r e b e t w e e n the i m p e r s o n a l " o n e " ( the in s t iga to r s of 

fear a r e not pe r son i f i ed ) a n d the co l l ec t ive t h u s put u n d e r p r e s s u r e , 
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w h i c h a lmos t i m p e r c e p t i b l y shifts from the p l u r a l s econd-pe r son " y o u " 

(voiy) to the f i rs t -person " u s " ( R o b e s p i e r r e g a l l a n t l y Inc ludes h imse l f into 

the c o l l e c t i v e ) . H o w e v e r , the final formula t ion i n t r o d u c e s an o m i n o u s 

twis t : it i s no l o n g e r tha t "one w a n t s to m a k e y o u / u s f ea r , " but tha t "one 

fea r s , " w h i c h m e a n s tha t the e n e m y s t i r r ing u p fear is no l o n g e r ou ts ide 

" y o u / u s , " m e m b e r s of the A s s e m b l y , it is here , a m o n g s t u s , a m o n g s t the 

" y o u " a d d r e s s e d b y R o b e s p i e r r e , co r rod ing o u r u n i t y from w i t h i n . A t th i s 

p rec i se momen t , R o b e s p i e r r e , in a t rue m a s t e r s t roke , a s s u m e s full 

s u b j e c t i v i z a t i o n — w a i t i n g a l i t t le b i t for the o m i n o u s effect of h i s w o r d s 

to be felt, h e then c o n t i n u e d in the first pe r son duigidar: 

I s a y tha t a n y o n e w h o t r e m b l e s a t th i s m o m e n t is g u i l t y ; for i nnocence 

n e v e r fears p u b l i c s c ru t i ny . 

W h a t c an be m o r e " t o t a l i t a r i a n " than th i s c losed loop of " y o u r v e r y fear of 

b e i n g g u i l t y m a k e s y o u g u i l t y " — a w e i r d s u p e r e g o - t w i s t e d ve r s ion of the 

w e l l - k n o w n mot to " the o n l y th ing to fear is fear i t se l f "? O n e shou ld 

none the les s m o v e b e y o n d the facile d i smissa l of R o b e s p i e r r e ' s rhe to r i ca l 

s t r a t e g y a s the s t r a t e g y of " te r ror i s t c u l p a b i l i z a t l o n " a n d d i s c e r n i ts 

m o m e n t of t ru th : t he r e a r e no i nnocen t b y s t a n d e r s in the c r u c i a l m o m e n t s 

of r e v o l u t i o n a r y dec is ion , b e c a u s e , in such momen t s , i n n o c e n c e itself— 

e x e m p t i n g onese l f from the dec i s ion , g o i n g on a s if the s t r u g g l e I a m 

w i t n e s s i n g does not r e a l l y conce rn m e — ^ the h i g h e s t t r eason . T h a t i s to 

say , the fear of b e i n g a c c u s e d of t r ea son u m y t reason, b e c a u s e , e v e n if 1 

"d id not do a n y t h i n g a g a i n s t the r evo lu t ion , " th is fear itself, the fact tha t it 

e m e r g e d in me , d e m o n s t r a t e s that m y sub jec t ive posi t ion is e x t e r n a l to the 

revolu t ion , tha t I e x p e r i e n c e the " r e v o l u t i o n " a s an e x t e r n a l force 

t h r e a t e n i n g m e . 

B u t w h a t h a p p e n s s u b s e q u e n t l y in th i s u n i q u e s p e e c h is e v e n m o r e 

r e v e a l i n g : R o b e s p i e r r e d i r e c t l y a d d r e s s e s the t o u c h y q u e s t i o n tha t h a s to 

a r i se in the m i n d of h i s p u b l i c — h o w c a n he h imse l f be su re tha t he w i l l 

not be the n e x t in l ine to be a c c u s e d ? H e is not the m a s t e r e x e m p t e d from 

the co l lec t ive , the " I " ou ts ide " w e " — a f t e r al l , he w a s once v e r y c lose to 

Dan ton , a power fu l figure n o w u n d e r ar res t , so w h a t if, t omor row, h is 

p r o x i m i t y to D a n t o n w i l l be u s e d a g a i n s t h i m ? In short, h o w c a n 

R o b e s p i e r r e be s u r e tha t the p rocess he u n l e a s h e d w i l l not s w a l l o w 

h i m ? It is h e r e that h i s pos i t ion a c h i e v e s s u b l i m e g r e a t n e s s — he ful ly 

a c c e p t s tha t the d a n g e r that n o w t h r e a t e n s D a n t o n w i l l t o m o r r o w 

th rea t en h im . The r eason tha t he is so se rene , tha t he i s not a f ra id of 
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th i s fate, is not that Dan ton w a s a t rai tor , w h i l e he, R o b e s p i e r r e , is p u r e , a 

d i rec t e m b o d i m e n t of the p e o p l e ' s W i l l ; it is tha t he , R o b e s p i e r r e , id not 
afraid to die — his even tua l dea th w i l l be a m e r e a c c i d e n t w h i c h coun t s for 

no th ing : 

W h a t does d a n g e r ma t t e r to m e ? M y life b e l o n g s to the F a t h e r l a n d ; m y 

h e a r t is free from fear; a n d if 1 w e r e to d ie , I w o u l d do so w i t h o u t 

r e p r o a c h a n d w i t h o u t ignominy.'^'* 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , insofar a s the shift from " w e " to " I " can effect ively be 

d e t e r m i n e d a s the m o m e n t w h e n the d e m o c r a t i c m a s k falls off a n d w h e n 

R o b e s p i e r r e o p e n l y a s se r t s h imse l f a s a M a s t e r ( u p to th i s point , w e 

fol low Lefor t ' s a n a l y s i s ) , the v e r y t e rm " M a s t e r " h a s to be g i v e n he re its 

full H e g e l i a n w e i g h t : the M a s t e r i s the figure of sove re ign ty , the one w h o 

is not a f ra id to die , w h o i s r e a d y to r i sk e v e r y t h i n g . In o ther w o r d s , the 

u l t ima te m e a n i n g of R o b e s p i e r r e ' s first-person s i n g u l a r ( " I " ) i s : I a m not 

afra id to d i e . W h a t a u t h o r i z e s h im is s i m p l y this , not a n y k i n d of d i rec t 

a c c e s s to the b ig Other , tha t i s , he d o e s not c l a i m tha t he h a s d i r ec t a c c e s s 

to the peop le ' s W i l l w h i c h s p e a k s t h rough h im. It i s a g a i n s t th i s back

g r o u n d tha t one shou ld reca l l M a o Z e d o n g ' s m e s s a g e to the h u n d r e d s of 

mi l l ions of d o w n t r o d d e n , a s imple a n d t o u c h i n g m e s s a g e of c o u r a g e —do 

not be a f ra id of the B i g P o w e r s : " B i g n e s s is no th ing to be a f ra id of. The 

b ig w i l l be o v e r t h r o w n b y the smal l . T h e smal l w i l l b e c o m e b i g . " The 

s a m e m e s s a g e of c o u r a g e sus t a ins a l so M a o ' s ( i n ) f amous s tance t o w a r d s 

the p rospec t of a n e w a tomic w o r l d w a r : 

W e s t and firmly for peace a n d a g a i n s t w a r . B u t if the impe r i a l i s t s insist 

on u n l e a s h i n g ano the r w a r , w e shou ld not be afraid of it. O u r a t t i tude 

on th i s ques t ion is the s a m e a s o u r a t t i t ude t o w a r d s a n y d i s t u r b a n c e : 

first, w e a r e a g a i n s t it; second, w e a r e not a f ra id of it. T h e Fi rs t W o r l d 

W a r w a s fo l lowed b y the b i r th of the S o v i e t U n i o n w i t h a popu la t ion of 

2 0 0 mi l l ion . T h e S e c o n d W o r l d W a r w a s fo l lowed b y the e m e r g e n c e of 

the socia l is t c a m p w i t h a c o m b i n e d popu la t ion of 9 0 0 mi l l ion . If the 

impe r i a l i s t s insis t on l a u n c h i n g a th i rd w o r l d w a r , it is ce r t a in that 

s eve ra l h u n d r e d mi l l ion m o r e w i l l tu rn to soc ia l i sm, a n d then the re w i l l 

not be m u c h room left on ea r th for the impe r i a l i s t s [. . .J"^^ 

It is a l l too e a s y to d i s m i s s these l i ne s a s the e m p t y p o s t u r i n g of a l e a d e r 

r e a d y to sacr i f ice mi l l ions for h is po l i t ica l g o a l s ( the ex tens ion ad ahdur()utn 
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of M a o ' s ru th l e s s dec i s ion to s ta rve t ens of mi l l ions to dea th in the la te 

1 9 5 0 s ) — t h e f l ipside of th is d i smis s ive a t t i tude is the ba s i c m e s s a g e : " w e 

should not be a f ra id . " Is th i s not the only cor rec t a t t i t ude a p r o p o s w a r : 

"first, w e a r e a g a i n s t it; second , w e a r e not a f ra id of i t " ? (The log ic of 

M a o ' s a r g u m e n t is v e r y p rec i se he re : h i s " a l t h o u g h w e a re a g a i n s t w a r , 

w e a r e not a f ra id of i t " i nve r t s the " i m p e r i a l i s t s ' " t r ue a t t i tude , w h i c h is 

" a l t hough w e a r e for w a r , w e a r e a f ra id of i t " —imper i a l i s t s a r e 

N i e t z s c h e a n s laves , t h e y n e e d w a r s , b u t a r e a f ra id to lose the i r posses 

sions to w h i c h t h e y a r e a t t ached , w h i l e the p r o l e t a r i a n s a r e the t r ue 

a r i s toc ra t i c M a s t e r s w h o do not w a n t w a r ( t h e y do not n e e d i t ) , bu t a re 

not a f ra id of it, b e c a u s e t h e y h a v e no th ing to lose . . . ) M a o ' s a r g u m e n t 

goes on to i ts t e r r i fy ing conc lus ion : 

T h e U n i t e d S t a t e s canno t ann ih i l a t e the C h i n e s e na t ion w i t h i ts sma l l 

s t ack of a t o m b o m b s . E v e n if the U S a t o m b o m b s w e r e so powerful 

that, w h e n d r o p p e d on C h i n a , t h e y w o u l d m a k e a hole r igh t t h r o u g h 

the ear th , or even b l o w it up , tha t w o u l d h a r d l y m e a n a n y t h i n g to the 

u n i v e r s e a s a w h o l e , t h o u g h it m i g h t be a major even t for the so la r 
26 

sys t em. 

The re is o b v i o u s l y a n " i n h u m a n m a d n e s s " in th is a r g u m e n t : is the fact 

that the des t ruc t ion of p l a n e t Ear th " w o u l d h a r d l y m e a n a n y t h i n g to the 

u n i v e r s e a s a w h o l e " not r a t h e r poor so lace for the ex t inc t ion of 

h u m a n i t y ? T h e a r g u m e n t o n l y w o r k s if, in a Kan t i an w a y , one p r e 

supposes a p u r e t r a n s c e n d e n t a l sub jec t unaffec ted b y th is ca t a s t rophe — a 

subjec t w h i c h , a l t h o u g h non-ex i s t en t in r ea l i ty , L) ope ra t ive a s a v i r t u a l 

poin t of r e fe rence . R e c a l l H u s s e r l ' s d a r k d r e a m , from h i s Cartesian 

Meditatwtu, of h o w the t r a n s c e n d e n t a l cogito w o u l d r e m a i n unaffec ted 

b y a p l a g u e tha t w o u l d a n n i h i l a t e al l h u m a n i t y : it is e a s y , a p r o p o s th is 

e x a m p l e , to score c h e a p po in t s abou t the se l f -des t ruc t ive b a c k g r o u n d of 

t r a n s c e n d e n t a l sub jec t iv i ty , a n d abou t h o w H u s s e r l mi s ses the p a r a d o x of 

w h a t Foucau l t , in h i s Led MoLi et choéeà, c a l l e d the " t r a n s c e n d e n t a l -

e m p i r i c a l doub le t , " of the l i nk tha t forever a t t a c h e s the t r a n s c e n d e n t a l 

ego to the e m p i r i c a l ego , so tha t the ann ih i l a t i on of the la t t e r b y def ini t ion 

l e a d s to the d i s a p p e a r a n c e of the first. H o w e v e r , w h a t if, ful ly r e c o g n i z i n g 

th i s d e p e n d e n c e a s a fact ( a n d no th ing m o r e t h a n th i s — a b a l d fact of 

b e i n g ) , one none the l e s s ins is t s on the t ru th of i ts nega t ion , the t ru th of the 

asse r t ion of the i n d e p e n d e n c e of the sub jec t w i t h r e g a r d to the e m p i r i c a l 

i n d i v i d u a l s qua l i v ing b e i n g s ? C h e G u e v a r a a p p r o a c h e d the s a m e l ine of 
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t hough t w h e n , in the mids t of the u n b e a r a b l e tens ion of the C u b a n miss i le 

cr i s i s , he a d v o c a t e d a fear less a p p r o a c h of r i s k i n g the n e w w o r l d w a r 

w h i c h w o u l d i nvo lve (a t the v e r y l e a s t ) the total ann ih i l a t ion of the 

C u b a n p e o p l e —he p r a i s e d the he ro ic r e a d i n e s s of the C u b a n peop le to 

r i sk i ts o w n d i s a p p e a r a n c e . 

A g a i n , t he r e is def in i te ly s o m e t h i n g t e r r i fy ing abou t th i s a t t i t ude — 

h o w e v e r , th i s t e r ro r i s no th ing l e s s t han the condi t ion of f reedom. Th i s is 

h o w Y a m a m o t o J o c h o , a Zen pr ies t , d e s c r i b e d the p r o p e r a t t i t ude of a 

w a r r i o r : " e v e r y d a y w i t h o u t fail he s h o u l d cons ide r h imse l f a s d e a d . 

T h e r e i s a s a y i n g of the e l d e r s tha t goes , ' S t e p from u n d e r the e a v e s a n d 

y o u ' r e a d e a d m a n . L e a v e the g a t e a n d the e n e m y is w a i t i n g . ' Th i s is not a 

m a t t e r of b e i n g careful . It is to cons ide r onese l f a s d e a d beforehand."^^ 

T h i s is w h y , a c c o r d i n g to H i l l l s L o i y , m a n y J a p a n e s e so ld ie r s in W o r l d 

W a r II p e r f o r m e d the i r o w n funera l s before l e a v i n g for the bat t lef ie ld: 

M a n y of the so ld ie r s in the p r e s e n t w a r a r e so d e t e r m i n e d to d ie on the 

ba t t le f ie ld tha t t h e y c o n d u c t t h e i r o w n pub l i c funera l s before l e a v i n g 

for the front. Th i s ho lds no e l e m e n t of the r i d i c u l o u s to the J a p a n e s e . 

R a t h e r , i t i s a d m i r e d a s the sp i r i t of the t rue s a m u r a i w h o en t e r s the 

ba t t l e w i t h no t h o u g h t of r e tu rn . 

T h i s p r e e m p t i v e se l f -exc lus ion from the d o m a i n of the l iv ing , of course , 

t u r n s the so ld i e r in to a p r o p e r l y s u b l i m e figure. Ins tead of d i smi s s ing th is 

fea ture a s p a r t of fascis t ic mi l i t a r i sm, one shou ld a s se r t i t a s a lso 

cons t i tu t ive of a r a d i c a l r e v o l u t i o n a r y pos i t ion , w h i c h , a s S e n e c a pu t 

it l ong a g o in h i s Oedlpud, d e m a n d s of the sub jec t to " s e a r c h for a w a y to 

w a n d e r w i t h o u t m i x i n g w i t h the d e a d , a n d y e t r e m o v e d from the 

l i v i n g . " 

W h e n , in t h e flashback scene from B r y a n S i n g e r ' s The Wual Siupectà, 

the m y s t e r i o u s K e y s e r S o e z e r e t u r n s h o m e a n d finds h i s wi fe a n d smal l 

d a u g h t e r h e l d a t g u n p o i n t b y the m e m b e r s of a rival mob, he shoots h is 

wi fe a n d d a u g h t e r dead , a n d t hen d e c l a r e s tha t he w i l l p u r s u e the 

m e m b e r s of the r iva l g a n g merc i l e s s ly , t r a c k i n g d o w n the i r pa ren t s , 

famil ies , a n d f r iends , in o r d e r to k i l l t h e m al l . . . In a s i tua t ion of a forced 

choice , the S o e z e - s u b j e c t m a k e s the c r a z y , imposs ib l e cho ice of, in a w a y , 

s t r i k i n g a t himself, a t w h a t is most p r e c i o u s to h im, a n d th is act , far from 

a m o u n t i n g to a c a s e of impo ten t a g g r e s s i o n t u r n e d t o w a r d s oneself, 

r a t h e r c h a n g e s t h e c o o r d i n a t e s of the s i tua t ion in w h i c h the sub jec t found 

himself: b y w a y of cu t t i ng h imse l f loose from the p r e c i o u s objec t t h r o u g h 
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w h o s e possess ion the e n e m y k e p t h i m in check , the subjec t g a i n s the 

s p a c e for a free act . T h e p r i c e of th i s f reedom is , of course , t e r r ib le : the 

on ly w a y for the subjec t to neu t r a l i z e the gu i l t of sacr i f ic ing h i s most 

p r e c i o u s o b j e c t ( s ) is to t u r n h imse l f in to a k i n g of the " l i v i n g d e a d , " to 

r e n o u n c e al l pe r sona l i d i o s y n c r a s i e s a n d p l e a s u r e s a n d to d e d i c a t e h i s 

en t i re life to d e s t r o y i n g a l l those w h o forced h im to pe r fo rm the sacr i f ic ia l 

act . S u c h an " i n h u m a n " pos i t ion of abso lu t e f reedom ( in m y lone l iness , I 

a m free to d o w h a t e v e r I w a n t , n o b o d y h a s a n y ho ld ove r m e ) co inc id ing 

w i t h abso lu t e subjec t ion to a T a s k ( the o n l y p u r p o s e of m y life is to e n a c t 

v e n g e a n c e ) i s w h a t , p e r h a p s , c h a r a c t e r i z e s the r e v o l u t i o n a r y sub jec t a t i ts 

innermos t . 

A n o t h e r " i n h u m a n " d imens ion of the coup le Vir tue—Terror p r o m o t e d 

b y R o b e s p i e r r e is the re jec t ion of hab i t ( in the sense of the a g e n c y of 

rccJis t ic c o m p r o m i s e s ) . E v e r y l e g a l o r d e r (or e v e r y o r d e r of exp l i c i t 

n o r m a t i v i t y ) h a s to r e l y on a c o m p l e x " r e f l e x i v e " n e t w o r k of informal 

r u l e s w h i c h te l ls u s h o w w e a r e to re l a t e to the exp l i c i t no rms , h o w w e a r e 

to a p p l y t hem: to w h a t ex t en t w e a r e to t a k e them l i t e r a l ly , h o w a n d w h e n 

a r e w e a l l o w e d , so l ic i ted even , to d i s r e g a r d them, a n d so o n — a n d th i s is 

the d o m a i n of habi t . To k n o w the hab i t s of a soc ie ty i s to know the meta

rules of how to apply Ltd explicit normr. w h e n to use t h e m or not use them; 

w h e n to v io la t e them; w h e n not to choose w h a t is offered; w h e n w e a r e 

effect ively ob l i ged to do someth ing , b u t h a v e to p r e t e n d tha t w e a r e do ing 

it a s a free cho ice ( a s in the case of p o t l a t c h ) . I ^ t u s refer to the pol i te 

offer-meant- to-be-refused: it is a " h a b i t " to refuse s u c h an offer, a n d 

cinyone w h o a c c e p t s such an offer c o m m i t s a v u l g a r b l u n d e r . T h e s a m e 

goes for m a n y po l i t i ca l s i tua t ions in w h i c h a choice i s g i v e n on condition 

that we make the right choice: w e a re s o l e m n l y r e m i n d e d that w e can s a y 

n o — b u t w e a r e e x p e c t e d to re jec t th is offer a n d e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y s a y y e s . 

W i t h m a n y s e x u a l p roh ib i t ions , the s i tua t ion is the oppos i te : the exp l i c i t 

" n o " ef fec t ive ly funct ions a s the impl ic i t in junc t ion "do it, b u t in a 

d isc ree t w a y ! " . M e a s u r e d a g a i n s t th is b a c k g r o u n d , r e v o l u t i o n a r y - e g a l i 

t a r i an figures from R o b e s p i e r r e to J o h n B r o w n a r e (po ten t i a l ly , a t l e a s t ) 

figured without habitd: t h e y refuse to t a k e into a c c o u n t the hab i t s that 

qua l i fy the func t ion ing of a u n i v e r s a l r u l e . 

S u c h is the n a t u r a l domin ion of hab i t tha t w e r e g a r d the most 

a r b i t r a r y conven t ions , some t imes i n d e e d the most defec t ive ins t i tu

t ions , a s abso lu t e m e a s u r e s of t ru th or falsehood, j u s t i ce or Injustice. 

It does not e v e n occu r to u s tha t most a r e i n e v i t a b l y stil l connec t ed 
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w i t h the p r e j u d i c e s on w h i c h despo t i sm fed us . W e h a v e b e e n so 

long s tooped u n d e r i ts y o k e tha t w e h a v e some diff icul ty m r a i s ing 

o u r s e l v e s to the e t e rna l p r i n c i p l e s of r eason ; a n y t h i n g tha t refers to 

the s a c r e d source of al l l a w s e e m s to u s to t a k e on an i l l ega l 

cha rac t e r , a n d the v e r y o r d e r of n a t u r e s e e m s to u s a d i so rde r . The 

majes t ic m o v e m e n t s of a g r e a t people , the sub l ime fe rvours of 

v i r t u e often a p p e a r to o u r t i m i d e y e s a s someth ing l i ke a n e rup t ing 

v o l c a n o or the o v e r t h r o w of po l i t i ca l soc ie ty ; a n d it i s c e r t a i n l y not 

the l eas t of the t r o u b l e s bo the r ing u s , th is con t rad ic t ion b e t w e e n 

the w e a k n e s s of o u r mora l s , the d e p r a v i t y of our m i n d s , a n d the 

p u r i t y of p r i nc ip l e a n d e n e r g y of c h a r a c t e r d e m a n d e d b y the free 

g o v e r n m e n t to w h i c h w e h a v e d a r e d asp i re .^" 

To b r e a k the y o k e of hab i t m e a n s : if all m e n a r e e q u a l , t h a n a l l m e n a r e to 

be effect ively t r e a t e d a s equa l ; if b l a c k s a r e a l so h u m a n , t h e y shou ld be 

i m m e d i a t e l y t r e a t ed a s such . Le t u s r eca l l the e a r l y s t a g e s of the s t r u g g l e 

a g a i n s t s l a v e r y in the U S , w h i c h , e v e n p r i o r to the Civ i l W a r , c u l m i n a t e d 

in the a r m e d confl ict b e t w e e n the g r a d u a l i s m of compass iona t e l i be ra l s 

a n d the u n i q u e figure of J o h n B r o w n : 

Afr ican A m e r i c a n s w e r e c a r i c a t u r e s of peop le , t h e y w e r e c h a r a c t e r i z e d 

a s buffoons a n d mins t r e l s , t h e y w e r e the bu t t - end of j o k e s in A m e r i c a n 

soc ie ty . A n d even the abol i t ion is t s , a s a n t i s l a v e i y a s t h e y w e r e , the 

ma jo r i t y of t h e m d id not see Af r i can A m e r i c a n s a s e q u a l s . T h e ma jo r i t y 

of them, a n d th i s w a s some th ing tha t Af r ican A m e r i c a n s c o m p l a i n e d 

abou t all the t ime , w e r e w i l l i n g to w o r k for the e n d of s l a v e r y in the 

S o u t h bu t t h e y w e r e not w i l l i n g to w o r k to e n d d i sc r imina t ion in the 

Nor th . [. . . ] J o h n B r o w n w a s n ' t l i ke tha t . For h im, p r a c t i c i n g 

e g a l i t a r i a n i s m w a s a first s tep t o w a r d e n d i n g s l a v e r y . A n d Afr ican 

A m e r i c a n s w h o c a m e in con tac t w i t h h i m k n e w th i s i m m e d i a t e l y . H e 

m a d e it v e r y c l e a r tha t he s a w no difference, a n d he d idn ' t m a k e th is 

c l e a r b y sa jnng it, he m a d e it c l e a r b y w h a t he d id . 

For th is reason , J o h n B r o w n is a k e y pol i t ica l figure in the h i s to ry of the 

U S : in h is f e rven t ly C h r i s t i a n " r a d i c a l abo l i t i on i sm, " he c a m e c loses t to 

i n t r o d u c i n g the J a c o b i n log ic in to t h e A m e r i c a n pol i t ica l l a n d s c a p e : 

J o h n B r o w n c o n s i d e r e d h imse l f a comple t e e g a l i t a r i a n . A n d it w a s 

v e r y impor t an t for h i m to p r ac t i c e e g a l i t a r i a n i s m on e v e r y l eve l . [. . . ] 
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H e m a d e it v e r y c l e a r tha t he s a w no dif ference, a n d he d idn ' t m a k e 

th i s c l e a r b y s a y i n g it, he m a d e it c l e a r b y w h a t he did.'^^ 

Even today , long after s l a v e r y h a s b e e n abo l i shed . B r o w n is the po l a r i z 

ing figure in A m e r i c a n co l lec t ive m e m o r y ; those w h i t e s w h o suppor t 

B r o w n a r e a l l the m o r e p r e c i o u s — a m o n g them, s u r p r i s i n g l y , H e n r y 

D a v i d T h o r e a u , the g r e a t opponen t of v io l ence : a g a i n s t the s t a n d a r d 

d i smis sa l of B r o w n a s bloodthirsty^ foolish, a n d i n sane , T h o r e a u p a i n t e d 

a por t ra i t of a pee r l e s s m a n w h o s e e m b r a c e m e n t of a c a u s e w a s u n p a r 

a l l e led ; he even goes a s far a s to l i k e n B r o w n ' s e x e c u t i o n (he s ta tes tha t he 

r e g a r d s B r o w n a s d e a d before h i s a c t u a l d e a t h ) to C h r i s t . T h o r e a u 

v e n t s h i s rcige at the scores of those w h o v o i c e d the i r scorn for J o h n 

B r o w n : t h e y cou ld not u n d e r s t a n d B r o w n d u e to the i r concre te s t ances 

a n d " d e a d " ex i s t ences ; t h e y a r e not t r u l y a l ive , o n l y a handfu l of m e n can 

be s a id to h a v e l ived . 

It i s , h o w e v e r , th i s v e r y cons is ten t e g a l i t a r i a n i s m w h i c h a lso cons t i tu tes 

the l imi ta t ion of J a c o b i n po l i t i cs . R e c a l l M a r x ' s f undamen ta l ins igh t 

abou t the " b o u r g e o i s " l imi ta t ion of the log ic of e q u a l i t y : cap i ta l i s t 

i nequa l i t i e s ( " exp lo i t a t i on" ) a r e not the " u n p r i n c i p l e d v io la t ions of the 

p r i n c i p l e of e q u a l i t y , " b u t a r e a b s o l u t e l y i nhe ren t to the log ic of e q u a l i t y , 

t h e y a r e the p a r a d o x i c a l r e su l t of i ts cons is ten t r ea l i za t ion . W h a t w e h a v e 

in m ind he re is not o n l y the w e a r i s o m e old mot i f of h o w m a r k e t e x c h a n g e 

p r e s u p p o s e s f o r m a l l y / l e g a l l y e q u a l sub jec t s w h o mee t a n d in t e r ac t in the 

marke t ; the c ruc i a l m o m e n t of M a r x ' s c r i t i que of " b o u r g e o i s " soc ia l i s t s is 

tha t cap i ta l i s t exp lo i t a t ion does not invo lve a n y k i n d of " u n e q u a l " 

e x c h a n g e b e t w e e n the w o r k e r and the c a p i t a l i s t — t h i s e x c h a n g e is fu l ly 

equal and "just , " i d e a l l y (in p r i n c i p l e ) , the w o r k e r g e t s pa id the full v a l u e 

of the c o m m o d i t y he is se l l ing (h i s l a b o r - p o w e r ) . O f course , r ad i ca l 

b o u r g e o i s r evo lu t i ona r i e s a r e a w a r e of th i s l imi ta t ion; h o w e v e r , the w a y 

t h e y t r y to coun t e r ac t it is t h r o u g h a d i r ec t " t e r ro r i s t i c " imposi t ion of 

more and m o r e àe facto e q u a l i t y ( e q u a l s a l a r i e s , e q u a l a c c e s s to hea l th 

se rv i ces . . . ) , w h i c h can on ly be i m p o s e d t h r o u g h n e w forms of formal 

i n e q u a l i t y (different sor ts of p re fe ren t i a l t r e a t m e n t s for the u n d e r p r i v i 

l e g e d ) . In short , the a x i o m of " e q u a l i t y " m e a n s e i the r not e n o u g h (it 

r e m a i n s the abs t r ac t form of a c t u a l i n e q u a l i t y ) or too m u c h (enforce 

" t e r ro r i s t i c " e q u a l i t y ) — i t is a formal is t ic not ion in a str ict d i a l ec t i ca l 

sense , t ha t is , its l imi ta t ion is p r e c i s e l y tha t i ts form is not concre te 

enough , bu t a m e r e n e u t r a l con ta ine r of some con ten t tha t e l u d e s th i s 

form. 
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T h e p r o b l e m h e r e is not t e r ro r a s such —our t a sk t o d a y is p r e c i s e l y 

to r e i n v e n t e m a n c i p a t o r y te r ror . T h e p r o b l e m l ies e l s e w h e r e ; e g a l i t a r 

i an pol i t ica l " e x t r e m i s m " or " e x c e s s i v e r a d i c a l i s m " shou ld a l w a y s be 

r e a d a s a p h e n o m e n o n of ideo log ico-po l i t l ca l déplacement: a s an i n d e x 

of its opposi te , of a l imi ta t ion , of a refusal ef fect ively to "go to the 

e n d . " W h a t w a s the J a c o b i n s ' r e c o u r s e to r a d i c a l " t e r ro r " if not a 

k i n d of h y s t e r i c a l a c t i ng -ou t b e a r i n g w i t n e s s to t he i r i n a b i l i t y to 

d i s tu rb the v e r y f u n d a m e n t a l s of economic o r d e r (p r iva t e p rope r ty , 

e t c . ) ? A n d does the s a m e not g o even for the so -ca l l ed " e x c e s s e s " of 

pol i t ica l c o r r e c t n e s s ? D o t h e y a l so not d i s p l a y the r e t r ea t from 

d i s t u r b i n g the effective ( economic a n d o the r ) c a u s e s of r a c i s m a n d 

s e x i s m ? P e r h a p s , then, the t ime h a s come to r e n d e r p r o b l e m a t i c the 

s t a n d a r d topos, s h a r e d b y p r a c t i c a l l y a l l " p o s t m o d e r n " leftists, a cco rd 

ing to w h i c h pol i t ica l " t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m " s o m e h o w re su l t s from the 

p r e d o m i n a n c e of m a t e r i a l p roduc t i on a n d t e c h n o l o g y ove r i n t e r sub 

j ec t i ve c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d / o r s y m b o l i c p rac t i ce , a s if the root of 

po l i t i ca l t e r ro r r e s i d e s in the fact tha t the " p r i n c i p l e " of i n s t rumen ta l 

reason , of the t echno log ica l exp lo i t a t ion of n a t u r e , is e x t e n d e d a l so to 

socie ty , so tha t peop le a r e t r e a t e d a s r a w stuff to be t r ans fo rmed into 

N e w M e n . W h a t if it is the e x a c t opposite w h i c h h o l d s ? W h a t if 

po l i t i ca l " t e r ro r " s i g n a l s p r e c i s e l y tha t the sphe re of ( m a t e r i a l ) p ro

duc t ion is denied i ts a u t o n o m y a n d dubordinated to po l i t i ca l l o g i c ? Is it 

not t ha t a l l po l i t i ca l " t e r ro r , " from the J a c o b i n s to the M a o i s t C u l t u r a l 

Revo lu t ion , p r e s u p p o s e s the forec losure of p roduc t i on proper , i ts 

r e d u c t i o n to the t e r r a i n of the po l i t i ca l s t r u g g l e ? In o the r w o r d s , 

w h a t such a pos tmode rn p e r s p e c t i v e effect ively a m o u n t s to is no th ing 

less t h a n the a b a n d o n m e n t of M a r x ' s k e y Insight in to h o w the pol i t ica l 

s t r u g g l e is a spec t ac l e w h i c h , in o r d e r to be d e c i p h e r e d , h a s to be 

re fe r red to the sphe re of the e c o n o m y ("if M a r x i s m h a d a n y a n a l y t i c a l 

v a l u e for political t heory , w a s it not in the ins i s t ence tha t the p r o b l e m 

of f reedom w a s c o n t a i n e d in the socia l r e l a t i o n s i m p l i c i t l y d e c l a r e d 

' unpo l i t i ca l ' —that is , n a t u r a l i z e d — i n l i be ra l d i s c o u r s e ? " ) ^ ^ 

It is a t th is l eve l that one s h o u l d s e a r c h for the dec i s i ve m o m e n t of a 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y p roces s : s ay , in the c a s e of the O c t o b e r Revo lu t ion , not the 

exp los ion of 1917—18, not even t h e civi l w a r tha t fo l lowed, b u t the in t ense 

e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n of the e a r l y 1920s , the (de spe ra t e , often r i d i c u l o u s ) 

a t t empts to inven t n e w r i t ua l s of d a i l y life: h o w to r e p l a c e the p r e -

r e v o l u t i o n a r y m a r r i a g e a n d funera l r i t u a l s ? H o w to o r g a n i z e the most 

c o m m o n p l a c e in te rac t ion in a factory, in an a p a r t m e n t b l o c k ? It i s at th i s 
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Traiuubdtantiatioru of Marxljm 

In m o d e r n h is tory , the po l i t i cs of r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r ro r cas t s i ts s h a d o w 

over the epoch w h i c h s p a n s from R o b e s p i e r r e to M a o , or, more g e n e r a l l y , 

t h e d i s in t eg ra t ion of the C o m m u n i s t b loc in 1990 —i ts l a s t i n s t a l lmen t w a s 

t h e M a o i s t C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on . 

O b v i o u s l y , the soc io-h is tor ica l con tex t h a d c h a n g e d r a d i c a l l y b e t w e e n 

t h e F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n a n d the C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n — t o p u t i t in P la ton i s t 

t e rms , w h a t u n i t e s the t w o is p r e c i s e l y a n d o n l y the s a m e " e t e r n a l " I d e a of 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y J u s t i c e . In the case of M a o , the ques t ion is e v e n w h e t h e r 

o n e c a n l e g i t i m a t e l y coun t h i m a s a M a r x i s t , s ince the social b a s e of the 

M a o i s t r evo lu t ion w a s not the w o r k i n g c l a s s . 

O n e of the most d e v i o u s t r a p s w h i c h l u r k for M a r x i s t theor i s t s is the 

s ea r ch for the m o m e n t of the Fal l , w h e n t h i n g s took the w r o n g t u r n i n g in 

t h e h i s t o r y of M a r x i s m : w a s it a l r e a d y the la te E n g e l s w i t h h i s m o r e 

pos i t iv i s t - evo lu t iona ry u n d e r s t a n d i n g of h i s to r ica l m a t e r i a l i s m ? W a s it 

t h e r ev i s ion i sm a n d the o r t h o d o x y of the S e c o n d I n t e r n a t i o n a l ? W a s it 

L e n i n ? ^ ^ O r w a s it M a r x h imse l f in h i s l a te w o r k , af ter he h a d a b a n d o n e d 

his you th fu l h u m a n i s m (as some " h u m a n i s t M a r x i s t s " c l a i m e d d e c a d e s 

a g o ) ? T h i s en t i r e t rope h a s to b e re jec ted : t he re is no opposi t ion he re , the 

Fa l l i s to be i n s c r i b e d in the v e r y o r ig in s . (To p u t it e v e n more po in t ed ly , 

such a s ea r ch for the i n t r u d e r w h o infec ted the o r i g i n a l mode l a n d set in 

mot ion i ts d e g e n e r a t i o n canno t bu t r e p r o d u c e the log ic of a n t i - S e m i t i s m . ) 

W h a t th is m e a n s is that , e v e n if—or, r a the r , e s p e c i a l l y i f—one s u b m i t s 
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l eve l of w h a t , a s opposed to the "abs t r ac t t e r ro r " of the " g r e a t " pol i t ica l 

revolu t ion , one is t e m p t e d to ca l l the "conc re t e t e r r o r " of i m p o s i n g a n e w 

order on q u o t i d i a n rea l i ty , tha t the J a c o b i n s a n d bo th the Sov ie t a n d the 

C h i n e s e r evo lu t ions u l t i m a t e l y fa i led —not for l a c k of a t t emp t s in this 

d i rec t ion , for s u r e . T h e J a c o b i n s w e r e a t the i r bes t not in the t hea t r i c s of 

Terror , b u t in the Utopian exp lo s ions of pol i t ica l i m a g i n a t i o n a p r o p o s the 

r eo rgan iza t ion of the e v e r y d a y : e v e r y t h i n g w a s there , p r o p o s e d in the 

course of the f rant ic a c t i v i t y c o n d e n s e d in to a c o u p l e of y e a r s , from the 

se l f -organiza t ion of w o m e n to c o m m u n a l h o m e s in w h i c h the old w e r e to 

be ab l e to s p e n d the i r l as t y e a r s in p e a c e a n d d i g n i t y . The ha r sh 

c o n s e q u e n c e to be a c c e p t e d he re is tha t th is e x c e s s of e g a l i t a r i a n 

d e m o c r a c y ove r a n d a b o v e the d e m o c r a t i c p r o c e d u r e c a n o n l y " ins t i tu 

t i o n a l i z e " i t se l f in the g u i s e of i ts opposi te , a s r e v o l u t i o n a r y - d e m o c r a t i c 

terror. 
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t he M a r x i s t pa s t to r u th l e s s c r i t i que , one h a s first to a c k n o w l e d g e it a s 

"one ' s own , " t a k i n g full r e spons ib i l i t y for it, not to comfor tab ly re ject the 

" b a d " s ide of t h i n g s b y a t t r i bu t ing it to a foreign e l emen t ( the " b a d " 

E n g e l s w h o w a s too s tup id to u n d e r s t a n d M a r x ' s d i a l ec t i c s , the " b a d " 

Len in w h o d i d not g r a s p the core of M a r x ' s theory , the " b a d " S t a l i n w h o 

spoil t the nob le p l a n s of the " g o o d " Len in , a n d so o n ) . 

The first t h ing w e m u s t do is to ful ly e n d o r s e the d i s p l a c e m e n t in the 

h i s to ry of M a r x i s m c o n c e n t r a t e d in t w o g r e a t p a s s a g e s (or, ra ther , v io lent 

c u t s ) : the p a s s a g e from M a r x to Len in , a s w e l l a s the p a s s a g e from Lenin 

to M a o . In e a c h case , t he re i s a d i s p l a c e m e n t of the o r i g i n a l cons te l la t ion: 

from the most a d v a n c e d c o u n t r y ( a s M a r x e x p e c t e d ) to a r e l a t i v e l y 

b a c k w a r d c o u n t r y — t h e revolu t ion " took p lace in the w r o n g coun t ry" ; 

from w o r k e r s to ( p o o r ) p e a s a n t s a s the m a i n r e v o l u t i o n a r y agen t . In the 

s a m e w a y as Chr i s t n e e d e d P a u l ' s " b e t r a y a l " in o rde r for C h r i s t i a n i t y to 

e m e r g e a s a u n i v e r s a l C h u r c h ( r eca l l that , a m o n g s t the t w e l v e apos t les , 

Pau l o c c u p i e s the p l ace of J u d a s the t rai tor , r e p l a c i n g h i m ! ) , M a r x 

n e e d e d L e n i n ' s " b e t r a y a l " in o r d e r to enac t the first M a r x i s t revolu t ion : it 

is an i n n e r n e c e s s i t y of the " o r i g i n a l " t e a c h i n g to submi t to a n d s u r v i v e 

th i s " b e t r a y a l " ; to s u r v i v e th i s v io len t ac t of b e i n g torn out of one ' s 

o r ig ina l con tex t a n d t h r o w n in to a fore ign l a n d s c a p e w h e r e i t h a s to 

r e i n v e n t itself—öw/y in thui way id universality born. 

S o , a p r o p o s the second v io lent t ranspos i t ion , tha t of M a o , it is too e a s y 

e i ther to c o n d e m n his r e inven t ion of M a r x i s m a s t heo re t i c a l l y " i n a d e 

q u a t e , " a s a r eg re s s ion w i t h r e g a r d to M a r x ' s s t a n d a r d s (it is e a s y to s h o w 

tha t p e a s a n t s l a c k s u b s t a n c e l e s s p ro l e t a r i an s u b j e c t i v i t y ) , bu t it is e q u a l l y 

too faci le to b lu r the v io lence of the cu t a n d to a c c e p t M a o ' s re formula t ion 

a s a log ica l con t inua t ion or " a p p l i c a t i o n " of M a r x i s m ( r e l y i n g , a s is 

u s u a l l y the ca se , on the s imple m e t a p h o r i c e x p a n s i o n of c l a s s s t r u g g l e : 

" t o d a y ' s p r e d o m i n a n t c l a s s s t r u g g l e i s no l o n g e r b e t w e e n cap i t a l i s t s a n d 

p ro l e t a r i a t in each coun t ry , it h a s shifted to the T h i r d v e r s u s the F i r s t 

W o r l d , b o u r g e o i s v e r s u s p r o l e t a r i a n n a t i o n s " ) . T h e a c h i e v e m e n t of M a o 

is he r e t r e m e n d o u s : h i s n a m e s t a n d s for the po l i t i ca l mobi l i za t ion of the 

h u n d r e d s of mi l l ions of a n o n y m o u s Th i rd W o r l d l a y e r s w h o s e l abor 

p r o v i d e s the inv i s ib le " s u b s t a n c e , " the b a c k g r o u n d , of h i s to r ica l deve l 

o p m e n t — t h e mobi l i za t ion of all those w h o m even such a poet of 

"o the rness " a s L e v i n a s d i s m i s s e d a s the " y e l l o w per i l " , a s w e see in 

w h a t is a r g u a b l y h i s w e i r d e s t text , " T h e R u s s o - C h i n e s e D e b a t e a n d the 

D i a l e c t i c " ( 1 9 6 0 ) , a c o m m e n t on the Soviet—Chinese conflict: 
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T h e y e l l o w pe r i l ! It is not rac ia l , it is sp i r i tua l . It d o e s not invo lve 

infer ior v a l u e s ; it i nvo lves a r ad i ca l s t r a n g e n e s s , a s t r a n g e r to the 

w e i g h t of i ts past , from w h e r e t he r e d o e s not fil ter a n y fami l ia r vo ice or 

inflect ion, a l u n a r or M a r t i a n pas t . 

Does th i s not r eca l l H e i d e g g e r ' s ins i s tence , t h r o u g h o u t the 1930s , tha t 

the m a i n t a s k of W e s t e r n though t t o d a y w a s to defend the G r e e k 

b r e a k t h r o u g h , the found ing g e s t u r e of the " W e s t , " t he o v e r c o m i n g of 

the p re -ph i losoph ica l , m y t h i c a l , " A s i a t i c " un ive r se , to s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t the 

r e n e w e d " A s i a t i c " t h r e a t — t h e g rea t e s t a d v e r s a r y of the W e s t w a s " the 

m y t h i c a l in g e n e r a l a n d the As i a t i c in p a r t i c u l a r " ? It is thid As i a t i c 

" r a d i c a l s t r a n g e n e s s " w h i c h is mobi l i zed , po l i t i c ized , b y M a o Z e d o n g ' s 

C o m m u n i s t m o v e m e n t . In h i s Phenomenology of Spirit, H e g e l i n t r o d u c e s 

his no tor ious not ion of w o m a n k i n d a s " the e v e r l a s t i n g i r o n y of the 

c o m m u n i t y " : w o m a n k i n d " c h a n g e s b y i n t r i gue the u n i v e r s a l end of 

the g o v e r n m e n t into a p r i v a t e end, t r ans forms i ts u n i v e r s a l a c t i v i t y into 

a w o r k of some p a r t i c u l a r i n d i v i d u a l , a n d p e r v e r t s the u n i v e r s a l p r o p e r t y 

of the s ta te in to a possess ion a n d o r n a m e n t for the fami ly . "^^ In con t ras t 

to m a l e ambi t ion , a w o m a n w a n t s p o w e r in o r d e r to p romote he r o w n 

n a r r o w fami ly in te res t s or, e v e n w o r s e , he r pe r sona l c a p r i c e , i n c a p a b l e a s 

she i s of p e r c e i v i n g the un ive r sa l d imens ion of s tate pol i t ics . H o w a r e w e 

not to r eca l l F . W . J . S c h e l l i n g ' s c l a i m tha t " the s a m e p r i n c i p l e c a r r i e s a n d 

holds u s in i ts inef fec t iveness w h i c h w o u l d c o n s u m e a n d d e s t r o y u s in i ts 

effectiveness"?'*'^ A p o w e r w h i c h , w h e n it is k e p t in i ts p r o p e r p l a c e , c an 

be b e n i g n a n d pac i fy ing , t u r n s into i ts r a d i c a l opposi te , into the most 

des t ruc t ive fury, the m o m e n t it i n t e r v e n e s at a h i g h e r level , the l eve l 

w h i c h is not i ts own : the .tame f emin in i ty w h i c h , w i t h i n the c losed c i r c l e of 

fami ly life, is the p o w e r of p ro tec t ive love, t u r n s in to obscene f renzy w h e n 

d i s p l a y e d a t the level of p u b l i c a n d s ta te affairs . . . In short, it i s 

accep t ab l e for a w o m a n to p ro tes t a g a i n s t p u b l i c s ta te p o w e r on beha l f 

of the r i gh t s of the f ami ly a n d k in sh ip ; bu t w o e to a soc ie ty in w h i c h 

w o m e n e n d e a v o r d i r e c t l y to in f luence dec i s ions c o n c e r n i n g the affairs of 

state, m a n i p u l a t i n g t he i r w e a k m a l e p a r t n e r s , ef fect ively e m a s c u l a t i n g 

them . . . Is the re not s o m e t h i n g s imi l a r in the t e r ro r a r o u s e d b y the 

prospec t of the a w a k e n i n g of the a n o n y m o u s A s i a n m a s s e s ? T h e y a r e fine 

if t h e y pro tes t a t the i r fate a n d a l l o w us to he lp t hem ( t h r o u g h l a r g e - s c a l e 

h u m a n i t a r i a n a c t i v i t y ) , b u t not w h e n t h e y " e m p o w e r " t hemse lves , to the 

hor ror of s y m p a t h e t i c l i be ra l s , a l w a y s r e a d y to suppor t the revol t of the 

poor a n d d i spossessed , so long a s it is done w i t h g o o d m a n n e r s . . . 
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Georg i M . D e r l u g u i a n ' s Bourdieu'é Secret Admirer in the CaucMiij t e l l s the 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y s to ry of M u s a S h a n i b from A b k h a z i a , the l e a d i n g intel

l ec tua l of th is t u r b u l e n t r eg ion w h o s e i n c r e d i b l e c a r e e r p a s s e d from 

S o v i e t d i s s iden t in t e l l ec tua l t h r o u g h d e m o c r a t i c pol i t ica l re former a n d 

M u s l i m fundamen ta l i s t w a r l e a d e r u p to r e s p e c t e d professor of ph i lo 

sophy , h i s en t i r e c a r e e r m a r k e d b y a s t r a n g e a d m i r a t i o n for P i e r r e 

B o u r d i e u ' s thought. '^ ' T h e r e a r e t w o w a y s to a p p r o a c h such a figure. 

T h e first r eac t ion is to d i smis s it a s a local eccen t r i c i ty , to t rea t it w i th 

benevo len t i r o n y — " w h a t a s t r a n g e choice , B o u r d i e u — w h o k n o w s w h a t 

th i s folklor ic g u y sees in B o u r d i e u . . . ? " T h e second reac t ion is to 

d i r e c t l y a s se r t the u n i v e r s a l scope of t h e o r y — " s e e h o w u n i v e r s a l t heo ry 

i s : e v e r y in te l l ec tua l from P a r i s to C h e c h n y a a n d A b k h a z i a can deba te 

B o u r d i e u ' s concep t s . . . " The t r u e task , of course , is to a v o i d both these 

op t ions a n d to a s se r t t he u n i v e r s a l i t y of a t h e o r y a s the resu l t of h a r d 

theore t i ca l w o r k a n d s t rugg le , a s t r u g g l e tha t is not e x t e r n a l to theory : the 

po in t is not ( o n l y ) tha t S h a n i b h a d to d o a lot of w o r k to b r e a k the 

cons t ra in t s of h i s loca l con tex t a n d g r a s p B o u r d i e u — t h i s appropr i a t ion 

of B o u r d i e u b y a n A b k h a z i a n in t e l l ec tua l a l so affects the s u b s t a n c e of the 

t h e o r y itself, t r a n s p o s i n g it in to a d i i ï e r e n t u n i v e r s e . Y^\à—-mutatis 

mutandis^Lenin not do s o m e t h i n g s imi l a r w i t h M a r x ? T h e shift of 

M a o w i t h r e g a r d to L e n i n and S t a l i n c o n c e r n s the r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n 

the w o r k i n g c l a s s a n d the p e a s a n t r y . Bo th L e n i n a n d S t a l i n w e r e d e e p l y 

dis t rust ful of the p e a s a n t r y , t h e y s a w b r e a k i n g the i n e r t i a of the p e a s a n t r y 

a s one of the m a i n t a s k s of S o v i e t p o w e r : to uproot the i r subs tan t i a l 

a t t a c h m e n t to l and , to " p r o l e t a r i a n i z e " t h e m a n d thus fu l ly e x p o s e them 

to the d y n a m i c s of m o d e r n i z a t i o n —in c l e a r con t ras t to M a o w h o , a s w e 

h a v e noted, in h i s c r i t i ca l notes on S t a l i n ' s Economic Problems of Socialism in 

the USSR (from 1 9 5 8 ) r e m a r k e d tha t " S t a l i n ' s po in t of v i e w [. . . ] is 

a lmos t a l t o g e t h e r w r o n g . T h e bas i c e r ro r is mi s t rus t of the p e a s a n t s . " The 

theore t ica l a n d pol i t ica l c o n s e q u e n c e s of th is shift a r e p r o p e r l y sha t te r 

ing : t h e y i m p l y no l e s s t h a n a t h o r o u g h r e w o r k i n g of M a r x ' s H e g e l i a n 

not ion of the pos i t ion of the p ro l e t a r i a t a s tha t of " s u b s t a n c e l e s s sub 

j ec t iv i ty , " of those w h o a r e r e d u c e d to the a b y s s of the i r sub jec t iv i ty . 

A s is w e l l k n o w n b y those w h o still r e m e m b e r the i r M a r x i s m , the 

a m b i g u o u s centred po in t of i ts t heore t i ca l s t ruc tu re c o n c e r n s i ts p r e m i s e 

tha t cap i t a l i sm Itself c r e a t e s the cond i t ions for i ts t r a n s c e n d e n c e t h r o u g h 

p r o l e t a r i a n r e v o l u t i o n — h o w a r e w e to r e a d t h i s ? Is it to be r e a d in a 

l i n e a r e v o l u t i o n a r y w a y : r evo lu t ion shou ld t a k e p l a c e w h e n c a p i t a l i s m 

ful ly deve lops al l its po ten t ia l a n d e x h a u s t s a l l i ts poss ib i l i t ies , the 
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jny th ica l poin t a t w h i c h it confronts i ts cen t r a l a n t a g o n i s m ("cont ra

d i c t i on" ) at i ts pures t , in i ts n a k e d fo rm? A n d is it e n o u g h to a d d the 

" s u b j e c t i v e " a spec t a n d to e m p h a s i z e tha t the w o r k i n g c l a s s s h o u l d not 

jus t sit a n d w a i t for the " r ipe m o m e n t , " b u t " e d u c a t e " i t se l f t h r o u g h long 

s t r u g g l e ? A s is a l so w e l l k n o w n , L e n i n ' s t h e o r y of the " w e a k e s t l i n k in the 

c h a i n " i s a k i n d of c o m p r o m i s e solut ion: a l t h o u g h it a c c e p t s tha t the first 

revo lu t ion c a n t a k e p l ace , not in the most d e v e l o p e d coun t ry , b u t in a 

c o u n t r y in w h i c h the a n t a g o n i s m s of cap i t a l i s t d e v e l o p m e n t a r e most 

a g g r a v a t e d , e v e n if it is l e s s d e v e l o p e d ( R u s s i a , w h i c h c o m b i n e d con

c e n t r a t e d m o d e r n cap i t a l i s t - indus t r i a l i s l a n d s w i t h a g r a r i a n b a c k w a r d 

ness a n d p r e - d e m o c r a t i c a u t h o r i t a r i a n g o v e r n m e n t ) , i t sti l l p e r c e i v e d the 

Oc tobe r R e v o l u t i o n a s a r i s k y b r e a k t h r o u g h w h i c h cou ld o n l y s u c c e e d if 

it w a s soon a c c o m p a n i e d b y a l a r g e - s c a l e W e s t e r n E u r o p e a n revo lu t ion 

(al l e y e s w e r e focused on G e r m a n y in th is r e s p e c t ) . T h e r a d i c a l a b a n 

donmen t of th is m o d e l o c c u r r e d o n l y w i t h M a o , for w h o m the p ro l e t a r i an 

revolu t ion shou ld t a k e p l a c e in the less d e v e l o p e d pa r t of the w o r l d , 

a m o n g the w i d e m a s s e s of the T h i r d W o r l d ' s i m p o v e r i s h e d p e a s a n t s , 

w o r k e r s , a n d even the "pa t r io t ic b o u r g e o i s i e , " w h o a r e e x p o s e d to the 

a f te r shocks of cap i ta l i s t g loba l i za t ion , o r g a n i z i n g the i r r a g e a n d despa i r . 

In a total r e v e r s a l ( pe rve r s ion e v e n ) of M a r x ' s mode l , t he c lass s t r u g g l e is 

t hus r e fo rmu la t ed a s the s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n F i r s t W o r l d " b o u r g e o i s 

n a t i o n s " a n d T h i r d W o r l d "p ro l e t a r i an na t i ons . " T h e p a r a d o x he re is 

p r o p e r l y d ia lec t i ca l , p e r h a p s in the u l t ima t e app l i ca t i on of M a o ' s t e a c h i n g 

on con t rad ic t ions : i ts v e r y u n d e r d e v e l o p m e n t ( a n d t h u s " u n r i p e n e s s " for 

the r e v o l u t i o n ) m a k e s a c o u n t r y " r i p e " for the revo lu t ion . S i n c e , h o w 

ever , such " u n r i p e " e c o n o m i c cond i t ions do not a l l o w the cons t ruc t ion of 

p r o p e r l y pos t -cap i t a l i s t soc ia l i sm, the n e c e s s a r y co r r e l a t e is the asse r t ion 

of the " p r i m a c y of poh t i c s ove r economics" : the v i c to r ious r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

sub jec t does not ac t a s an i n s t r u m e n t of economic necess i ty , l i b e r a t i n g i ts 

potent ia l w h o s e fur ther d e v e l o p m e n t i s t h w a r t e d b y cap i ta l i s t con t ra 

d ic t ions ; i t i s , r a the r , a vo lun t a r i s t a g e n t w h i c h ac t s agalrut " s p o n t a n e o u s " 

economic necess i ty , i m p o s i n g i ts v i s ion on r e a l i t y t h r o u g h r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

te r ror . 

O n e shou ld b e a r in m i n d he re the fundamen ta l lesson of H e g e l i a n 

' concre te u n i v e r s a l i t y " : u n i v e r s a l n e c e s s i t y is not a t e l eo log ica l force 

w^hich, ope ra t ive from the outset , p u l l s the s t r i ngs a n d r u n s the p roces s , 

g u a r a n t e e i n g i ts h a p p y ou tcome; on the con t r a ry , th i s u n i v e r s a l n e c e s s i t y 

IS a l w a y s r e t roac t ive , it e m e r g e s out of the r a d i c a l c o n t i n g e n c y of the 

p roces s a n d s i gna l s the m o m e n t of the c o n t i n g e n c y ' s se\î-Aufhebung. O n e 
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s h o u l d t h u s s a y that , once the ( c o n t i n g e n t ) p a s s a g e from L e n i n i s m to 

M a o i s m took p l a c e , it c anno t b u t a p p e a r a s " n e c e s s a r y , " tha t i s , one can 

( r e ) c o n s t r u c t the " i nne r n e c e s s i t y " of M a o i s m a s the n e x t " s t a g e " of the 

d e v e l o p m e n t of M a r x i s m . In o rde r to g r a s p th i s r e v e r s a l of c o n t i n g e n c y 

in to necess i ty , one shou ld l e a v e b e h i n d the s t a n d a r d l i n e a r h is tor ica l t ime 

s t r u c t u r e d a s the r ea l i za t ion of poss ib i l i t i e s (a t the t e m p o r a l m o m e n t X, 

t he r e a r e mul t ip l e poss ib le d i r ec t ions h i s to ry can t ake , a n d w h a t a c t u a l l y 

t a k e s p l a c e is the r ea l i za t ion of one of the poss ib i l i t i e s ) : w h a t th i s l i nea r 

t i m e is u n a b l e to g r a s p is the p a r a d o x of a con t ingen t ac tua l e m e r g e n c y 

w h i c h r e t r o a c t i v e l y c r e a t e s i ts o w n poss ib i l i ty : o n l y w h e n the th ing t a k e s 

p l a c e can w e " s e e " h o w it w a s poss ib le . T h e r a t h e r t i r e some d e b a t e abou t 

the o r ig in s of M a o i s m (or S t a l i n i s m ) osc i l l a tes a r o u n d th ree m a i n opt ions: 

( I ) the " h a r d " a n t i - C o m m u n i s t s a n d the " h a r d " p a r t i s a n s of S t a l i n i s m 

c l a i m tha t the re is a d i rec t i m m a n e n t log ic w h i c h l e a d s from M a r x to 

L e n i n a n d from L e n i n to S t a l i n ( a n d then from S t a l i n to M a o ) ; ( 2 ) the 

"soft" c r i t i cs c l a i m tha t the S t a l i n i s t (or, p r i o r to it, L e n i n i s t ) t u rn is one of 

the h i s to r ica l poss ib i l i t i es p r e sen t in A i a r x ' s theore t ica l s t ruc tu re — it 

cou ld h a v e t u r n e d out o the rwi se , b u t the S t a l i n i s t c a t a s t rophe i s none

the les s i n s c r i b e d a s an opt ion into the o r ig ina l t h e o r y itself; ( 5 ) finally, the 

d e f e n d e r s of the p u r i t y of the "o r ig ina l t e a c h i n g of M a r x " d i smis s 

S t a l i n i s m (or i n d e e d L e n i n i s m ) a s a s imple dis tor t ion, b e t r a y a l , ins i s t ing 

on the r a d i c a l b r e a k b e t w e e n the two : L e n i n and /o r S t a l i n s i m p l y 

" k i d n a p p e d " M a r x ' s t h e o r y a n d u s e d it for p u r p o s e s to t a l ly a t odds w i t h 

M a r x . O n e should re jec t a l l t h r ee ve r s ions a s b a s e d on the s a m e unde r 

l y i n g l inea r -h i s to r i c i s t not ion of t empora l i t y , a n d opt for the fourth 

vers ion , b e y o n d the false ques t ion "to w h a t ex ten t w a s M a r x re spons ib le 

for the S t a l i n i s t c a t a s t r o p h e ? " : M a r x L< e n t i r e l y r e spons ib le , b u t retro

actively, t ha t is , the s ame ho lds for S t a l i n a s for Kafka in B o r g e s ' s famous 

formula t ion: t h e y bo th c r e a t e d t he i r o w n p r e d e c e s s o r s . 

Thid is the m o v e m e n t of "conc re t e u n i v e r s a l i t y , " th is r ad i ca l " t r a n s u b -

s t an t i a t i on" t h r o u g h w h i c h the o r ig ina l t h e o r y h a s to r e i n v e n t i tself in a 

n e w context : on ly b y w a y of s u r v i v i n g th i s t r a n s p l a n t a t i o n can it e m e r g e 

a s ef fect ively u n i v e r s a l . A n d , of course , the po in t is not tha t w e a r e 

d e a l i n g h e r e w i t h the p s e u d o - H e g e l i a n p roces s of " a l i e n a t i o n " a n d " d i s -

a l i ena t i on , " of h o w the o r ig ina l t h e o r y is " a l i e n a t e d " a n d then h a s to 

Incorpora te the fore ign context , r e a p p r o p r i a t e it, s u b o r d i n a t e it to itself: 

w h a t s u c h a p s e u d o - H e g e l i a n not ion mis ses is the w a y th is v io len t 

t r ansp l an t a t i on into a n e w con tex t r a d i c a l l y affects the o r ig ina l t h e o r y 

itself, so that , w h e n th is t h e o r y " r e t u r n s to i tself in i t s o t h e r n e s s " 
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( r e inven t s i t se l f in the fore ign c o n t e x t ) , i ts v e r y s u b s t a n c e c h a n g e s — a n d 

yet th i s shift is not j u s t the r eac t ion to an e x t e r n a l shock , it r e m a i n s an 

inheren t t r ans format ion of the Jame t h e o r y of the o v e r c o m i n g of cap i t 

a l i sm. T h i s i s h o w c a p i t a l i s m is a "conc re t e u n i v e r s a l i t y " : it is not the 

ques t ion of i so la t ing w h a t a l l the p a r t i c u l a r forms of cap i t a l i sm h a v e in 

common, the i r sha red u n i v e r s a l fea tures , b u t of g r a s p i n g th is m a t r i x a s a 

jpositive force in itself, a s some th ing w h i c h a l l a c tua l p a r t i c u l a r forms t r y 

to counte rac t , the de s t ruc t i ve effects of w h i c h t h e y s t r ive to con ta in . 

The limiU of Mao'ö dialectics 

The mos t r e l i ab l e s ign of cap i t a l i sm ' s ideo log ica l t r i u m p h is the v i r t u a l 

d i s a p p e a r a n c e of the v e r y t e r m over the las t t w o or t h r ee d e c a d e s : in the 

1980s , " v i r t u a l l y no one, w i t h the excep t ion of a few a l l e g e d l y a r c h a i c 

M a r x i s t s ( an ' e n d a n g e r e d s p e c i e s ' ) , r e fe r red to c a p i t a l i s m a n y longer . 

The t e r m w a s s i m p l y s t n i c k from the vocabul£uy of po l i t i c i ans , t r a d e 

unionis ts , w r i t e r s a n d j o u r n a l i s t s — not to ment ion soc ia l sc ient i s t s , w h o 

had c o n s i g n e d it to h i s to r ica l oblivion.'"^^ S o w h a t a b o u t the u p s u r g e of 

the an t i -g loba l i za t ion m o v e m e n t ove r the las t few y e a r s ? D o e s it not 

c l ea r l y con t r ad ic t th is d i a g n o s t i c ? Not a t a l l : a c lose e x a m i n a t i o n q u i c k l y 

d e m o n s t r a t e s tha t th is m o v e m e n t a lso s u c c u m b s to " the t empta t ion to 

t ransform a c r i t i que of c a p i t a l i s m i tself ( c e n t r e d on economic m e c h a n 

isms , forms of w o r k o rgan iza t ion , a n d profit e x t r a c t i o n ) into a c r i t i q u e of 

' imper ia l i sm' . "^^ In th is w a y , w h e n one t a l k s abou t "g loba l i za t ion a n d i ts 

a g e n t s , " t he e n e m y is e x t e r n a l i z e d (often in the form of v u l g a r an t i -

A m e r i c a n i s m ) . F r o m th is pe r spec t i ve , the m a i n t a sk t o d a y i s to fight " the 

A m e r i c a n e m p i r e , " a n d a n y a l l y is fine if it is a n t i - A m e r i c a n , t h u s 

u n b r i d l e d C h i n e s e " C o m m u n i s t " cap i t a l i sm, v io len t I s lamic is t an t i -mod

ern ism, a s w e l l a s the obscene L u k a s h e n k o r e g i m e in B e l a r u s ( see 

C h a v e z ' s v is i t to B e l a r u s in J u l y 2 0 0 6 ) , m a y a p p e a r a s p r o g r e s s i v e 

an t i -g loba l i s t c o m r a d e s - i n - a r m s . . . W h a t w e h a v e he re is thus ano the r 

vers ion of the i l l - famed not ion of " a l t e rna t i ve m o d e r n i t y " : i n s t ead of the 

c r i t i que of cap i t a l i sm a s such , i n s t e a d of confront ing i ts b a s i c m e c h a n i s m , 

w e h a v e the c r i t i que of the impe r i a l i s t " e x c e s s , " w i t h the ( t ac i t ) i d e a of 

mob i l i z ing cap i t a l i s t m e c h a n i s m s w i t h i n another , m o r e " p r o g r e s s i v e , " 

f r amework . 

Th i s rs h o w one should a p p r o a c h w h a t is a r g u a b l y M a o ' s cen t ra l 

cont r ibu t ion to M a r x i s t ph i lo sophy , h i s e l abo ra t ions on the not ion of 

con t rad ic t ion : one shou ld not d i s m i s s t h e m a s a w o r t h l e s s ph i losophica l 

181 
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r eg re s s ion ( w h i c h , a s one can e a s i l y demons t r a t e , re l i es on a v a g u e notion 

of " con t r ad i c t i on" w h i c h s i m p l y m e a n s " s t r u g g l e of oppos ing tenden

c i e s " ) . The m a i n thes is of h is g r e a t t ex t " O n C o n t r a d i c t i o n " r e g a r d i n g the 

t w o facets of con t rad ic t ion , " the p r i n c i p a l a n d the non -p r inc ipa l contra

d ic t ions in a p rocess , a n d the p r inc ipa l a n d the non -p r inc ipa l a s p e c t s of a 

con t r ad ic t ion , " d e s e r v e s a c lose r e a d i n g . M a o ' s r e p r o a c h to the " d o g m a t i c 

M a r x i s t s " i s tha t t h e y "do not u n d e r s t a n d tha t it i s p r e c i s e l y in the 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y of con t rad ic t ion tha t the u n i v e r s a l i t y of con t rad ic t ion re

s ide s " : 

For ins t ance , in cap i ta l i s t soc ie ty the t w o forces in con t rad ic t ion , the 

p ro l e t a r i a t a n d the bourgeo i s i e , form the p r i n c i p a l con t rad ic t ion . The 

o the r con t rad ic t ions , s u c h a s those b e t w e e n the r e m n a n t feudal c lass 

a n d the bourgeo i s i e , b e t w e e n the p e a s a n t p e t t y b o u r g e o i s i e a n d the 

bourgeo i s i e , b e t w e e n the p ro l e t a r i a t a n d the p e a s a n t p e t t y bourgeo i s i e , 

b e t w e e n the n o n - m o n o p o l y cap i t a l i s t s a n d the m o n o p o l y capi ta l i s t s , 

b e t w e e n b o u r g e o i s d e m o c r a c y a n d b o u r g e o i s fascism, a m o n g the 

cap i ta l i s t coun t r i e s a n d b e t w e e n i m p e r i a l i s m and the colonies , a re 

a l l d e t e r m i n e d or in f luenced b y th is p r i n c i p a l con t rad ic t ion . 

W h e n i m p e r i a l i s m l a u n c h e s a w a r of a g g r e s s i o n a g a i n s t such a 

coun t ry , a l l i t s v a r i o u s c lasses , e x c e p t for some t ra i to r s , c an t empora 

r i l y un i te in a na t iona l w a r a g a i n s t i m p e r i a l i s m . A t such a t ime , the 

con t rad ic t ion b e t w e e n i m p e r i a l i s m a n d the c o u n t r y c o n c e r n e d be

c o m e s the p r i n c i p a l con t rad ic t ion , w h i l e a l l the con t r ad ic t ions a m o n g 

the v a r i o u s c l a s s e s w i t h i n the c o u n t r y ( i n c l u d i n g w h a t w a s the 

p r i n c i p a l con t rad ic t ion , b e t w e e n the feuda l s y s t e m a n d the g r e a t 

m a s s e s of the p e o p l e ) a r e t e m p o r a r i l y r e l e g a t e d to a s e c o n d a r y a n d 

s u b o r d i n a t e posi t ion. 

Th i s is M a o ' s k e y point : the p r i n c i p a l ( u n i v e r s a l ) con t rad ic t ion does not 

o v e r l a p w i t h the con t r ad ic t ion w h i c h s h o u l d be t r e a t e d a s d o m i n a n t in a 

p a r t i c u l a r s i t u a t i o n — t h e u n i v e r s a l d imens ion l i t e r a l l y redideo in this 

p a r t i c u l a r con t rad ic t ion . In e a c h concre te s i tua t ion , a different "par t i 

c u l a r " con t rad ic t ion is the p r e d o m i n a n t one, in the p rec i se sense that , in 

o r d e r to w i n the ba t t l e for t h e reso lu t ion of the p r i n c i p a l con t rad ic t ion , 

one shou ld t r ea t a p a r t i c u l a r con t rad ic t ion a s the p r e d o m i n a n t one, to 

w h i c h al l o ther s t r u g g l e s shou ld be subo rd ina t ed . In C h i n a u n d e r the 

J a p a n e s e occupa t ion , pa t r io t i c u n i t y a g a i n s t the J a p a n e s e w a s the 

p r e d o m i n a n t fea tu re if C o m m u n i s t s w a n t e d to w i n in the c l a s s s t rug-



R E V O L U T I O N A R Y T E R R O R 

r83 

gießen these conditwiw, any directfocuj on cLus struggle harms the clajs struggle 

iUelf- (The re in , p e r h a p s , r e s i d e s the ma in feature of " d o g m a t i c oppor-

tun i sm": to ins is t on the c e n t r a h t y of the p r i n c i p a l con t rad ic t ion a t the 

^vvrong m o m e n t . ) 

The fur ther k e y po in t c o n c e r n s the p r i n c i p a l aspect of a con t rad ic t ion ; 

l o r e x a m p l e , w i t h r e g a r d to the con t rad ic t ion b e t w e e n the p r o d u c t i v e 

forces a n d the r e l a t ions of p roduc t ion , 

the p r o d u c t i v e forces, p r a c t i c e a n d the economic b a s e g e n e r a l l y p l a y 

the p r i n c i p a l a n d dec i s i ve role; w h o e v e r d e n i e s th i s i s not a ma te r i a l i s t . 

But i t m u s t a l so be a d m i t t e d tha t in ce r t a in cond i t ions , such a spec t s a s 

the r e l a t ions of p roduc t ion , t h e o r y a n d the s u p e r s t r u c t u r e in tu rn 

manifes t t h e m s e l v e s in the p r i n c i p a l a n d dec i s i ve ro le . W h e n it is 

imposs ib le for the p r o d u c t i v e forces to d e v e l o p w i t h o u t a c h a n g e In the 

re la t ions of p roduc t ion , t hen the c h a n g e in the r e l a t i ons of p roduc t ion 

p l a y s the p r inc ipa l a n d dec i s i ve ro le . 

The pol i t ica l s t a k e s of th is d e b a t e a r e dec i s ive : M a o ' s a i m is to a s se r t the 

key role , in the pol i t ica l s t r u g g l e , of w h a t the M a r x i s t t r ad i t ion u s u a l l y 

refers to a s the " sub jec t ive f ac to r "—theory , the s u p e r s t r u c t u r e . T h i s is 

what, a c c o r d i n g to M a o , S t a l i n n e g l e c t e d : 

S t a l i n ' s {Economic Problems of Socialism in the USSR] from first to las t 

says no th ing abou t the s u p e r s t r u c t u r e . It is not c o n c e r n e d w i t h peop le ; 

it cons ide r s th ings , not peop le . [. . .] [It s p e a k s ] o n l y of the p roduc t i on 

re la t ions , not of the s u p e r s t r u c t u r e nor pol i t ics , nor the ro le of the 

peop le . C o m m u n i s m c a n n o t be r e a c h e d u n l e s s t h e r e is a c o m m u n i s t 

movemen t . 

A la in B a d i o u , a t r ue M a o i s t he re , a p p l i e s th is to the c o n t e m p o r a r y 

conste l la t ion, a v o i d i n g the focus on the an t i - cap i t a l i s t s t r u g g l e , e v e n 

ridiculing its m a i n form t o d a y ( the an t i -g loba l i za t ion m o v e m e n t ) , a n d 

def in ing the e m a n c i p a t o r y s t r u g g l e in s t r i c t ly pol i t ica l t e rms , a s the 

s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t ( l i b e r a l ) d e m o c r a c y , t o d a y ' s p r e d o m i n a n t ideo log ico -

pol i t ica l form. " T o d a y the e n e m y is not ca l l ed E m p i r e or C a p i t a l . It 's 

ca l l ed D e m o c r a c y . " ^ ' ' W h a t , t oday , p r e v e n t s the r a d i c a l q u e s t i o n i n g of 

cap i t a l i sm i tself i s p r e c i s e l y the belief in the democratic form of the struggle 

against capitalism. L e n i n ' s s t a n c e a g a i n s t " e c o n o m i s m " a s w e l l a s a g a i n s t 

p u r e " po l i t i c s is c r u c i a l t oday , a p r o p o s the spl i t a t t i t ude t o w a r d s the 
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e c o n o m y in ( w h a t r e m a i n s of) the Left: on the one hand , the "pure 

poHt ic ians" a b a n d o n the e c o n o m y a s the site of s t r u g g l e a n d in te rvent ion ; 

on the o the r h a n d , the " economis t s , " f a sc ina ted b y the funct ioning of the 

c o n t e m p o r a r y g l o b a l economy, p r e c l u d e a n y poss ib i l i t y of a pol i t ical 

i n t e rven t ion p r o p e r . W i t h r e g a r d to this split , today , m o r e than ever , w e 

should r e t u r n to Len in : y e s , the e c o n o m y i s the k e y d o m a i n , the ba t t le w i l l 

b e d e c i d e d t h e r e , one h a s to b r e a k the spell of g loba l capitalism—Z;«/^ the 

in te rven t ion s h o u l d be p r o p e r l y poUtical, not economic . Today , w h e n 

e v e r y o n e is " an t i - c ap i t a l i s t , " u p to a n d i n c l u d i n g the H o l l y w o o d "socio-

c r i t i c a l " c o n s p i r a c y mov ie s (from The Enemy of the State to The In,iu)er) In 

w h i c h the e n e m y a r e the b ig co rpora t ions w i t h t he i r ru th l e s s p u r s u i t of 

profit, the s ign i f i e r " a n t i - c a p i t a l i s m " h a s lost its s u b v e r s i v e s t ing. W h a t 

one shou ld p r o b l e m a t i z e is the se l f -ev ident opposi te of th is "an t i -capi t 

a l i s m " : the t r u s t in d e m o c r a c y b y hones t A m e r i c a n s w h o b r e a k up the 

c o n s p i r a c y . Thû i s the h a r d k e r n e l of t o d a y ' s g loba l cap i t a l i s t un ive r se , its 

t r u e JVlas ter -Signif ier : d e m o c r a c y itself.'**^ 

M a o ' s fu r the r e labora t ion on the notion of con t rad ic t ion in h i s "On the 

C o r r e c t H a n d l i n g of Con t r ad i c t i ons A m o n g the P e o p l e " ( 1 9 5 7 ) a lso 

canno t be r e d u c e d to i ts b e s t - k n o w n fea ture , the r a t h e r common-sense 

point of d i s t i n g u i s h i n g b e t w e e n the an t agon i s t i c a n d the non-an tagon i s t i c 

con t r ad i c t i ons : 

T h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s b e t w e e n o u r s e l v e s a n d the e n e m y a r e an t agon i s t i c 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s . W i t h i n the r a n k s of the people , the con t rad ic t ions 

a m o n g the w o r k i n g peop le a r e non-an tagon i s t i c , w h i l e those b e t w e e n 

the exp lo i t ed a n d the exp lo i t i ng c l a s se s h a v e a non -an t agon i s t i c a s we l l 

a s an a n t a g o n i s t i c aspec t . [. . . ] [ U J n J e r the peop le ' s democra t i c 

d i c t a to r sh ip t w o different me thods , one d ic ta to r ia l a n d the o ther 

d e m o c r a t i c , s h o u l d be u s e d to reso lve the t w o t y p e s of con t rad ic t ions 

w h i c h differ in n a t u r e — t h o s e b e t w e e n ou r se lve s a n d the e n e m y a n d 

those a m o n g the people.'^^ 

O n e shou ld a l w a y s r e a d th i s d is t inc t ion toge the r w i t h i ts m o r e " o m i n o u s " 

supp lemen t , a w a r n i n g tha t the t w o a s p e c t s m a y ove r l ap : "In o r d i n a r y 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s , con t r ad ic t ions a m o n g the p e o p l e a r e not an t agon i s t i c . Bu t 

if t h e y a r e not h a n d l e d p rope r ly , or if w e r e l a x our v i g i l a n c e a n d l o w e r 

our g u a r d , a n t a g o n i s m m a y a r i s e . " D e m o c r a t i c d i a logue , the peacefu l 

coex i s t ence of different o r i en ta t ions in the w o r k i n g c lass , i s not some

th ing tha t is s i m p l y g iven , a n a t u r a l s ta te of th ings , it is s o m e t h i n g tha t is 
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^on a n d sus t a ined b y v i g i l a n c e a n d s t r u g g l e . H e r e , too, s t r u g g l e h a s 

pr io r i ty ove r un i ty : the v e r y space of u n i t y h a s to be w o n th rough 

Struggle. 
S o w h a t a r e we to do w i t h these e l a b o r a t i o n s ? O n e shou ld be v e r y 

precise in d i agnos ing , at the v e r y abs t r ac t l eve l of theory , w h e r e M a o w a s 

yight and w h e r e he w a s w r o n g . M a o w a s r igh t in re jec t ing the s t a n d a r d 

potion of "d ia l ec t i ca l s y n t h e s i s " a s the " r econc i l i a t i on" of the opposi tes , a s 

I K higher u n i t y w h i c h e n c o m p a s s e s the i r s t r ugg l e ; he w a s w r o n g in 

formula t ing th is re ject ion, th is in s i s t ence on the p r io r i t y of s t r u g g l e , of 

divis ion, ove r e v e r y s y n t h e s i s or un i ty , in t e r m s of a g e n e r a l c o s m o l o g y -

Ontology of the "e t e rna l s t r u g g l e of oppos i t e s "—th i s i s w h y he go t c a u g h t 

tip in the s impl i s t ic , p r o p e r l y mm-d'uilectical, not ion of the " b a d in f in i ty" of 

struggle. M a o c l e a r l y r e g r e s s e s he re to p r imi t ive p a g a n " w i s d o m s " on 

how e v e r y c r ea tu re , e v e r y d e t e r m i n a t e form of life, sooner or l a t e r m e e t s 

i t s end: " O n e th ing d e s t r o y s ano ther , t h i n g s e m e r g e , deve lop , a n d a r e 

des t royed , e v e r y w h e r e is l i ke th is . If t h i n g s a r e not d e s t r o y e d b y o thers , 

then they d e s t r o y t h e m s e l v e s . " O n e shou ld g i v e M a o h i s d u e at th is leve l : 

he pushes to the e n d in th is d i rec t ion , a p p l y i n g th is p r inc ip l e to com

munism i t s e l f — ' S e e the fo l lowing p a s s a g e , in w h i c h M a o a c c o m p l i s h e s a 

g igan t i c on to log ica l " l e a p f o r w a r d " from the d iv i s ion of the a tomic 

n u c l e u s into pro tons , an t i -pro tons , a n d so on, to the i nev i t ab l e d iv is ion 

of c o m m u n i s m into s t ages : 

I don ' t b e l i e v e tha t c o m m u n i s m w i l l not be d i v i d e d into s t ages , a n d tha t 

there w i l l be no qua l i t a t i ve c h a n g e s . L e n i n sa id tha t a l l t h i n g s c an be 

d iv ided . H e g a v e the a t o m a s an e x a m p l e , a n d sa id tha t not o n l y c an 

the a tom be d iv ided , b u t the e lec t ron , too, c an be d i v i d e d . F o r m e r l y , 

howeve r , it w a s h e l d tha t it cou ld not be d iv ided ; t he b r a n c h of sc ience 

devo ted to spl i t t ing the a tomic n u c l e u s is still v e r y y o u n g , on ly t w e n t y 

or t h i r t y y e a r s old. In r ecen t d e c a d e s , the sc ien t i s t s h a v e r e so lved the 

a tomic n u c l e u s into i ts cons t i tuen ts , such a s pro tons , an t i -pro tons , 

neu t rons , an t i -neu t rons , m e s o n s a n d an t i -mesons . ' 

H e even g o e s a s tep fur ther a n d m o v e s b e y o n d h u m a n i t y itself, fore

casting, in a p ro to -Nie t z schean w a y , the " o v e r c o m i n g " of man^— 

The life of d i a l ec t i c s is the c o n t i n u o u s m o v e m e n t t o w a r d oppos i tes . 

M a n k i n d wi l l a l so finally mee t i ts doom. W h e n the theo log ians t a lk 

abou t d o o m s d a y , t h e y a re pes s imis t i c a n d ter r i fy peop le . W e s a y the 
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end of m a n k i n d is s o m e t h i n g w h i c h w i l l p r o d u c e some th ing more 

a d v a n c e d than m a n k i n d . M a n k i n d is still in i ts in fancy .^ ' 

M o r e o v e r , he e n v i s a g e s the r i se of ( s o m e ) a n i m a l s t h e m s e l v e s to the 

( w h a t w e cons ide r t o d a y a s e x c l u s i v e l y h u m a n ) leve l of consc iousness : 

In the future, a n i m a l s w i l l con t inue to deve lop . I don ' t be l i eve tha t men 

a lone a re c a p a b l e of h a v i n g t w o h a n d s . C a n ' t horses , cows , sheep 

e v o l v e ? C a n o n l y m o n k e y s e v o l v e ? A n d can it be , moreover , that of all 

t h e m o n k e y s o n l y one spec i e s c a n evo lve , a n d al l t he o the rs a re 

i n c a p a b l e of e v o l v i n g ? In a mi l l ion y e a r s , ten mil l ion y e a r s , w i l l horses , 

c o w s a n d s h e e p stil l be the s a m e a s those t o d a y ? I t h i n k t h e y wi l l 

con t inue to c h a n g e . Hor se s , c o w s , sheep , a n d insec t s w i l l all c h a n g e . 

T w o th ings shou ld be a d d e d to th is "cosmic p e r s p e c t i v e " : first, one 

s h o u l d r e m e m b e r t ha t M a o is h e r e t a l k i n g to the i n n e r c i rc le of par t \ ' 

ideo log is t s . T h i s i s w h a t a c c o u n t s for the tone of s h a r i n g a sec re t not to be 

r e n d e r e d pub l i c , a s if M a o is d i v u l g i n g h i s " sec re t t e a c h i n g " — a n d , in 

fact, M a o ' s s p e c u l a t i o n s c lo se ly echo so -ca l l ed " b i o c o s m i s m , " the s t r ange 

combina t ion of v u l g a r m a t e r i a l i s m a n d Gnos t ic sp i r i t ua l i t y w h i c h formed 

a n occu l t s h a d o w ideo logy , the obscene sec re t t each ing , of Sov ie t M a r x 

ism. R e p r e s s e d from p u b l i c s igh t d u r i n g the ma in per iod of the Sov ie t 

s ta te , b i o c o s m i s m w a s o p e n l y p r o p a g a t e d on ly in the first a n d in the last 

t w o d e c a d e s of S o v i e t ru le ; i ts m a i n theses w e r e : the g o a l s of re l ig ion 

(co l lec t ive p a r a d i s e , the o v e r c o m i n g of a l l suffering, full i nd iv idua l 

immor ta l i t y , the r e su r r ec t i on of the d e a d , the v i c t o r y ove r t ime and 

dea th , the c o n q u e s t of s p a c e far b e y o n d the so la r s y s t e m ) can be r ea l i z ed 

in t e r re s t r i a l life t h r o u g h the d e v e l o p m e n t of m o d e r n sc i ence a n d 

t e chno logy . In the future , not o n l y w i l l s e x u a l di f ference be abo l i shed , 

w i t h the r i se of chas t e p o s t - h u m a n s r e p r o d u c i n g t h e m s e l v e s t h r o u g h 

d i r ec t b io t echn ica l r ep roduc t ion ; it w i l l a l so be poss ib le to r e s u r r e c t all 

the d e a d of the p a s t ( e s t ab l i sh ing the i r b io log ica l fo rmulae t h r o u g h the i r 

r e m a i n s a n d then r e - e n g e n d e r i n g them — D N A h a d not y e t been h e a r d of 

. . . ) , t hus e v e n e r a s i n g a l l p a s t in jus t ices , " u n d o i n g " pas t suffer ing a n d 

des t ruc t ion . In th i s b r i g h t b iopol i t l ca l C o m m u n i s t future, not o n l y hu

m a n s , but a l so a n i m a l s , a l l l i v ing b e i n g s , w i l l p a r t i c i pa t e in a d i r ec t l y 

co l l ec t iv i zed R e a s o n of the cosmos . . . W h a t e v e r one m a y s a y a g a i n s t 

L e n i n ' s ru th l e s s c r i t i q u e of M a x i m G o r k y ' s " G o d - b u i l d i n g " {bogograÔL-

teik'ötvo), the d i r ec t de i f ica t ion of m a n , one shou ld b e a r in m ind that 
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Gorky h imse l f co l l abo ra t ed w i t h b iocosmis t s . It is Interes t ing to note 

r e s e m b l a n c e s b e t w e e n th is " b i o c o s m i s m " and c o n t e m p o r a r y t echno-

gnos is . 

S e c o n d , th i s " cosmic p e r s p e c t i v e " is for M a o not ju s t an i r r e l e v a n t 

ph i losophica l cavea t ; it h a s p rec i se e th ico-pol i t ica l c o n s e q u e n c e s . W h e n 

jVlao h i g h h a n d e d l y d i smi s se s the th rea t of the a tomic b o m b , he is not 

d o w n p l a y i n g the scope of the d a n g e r — h e is ful ly a w a r e tha t such a w a r 

tmoy t ° ex t inc t ion of h u m a n i t y a s such, so, to jus t i fy h i s def iance , 

•'he h a s to a d o p t the "cosmic p e r s p e c t i v e " from w h i c h the e n d of life on 

g 4 r t h " w o u l d h a r d l y m e a n a n y t h i n g to the u n i v e r s e a s a w h o l e . " Th i s 

; "cosmic p e r s p e c t i v e " a l so g r o u n d s M a o ' s d i smis s ive a t t i t ude t o w a r d s the 

h u m a n costs of e conomic a n d po l i t i ca l e n d e a v o r s . If one is to be l i eve the 

lates t b i o g r a p h y of M a o , he c a u s e d the g rea t e s t famine in h i s to ry b y 

expor t ing food to R u s s i a to b u y a tomic a n d o ther t y p e s of a r m s : 3 8 

mil l ion peop le s t a r v e d or w e r e s l a v e - d r i v e n to d e a t h in 1958—61. M a o 

s u p p o s e d l y k n e w e x a c t l y w h a t w a s h a p p e n i n g , s a y i n g : "ha l f of C h i n a 

may w e l l h a v e to d i e . " Th i s is the i n s t r u m e n t a l a t t i t ude a t i ts most r a d i c a l : 

k i l l ing a s p a r t of a ru th l e s s a t t emp t to rea l i ze a goa l , r e d u c i n g p e o p l e to 

d isposab le m e a n s — a n d w h a t one shou ld b e a r in m i n d is tha t the N a z i 

Holocaus t w a s not the s ame : the m u r d e r of the J e w s w a s not p a r t of a 

ra t ional s t r a t egy , b u t w a s au to te l ic , a m e t i c u l o u s l y p l a n n e d " i r r a t i o n a l " 

excess ( r eca l l the depor t a t ion of the las t J e w s from the G r e e k i s l a n d s in 

1944, j u s t before the G e r m a n re t rea t , or the m a s s i v e u se of t r a in s for 

t ranspor t ing J e w s in s t ead of w a r ma te r i e l in 1 9 4 4 ) . T h i s is w h y He i 

d e g g e r w a s w r o n g w h e n he r e d u c e d the H o l o c a u s t to the indus t r i a l 

p roduc t ion of co rpses : it w a s not that , S t a l in i s t C o m m u n i s m r a t h e r c o u l d 

be c h a r a c t e r i z e d be t t e r in th is w a y . ^ ^ 

The c o n c e p t u a l c o n s e q u e n c e of th is " b a d in f in i ty" tha t p e r t a i n s to 

v u l g a r evo lu t ion i sm is JVlao's cons i s ten t re jec t ion of the "nega t ion of the 

nega t i on" a s a u n i v e r s a l d i a l ec t i ca l l a w . T h u s the exp l i c i t po lemic a g a i n s t 

Enge l s ( i nc iden t a l l y , fo l lowing S t a l i n w h o , in h i s " O n Dia lec t i ca l a n d 

His tor ica l M a t e r i a l i s m , " a l so does not men t ion the "nega t ion of the 

n e g a t i o n " a m o n g the "four m a i n f ea tu res of M a r x i s t d i a l e c t i c s " ) : 

E n g e l s t a l k e d abou t the t h r ee ca t ego r i e s , b u t a s for m e I don ' t b e l i e v e 

in t w o of those c a t e g o r i e s . ( T h e u n i t y of oppos i tes is the most bas ic 

l a w , the t r ans fo rmat ion of q u a l i t y a n d q u a n t i t y into one ano the r is the 

u n i t y of the oppos i tes q u a l i t y a n d q u a n t i t y , a n d the nega t ion of the 

nega t ion d o e s not ex i s t a t a l l . ) [. . . ] T h e r e is no s u c h th ing a s the 
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nega t i on of the nega t ion . Aff irmation, nega t ion , aff i rmation, nega t ion 

. . . in the d e v e l o p m e n t of th ings , e v e r y l i nk in the c h a i n of even t s is 

bo th aff i rmation a n d nega t i on . S l a v e - h o l d i n g soc ie ty n e g a t e d p r imi t ive 

socie ty , bu t w i t h re fe rence to feudal soc ie ty it cons t i tu ted , in tu rn , the 

aff i rmat ion. F e u d a l soc ie ty cons t i tu ted the nega t i on in re la t ion to 

s l ave -ho ld ing soc ie ty bu t it w a s in tu rn the aff i rmation w i t h re fe rence 

to cap i ta l i s t soc ie ty . Cap i t a l i s t soc ie ty w a s the nega t i on in re la t ion to 

feudal socie ty , b u t it i s , in tu rn , the aff i rmation in re la t ion to social is t 
• ^ 55 

soc ie ty . 

A l o n g s imi l a r l ines , M a o s c a t h i n g l y d i s m i s s e d the c a t e g o r y of the 

"d i a l ec t i ca l s y n t h e s i s " of opposi tes , p romot ing h is o w n ve r s ion of "neg

a t ive d i a l e c t i c s " — e v e r y s y n t h e s i s w a s for h i m u l t i m a t e l y w h a t A d o r n o in 

h i s c r i t i que of L u k a c s ca l l ed "erpreßte Verhöhnung" ( enforced reconc i l i a 

t i o n ) , at bes t a m o m e n t a r y p a u s e in the ongo ing s t rugg le , w h i c h occurs 

not w h e n the oppos i tes a r e un i t ed , bu t w h e n one s ide s i m p l y w i n s over 

the other: 

W h a t is s y n t h e s i s ? Y o u h a v e al l w i t n e s s e d h o w the t w o opposi tes , the 

K u o m i n t a n g a n d the C o m m u n i s t Pa r t y , w e r e s y n t h e s i z e d on the 

m a i n l a n d . T h e syn thes i s took p l a c e l i k e th is : the i r a r m i e s c a m e , and 

w e d e v o u r e d them, w e a te t h e m bi te b y b i te . [. . . ] O n e th ing ea t ing 

another , b ig fish ea t i ng l i t t le fish, th is is s y n t h e s i s . It h a s n e v e r been pu t 

l i k e th i s in b o o k s . I h a v e n e v e r p u t it t h i s w a y in m y b o o k s e i ther . For 

h i s par t , Y a n g H s i e n - c h e n b e l i e v e s tha t t w o c o m b i n e in to one, a n d that 

s y n t h e s i s is the ind i s so lub le t ie b e t w e e n t w o oppos i tes . W h a t i nd i s 

so luble t i e s a r e the re in th is w o r l d ? T h i n g s m a y be t ied , b u t in the end 

t h e y m u s t be s eve red . T h e r e is no th ing w h i c h canno t be severed.'^'^ 

(Note , a g a i n , the tone of s h a r i n g a secre t not to be r e n d e r e d pub l i c , the 

c rue l - r ea l i s t i c lesson tha t u n d e r m i n e s the h a p p y p u b l i c op t imism . . . ) 

T h i s w a s a t the core of the f amous deba te , in the la te 1950s , abou t the 

O n e a n d the T w o ( a r e the T w o u n i t e d in to One , or is the O n e d iv ided 

into T w o ? ) : "In a n y g iven thing, the u n i t y of oppos i tes is condi t ional , 

t e m p o r a r y a n d t rans i to ry , a n d hence re la t ive , w h e r e a s the s t r u g g l e of 

oppos i tes is a b s o l u t e . " T h i s b r i n g s us to w h a t one is t empted to cal l M a o ' s 

e th ico-pol i t ica l injunction—^to p a r a p h r a s e the las t w o r d s of Becke t t ' s 

L'lnnomabU: " in the s i l ence y o u don ' t k n o w , y o u mus t g o on sever ing , I 

can ' t g o on, I'll g o on seve r ing . T h e p a r a d o x of M a o ' s r a d i c a l po l i t i cs of 
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the e t e r n a l l y ongo ing d iv i s ion w h i c h n e v e r r e a c h e s the final po in t of 

p e a c e is tha t i t re jo ins i ts opposi te , t he rightist soc i a l -democra t i c rev i s ion 

w h o s e founder Be rns t e in p r o p o s e d the w e l l - k n o w n formula : " T h e goa l is 

nothing, the m o v e m e n t is e v e r y t h i n g . " 

S o w h e r e does M a o fall shor t h e r e ? In the w a y he opposes th i s 

in junct ion to sever , to d iv ide , to d ia lec t i ca l s y n t h e s i s . 

W h e n M a o m o c k i n g l y refers to " s y n t h e s i z i n g " a s the des t ruc t ion of the 

e n e m y or h i s subord ina t ion , h is m i s t a k e r e s ides in th i s v e r y m o c k i n g 

a t t i tude — he does not see tha t th is i> the t r ue H e g e l i a n s y n t h e s i s . . . After 

aU, w h a t is the H e g e l i a n " n e g a t i o n of the n e g a t i o n " ? Firs t , the old o r d e r is 

n e g a t e d w i t h i n i ts o w n ideo log ico-po l i t i ca l form; then , th is form i tself h a s 

to be n e g a t e d . Those w h o vac i l l a t e , those w h o a r e af ra id to t a k e the 

second s tep of o v e r c o m i n g this form itself, a r e those w h o ( to r e p e a t 

R o b e s p i e r r e ) w a n t a " revo lu t ion w i t h o u t a r e v o l u t i o n " — a n d L e n i n 

d i s p l a y s al l the s t r eng th of h i s " h e r m e n e u t i c s of s u s p i c i o n " in d i s c e r n i n g 

the different forms of th is re t rea t . The t rue v i c t o r y ( the t rue "nega t ion of 

the n e g a t i o n " ) o c c u r s w h e n the e n e m y t a l k s y o u r l a n g u a g e . In th i s sense , 

a t rue v i c t o r y is a v i c t o r y in defeat : it o c c u r s w h e n one ' s specif ic m e s s a g e 

is a ccep t ed a s a u n i v e r s a l f r a m e w o r k , even b y the e n e m y . F o r e x a m p l e , in 

the case of ra t iona l sc ience v e r s u s belief, t he t rue v i c t o r y of sc ience t a k e s 

p lace w h e n the C h u r c h s ta r t s to defend i tself in the l a n g u a g e of sc i ence . 

Or, in the c o n t e m p o r a r y po l i t i cs of the U n i t e d K i n g d o m , a s m a n y a 

p e r s p i c u o u s c o m m e n t a t o r h a s obse rved , the T h a t c h e r revo lu t ion w a s in 

Itself chaot ic , i m p u l s i v e , m a r k e d b y u n p r e d i c t a b l e con t i ngenc i e s , a n d it 

w a s o n l y the " T h i r d W a y " B la i r i t e g o v e r n m e n t tha t w a s ab l e to institu

tionalize it, to s tab i l i ze it in to n e w ins t i tu t iona l forms, or, to pu t it in 

Hege le se , to ra i se ( w h a t first a p p e a r e d a s ) a con t i ngency , a h i s to r ica l 

acc ident , in to neces s i ty . In th is sense , B l a i r r e p e a t e d T h a t c h e r i s m , 

e l eva t ing it in to a concept , in the s a m e w a y that , for H e g e l , A u g u s t u s 

r e p e a t e d C a e s a r , t ransforming—sublat ing a ( c o n t i n g e n t ) pe r sona l n a m e 

into a concept , a t i t le . T h a t c h e r w a s not a Tha tche r i t e , she w a s ju s t 

herse l f—it w a s o n l y B l a i r (more than J o h n M a j o r ) w h o t r u l y forged 

Tha t che r i sm a s a not ion. T h e d i a l ec t i ca l i r o n y of h i s t o r y is tha t o n l y a 

( n o m i n a l ) ideo log ico-po l i t i ca l e n e m y can do th is to y o u , c an e l eva t e y o u 

mto a c o n c e p t — t h e e m p i r i c a l i n s t iga to r h a s to be k n o c k e d off ( J u l i u s 

C a e s a r h a d to be m u r d e r e d , T h a t c h e r h a d to be i g n o m i n o u s l y d e p o s e d ) . 

Th i s is the s u r p r i s i n g lesson of the las t d e c a d e s , the lesson of W e s t 

E u r o p e a n T h i r d W a y s o c i a l - d e m o c r a c y , bu t a l so the lesson of the 

Chinese C o m m u n i s t s p r e s i d i n g ove r w h a t is a r g u a b l y the most e x p l o s i v e 
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d e v e l o p m e n t of c a p i t a l i s m in t h e en t i r e ty of h u m a n h i s to ry : we can do il 

better. R e c a l l the c lass ica l M a r x i s t a c c o u n t of the o v e r c o m i n g of capi t 

a l i sm: c a p i t a l i s m u n l e a s h e d the b r e a t h t a k i n g d y n a m i c s of se l f - enhanc ing 

p r o d u c t i v i t y — i n cap i t a l i sm, "a l l tha t is so l id me l t s into a i r , " cap i t a l i sm is 

the g r ea t e s t r evo lu t ion ize r in the h i s to ry of h u m a n i t y ; on the o the r hand , 

th i s cap i ta l i s t d y n a m i c is p r o p e l l e d b y i ts o w n i n n e r obs tac le or an t agon 

i s m — t h e u l t ima t e l imit of cap i t a l i sm (of cap i ta l i s t se l f -prope l l ing pro

d u c t i v i t y ) is C a p i t a l itself, t ha t is , c ap i t a l i sm ' s i nces san t d e v e l o p m e n t a n d 

revo lu t ion iz ing of i ts o w n m a t e r i a l condi t ions , the m a d d a n c e of its 

uncond i t i ona l sp i ra l of p roduc t i v i t y , i s u l t i m a t e l y no th ing b u t a despe ra t e 

fuite en avant to e scape i ts o w n deb i l i t a t i ng i nhe ren t con t rad ic t ions . . . 

M a r x ' s f undamen ta l m i s t a k e w a s he re to conc lude , from these ins ights , 

tha t a new, h i g h e r socia l o r d e r ( c o m m u n i s m ) w a s poss ib le , a n o r d e r that 

w o u l d not o n l y ma in ta in , b u t even r a i s e to a h i g h e r d e g r e e a n d fully 

r e l e a s e the potent ia l of the u p w a r d sp i ra l of p r o d u c t i v i t y w i t h o u t it be ing 

t h w a r t e d b y s o c i a l l y de s t ruc t i ve economic c r i ses . In short, w h a t M a r x 

o v e r l o o k e d is that , to p u t i t in s t a n d a r d D e r r i d e a n t e rms , th i s i nhe ren t 

o b s t a c l e / a n t a g o n i s m a s the "condi t ion of i m p o s s i b i l i t y " of the full dep loy

m e n t of the p r o d u c t i v e forces i s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y i ts "cond i t ion of possi

b i l i t y " : if w e abol i sh the obs tac le , the i n h e r e n t con t rad ic t ion of cap i t a l i sm, 

w e do not ge t the ful ly u n l e a s h e d d r ive f ina l ly freed from its s h a c k l e s , bu t 

r a t h e r w e lose p r e c i s e l y th is v e r y p r o d u c t i v i t y tha t s e e m e d to be s imul 

t a n e o u s l y g e n e r a t e d a n d st if led b y cap i t a l i sm, for it s i m p l y d i s s ipa t e s . . . 

A n d it is a s if this log ic of the "obs tac le a s a pos i t ive cond i t i on" w h i c h 

u n d e r l a y the fa i lure of soc ia l i s t a t t emp t s to ove rcome cap i t a l i sm, is n o w 

r e t u r n i n g w i t h a v e n g e a n c e in cap i t a l i sm itself: c a p i t a l i s m can ful ly th r ive 

not in the u n e n c u m b e r e d r e i g n of the m a r k e t , b u t o n l y w h e n an obs tac le 

(from m i n i m a l w e l f a r e - s t a t e in te rven t ion , u p to and i n c l u d i n g the d i rec t 

po l i t i ca l r u l e of the C o m m u n i s t Pa r t y , a s in the case of C h i n a ) cons t r a ins 

its u n i m p e d e d r a m p a g e . 

So , i r on i ca l ly , thid i s the " s y n t h e s i s " of cap i t a l i sm a n d C o m m u n i s m in 

M a o ' s sense : in a u n i q u e k i n d of poe t ic j u s t i c e on a h is tor ic sca le , it w a s 

c a p i t a l i s m w h i c h " s y n t h e t i z e d " M a o i s t C o m m u n i s m . T h e k e y n e w fea

t u r e in C h i n a ove r the las t few y e a r s h a s been the e m e r g e n c e of a l a r g e -

sca le w o r k e r s ' movemen t , p ro tes t ing a g a i n s t the w o r k cond i t ions w h i c h 

a r e the p r i c e C h i n a p a y s for r a p i d l y b e c o m i n g the w o r l d ' s foremost 

m a n u f a c t u r i n g p o w e r , a m o v e m e n t w h i c h h a s faced b ru t a l r epress ion — 

n e w proof, if it is still n eeded , tha t C h i n a is t o d a y the idea l cap i ta l i s t s ta te : 

f reedom for cap i ta l , w i t h the s ta te do ing the " d i r t y j o b " of con t ro l l ing the 
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vvorkers . C h i n a a s the e m e r g i n g s u p e r p o w e r of the twen ty - f i r s t c e n t u r y 

t h u s s e e m s to e m b o d y a n e w k i n d of cap i t a l i sm: d i s r e g a r d for eco log ica l 

c o n s e q u e n c e s , d i s d a i n for w o r k e r s ' r igh t s , e v e r y t h i n g s u b o r d i n a t e d to the 

ru th less d r i v e to d e v e l o p a n d b e c o m e the n e w w o r l d force. T h e b ig 

ques t ion is : w h a t w i l l the C h i n e s e do w i t h r e g a r d to the b iogene t i c 

r evo lu t ion? Is it not a safe w a g e r tha t t h e y w i l l h u r l t h e m s e l v e s into 

u n c o n s t r a i n e d g e n e t i c m a n i p u l a t i o n of p l an t s , a n i m a l s , a n d h u m a n s , 

b y p a s s i n g a l l our " W e s t e r n " mora l p r e j u d i c e s a n d l imi t a t i ons? 

Th i s is the u l t ima te p r i c e for M a o ' s theore t i ca l m i s t a k e of r e j ec t ing the 

"nega t ion of the n e g a t i o n , " of h i s fa i lure to g r a s p h o w the "nega t ion of the 

n e g a t i o n " is not a c o m p r o m i s e b e t w e e n a pos i t ion a n d i ts e x c e s s i v e l y 

r ad ica l nega t ion , but, on the con t r a ry , the o n l y t rue n e g a t i o n . A n d it is 

b e c a u s e M a o is u n a b l e to t h e o r e t i c a l l y formula te th i s se l f - re la t ing n e g a 

tion of form i tself tha t he g e t s c a u g h t in the " b a d in f in i ty" of e n d l e s s 

nega t ing , sc i ss ions in to two , subd iv i s ion . . . In H e g e l e s e , M a o ' s d i a l ec t i c 

r ema ins a t the l eve l of U n d e r s t a n d i n g , of fixed not ional oppos i t ions ; it is 

u n a b l e to formula te the p r o p e r l y d i a l ec t i ca l se l f - re la t ing of not ional 

de t e rmina t i ons . It is th is " se r ious m i s t a k e " (to u se a S t a l i n i s t t e r m ) w h i c h 

led M a o , w h e n he w a s c o u r a g e o u s e n o u g h to d r a w al l t he c o n s e q u e n c e s 

fi-om h i s s t ances , to r e a c h a p r o p e r l y nonsens i ca l conc lus ion that , in o r d e r 

to i nv igo ra t e c l ass s t r u g g l e , one s h o u l d d i r e c t l y open u p the field to the 

enemy: 

Le t t h e m g o in for c ap i t a l i sm . S o c i e t y is v e r y c o m p l e x . If one o n l y g o e s 

in for soc ia l i sm a n d not for cap i t a l i sm , isn ' t tha t too s i m p l e ? W o u l d n ' t 

w e t hen l a c k the u n i t y of oppos i tes , a n d be m e r e l y o n e - s i d e d ? Le t t h e m 

do it. Le t t h e m a t t a c k u s m a d l y , d e m o n s t r a t e in the s t reets , t a k e u p 

a r m s to rebel—•! a p p r o v e a l l of these t h i n g s . S o c i e t y is v e r y complex , 

t he re is not a s ing le c o m m u n e , a s ing le hsien, a s ing le d e p a r t m e n t of the 

C e n t r a l Commi t t ee , w h i c h one canno t d i v i d e into t w o . 

This not ion of d i a l ec t i c s p r o v i d e s the ba s i c m a t r i x of M a o ' s pol i t ics , i ts 

r e p e a t e d osci l la t ion b e t w e e n " l i b e r a l " opennes s a n d then the " h a r d Une" 

p u r g e : first, le t the p r o v e r b i a l " h u n d r e d f lowers b los som," so tha t the 

enemies w i l l a c t u a l i z e a n d ful ly e x p r e s s the i r r e a c t i o n a r y h i d d e n ten

denc ies ; then , once e v e r y o n e ' s t rue pos i t ions a r e c l e a r l y a r t i cu l a t ed , 

e n g a g e in a ru th l e s s s t r u g g l e . A g a i n , w h a t M a o fails to do he re is to 

p roceed to the p r o p e r l y H e g e l i a n " iden t i t y of oppos i t e s , " a n d to r ecog

nize in the force the revo lu t ion is fighting a n d t r y i n g to a n n i h i l a t e its own 
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eddence, a s is the case in G.K. Ches t e r t on ' s The Man Who Waj Thurdday, in 

w h i c h the sec re t poHce chief o r g a n i z i n g the s ea r ch for the ana rch i s t 

l e a d e r a n d th is m y s t e r i o u s l e a d e r in the e n d a p p e a r to be one a n d the 

s a m e person (God Himself, i n c i d e n t a l l y ) . A n d d id M a o h imse l f ul t i 

m a t e l y not p l a y a s im i l a r role , tha t of a s e c u l a r God w h o is at the same 

t ime the g r e a t e s t r ebe l a g a i n s t h imse l f? W h a t th i s Ches t e r t on i an iden t i ty 

of the good L o r d w i t h the a n a r c h i s t R e b e l enac t s is the log ic of the social 

carnivaL b r o u g h t to the e x t r e m e of self-ref lexion: a n a r c h i s t ou tbur s t s a re 

not a t r ansg res s ion of I ^ w a n d Orde r ; in our socie t ies , a n a r c h i s m a l r e a d y 

u) in p o w e r w e a r i n g the m a s k of L a w a n d O r d e r — o u r J u s t i c e is the 

t r a v e s t y of J u s t i c e , the spec t ac l e of L a w and O r d e r is an obscene 

c a r n i v a l —the po in t m a d e c l e a r b y a r g u a b l y the g r ea t e s t po l i t ica l poem 

in Eng l i sh , S h e l l e y ' s " T h e M a s k of A n a r c h y " , w h i c h d e s c r i b e s the 

obscene p a r a d e of the f igures of p o w e r : 

A n d m a n y m o r e Des t ruc t i ons p l a y e d 

In th is g h a s t l y m a s q u e r a d e . 

Al l d i sgu i s ed , e v e n to the e y e s . 

L i k e B i shops , l a w y e r s , pee r s , or sp ies . 

Las t c a m e A n a r c h y : he rode 

O n a w h i t e horse , s p l a s h e d w i t h blood; 

H e w a s p a l e e v e n to the l ips . 

L i k e D e a t h i n the A p o c a l y p s e . 

A n d he w o r e a k i n g l y c r o w n ; 

A n d in h i s g r a s p a s cep t r e shone; 

O n his b r o w th i s m a r k I s a w — 

"I A M G O D , A N D KING, A N D L A W ! " 

Th i s i d e n t i t y is difficult to a s s u m e , even in c i n e m a . A l t h o u g h Vfor Vendetta 

w a s p r a i s e d ( b y none o the r t h a n Toni N e g r i , a m o n g o the r s ) and , even 

more , c r i t i c i zed for i ts " r a d i c a l " —pro-terror is t , e v e n —stance . It does not 

p u s h the log ic to the end: it s h i r k s from d r a w i n g the c o n s e q u e n c e s from 

the p a r a l l e l s b e t w e e n S u t l e r a n d V, the to ta l i t a r i an d ic ta to r a n d the 

ana rch i s t - t e r ro r i s t r ebe l . T h e "Norse f i r e " p a r t y Is, w e lea rn , the ins t iga to r 

of the t e r ro r it is f ight ing —but w h a t a b o u t the fur ther i den t i t y of S u t l e r 

a n d V ? In both cases , w e n e v e r see t he i r r ea l faces ( e x c e p t the s c a r e d 

S u t l e r a t the v e r y end, w h e n he i s abou t to d i e ) : S u t l e r w e see o n l y on T V 
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sc reens , a n d V i s a spec ia l i s t in m a n i p u l a t i n g the sc reen . F u r t h e r m o r e , V ' s 

d e a d b o d y is p l a c e d on the t r a in p a c k e d w i t h exp los ives , in a k i n d of 

V i k i n g funera l s t r a n g e l y e v o k i n g the n a m e of the r u l i n g pa r ty : Norsef i re . 

S o w h e n E v e y is i m p r i s o n e d a n d to r tu red b y V in o r d e r to l ea rn h o w to 

ove rcome fear and be free, is th i s not pa r a l l e l to w h a t S u t l e r does to the 

en t i re E n g l i s h popu la t ion , t e r ro r i z ing t h e m so tha t t h e y b e c o m e free and 

r e b e l ? B u t the film fails to d r a w th is Ches t e r t on i an lesson of the u l t ima te 

identity b e t w e e n V and S u t l e r . 

Cultural revolution and power 

Is not th is f i e g e l i a n - C h e s t e r t o n i a n shift from the c r imina l t r ansg re s s ion 

of L a w a n d O r d e r to L a w a n d O r d e r i tself a s the h ighes t c r i m i n a l 

t r ansg res s ion d i r e c t l y e n a c t e d b y M a o ? Th i s is w h y , w h i l e se t t ing m 

motion a n d sec re t l y p u l l i n g the s t r ings of the se l f -des t ruc t ive ca rn iva l , 

M a o none the l e s s r e m a i n e d e x e m p t e d from its p rocess : a t no m o m e n t w a s 

there e v e r a se r ious t h r ea t tha t M a o h imse l f w o u l d be r i t ua l i s t l c a l l y 

deposed , t r e a t e d as " y e s t e r d a y a k i n g , t o d a y a beggar"—^he w a s not the 

tTciditional M a s t e r , bu t the "Ix)rd of M i s r u l e " : 

In the E u r o p e a n M i d d l e A g e s it w a s c u s t o m a r y for g r e a t h o u s e h o l d s to 

choose a " L o r d of M i s r u l e . " T h e pe r son chosen w a s e x p e c t e d to 

p r e s i d e ove r the r e v e l s tha t b r ie f ly r eve r sed or p a r o d i e d the conven

t ional socia l a n d economic h i e r a r c h i e s . [. . . ] W h e n the br ie f r e i g n of 

mi s ru l e w a s over , the c u s t o m a r y o rde r of t h i n g s w o u l d be res to red : the 

L o r d s of M i s r u l e w o u l d go b a c k to the i r m e n i a l occupa t ions , w h i l e 

the i r socia l supe r io r s r e s u m e d the i r w o n t e d s t a tus . [. . . ] [ S J o m e t i m e s 

the i d e a of L o r d of M i s r u l e w o u l d spill ove r from the r e a l m of r eve l to 

the r e a l m of pol i t ics . [. . . ] [ T ] h e a p p r e n t i c e s took ove r from the i r 

g u i l d m a s t e r s for a r e c k l e s s d a y or two , [. . . ] g e n d e r ro les w e r e 

r e v e r s e d for a d a y a s the w o m e n took ove r the t a s k s a n d a i r s n o r m a l l y 

a s soc i a t ed o n l y w i t h men . 

C h i n e s e ph i l o sophe r s a l so l oved the p a r a d o x e s of s ta tus r eve r sed , 

the w a y s tha t w i t or s h a m e cou ld def la te p re tens ion a n d l e a d to s u d d e n 

shifts of ins igh t . [. . . ] It w a s M a o ' s t e r r ib le a c c o m p l i s h m e n t to se ize on 

such in s igh t s from e a r l i e r C h i n e s e ph i lo sophe r s , combine them w i t h 

e l e m e n t s d r a w n from W e s t e r n socia l is t thought , a n d to u s e both in 

t a n d e m to p ro long the l im i t ed concep t of m i s r u l e into a l o n g - d r a w n -

out a d v e n t u r e in u p h e a v a l . To M a o , the former lo rds a n d m a s t e r s 
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shou ld n e v e r be a l l o w e d to r e tu rn ; he felt t h e y w e r e not h is be t ters , a n d 

tha t soc ie ty w a s l i b e r a t e d b y the i r r emova l . H e a l so t h o u g h t the 

c u s t o m a r y o r d e r of t h i n g s shou ld n e v e r be res tored .^ ' 

Is, h o w e v e r , s u c h a " t e r r ib l e a c c o m p l i s h m e n t " not the e l e m e n t a r y ge s tu r e 

of e v e r y t rue r e v o l u t i o n a r y ? W h y m a k e a revo lu t ion a t al l , if w e do not 

t h i n k that " the c u s t o m a r y o r d e r of t h i n g s shou ld n e v e r be r e s t o r e d ? " 

W h a t M a o d id w a s to d e p r i v e the t r ansg res s ion of i ts r i tua l i zed , lud ic 

c h a r a c t e r b y t a k i n g it s e r ious ly : r evo lu t ion i s not j u s t a t e m p o r a r y safety 

va lve , a c a r n i v a l e s q u e exp los ion d e s t i n e d to be fo l lowed b y a p rocess of 

sobe r ing u p . H i s p r o b l e m w a s p r e c i s e l y the a b s e n c e of the "nega t ion of 

the n e g a t i o n , " the fa i lure of the a t t emp t s to t r anspose r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

n e g a t i v i t y in to a t r u l y n e w pos i t ive o rder : a l l t e m p o r a r y s t ab i l i za t ions of 

the revo lu t ion a m o u n t e d to j u s t so m a n y res to ra t ions of the old order , so 

tha t the o n l y w a y to k e e p the r evo lu t ion a l i v e w a s the " s p u r i o u s in f in i ty" 

of e n d l e s s l y r e p e a t e d nega t i on w h i c h r e a c h e d i ts a p e x in the Grea t 

C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion . In h i s Logiques deé monèed, B a d i o u e l abo ra t ed two 

sub jec t ive a t t i t udes w h i c h c o u n t e r an event : the " r eac t ive sub j ec t " a n d 

the "obscu re sub jec t . " Insofar a s one is r e a d y to a c c e p t the r i sk of 

o b s c e n e l y d e s i g n a t i n g the r e in t roduc t ion of cap i t a l i sm into C h i n a a k i n d 

of event , one c a n c l a i m tha t the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on a n d the r ev i s ion i sm 

ident i f ied b y the n a m e " D e n g X i a o p i n g " s tand , r e spec t ive ly , for the 

o b s c u r e a n d the r eac t i ve subjec t : D e n g o rches t r a t ed the r e n a i s s a n c e of 

cap i t a l i sm in C o m m u n i s t C h i n a , w h i l e the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on a i m e d at 

i ts total ann ih i l a t i on a n d w a s a s s u c h p r e c i s e l y w h a t B a d i o u ca l l s un 

dédoàlre obscur. B a d i o u h imse l f c o n c e d e s tha t the final r e su l t of the 

C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n w a s n e g a t i v e : 

it a l l b e g a n w h e n , b e t w e e n 1966 a n d 1968 , s a tu r a t i ng in the real the 

p r e v i o u s h y p o t h e s e s , the R e d G u a r d i s t h igh-school p u p i l s a n d stu

den t s , a n d then the w o r k e r s of S h a n g h a i , p r e s c r i b e d for the d e c a d e s to 

c o m e the affirmative realization of th i s b e g i n n i n g , of w h i c h t h e y them

se lves , s ince t he i r fu ry r e m a i n e d c a u g h t into w h a t t h e y w e r e r i s ing 

aga ins t , e x p l o r e d o n l y the face of p u r e nega t ion . 

O n e shou ld t a k e a s tep fur ther h e r e : w h a t if the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on w a s 

" n e g a t i v e " not o n l y in the sense of c l e a r i n g the space and open ing u p the 

w a y for a n e w b e g i n n i n g , but negative in itself, n e g a t i v e a s a n i n d e x of i ts 

impotence in g e n e r a t i n g the N e w ? Th i s b r i n g s u s b a c k to the cen t r a l 
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w e a k n e s s of M a o ' s t hough t and poht ics . M a n y a c o m m e n t a t o r h a s m a d e 

i ronic r e m a r k s abou t the a p p a r e n t s tyhs t i c c l u m s i n e s s of the t i t les of 

Sov ie t C o m m u n i s t books a n d a r t i c l e s , such a s the i r t au to log ica l cha r 

acter , w i t h the r e p e a t e d u se of the s a m e w o r d ( l ike " r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

d y n a m i c s in the e a r l y s t a g e s of the R u s s i a n r evo lu t ion , " or "economic 

con t rad ic t ions in the d e v e l o p m e n t of the S o v i e t e c o n o m y " ) . H o w e v e r , 

w h a t if th i s t a u t o l o g y po in t s t o w a r d s an a w a r e n e s s of the log ic of b e t r a y a l 

bes t r e n d e r e d b y the c lass ic r e p r o a c h of R o b e s p i e r r e to the Dan ton i s t 

oppor tunis t s : " W h a t y o u w a n t is a revo lu t ion w i t h o u t a r e v o l u t i o n ? " T h e 

tau to log ica l repe t i t ion t h u s s i gna l s the u r g e to r e p e a t the nega t ion , to 

relate it to i t se l f—the t rue r evo lu t ion is " revo lu t ion w i t h a r evo lu t ion , " a 

revolu t ion w h i c h , in i ts course , r evo lu t ion i zes i ts o w n s ta r t ing p r e s u p 

posi t ions . H e g e l h a d a p r e s e n t i m e n t of th is n e c e s s i t y w h e n he w r o t e , "It is 

a m o d e r n fol ly to a l t e r a co r rup t e th ica l sys t em, i t s const i tu t ion a n d 

legis la t ion , w i t h o u t c h a n g i n g the re l ig ion , to h a v e a r evo lu t ion w i t h o u t a 

re format ion ." H e t h e r e b y a n n o u n c e d the n e c e s s i t y of a cu l tu ra l r evo lu 

tion as t he condi t ion for the successfu l socia l r evo lu t ion . Th is , then, 

should be our p r ec i s e ve r s ion of R o b e s p i e r r e ' s retort : " W h a t y o u w a n t is 

a r evo lu t ion w i t h o u t a r e fo rma t ion ! " T h e p r o b l e m w i t h r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

a t t empts h i the r to is t h u s not tha t t h e y w e r e "too e x t r e m e , " b u t tha t t h e y 

w e r e not radical enongh, t ha t t h e y d i d not ques t ion t he i r o w n p re suppos i 

t ions. In a w o n d e r f u l e s s a y on Chevengur, P l a tonov ' s g r e a t p e a s a n t Utopia 

w r i t t e n in 1 9 2 7 a n d 1928 ( just p r io r to forced co l l ec t iv i za t ion ) , F r e d r i c 

J a m e s o n d e s c r i b e s the t w o m o m e n t s of the r e v o l u t i o n a r y p roces s . It 

b e g i n s w i t h the g e s t u r e of r a d i c a l n e g a t i v i t y : 

th is first m o m e n t of w o r l d - r e d u c t i o n , of the des t ruc t ion of the ido l s a n d 

the s w e e p i n g a w a y of an old w o r l d in v io l ence a n d pa in , i s i tself the 

p recond i t ion for the r econs t ruc t ion of some th ing e l se . A first m o m e n t 

of ab so lu t e i m m a n e n c e is n e c e s s a r y , t he b l a n k s la te of abso lu t e p e a s a n t 

i m m a n e n c e or i g n o r a n c e , before n e w a n d u n d r e a m e d - o f - s e n s a t l o n s 

a n d fee l ings c an c o m e into be ing . 

Then fo l lows the second s t age , the inven t ion of a n e w l i fe—not o n l y the 

cons t ruc t ion of the n e w socia l r e a l i t y in w h i c h o u r Utopian d r e a m s w o u l d 

he r ea l i zed , b u t the ( r e ) cons t ruc t i on of these d r e a m s t h e m s e l v e s : 

a p r o c e s s tha t it w o u l d be too s imple a n d m i s l e a d i n g to cal l r econ

s t ruc t ion or Utop ian cons t ruc t ion , s ince in effect it i nvo lves the v e r y 
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effort to find a w a y to b e g i n i m a g i n i n g U t o p i a to b e g i n w i t h . P e r h a p s 

in a m o r e W e s t e r n k i n d of p s y c h o a n a l y t i c l a n g u a g e [. . . ] w e m i g h t 

t h ink of the n e w onset of the U t o p i a n p r o c e s s a s a k i n d of d e s i r i n g to 

des i r e , a l e a r n i n g to des i re , the inven t ion of the des i r e c a l l e d U t o p i a in 

the first p l a c e , a l o n g w i t h n e w r u l e s for the fan tas iz ing or d a y d r e a m i n g 

of such a t h i n g — a set of n a r r a t i v e pro tocols w i t h no p r e c e d e n t in our 

p r e v i o u s l i t e r a r y ins t i tu t ions . 

T h e re fe rence to p s y c h o a n a l y s i s i s h e r e c r u c i a l a n d v e r y p rec i se : in a 

r a d i c a l revolu t ion , peop le not o n l y " r e a l i z e t he i r o ld ( e m a n c i p a t o r y , e tc . ) 

d r e a m s " ; r a the r , t h e y h a v e to r e inven t t he i r v e r y m o d e s of d r e a m i n g . Is 

th i s not the e x a c t fo rmula of the l i n k b e t w e e n the dea th d r ive a n d 

s u b l i m a t i o n ? T h e r e i n r e s ides the n e c e s s i t y of the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion 

c l e a r l y g r a s p e d b y M a o : a s H e r b e r t M a r c u s e pu t it in a n o t h e r m a r v e l o u s 

c i r c u l a r fo rmula from the s a m e epoch , freedom (from ideo log ica l con

s t ra in t s , from the p r e d o m i n a n t m o d e of d r e a m i n g ) if the condition of 

liberation, tha t is , if w e o n l y c h a n g e r e a l i t y in o r d e r to r ea l i ze o u r d r e a m s , 

a n d d o not c h a n g e these d r e a m s themse lves , sooner or l a t e r w e r e g r e s s 

b a c k to the old r ea l i t y . T h e r e is a H e g e l i a n "pos i t ing of p r e suppos i t i ons ' 

a t w o r k he re : the h a r d w o r k of l ibe ra t ion r e t r o a c t i v e l y forms i ts o w n 

presuppos i t ion . 

It is o n l y this re fe rence to w h a t h a p p e n s after the revolu t ion , to the 

" m o r n i n g af ter ," tha t a l l o w s u s to d i s t i ngu i sh b e t w e e n pa the t i c l i be r t a r i an 

ou tbur s t s a n d t rue r e v o l u t i o n a r y u p h e a v a l s : the former lose the i r e n e r g y 

w h e n one h a s to s tar t the p rosa ic w o r k of social r e c o n s t r u c t i o n — a t th is 

point , l e t h a r g y se ts in . In contras t , r eca l l the i m m e n s e c r e a t i v i t y of the 

J a c o b i n s j u s t p r io r to the i r fall, the n u m e r o u s p roposa l s a b o u t a n e w c iv ic 

r e l ig ion , a b o u t h o w to defend the d i g n i t y of old people , a n d so on. 

T h e r e i n a l so r e s i d e s the in te res t of r e a d i n g the repor t s abou t d a i l y life in 

the S o v i e t U n i o n in the e a r l y 1920s , w i t h the en thus i a s t i c u r g e to i nven t 

n e w r u l e s for q u o t i d i a n ex i s t ence : w h a t a r e the n e w r u l e s of c o u r t i n g ? 

H o w shou ld one ce l eb ra t e a b i r t h d a y ? . . . 

A t th is point , the C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n m i s e r a b l y fai led. It is difficult to 

mis s the i r o n y of the fact tha t B a d i o u , w h o a d a m a n t l y opposes the not ion 

of the ac t a s nega t i ve , loca tes the h is tor ica l s ign i f i cance of the M a o i s t 

C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on p r e c i s e l y in the n e g a t i v e g e s t u r e of s i g n a l i n g " the 

e n d of the p a r t y - s t a t e ELS the cen t r a l p roduc t i on of r e v o l u t i o n a r y pol i t ica l 

a c t i v i t y " — i t is he r e tha t he shou ld h a v e b e e n cons is tent a n d d e n i e d the 

even ta l s t a tus of the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on : far from b e i n g an Event , it w a s 
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r a t h e r a s u p r e m e d i s p l a y of w h a t B a d i o u l i k e s to refer to a s the " m o r b i d 

dea th d r i v e . " D e s t r o y i n g old m o n u m e n t s w a s not a t r ue nega t ion of the 

past , i t w a s , once a g a i n , r a t h e r an impotent passage à l'acte b e a r i n g w i t n e s s 

to the fa i lure to ge t r id of the pas t . 

So , in a w a y , t he re is a k i n d of poet ic j u s t i ce in the fact tha t the final 

resu l t of M a o ' s C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion is t o d a y ' s u n h e a r d - o f exp los ion of 

cap i ta l i s t d y n a m i c s in C h i n a . Tha t is to say , w i t h the full d e p l o y m e n t of 

cap i ta l i sm, e s p e c i a l l y in t o d a y ' s " l a t e c a p i t a l i s m , " it i s the p r e d o m i n a n t 

" n o r m a l " w a y of life w h i c h , in a w a y , b e c o m e s " c a r n i v a l i z e d , " w i t h 

cons tan t se l f - revolu t ioniz ing , r e v e r s a l s , c r i ses , a n d r e inven t ions . B r i a n 

M a s s u m i c l e a r l y fo rmula ted th i s d e a d l o c k , w h i c h is b a s e d on the fact that 

c o n t e m p o r a r y c a p i t a l i s m h a s a l r e a d y ove rcome the log ic of to ta l iz ing 

n o r m a l i t y a n d adop ted tha t of e r r a t i c e x c e s s : 

the m o r e v a r i e d , a n d even e r ra t i c , the bet ter . N o r m a l c y s ta r t s to lose i ts 

hold . T h e r e g u l a r i t i e s s tar t to loosen. Th i s loosen ing of n o r m a l c y is pa r t 

of c ap i t a l i sm ' s d y n a m i c . It 's not a s imple l ibe ra t ion . It 's c ap i t a l i sm ' s 

o w n form of p o w e r . It 's no l o n g e r d i s c i p l i n a r y Inst i tut ional p o w e r that 

def ines e v e r y t h i n g , i t ' s c ap i t a l i sm ' s p o w e r to p r o d u c e v a r i e i y — b e c a u s e 

m a r k e t s g e t s a t u r a t e d . P r o d u c e v a r i e t y a n d y o u p r o d u c e a n i c h e 

m a r k e t . T h e oddes t of affective t e n d e n c i e s a r e o k a y — a s long a s t h e y 

p a y . C a p i t a l i s m s ta r t s in tens i fy ing or d ive r s i fy ing affect, b u t o n l y in 

o r d e r to e x t r a c t s u r p l u s - v a l u e . It h i j a c k s affect in o r d e r to in tens i fy 

profit potent ia l . It l i t e r a l l y va lo r i s e s affect. T h e cap i ta l i s t log ic of 

s u r p l u s - v a l u e p roduc t i on s ta r t s to t a k e ove r the r e l a t iona l field tha t 

is a l so the d o m a i n of pol i t ica l eco logy , the e th ica l field of r e s i s t ance to 

i den t i t y a n d p r e d i c t a b l e pa th s . It 's v e r y t r o u b l i n g a n d confusing, 

b e c a u s e it s eems to m e tha t t he re ' s b e e n a ce r ta in k i n d of c o n v e r g e n c e 

b e t w e e n the d y n a m i c of cap i ta l i s t p o w e r a n d the d y n a m i c of r e s i s 

tance.^^ 

The re u t hus , b e y o n d a l l c h e a p j i b e s a n d superf ic ia l a n a l o g i e s , a p ro found 

s t ruc tu ra l h o m o l o g y b e t w e e n M a o i s t p e r m a n e n t se l f - revolu t ioniz ing , the 

con t inuous s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t the ossif icat ion of s ta te s t ruc tu res , a n d the 

inhe ren t d y n a m i c s of cap i t a l i sm. O n e is t e m p t e d to p a r a p h r a s e B r e c h t 

here , h is " W h a t is the robb ing of a b a n k c o m p a r e d to the founding of a 

n e w b a n k ? ", y e t a g a i n : w h a t a r e the v io len t a n d des t ruc t ive ou tbur s t s of a 

R e d G u a r d i s t c a u g h t u p in the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion c o m p a r e d to the t rue 

C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion , the p e r m a n e n t d i sso lu t ion of al l l ife-forms necess l -
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t a t e d b y cap i ta l i s t r e p r o d u c t i o n ? T o d a y , the t r a g e d y of the Grea t L e a p 

F o r w a r d i tself is r e p e a t i n g i tself a s the farce of the cap i ta l i s t Grea t L e a p 

F o r w a r d into modern iza t ion , w i t h the old s logan "an iron f o u n d r y in 

e v e r y v i l l a g e " r e - e m e r g i n g a s " a s k y s c r a p e r in e v e r y s t ree t . " 

It is the r e ign of c o n t e m p o r a r y g l o b a l cap i t a l i sm w h i c h is the t rue Lord 

of M i s r u l e . N o w o n d e r , then , that , in o rde r to c u r b the e x c e s s of social 

d i s in t eg ra t ion c a u s e d b y the cap i ta l i s t exp los ion , C h i n e s e officials ce le

b ra t e r e l i g ions a n d t r ad i t iona l i deo log ie s w h i c h sus ta in socia l s tabi l i ty , 

from B u d d h i s m to Confuc ian i sm, that is , the v e r y Ideologies tha t w e r e the 

t a r g e t of the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on . In Apr i l 2 0 0 6 , Y e X i a o w e n , C h i n a ' s top 

r e l i g ious official, to ld the X i n h u a N e w s A g e n c y tha t " re l ig ion is one of the 

impor t an t forces from w h i c h C h i n a d r a w s s t r e n g t h , " a n d he s i n g l e d out 

B u d d h i s m for i ts " u n i q u e ro le in p r o m o t i n g a h a r m o n i o u s soc ie ty , " the 

official fo rmula for c o m b i n i n g economic e x p a n s i o n w i t h soc ia l deve lop 

m e n t a n d ca re ; the s a m e w e e k , C h i n a hos ted the W o r l d B u d d h i s t 

F o r u m . The ro le of r e l ig ion a s a s t ab i l i z ing force a g a i n s t cap i ta l i s t 

t u r b u l e n c e is t h u s off ic ial ly sanct ioned^—what bo the r s the C h i n e s e 

au tho r i t i e s in the case of sec ts l i ke F a l u n G o n g is m e r e l y the i r i n d e p e n 

d e n c e from sta te control . ( T h i s i s w h y one shou ld a l so re ject the a r g u m e n t 

tha t the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion s t r e n g t h e n e d socia l is t a t t i t udes a m o n g the 

p e o p l e a n d t h u s h e l p e d to c u r b the w o r s t d i s i n t eg ra t i ve e x c e s s e s of 

t o d a y ' s cap i ta l i s t deve lopmen t : qu i t e the c o n t r a i y , b y u n d e r m i n i n g 

t r ad i t iona l s t ab i l i z ing ideo log ie s s u c h a s Confuc ian i sm, it r e n d e r e d the 

p e o p l e al l the m o r e v u l n e r a b l e to the d i z z y i n g effects of c ap i t a l i sm . ) 

It Is a g a i n s t t h i s b a c k g r o u n d tha t one shou ld r e a d the r ecen t g r e a t 

c a m p a i g n in C h i n a to r e susc i t a t e M a r x i s m a s effective s ta te i d e o l o g y 

( l i t e r a l l y h u n d r e d s of mi l l ions of U S do l l a r s a r e b e i n g i nves t ed in th is 

v e n t u r e ) . T h o s e w h o see in th i s opera t ion a th rea t to cap i ta l i s t l i be ra l 

iza t ion , a s ign that h a r d l i n e r s w a n t to r e a s s e r t the i r h e g e m o n y , a r e to ta l ly 

m i s s i n g the point . P a r a d o x i c a l a s it m i g h t sound, th is r e t u r n of M a r x i s m is 

the s ign of the u l t ima te t r i u m p h of cap i t a l i sm, the s ign of its t ho rough

g o i n g inetitutivnaLization. ( R e c e n t l e g a l m e a s u r e s w h i c h g u a r a n t e e p r i v a t e 

p rope r ty , h a i l e d b y the W e s t a s a c ruc i a l s tep t o w a r d s l ega l s tabi l i ty , a r e 

p a r t of the s a m e th rus t . ) T h a t i s to s a y , w h a t k i n d of M a r x i s m i s b e i n g 

offered a s a p p r o p r i a t e for t o d a y ' s C h i n a ? E m p h a s i s is on the d is t inc t ion 

b e t w e e n M a r x i s m a n d " lef t i sm": M a r x i s m is not the s a m e a s " lef t i sm," a 

t e r m w h i c h refers to a n y t a lk of w o r k e r s ' l ibera t ion , from free t r a d e 

u n i o n s to the o v e r c o m i n g of c a p i t a l i s m . B a s e d on the M a r x i s t thes i s of the 

d e v e l o p m e n t of the forces of p roduc t i on a s the k e y factor of social 
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p r o g r e s s , the ma in t ask of p r o g r e s s i v e forces is def ined a s that of c r e a t i n g 

the cond i t ions for the con t inu ing r ap id " m o d e r n i z a t i o n , " w h i l e a v o i d i n g 

al l forms of ins tab i l i ty , those c a u s e d b y " le f t i sm" a s w e l l a s those c a u s e d 

b y " r i g h t i s m " ( c a m p a i g n s for m u l t i - p a r t y d e m o c r a c y a n d so o n ) , w h i c h 

w i l l b r i n g chaos a n d t h u s h i n d e r the v e r y mode rn i za t i on p roces s . The 

conc lus ion is c lea r : in t o d a y ' s C h i n a , o n l y the l e a d i n g role of the 

C o m m u n i s t P a r l y can sus t a in a r a p i d t rans format ion of the cond i t ions 

of socia l s t a b i l i t y — t h e official ( C o n f u c i a n ) t e r m is tha t C h i n a should 

b e c o m e a " h a r m o n i o u s soc i e ty . " 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , to p u t it in the old M a o i s t t e rms , a l t h o u g h it m a y a p p e a r 

tha t the m a i n e n e m y is the " b o u r g e o i s " threa t , the " p r i n c i p a l con t r ad i c t i on" 

is , in the e y e s of the r u l i n g el i te , the one b e t w e e n the ex i s t i ng " h a r m o n i o u s " 

o rde r (unfe t te red cap i ta l i s t d e v e l o p m e n t s u s t a i n e d b y C o m m u n i s t P a r t y 

r u l e ) a n d the t h r ea t of w o r k e r s ' a n d p e a s a n t s ' r e v o l t s — w h i c h is w h y the 

r ecen t s t r e n g t h e n i n g of the oppres s ive a p p a r a t u s e s ( the format ion of 

spec ia l un i t s of riot po l ice to c r u s h p o p u l a r unres t , a n d so forth) is the 

ac tua l social e x p r e s s i o n of w h a t , in ideo logy , a p p e a r s a s a r e v i v a l of 

M a r x i s m . T h e p r o b l e m w i t h th is r e v i v a l i s that , to p u t it in Kant ' s t e rms , 

it to ta l ly s u b o r d i n a t e s M a r x i s m to the "p r iva t e u se of r e a s o n . " For Kant , the 

pub l i c s p a c e of the " w o r l d civi l s o c i e t y " d e s i g n a t e s the p a r a d o x of u n i v e r s a l 

s i ngu l a r i t y , of a s i n g u l a r sub jec t w h o , in a k i n d of shor t -c i rcui t , b 3 ^ a s s i n g 

the med ia t i on of the pa r t i cu l a r , d i r e c t l y p a r t i c i p a t e s in the u n i v e r s a l . T h i s is 

w h a t Kant , in the famous p a s s a g e of h is " W h a t Is E n l i g h t e n m e n t ? " , m e a n s 

b y " p u b l i c " a s opposed to " p r i v a t e " : " p r i v a t e " is not one ' s i n d i v i d u a l , a s 

opposed to c o m m u n a l , t ies , bu t the v e r y communa l - i n s t i t u t i ona l o r d e r of 

one ' s p a r t i c u l a r ident i f ica t ion; w h i l e " p u b l i c " is the t r ansna t i ona l u n i v e r s 

a l i t y of the e x e r c i s e of R e a s o n : 

T h e p u b l i c u se of one ' s r e a son m u s t a l w a y s be free, a n d it a lone can 

b r i n g abou t e n l i g h t e n m e n t a m o n g men . T h e p r i v a t e u se of one ' s 

r eason , on the o the r hand , m a y often be v e r y n a r r o w l y re s t r i c t ed 

w i t h o u t p a r t i c u l a r l y h i n d e r i n g the p r o g r e s s of e n l i g h t e n m e n t . B y 

p u b l i c use of one ' s r eason I u n d e r s t a n d the u se w h i c h a pe r son m a k e s 

of it a s a scho la r before the r e a d i n g pub l i c . P r i va t e u se I cal l t ha t w h i c h 

one m a y m a k e of it in a p a r t i c u l a r c iv i l pos t or office w h i c h is en t ru s t ed 

to h im . 

T h e p a r a d o x of Kan t ' s f o rmula " T h i n k freely, b u t o b e y ! " is t h u s tha t one 

pa r t i c i pa t e s in the u n i v e r s a l d imens ion of the " p u b l i c " sphe re p r e c i s e l y as 
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a s i n g u l a r i n d i v i d u a l e x t r a c t e d from or even opposed to one ' s subs tan t i a l 

c o m m u n a l ident i f icat ion — one is t r u l y un ive r sa l o n l y w h e n r a d i c a l l y 

s ingu la r , in the in te r s t i ces of c o m m u n a l iden t i t i e s . C o m i n g b a c k to 

c o n t e m p o r a r y C h i n a : the a r t i f i c i a l ly r e s u s c i t a t e d form of M a r x i s m is 

an e x e m p l a r y c a s e of the primle u s e of r eason : M a r x i s m is m o b i l i z e d not 

on accoun t of i t s i nhe ren t u n i v e r s a l t ru th , b u t in o r d e r to l eg i t imize the 

p r e s e n t C h i n e s e s ta te in te res t of m a i n t a i n i n g C o m m u n i s t P a r t y p o w e r 

a n d t h u s g u a r a n t e e i n g s t ab i l i t y in a p e r i o d of fas t -moving economic 

d e v e l o p m e n t —such a u se of M a r x i s m is "ob j ec t i ve ly c y n i c a l , " w i t h no 

cogn i t ive v a l u e a t a l l . T h e t r a g e d y is tha t the C h i n e s e s ta te w i l l sooner or 

l a t e r e n c o u n t e r the l imi t s of the fo rmula " c a p i t a l i s m w i t h Confuc ian 

v a l u e s , " and , at tha t point , o n l y an u n c o n s t r a i n e d " p u b l i c u se of r e a s o n " 

w i l l be ab l e to do the j ob of i n v e n t i n g n e w solu t ions . N o w o n d e r that , in 

t o d a y ' s C h i n a , the t w o t e rms , " p u b l i c i n t e l l e c t u a l " a n d "c iv i l soc ie ty , " a r e 

v e r y n e g a t i v e l y v i e w e d in official e y e s : a l t h o u g h t h e y a r e not exp l i c i t l y 

p roh ib i t ed , e v e r y in t e l l ec tua l k n o w s tha t it i s be t te r to avo id t h e m if one 

w a n t s to r e m a i n on good t e r m s w i t h those in p o w e r . A n y t h i n g ( a lmos t ) is 

p e r m i t t e d — i n c losed a c a d e m i c deba t e s , t ha t is , a s long a s it does not 

r e a c h the g e n e r a l p u b l i c . 

T h e p a r a d o x i c a l s t a tus of c o n t e m p o r a r y C h i n e s e M a r x i s m is condi 

t ioned b y the fact that C h i n a in the twen ty - f i r s t c e n t u r y is i n d e e d no 

l o n g e r a to ta l i t a r i an s ta te , bu t r a t h e r w h a t some w o u l d cal l an au thor 

i t a r i an s ta te : t he r e a r e pass iona te p u b l i c deba t e s , different op in ions on 

k e y i s sues a r e o p e n l y de fended , b u t w i t h i n v e r y p rec i se l imi t s (one canno t 

d i r e c t l y p u t into ques t ion the C o m m u n i s t P a r t y ' s poht ica l m o n o p o l y ) ; 

w h i l e one can d r a w a t tent ion to eco log ica l p rob lems , one is ob l i ged to do 

it w i t h g r e a t res t ra in t , a v o i d i n g hot top ics l i k e the g i g a n t i c Y e l l o w R i v e r 

d a m ; a l t h o u g h one can w r i t e a b o u t the t e r r ib l e condi t ions of u n s k i l l e d 

m a n u a l w o r k e r s , one shou ld t r ea t it a s loca l a n o m a l y a n d n e v e r p ropose 

the formation of a n y typ& of w o r k e r s ' defense o rgan iza t ion such a s 

i n d e p e n d e n t l a b o r un ions ; a n d one is often compe l l ed to use a c o d e d 

l a n g u a g e , s u c h a s fo rmula t ing a c r i t i q u e of soc i a l i sm a s a d v o c a c y of one 

socia l is t o r ien ta t ion a g a i n s t a n o t h e r one . 

H o w , then, do l e a d i n g C o m m u n i s t theor i s t s r e a c t w h e n confronted 

w i t h the al l too obv ious con t rad ic t ion : a C o m m u n i s t P a r t y w h i c h still 

l eg i t im izes i tself in M a r x i s t t e rms , b u t r e n o u n c e s M a r x i s m ' s ba s i c p r e 

mise , that of w o r k e r s ' se l f -organiza t ion a s a r e v o l u t i o n a r y force in o r d e r 

to o v e r t h r o w c a p i t a l i s m ? It i s difficult to a v o i d the impres s ion tha t al l the 

r e s o u r c e s of the l e g e n d a r y form of C h i n e s e po l i t eness a re mob i l i zed he re : 
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it i s c o n s i d e r e d Impolite to d i r e c t l y r a i se (or insis t o n ) these ques t ions . 

This resor t to po l i t eness is n e c e s s a r y , s ince it is the o n l y w a y to c o m b i n e 

w h a t canno t be combined : to enforce M a r x i s m a s official i d e o l o g y w h i l e 

open ly p roh ib i t i ng i ts cen t r a l a x i o m s w o u l d c a u s e the co l l apse of the 

ent i re ideo log ica l edif ice, t h e r e b y r e n d e r i n g it m e a n i n g l e s s . T h e resu l t i s 

thus that , w h i l e ce r t a in t h ings a r e c l e a r l y p roh ib i t ed , th is p roh ib i t ion 

cannot be p u b l i c l y s ta ted, b u t is i tself p roh ib i t ed : it is not m e r e l y 

p roh ib i t ed to r a i s e the ques t ion of w o r k e r s ' se l f -organiza t ion a g a i n s t 

cap i ta l i s t explo i ta t ion a s the cen t r a l t ene t of M a r x i s m , it is a l so p roh ib i t ed 

to p u b l i c l y c l a im tha t it is p roh ib i t ed to ra i se th i s ques t ion . ( W h a t one 

u s u a l l y h e a r s from theor i s t s is a p r i v a t e admis s ion that , of course , th is is 

con t rad ic to ry , b u t that , none the less , such a c o n t r a d i c t o r y ideo log ica l 

edifice works, a n d w o r k s s p e c t a c u l a r l y : it is the o n l y w a y to e n s u r e fast 

economic g r o w t h a n d s tab i l i ty in C h i n a . N e e d w e a d d tha t th is is the 

"pr iva te u s e of r e a s o n " a t i ts p u r e s t ? ) 

This p a r a d o x is n i c e l y r e n d e r e d in the ti t le of a r ecen t r epor t on Ch ina ; 

"Even W h a t ' s S e c r e t Is a S e c r e t in C h i n a . " M a n y t roub l e some in

te l l ec tua l s w h o repor t on pol i t ica l oppress ion , eco log ica l ca t a s t rophes , 

ru ra l pove r ty , a n d so on (for e x a m p l e , a C h i n e s e w o m a n w h o sent h e r 

husband , w h o l ives a b r o a d , c l i pp ings from a local C h i n e s e n e w s p a p e r ) , 

suffer y e a r s of i m p r i s o n m e n t for b e t r a y i n g state sec re t s . H o w e v e r , " m a n y 

of the l a w s a n d r e g u l a t i o n s that m a k e u p the s ta te - secre t r e g i m e a re 

themse lves classif ied, m a k i n g it difficult for i n d i v i d u a l s to k n o w h o w and 

w h e n t h e y ' r e in v io l a t ion . " Th i s s e c r e c y of the p roh ib i t ion i tself s e rves 

t w o different p u r p o s e s w h i c h shou ld not be confused. I ts c o m m o n l y 

admi t t ed ro le is tha t of u n i v e r s a l i z i n g gu i l t a n d fear: if y o u do not k n o w 

w h a t is p roh ib i t ed , y o u canno t even k n o w w h e n y o u a r e v io l a t i ng a 

prohib i t ion , w h i c h m a k e s y o u po t en t i a l l y g u i l t y a l l t he t ime . 

Of course , t h i n g s a r e m o r e p rec i se he re : e x c e p t a t the c l i m a x of the 

S ta l in i s t p u r g e s w h e n , effect ively, e v e r y o n e cou ld be found gu i l t y , peop le 

do k n o w w h e n t h e y a r e do ing someth ing tha t w i l l a n n o y those in p o w e r . 

The funct ion of p roh ib i t ing p roh ib i t ions is t h u s not to g i v e r ise to 

" i r r a t i o n a l " fears , b u t to let the poten t ia l d i s s iden t s ( w h o th ink t h e y 

can ge t a w a y w i t h t he i r c r i t i ca l ac t iv i ty , s ince t h e y a r e not b r e a k i n g a n y 

l a w s , bu t o n l y do ing w h a t l a w s g u a r a n t e e t h e m — f r e e d o m of opinion, a n d 

so o n ) k n o w that , if t h e y i r k those in p o w e r too m u c h , t h e y c a n be 

p u n i s h e d a t the l a t t e r s ' w h i m : "Don ' t p r o v o k e u s , w e c a n do w h a t e v e r w e 

w a n t to y o u , no l a w s a r e pro tec t ing y o u h e r e ! " In e x - Y u g o s l a v i a , the 

in famous Ar t i c l e 133 of the p e n a l code c o u l d a l w a y s be i n v o k e d to 

201 



IN D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

202 

prosecu t e w r i t e r s a n d j ou rna l i s t s . It c r i m i n a l i z e d any t ex t tha t fa l se ly 

p r e s e n t e d the a c h i e v e m e n t s of the soc ia l i s t r evo lu t ion or that might aroiuie 

tension and àuicontent among the public d u e to the w a y it d e a l t w i t h pol i t ical , 

socia l , or o the r topics . T h i s las t c a t e g o r y is o b v i o u s l y not o n l y inf in i te ly 

p las t ic , bu t a l so c o n v e n i e n t l y se l f - referent ia l : does not the v e r y fact tha t 

y o u a r e a c c u s e d b y those in p o w e r o b v i o u s l y m e a n tha t y o u h a v e "aroiued 

teiuion and discontent among the public"! D u r i n g those y e a r s , I r e m e m b e r 

a s k i n g a S l o v e n e po l i t i c ian h o w he jus t i f ied th is l a w . H e j u s t smi l ed and, 

w i t h a w i n k , to ld me: " W e l l , w e h a v e to h a v e some tool to d i sc ip l ine w h e n 

w e w a n t those w h o a n n o y u s . . . " 

B u t the re is ano the r funct ion of p roh ib i t i ng p roh ib i t ions w h i c h is no 

l e s s c ruc i a l : t ha t of maintaining appearances, a n d w e a l l k n o w h o w 

a b s o l u t e l y c ruc i a l a p p e a r a n c e s w e r e u n d e r S t a l i n i s m : the S t a l i n i s t r e g i m e 

r e a c t e d w i t h total p a n i c w h e n e v e r t he r e w a s a th rea t tha t a p p e a r a n c e s 

w o u l d be d i s t u rbed ( say , tha t some a c c i d e n t w h i c h m a d e c l e a r the fai lure 

of the r e g i m e m i g h t be r e p o r t e d in the p u b l i c m e d i a : t he r e w e r e , in the 

S o v i e t med ia , no b l a c k ch ron ic le s , no r epor t s on c r i m e s a n d prost i tu t ion, 

not to men t ion w o r k e r s ' or o the r t y p e s of p u b l i c p ro t e s t s ) . W h i c h is w h y 

th is p roh ib i t ion of p roh ib i t ions is far from l imi t ed to C o m m u n i s t r e g i m e s : 

It i s ope ra t ive a l so In t o d a y ' s " p e r m i s s i v e " cap i t a l i sm . A " p o s t m o d e r n " 

boss ins is t s tha t he is not a m a s t e r bu t j u s t a coo rd ina to r of our jo int 

c r ea t i ve efforts, the first a m o n g e q u a l s ; t he re shou ld be no formal i t ies 

a m o n g us , w e should a d d r e s s h im b y h i s n i c k n a m e , he s h a r e s a d i r t y j o k e 

w i t h u s . . . b u t d u r i n g al l th i s , he remains our niajter. In s u c h a socia l l ink, 

r e l a t ions of domina t ion function t h r o u g h the i r den ia l : in o r d e r to be 

opera t ive , t h e y h a v e to be i g n o r e d . W e a r e not o n l y ob l i ged to o b e y our 

m a s t e r s , w e a r e a l so ob l i ged to ac t a s if w e w e r e free a n d equa l , a s if t he re 

w a s no d o m i n a t i o n — w h i c h , of course , m a k e s the s i tua t ion e v e n more 

humi l i a t i ng . P a r a d o x i c a l l y , in s u c h a s i tua t ion , the first ac t of l ibe ra t ion is 

to d e m a n d from the m a s t e r tha t he ac t l i k e one: one shou ld re jec t false 

coUegla l i ty from the m a s t e r a n d insis t t ha t he t r ea t u s w i t h co ld d i s t ance , 

a s a mas t e r . ( T h e s a m e g o e s for p a t r i a r c h a l domina t ion ove r w o m e n : in 

m o d e r n socie t ies , th is domina t ion is no l o n g e r admi t t ed a s s u c h — w h i c h is 

w h y one of the s u b v e r s i v e t ac t i c s of femin ine r e s i s t ance is m o c k i n g l y to 

ac t a s if s u b o r d i n a t e d . . . ) 

T h i n g s g o e v e n d e e p e r h e r e : the u l t ima te g r o u n d of th is p a r a d o x is the 

shift in social r e l a t ions tha t occu r s w i t h the r i se of c a p i t a l i s m itself. O n e 

s h o u l d a p p l y h e r e M a r x ' s o ld fo rmula of c o m m o d i t y fet ishism in w h i c h 

re la t ions b e t w e e n peop le a p p e a r a s r e l a t ions b e t w e e n th ings : th is is w h y , 
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in cap i t a l i sm, w e a re as people, a s pe r sons , all e q u a l , posses s ing the s a m e 

d i g n i t y a n d f reedom —the re la t ions of domina t ion , w h i c h w e r e in p r e 

v ious soc ie t ies d i r e c t l y h i e r a r c h i c a l r e l a t ions a m o n g pe r sons , a r e n o w 

t r ansposed onto r e l a t ions b e t w e e n " t h i n g s " ( c o m m o d i t i e s ) . T h e log ic of 

domina t ion w h i c h n e c e s s a r i l y d e n i e s i tself a s domina t ion is i n sc r ibed into 

the v e r y core of cap i t a l i s t r e l a t ions . 

W h a t one should b e a r in m i n d is that , w h i l e e v e r y socia l s t r uc tu r e 

re l ies on ce r t a in e x c l u s i o n s a n d proh ib i t ions , th i s e x c l u s i o n a r y log ic is 

a l w a y s r e d o u b l e d : not o n l y is the s u b o r d i n a t e d O t h e r ( h o m o s e x u a l s , non-

w h i t e r a c e s . . . ) e x c l u d e d / r e p r e s s e d , the e x c l u d i n g a n d r ep re s s ive p o w e r 

Itself r e l i e s on an e x c l u d e d / r e p r e s s e d " o b s c e n e " con ten t of i ts o w n ( say , 

the e x e r c i s e of p o w e r tha t l e g i t i m i z e s i tself a s l ega l , to lerant . Ch r i s t i an 

. . ., r ehes on a set of p u b l i c l y d i s a v o w e d obscene r i t ua l s of v io len t 

humi l i a t ion of the s u b o r d i n a t e d ) . M o r e g e n e r a l l y , w e a r e d e a l i n g he re 

w i t h w h a t one is t empted to ca l l t he ideo log ica l p r a c t i c e of d i s ident i f ica-

tion. T h a t is to say , one should t u rn a r o u n d the s t a n d a r d not ion of 

i d e o l o g y a s p r o v i d i n g a firm ident i f ica t ion for i ts sub jec t s , cons t r a in ing 

them to the i r "soc ia l r o l e s " : w h a t if, a t a d i f fe ren t—but no less i r r e v o c a b l e 

a n d s t r u c t u r a l l y n e c e s s a r y — l e v e l , i d e o l o g y is effective p r e c i s e l y b y w a y 

o f cons t ruc t ing a s p a c e of false d is ident i f ica t ion , of false d i s t ance t o w a r d s 

the a c t u a l coo rd ina t e s of the sub jec t ' s social e x i s t e n c e ? Is th i s l og i c of 

d is ident i f ica t ion not d i s c e r n i b l e from the most e l e m e n t a r y c a s e of "I a m 

not o n l y an A m e r i c a n ( h u s b a n d , w o r k e r . Democra t , g a y m a n . . . ) , but , 

b e n e a t h a l l these ro les a n d m a s k s , a h u m a n be ing , a c o m p l e x a n d u n i q u e 

p e r s o n a l i t y " ( w h e r e the v e r y d i s t a n c e t o w a r d s the s y m b o l i c fea tu re tha t 

d e t e r m i n e s m y socia l p l a c e g u a r a n t e e s the ef fec t iveness of th i s de t e rmi 

n a t i o n ) , u p to the m o r e c o m p l e x c a s e of c y b e r s p a c e pla3àng w i t h one ' s 

mu l t ip l e i den t i t i e s? T h e mys t i f i ca t ion ope ra t ive in the p e r v e r s e " jus t 

g a m i n g " of c y b e r s p a c e is t h u s doub le : not o n l y a r e the g a m e s w e a r e 

p l a y i n g in it more se r ious t h a n w e t end to a s s u m e ( is it not that , in the 

g u i s e of a fiction, of " i t ' s j u s t a g a m e , " a sub;iect c a n a r t i c u l a t e a n d s t age 

sadis t ic , "pe rve r se , " a n d so on, f ea tu res of h i s s y m b o l i c i den t i t y tha t he 

W o u l d n e v e r be ab l e to a d m i t in h i s " r e a l " i n t e r sub jec t ive c o n t a c t s ? ) , bu t 

the oppos i te a l so ho lds , t ha t is , the m u c h - c e l e b r a t e d p l a y i n g w i t h mul t i 

ple , shif t ing p e r s o n a e ( f ree ly cons t ruc t ed iden t i t i e s ) t e n d s to obfuscate 

( and t h u s fa l se ly l i be ra t e u s f rom) the cons t ra in t s of socia l s p a c e in w h i c h 

our ex i s t ence is c a u g h t . 

Th i s long de tou r b r i n g s u s b a c k to the p a r a d o x of c o n t e m p o r a r y 

C h i n e s e M a r x i s m : it is e a s y , from the s t andpo in t of l i b e r t a r i a n 
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W e s t e r n M a r x i s m , to m o c k th is M a r x i s m w h i c h d i s p e n s e s w i th 

M a r x i s m ' s cen t r a l e m a n c i p a t o r y p r e m i s e ( a t r u l y decaf fe ina ted M a r x 

ism, M a r x i s m d e p r i v e d of its s u b v e r s i v e c o r e ) . H o w e v e r , a n y d i rec t 

i ron ic c r i t i q u e of th is n e w C h i n e s e s t a t e - ideo logy M a r x i s m mis ses the 

point , w h i c h i s tha t w e a r e not d e a l i n g w i t h a s imple b e t r a y a l of 

M a r x i s m , but , l i t e ra l ly , w i t h its s y m p t o m , a fo rmula to reso lve its 

i ncons i s t ency . The re ef fec t ive ly w a s , in " o r i g i n a l " M a r x i s m i t se l f a 

d i m e n s i o n w h i c h po t en t i a l l y l ed to the e n s l a v e m e n t of the w o r k e r s to 

" p r o g r e s s " ( the r a p i d d e v e l o p m e n t of the forces of p r o d u c t i o n ) ; w h i l e , 

u n d e r S t a l i n i sm , th is " p r o g r e s s " w a s o r g a n i z e d w i t h i n the f r amework 

of the cen t r a l i z ed s ta te economy , t o d a y ' s C h i n a d r a w s the logica l 

conc lus ion tha t the most efficient motor of d e v e l o p m e n t a r e cap i ta l i s t 

r e l a t i ons of p roduc t ion . T h e p r e m i s e of c lass ica l M a r x i s m ( u p to and 

i n c l u d i n g Ton i N e g r i ) w a s tha t " h i s t o r y is on our s ide" : w o r k e r s ' 

r e s i s t ance to cap i t a l i sm " o b j e c t i v e l y " s e rves an even faster deve lop

m e n t of the forces of p roduc t ion ; it is i tself a s ign tha t cap i t a l i sm is no 

l o n g e r a motor , b u t m o r e a n d m o r e an obs tac le to t h i s deve lopmen t . 

W h a t to do, then, w h e n cap i t a l i sm de facto p roves i tself a s the most 

effective motor of social r e l a t i o n s ? T h e a n s w e r is the C h i n e s e solut ion: 

to h o n e s t l y a d m i t that , in th is p h a s e of w o r l d h is tory , w e should fully 

e m b r a c e cap i t a l i sm. W h e r e M a r x i s m en te r s is in the c l a i m tha t o n l y 

the l e a d i n g ro le of the C o m m u n i s t P a r t y can sus ta in such m o d e r n i z a 

t ion a n d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y m a i n t a i n a " h a r m o n i o u s soc i e ty , " tha t is , 

p r e v e n t the social d i s in t eg ra t ion tha t c h a r a c t e r i z e s W e s t e r n l ibe ra l 

c ap i t a l i sm . 

T h i s cap i ta l i s t r e a p p r o p r i a t i o n of r e v o l u t i o n a r y d y n a m i c s is not w i t h 

out i ts comic s ide effects. It w a s r e c e n t l y m a d e p u b l i c that , in o r d e r to 

concep tua l i z e the Israel i Defense F o r c e s ' u r b a n w a r f a r e a g a i n s t the 

Pa l e s t i n i ans , the I D F m i l i t a r y a c a d e m i e s s y s t e m a t i c a l l y refer to D e l e u z e 

a n d Gua t ta r i , e s p e c i a l l y to Thoiuand Plateaud, u s ing it a s "ope ra t iona l 

t h e o r y " — t h e c a t c h w o r d s u s e d a r e " F o r m l e s s R i v a l En t i t i e s , " " F r a c t a l 

M a n e u v e r , " " V e l o c i t y v s . R h y t h m s , " " T h e W a h a b i W a r M a c h i n e , " 

" P o s t m o d e r n A n a r c h i s t s , " " N o m a d i c Te r ro r i s t s . " O n e of the k e y d i s 

t inc t ions t h e y r e l y on is the one b e t w e e n " smoo th" a n d " s t r i a t e d " space , 

w h i c h ref lect the o rgan i za t i ona l concep t s of the " w a r m a c h i n e " a n d the 

"s ta te a p p a r a t u s . " T h e I D F n o w often u s e s the t e rm "to smoothe out 

s p a c e " w h e n t h e y w a n t to refer to opera t ion in a space a s if it h a d no 

b o r d e r s . Pa l e s t i n i an a r e a s a r e t hough t of a s " s t r i a t e d " in the sense that 

t h e y a r e e n c l o s e d b y fences , w a l l s , d i t ches , r o a d b l o c k s , a n d so on: 
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The a t t a c k c o n d u c t e d b y u n i t s of the I D F on the c i t y of N a b l u s in 

Apr i l 2 0 0 2 w a s d e s c r i b e d b y i ts c o m m a n d e r , B r i g a d i e r - G e n e r a l A v i v 

Kokhav i , a s " i n v e r s e g e o m e t r y " , w h i c h he e x p l a i n e d a s " the r e o r g a 

niza t ion of the u r b a n s y n t a x b y m e a n s of a s e r i e s of mic ro - t ac t i ca l 

ac t ions" . D u r i n g the ba t t le so ld ie r s m o v e d w i t h i n the c i t y a c r o s s 

h u n d r e d s of m e t r e s of o v e r g r o u n d tunne l s c a r v e d out t h r o u g h a d e n s e 

a n d c o n t i g u o u s u r b a n s t ruc tu re . A l t h o u g h seve ra l t h o u s a n d so ld ie r s 

a n d Pa l e s t i n i an g u e r r i l l a s w e r e m a n o e u v r i n g s i m u l t a n e o u s l y in the 

c i ty , t h e y w e r e so " s a t u r a t e d " into the u r b a n fabr ic tha t v e r y few w o u l d 

h a v e b e e n v i s ib le from the a i r . F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e y u s e d none of the 

c i t y ' s s t ree ts , r oads , a l l e y s or c o u r t y a r d s , or a n y of the e x t e r n a l doors , 

i n t e rna l s t a i r w e l l s a n d w i n d o w s , b u t m o v e d ho r i zon t a l l y t h r o u g h w a l l s 

a n d v e r t i c a l l y t h r o u g h ho les b l a s t ed in c e i l i ngs a n d floors. T h i s form of 

movement , d e s c r i b e d b y the m i l i t a r y a s " infes ta t ion" , s e e k s to redef ine 

ins ide a s ou ts ide , a n d domes t i c in te r io r s a s t ho roughfa re s . T h e I D F ' s 

s t r a t e g y of " w a l k i n g t h r o u g h w a l l s " i nvo lves a concep t ion of the c i t y a s 

not j u s t the si te b u t a l so the v e r y m e d i u m of w a r f a r e , " a f lexible , a lmos t 

l i q u i d m e d i u m tha t is forever con t ingen t a n d in f lux". ' '^ 

S o w h a t fo l lows from a l l t h i s ? Not, of course , the nonsens i ca l a c c u s a t i o n 

that D e l e u z e a n d Gua t t a r i a r e theor i s t s of mi l i t a r i s t i c co loniza t ion —but 

the conc lus ion tha t the concep tua l m a c h i n e r y a r t i c u l a t e d b y D e l e u z e a n d 

Guat ta r i , far from b e i n g s i m p l y " s u b v e r s i v e , " a l so fits the (mi l i t a ry , 

economic , a n d ideo log ico -po l i t i ca l ) ope ra t iona l m o d e of c o n t e m p o r a r y 

cap i t a l i sm. H o w , then , a re w e to r evo lu t ion ize a n o rde r w h o s e v e r y 

p r inc ip le is cons tan t se l f - r evo lu t ion iz ing? 

A l t h o u g h a fa i lure , the Grea t P ro l e t a r i an C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n ( G P C R ) 

w a s u n i q u e in a t t a c k i n g the k e y poin t : not j u s t the t a k e o v e r of s ta te 

power , b u t the n e w economic o rgan i za t i on a n d r e o r g a n i z a t i o n of d a i l y 

life. Its fa i lure w a s p r e c i s e l y the fa i lure to c r ea t e a n e w form of e v e r y d a y 

life: i t r e m a i n e d a c a r n i v a l e s q u e e x c e s s , w i t h the s ta te a p p a r a t u s ( u n d e r 

Zhou En la i ' s con t ro l ) g u a r a n t e e i n g the r ep roduc t ion a n d m a i n t e n a n c e of 

e v e r y d a y life, of p roduc t ion . At the l eve l of socia l r ea l i ty , the re is 

obv ious ly some t ru th to the c l a i m tha t the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on w a s 

t r i g g e r e d by M a o in o rde r to r e -e s t ab l i sh h is p o w e r ( w h i c h h a d been 

se r ious ly c u r t a i l e d in the e a r l y 1960s , in the a f te rmath of the s p e c t a c u l a r 

fa i lure of the Grea t L e a p F o r w a r d , w h e n the ma jo r i t y of noinenklatura 

s t aged a s i lent i n n e r - p a r t y c o u p a g a i n s t h i m ) ; it is t r ue tha t the C u l t u r a l 

Revo lu t i on b r o u g h t i n c a l c u l a b l e suffering, tha t it cu t d e e p w o u n d s in the 
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socia l fabr ic , tha t its s to ry c an be told a s the s to ry of fanat ica l c r o w d s 

c h a n t i n g s l o g a n s — h o w e v e r , th is is s i m p l y not the en t i re s tory. In spi te of 

(or, ra ther , because of) a l l i ts hor rors , the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion u n d o u b t e d l y 

d i d conta in e l emen t s of an e n a c t e d Utopia. A t i ts v e r y end, before the 

ag i ta t ion w a s b l o c k e d b y M a o h imse l f ( s ince he h a d b y then a c h i e v e d his 

goa l of r e - e s t ab l i sh ing h i s in f luence a n d g e t t i n g r id of the top nomenklatura 

compe t i to r s ) , t he r e w a s the " S h a n g h a i C o m m u n e " : one mi l l ion w o r k e r s 

w h o s i m p l y took the official s l o g a n s se r ious ly , d e m a n d i n g the abol i t ion of 

the s ta te a n d e v e n the p a r t y itself, a n d the d i r ec t c o m m u n a l o rgan iza t ion 

of soc ie ty . It i s s ign i f ican t tha t it w a s at t h i s v e r y po in t tha t M a o o rde red 

the a r m y to i n t e r v e n e a n d to res tore order . T h e p a r a d o x is tha t of a l e a d e r 

w h o t r i g g e r s an uncon t ro l l ed u p h e a v a l , w h i l e t r y i n g to e x e r t full pe r sona l 

p o w e r — t h e o v e r l a p p i n g of e x t r e m e d i c t a to r sh ip a n d e x t r e m e e m a n c i p a 

t ion of the m a s s e s . T h e a r g u m e n t tha t the G P C R w a s t r i g g e r e d b y M a o in 

o r d e r to g e t r id of r i va l s in the i n n e r - p a r t y s t r u g g l e a n d reasse r t his 

au thor i ty , a n d tha t it w a s t a m e d b y the in te rven t ion of the a r m y the 

m o m e n t it t h r e a t e n e d to sp i ra l ou t of control , i s i r r e l e v a n t he re , even if 

t rue : it s i m p l y conf i rms t ha t t he even t s a c q u i r e d a d y n a m i c of the i r o w n . 

T h i s g e n u i n e l y r e v o l u t i o n a r y a s p e c t of the C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n is some

t imes a d m i t t e d e v e n b y conse rva t i ve c r i t i cs c o m p e l l e d to t a k e note of the 

"paradox" of the " to t a l i t a r i an" l e a d e r t e a c h i n g people to " th ink a n d act 

for t h e m s e l v e s , " to rebe l a n d d e s t r o y the v e r y a p p a r a t u s of " to ta l i t a r ian 

d o m i n a t i o n " — h e r e is w h a t Gordon C h a n g r e c e n t l y w r o t e in the con

se rva t ive j o u r n a l Commentary: 

P a r a d o x i c a l l y , it weis M a o himself, the g r e a t ens l ave r , w h o in h is o w n 

w a y t a u g h t the C h i n e s e p e o p l e to t h i n k a n d ac t for t h e m s e l v e s . In the 

C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion , he u r g e d tens of mi l l i ons of r ad i ca l y o u t h s [. . . ] 

to g o to e v e r y co rne r of the c o u n t r y to t e a r d o w n anc i en t t emples , 

d e s t r o y c u l t u r a l re l ics , a n d d e n o u n c e the i r e lde r s , i n c l u d i n g not o n l y 

m o t h e r s a n d fa thers bu t a l so g o v e r n m e n t officials a n d C o m m u n i s t -

p a r t y m e m b e r s . [. . . ] T h e C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n m a y h a v e b e e n M a o ' s 

i d e a of r u i n i n g h i s e n e m i e s , b u t it b e c a m e a f renzy tha t d e s t r o y e d the 

fabr ic of soc ie ty . A s g o v e r n m e n t b r o k e d o w n , i ts funct ions t a k e n over 

b y r e v o l u t i o n a r y c o m m i t t e e s a n d "peop le ' s c o m m u n e s , " t he s t r ic t 

r e s t r a in t s a n d r e p r e s s i v e m e c h a n i s m s of the s ta te d i s so lved . Peop le 

no l o n g e r h a d to w a i t for someone to ins t ruc t t h e m w h a t to d o — A l a o 

h a d to ld t h e m t h e y h a d " the r igh t to r e b e l . " For the r ad i ca l y o u n g , th is 

w a s a t ime of e s s e n t i a l l y u n r e s t r a i n e d pass ion . In one magn i f i cen t 
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s t roke , the Grea t H e l m s m a n h a d d e l e g i t i m i z e d a lmos t all forms of 

au thor i ty . 

"What th i s m e a n s is tha t w e can r e a d the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on a t t w o 

different l eve l s . If w e r e a d it a s a p a r t of h is tor ica l r e a l i t y ( b e i n g ) , w e can 

e a s i l y submi t it to a " d i a l e c t i c a l " a n a l y s i s w h i c h p e r c e i v e s the final 

ou tcome of a h i s to r ica l p roces s a s i ts " t ru th" : the u l t ima t e fa i lure of 

the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion b e a r s w i t n e s s to the i n h e r e n t i n c o n s i s t e n c y of the 

v e r y pro jec t ( "no t ion" ) of c u l t u r a l revolu t ion , it is the e x p l i c a t i o n -

deployment—actual iza t ion of these incons i s t enc ie s ( in the s a m e w a y that , 

for M a r x , the v u l g a r , non-hero ic , cap i ta l i s t d a i l y r e a l i t y of p rof i t - seek ing 

is the " t ru th" of noble J a c o b i n r e v o l u t i o n a r y h e r o i s m ) . If, h o w e v e r , w e 

a n a l y z e it a s an Event , a s an e n a c t m e n t of the e t e rna l I d e a of e g a l i t a r i a n 

jus t ice , t hen the u l t ima t e fac tua l r e su l t of the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion , i ts 

ca tas t roph ic fa i lure a n d r e v e r s a l in to the r ecen t cap i ta l i s t t ransformat ion , 

does not e x h a u s t the r ea l of the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on : the e te rna l Idea of 

the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on s u r v i v e s i ts defeat in soc io-h is tor ica l r ea l i ty , it 

con t inues to l e a d an u n d e r g r o u n d spec t ra l life of the ghos t s of fai led 

Utopias w h i c h h a u n t the future g e n e r a t i o n s , p a t i e n t l y a w a i t i n g t he i r n e x t 

r e su r rec t ion . T h i s b r i n g s u s b a c k to R o b e s p i e r r e w h o e x p r e s s e d in a 

touch ing w a y the s imple faith in the e te rna l I d e a of f reedom w h i c h 

pers i s t s t h r o u g h al l defea ts , w i t h o u t w h i c h , a s w a s c l e a r to R o b e s p i e r r e , a 

revolu t ion " i s j u s t a n o i s y c r i m e tha t d e s t r o y s ano the r c r i m e , " the faith 

most p o i g n a n t l y e x p r e s s e d in R o b e s p i e r r e ' s v e r y las t speech on 8 

T h e r m i d o r 1794, the d a y before h i s a r r e s t a n d execu t ion : 

B u t the re do exis t , I c an a s s u r e y o u , souls tha t a r e feel ing and p u r e ; it 

ex i s t s , t ha t t ender , i m p e r i o u s a n d i r res i s t ib le pass ion , the to rment a n d 

de l igh t of m a g n a n i m o u s hea r t s ; that d e e p ho r ro r of t y r a n n y , tha t 

compass iona t e zea l for the oppres sed , tha t s a c r e d love for the home

land , tha t even more s u b l i m e a n d h o l y love for h u m a n i t y , w i t h o u t 

w h i c h a g r e a t r evo lu t ion is j u s t a n o i s y c r ime that d e s t r o y s ano the r 

c r ime ; it does exis t , tha t g e n e r o u s ambi t ion to es tab l i sh h e r e on ea r th 

the w o r l d ' s first Republ ic . ' ' ^ 

Does the s a m e not ho ld even m o r e so for the las t b ig in s t a l lmen t in the life 

of th is Idea , the M a o i s t C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n — w i t h o u t th i s I d e a w h i c h 

sus t a ined r e v o l u t i o n a r y en thus i a sm, the C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n w a s to an 

even g r e a t e r d e g r e e " jus t a n o i s y c r ime tha t d e s t r o y s ano the r c r i m e " ? 
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O n e should reca l l he r e H e g e l ' s sub l ime w o r d s on the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion 
from his Lectured on the Philodophy of World HLitory: 

It h a s b e e n sa id tha t the F r e n c h revolu t ion r e su l t ed from phi losophy, 

a n d it is not w i t h o u t reason that ph i l o sophy h a s b e e n ca l l ed Weltweuheit 

[ w o r l d w i s d o m ] ; for it is not o n l y t ruth in a n d for itself, a s the p u r e 

e s sence of th ings , bu t a l so t ru th in i ts l iv ing form a s e x h i b i t e d in the 

affairs of the w o r l d . W e shou ld not, therefore , con t rad ic t the asser t ion 

tha t the revo lu t ion r e c e i v e d i ts first i m p u l s e from ph i lo sophy . [. . . ] 

N e v e r s ince the sun h a d stood in the f i rmament a n d the p l ane t s 

r e v o l v e d a r o u n d h i m h a d it b e e n p e r c e i v e d tha t m a n ' s ex i s t ence 

cen t e r s in h is head , i .e. in thought , insp i red b y w h i c h he bu i l d s up 

the w o r l d of r ea l i t y . [. . . ] not unt i l n o w h a d m a n a d v a n c e d to the 

r ecogn i t ion of the p r i n c i p l e tha t t hough t ough t to g o v e r n sp i r i tua l 

r ea l i t y . Th i s w a s a c c o r d i n g l y a g lo r ious men ta l d a w n . Al l t h i n k i n g 

b e i n g s h a r e d in the jub i l a t ion of th is epoch . Emot ions of a lofty 

c h a r a c t e r s t i r red men ' s m i n d s a t tha t t ime; a sp i r i tua l e n t h u s i a s m 

th r i l l ed t h r o u g h the w o r l d , a s if the reconc i l i a t ion b e t w e e n the d iv ine 

a n d the s e c u l a r w a s n o w first accomplished. ' ' '^ 

Th i s , of course , d i d not p r e v e n t H e g e l from c o l d l y a n a l y z i n g the inne r 

n e c e s s i t y of th is exp los ion of a b s t r a c t f reedom in t u r n i n g into i ts opposi te , 

se l f -des t ruc t ive r e v o l u t i o n a r y terror ; h o w e v e r , one shou ld n e v e r forget 

tha t H e g e l ' s c r i t i que is immanen t , a c c e p t i n g the ba s i c p r i n c i p l e s of the 

F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n ( a n d i ts k e y supp l emen t , the H a i t i a n R e v o l u t i o n ) . 

A n d one shou ld p r o c e e d in e x a c t l y the s a m e w a y ap ropos the Oc tobe r 

Revo lu t i on (and , la ter , the C h i n e s e R e v o l u t i o n ) : it w a s , a s B a d i o u 

po in t ed out, t he first ca se in the en t i re h i s to ry of h u m a n i t y of the 

successful revol t of the exp lo i t ed p o o r — t h e y w e r e the ze ro- leve l m e m 

b e r s of the n e w socie ty , t h e y set the s t a n d a r d s . T h e revo lu t ion s tab i l i zed 

i tself into a n e w social order , a n e w w o r l d w a s c r e a t e d a n d m i r a c u l o u s l y 

s u r v i v e d for d e c a d e s , a m i d u n t h i n k a b l e economic a n d m i l i t a r y p r e s s u r e 

a n d isola t ion. Th i s w a s effect ively " a g l o r i o u s men ta l d a w n . Al l t h i n k i n g 

b e i n g s h a r e d in the j ub i l a t i on of th is e p o c h . " A g a i n s t all h i e r a r c h i c a l 

o rde r s , e g a l i t a r i a n u n i v e r s a l i t y d i r e c t l y c a m e to p o w e r . 

T h e r e is a bas ic ph i lo soph ica l d i l e m m a w h i c h u n d e r l i e s th i s a l t e rna t ive : 

it m a y seem tha t the o n l y cons is tent H e g e l i a n s t andpo in t is the one w h i c h 

m e a s u r e s the Not ion b y the s u c c e s s or fa i lure of i ts ac tua l i za t ion , so that, 

in the pe r spec t ive of the total med ia t ion of the Essence b y i ts A p p e a r a n c e , 
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a n y t r a n s c e n d e n c e of the I d e a ove r i ts ac tua l i za t ion is d i s c r ed i t ed . T h e 

c o n s e q u e n c e of th i s is that , if w e insis t on the e t e rna l Idea w h i c h s u r v i v e s 

i ts h i s to r ica l defeat , th i s n e c e s s a r i l y e n t a i l s — i n H e g e l e s e — a reg res s ion 

from the leve l of the Not ion a s the ful ly a c t u a l i z e d u n i t y of Es sence a n d 

A p p e a r a n c e , to the l eve l of the Essence s u p p o s e d to t r a n s c e n d i ts 

A p p e a r a n c e . Is it r e a l l y so, h o w e v e r ? O n e can a l so c l a i m that the e x c e s s 

o f t h e Utopian I d e a tha t s u r v i v e s i ts h i s to r ica l defeat does not con t r ad ic t 

t h e total med ia t i on of I d e a a n d i t s A p p e a r a n c e : the b a s i c H e g e l i a n in s igh t 

a cco rd ing to w h i c h the fa i lure of r e a l i t y to ful ly a c t u a l i z e an I d e a is 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the fa i lure ( l imi ta t ion ) of th is I d e a i tself con t inues to ho ld . 

W h a t one should s i m p l y a d d is tha t the g a p tha t s e p a r a t e s the I d e a from 

i ts a c tua l i za t ion s i gna l s a g a p w i t h i n th i s I d e a itself. T h i s is w h y the 

spec t ra l I d e a tha t con t inues to h a u n t h is tor ica l r e a l i t y signal) the faidty of 

the new historical reality itself, its inadequacy to its own Notion—the fa i lure of 

t h e J a c o b i n Utopia, i t s a c tua l i za t i on in u t i l i t a r i an b o u r g e o i s r ea l i ty , is 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the l imi ta t ion of th is r e a l i t y itself. 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , one shou ld i nve r t the c o m m o n p l a c e r e a d i n g of 

L a c a n ' s "Kan t a v e c S a d e " a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h S a d e a n p e r v e r s i o n i s 

the " t ru th" of Kant , m o r e " r a d i c a l " t h a n Kant , t ha t it d r a w s out the 

c o n s e q u e n c e s Kan t h imse l f d i d not h a v e the c o u r a g e to confront. B u t 

w e w o u l d c l a i m the con t r a ry : S a d e a n pe rve r s ion e m e r g e s a s the r e su l t 

o f the K a n t i a n compromise , of Kant ' s a v o i d a n c e of the c o n s e q u e n c e s 

o f h i s b r e a k t h r o u g h . S a d e is the symptom of Kant : w h i l e it is t rue tha t 

Kant r e t r ea t ed from d r a w i n g a l l the c o n s e q u e n c e s of h is e th ica l 

revolut ion , the space for the f igure of S a d e is opened u p b y th is 

Kan t i an compromise , b y h i s u n w i l l i n g n e s s to p u s h t h r o u g h to the end, 

to r e t a in full f idel i ty to h i s ph i losoph ica l b r e a k t h r o u g h . F a r from b e i n g 

s i m p l y a n d d i r e c t l y " the t ru th of Kant , " S a d e is the s y m p t o m of Kant ' s 

b e t r a y a l of the t ru th of h i s o w n d i s c o v e r y — the obscene S a d e a n 

fouisseur i s a s t i g m a b e a r i n g w i t n e s s to Kan t ' s e th ica l compromise ; 

the a p p a r e n t " r a d i c a l i t y " of th is figure ( the w i l l i n g n e s s of the S a d e a n 

hero to g o to the e n d in h i s W i l l - t o - E n j o y ) is a m a s k of i ts e x a c t 

opposi te . In o ther w o r d s , the t r ue ho r ro r is not a S a d e a n o rgy , bu t the 

rea l core of the K a n t e a n e th ic i t se l f—if w e can be forg iven p a r a 

p h r a s i n g B r e c h t y e t a g a i n , w h a t is the m i s e r a b l e Evi l of a S a d e a n 

g r o u p o r g y in c o m p a r i s o n w i t h the "d i abo l i ca l E v i l " tha t p e r t a i n s to a 

p u r e e th ica l a c t ? A n d , mutatis mutandis, the s a m e a p p l i e s to the 

r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n the C h i n e s e Cu l tu r a l Revo lu t i on a n d t o d a y ' s 

exp los ion of cap i ta l i s t d e v e l o p m e n t a s i ts " t ru th" : th is exp los ion is 
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a l so a s ign tha t M a o r e t r e a t e d from d r a w i n g al l the c o n s e q u e n c e s of 

the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion , tha t is , the s p a c e for the cap i ta l i s t exp los ion 

w a s o p e n e d u p b y th i s c o m p r o m i s e , b y M a o ' s u n w i l l i n g n e s s to push 

t h rough to the end, to r e t a in full f ide l i ty to the i d e a of the Cu l tu r a l 

Revo lu t ion . A n d the lesson is , in both cases , that of Kan t a s w e l l that 

of M a o , the s a m e , n a m e l y tha t w e t a k e from B e c k e t t ' s Worstward Ho: 
" T r y a g a i n . Fa i l a g a i n . Fa i l be t ter . " 



5 Stalinism Revisited 
Or, How Stalin Saved the Humanity of Man 

The Staliniat cultural counter-revolution 

A cons is ten t conse rva t i ve case can be m a d e that , far from b e i n g the 

g rea tes t c a t a s t rophe tha t cou ld h a v e befa l len R u s s i a , S t a l i n i s m effect ively 

s aved w h a t w e u n d e r s t a n d a s the h u m a n i t y of m a n . C r u c i a l he r e is the 

g r e a t shift of the e a r l y a n d m i d - 1 9 3 0 s from p r o l e t a r i a n e g a l i t a r i a n i s m to 

the full a sse r t ion of the R u s s i a n l e g a c y . In the cu l tu ra l sphere , figures 

such a s P u s h k i n a n d T c h a i k o v s k y w e r e e l e v a t e d far a b o v e m o d e r n i s m ; 

t rad i t iona l aes the t i c n o r m s of b e a u t y w e r e r eas se r t ed ; h o m o s e x u a l i t y w a s 

o u t l a w e d , s e x u a l p r o m i s c u i t y c o n d e m n e d , a n d m a r r i a g e p r o c l a i m e d the 

e l e m e n t a r y ce l l of the n e w soc ie ty . It w a s the e n d of the b r i e f m a r r i a g e of 

c o n v e n i e n c e b e t w e e n Sov ie t p o w e r a n d the a r t i s t ic a n d scient i f ic m o d 

ernis ts . In c inema , th i s p a s s a g e is c l e a r l y d i s ce rn ib l e in the shift from 

Eisens te in ' s s i lent films w i t h the i r m o n t a g e of " a t t r a c t i o n s " to h i s "o rga -

n ic l s t " s o u n d films; in m u s i c , in the shift from S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s v io len t -

p a r o d i c p r o v o c a t i v e m u s i c w i t h e l e m e n t s of c i r c u s a n d j a z z from the 

1920s to h i s r e t u r n to m o r e t rad i t iona l forms in the la te 1930s . 

T h e s t a n d a r d r e a d i n g of th is shift sees it a s the " c u l t u r a l T h e r m i d o r , " 

the b e t r a y a l of the a u t h e n t i c revo lu t ion . H o w e v e r , before a c c e p t i n g th is 

j u d g m e n t at face v a l u e , one shou ld t a k e a c loser look a t the ideo log ica l 

v i s ion w h i c h sus t a ined r ad i ca l e g a l i t a r i a n i s m : w e refer he re a g a i n to so-

ca l l ed " b i o c o s m i s m . " A good e x a m p l e he re is the fo l lowing p a s s a g e b y 

Tro t sky : 

W h a t is m a n ? H e i s b y no m e a n s a finished or h a r m o n i o u s be ing . No, 

he is sti l l a h i g h l y a w k w a r d c r e a t u r e . M a n , a s a n a n i m a l , h a s not 

e v o l v e d b y p l a n b u t spon taneous ly , a n d h a s a c c u m u l a t e d m a n y cont ra 

d ic t ions . The ques t ion of h o w to e d u c a t e a n d r e g u l a t e , of h o w to 

i m p r o v e a n d comple t e the p h y s i c a l a n d sp i r i tua l cons t ruc t ion of man . 
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is a colossal p r o b l e m w h i c h can o n l y be unde r s tood on the b a s i s of 

soc ia l i sm. [. . . ] To p r o d u c e a new, " i m p r o v e d v e r s i o n " of m a n — t h a t is 

the future t a s k of c o m m u n i s m . A n d for tha t w e first h a v e to find out 

e v e r y t h i n g abou t man , h i s a n a t o m y , h i s p h y s i o l o g y a n d tha t p a r t of his 

p h y s i o l o g y w h i c h is c a l l e d h i s p s y c h o l o g y . M a n m u s t look a t h imsel f 

a n d see h imse l f a s a r a w mate r i a l , or a t bes t a s a s e m i - m a n u f a c t u r e d 

p roduc t , and say : "At last , m y d e a r homo sapieiu, I w i l l w o r k on y o u . " ^ 

These w e r e not j u s t i d i o s y n c r a t i c theore t i ca l p r inc ip le s , bu t exp re s s ions 

of a r ea l m a s s m o v e m e n t in art , a r ch i t ec tu re , p s y c h o l o g y , p e d a g o g y , and 

o rgan iza t iona l sc i ences , c o m p r i s i n g h u n d r e d s of t h o u s a n d s of people . 

T h e off icial ly suppor t ed cu l t of T a y l o r i s m , w h o s e most r a d i c a l exponen t 

w a s A l e x e i Gastev , a B o l s h e v i k e n g i n e e r a n d poet w h o used the term 

" b i o m e c h a n i c s " a s e a r l y a s 1922, e x p l o r e d the v i s ion of soc i e ty in w h i c h 

m a n a n d m a c h i n e w o u l d m e r g e . Gas t ev r a n the Ins t i tu te of Labor , w h i c h 

c a r r i e d out e x p e r i m e n t s to t r a in w o r k e r s to ac t l i k e m a c h i n e s . H e s a w the 

m e c h a n i z a t i o n of m a n a s the n e x t s t ep in evolu t ion , e n v i s a g i n g 

a Utopia w h e r e "people" w o u l d be r e p l a c e d b y "p ro l e t a r i an u n i t s " 

Identif ied b y c i p h e r s s u c h a s " A , B , C , or 3 2 5 , 0 7 5 , 0 , a n d so on ." [. . . ] A 

" m e c h a n i z e d co l l ec t i v i sm" w o u l d " t a k e the p l a c e of the i nd iv idua l 

p e r s o n a l i t y in the p s y c h o l o g y of the p r o l e t a r i a t . " T h e r e w o u l d no 

l o n g e r be a n e e d for emot ions , a n d the h u m a n soul w o u l d no l o n g e r be 

m e a s u r e d " b y a shou t or a smi le bu t b y a p r e s s u r e g a u g e or a 

speedomete r . "^ 

Is not th i s d r e a m the first r a d i c a l fo rmula t ion of w h a t , t o d a y , one u s u a l l y 

ca l l s b iopo l i t i c s? C o u n t e r i n t u i t i v e a s th is m a y sound , one can a r g u e that 

th is vis ion, h a d i t r e a l l y been imposed , w o u l d h a v e been m u c h more 

t e r r i fy ing than S t a l i n i s m a c t u a l l y w a s . It w a s a g a i n s t th is t h rea t of full-

s ca l e m o d e r n i s t m e c h a n i z a t i o n tha t S ta l in i s t cu l tu ra l po l i t i cs r eac ted ; it 

not o n l y d e m a n d e d a r e t u r n to a r t i s t i c forms tha t w o u l d b e a t t r ac t i ve to 

l a r g e c r o w d s , b u t also—^although it m a y a p p e a r cynical^—the re tu rn to 

e l e m e n t a r y t r ad i t iona l forms of mora l i t y . In the S t a l i n i s t s h o w t r i a l s , the 

v i c t ims w e r e h e l d r e spons ib le for ce r t a in ac t s , forced to confess . . . in 

short , t hough it m a y a p p e a r obscene ( a n d it w a s ) , t h e y w e r e t r e a t ed a s 

a u t o n o m o u s e th ica l sub jec t s , not as objects of b iopol i t ics . A g a i n s t the 

Utopia of " m e c h a n i z e d co l l ec t iv i sm," h i g h S t a l i n i s m of the 1930s s tood for 

the r e tu rn of e th ics at i t s most v iolent , a s an e x t r e m e m e a s u r e to 
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coun te rac t the th rea t tha t t r ad i t iona l mora l c a t ego r i e s w o u l d be r e n d e r e d 

jnean ing le s s , w h e r e u n a c c e p t a b l e b e h a v i o r w o u l d not be p e r c e i v e d a s 

invo lv ing the sub jec t ' s gu i l t , bu t a s a ma l func t ion ing m e a s u r e d b y a 

spec ia l p r e s s u r e g a u g e or a speedomete r . 

Th i s is a l so w h y the impos i t ion of "Soc i a l i s t R e a l i s m " w a s s i n c e r e l y 

w e l c o m e d b y a l a r g e ma jo r i t y of peop le : it s i g n a l e d tha t 

the r e g i m e [ h a d ] c o m p l e t e l y a b a n d o n e d i ts c o m m i t m e n t to the r evo lu 

t i o n a r y i d e a of e s t ab l i sh ing a " p r o l e t a r i a n " or " S o v i e t " form of cu l tu re 

tha t c o u l d be d i s t i n g u i s h e d from the cu l tu re of the pas t . [. . . ] Con

t e m p o r a r y w r i t e r s l i k e A k h m a t o v a cou ld not find a pub l i she r , b u t the 

comple te w o r k s of P u s h k i n a n d T u r g e n e v , C h e k h o v a n d Tols toy 

( a l t h o u g h not D o s t o e v s k y ) w e r e i s sued in the i r mi l l ions a s a n e w 

r e a d e r s h i p w a s i n t r o d u c e d to them.^ 

This r e tu rn to c l a s s i ca l c u l t u r e r e a c h e d i ts p e a k in 1937 , the c e n t e n a r y of 

P u s h k i n ' s dea th , w h e n 

[ t ] h e w h o l e c o u n t r y w a s i nvo lved in fes t ivi t ies : smal l p rov inc i a l 

t hea t r e s p u t on p l a y s ; schools o r g a n i z e d spec ia l ce l eb ra t ions ; Y o u n g 

C o m m u n i s t s w e n t on p i l g r i m a g e s to p l a c e s c o n n e c t e d w i t h the poe t ' s 

life; fac tor ies o r g a n i z e d s t u d y g r o u p s a n d c lubs of " P u s h k i n i s t s " ; 

co l lec t ive fa rms he ld P u s h k i n c a r n i v a l s w i t h figures d r e s s e d a s c h a r 

ac t e r s from P u s h k i n ' s fa i ry t a l e s . 

These facts a r e w o r t h m e n t i o n i n g b e c a u s e t h e y b r i n g u s to a n o t h e r 

p a r a d o x : h o w the v e r y r e s i s t ance to S t a l i n i sm , m a r g i n a l a n d oppressed 

a s it w a s , fo l lowed th is c u l t u r a l t r end . Tha t is to say , a l t h o u g h 

hypoc r i t i c a l a n d c e n s u r e d , th is m a s s i v e r e in t roduc t ion of the c lass ica l 

R u s s i a n c u l t u r a l h e r i t a g e w a s m o r e than ju s t a m e a s u r e for e n l i g h t e n i n g 

the ha l f - i l l i t e ra te m a s s e s : the u n i v e r s e of g r e a t c l a s s i c s such a s P u s h k i n 

a n d To l s toy con ta ined an en t i re v i s ion of cu l tu re , w i t h i ts o w n e th ics of 

social r e spons ib i l i ty , of s o l i d a r i t y w i t h the opp re s sed a g a i n s t au toc ra t i c 

p o w e r : 

D i s s i d e n c e in the U S S R r e p r e s e n t e d t ru thfu lness , u n e x p u r g a t e d 

r e a l i t y a n d e th ica l v a l u e s — a s a g a i n s t the f an t a sy r e a l i t y of socia l is t 

r e a l i s m a n d the p e r v a s i v e fa lseness of Sov ie t p u b l i c d i s cou r se w i t h i ts 

conce r t ed n e g a t i o n of t rad i t iona l m o r a l i t y (an e x p l i c i t l y s ta ted, i n d e e d 
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fundamenta l , i n g r e d i e n t in the Sov ie t r e g i m e ' s f o r w a r d i n g of " revo lu 

t i ona ry d e v e l o p m e n t " ) . ^ 

In th is sense , S o l z h e n i t s y n h imse l f is the son of the S t a l i n i s t cu l tu ra l 

po l i t i c s of the 1930s . Th i s i s a l so w h y the " p r i v a t e " w o r k s of S h o s t a k o 

v ich , full of m e l a n c h o l y , despa i r , a n d p r i va t e a n x i e t i e s ( c e n t e r e d on his 

s t r ing q u a r t e t s ) a r e no less an o r g a n i c pa r t of the S ta l in i s t c u l t u r e t han h is 

g r e a t " p u b l i c " w o r k s ( c e n t e r e d in h is official ly c e l e b r a t e d s y m p h o n i e s , 5, 

7, a n d 11 ) . 

A n d th is b r i n g s u s to the th i rd p a r a d o x . W i l h e l m F u r t w ä n g l e r r e m a r k e d 

ap ropos S t r a v i n s k y ' s "R i t e of S p r i n g " that it s h o w s the l imitat ion of Russ i an 

spi r i tua l i ty : it exu l t s in br i l l i an t m e c h a n i c r h y t h m i c explos ions , but it cannot 

r each the level of o rgan i c l iv ing u n i t y tha t cha rac t e r i ze s G e r m a n spi r i tua l i ty . 

The first i r o n y is that the v e r y same composers to w h i c h F u r t w ä n g l e r 

refer red w e r e pe rce ived b y the Russ ian t radi t ional is ts a s W e s t e r n moder-

n izers e n d a n g e r i n g the R u s s i a n o rgan ic he r i t age . H o w e v e r , in a w a y , 

F u r t w ä n g l e r w a s right. M a n y W e s t e r n t r ave le r s to R u s s i a in the e ighteenth 

a n d n ine teenth cen tu r i e s w e n t there in s ea r ch of an o rgan i c society, a l iv ing 

social W h o l e , a s opposed to W e s t e r n ind iv idua l i s t societ ies w h i c h w e r e he ld 

toge ther b y the ex t e rna l p re s su re of l a w s ; t h e y soon d i scovered that R u s s i a 

w a s a c t u a l l y a vas t chaot ic empi re , l a c k i n g p rec i se ly a n y inne r o rgan i c form 

a n d therefore r u l e d b y the iron hand of the bru ta l imper ia l au toc racy . In 

o ther w o r d s , the notion of "old R u s s i a " w h o s e ha rmonious b a l a n c e w a s 

d i s tu rbed b y W e s t e r n modern iza t ion w a s myth ica l : v io len t "modern i sm," 

the b ru ta l imposi t ion of a cent ra l o rde r onto the chaot ic t ex tu re of social life, 

is t h u s a k e y component of t rad i t iona l R u s s i a n social i d e n t i t y — S t a l i n w a s 

cor rec t to ce lebra te Ivan the Te r r ib l e as h is p recursor . 

Is, then, the conc lus ion of th is that , w i t h regre t , one shou ld e n d o r s e 

S t a l i n i s m a s the defense a g a i n s t a m u c h w o r s e t h r e a t ? W h a t abou t 

app l jnng h e r e too L a c a n ' s mot to "le père ou le pire," a n d t a k e the r i sk 

of the choice of the worje: w h a t i f the effective r e su l t of choos ing to p u r s u e to 

the e n d the b iopol i t ica l d r e a m w o u l d h a v e b e e n someth ing u n p r e d i c t a b l e 

tha t w o u l d h a v e s h a k e n the v e r y coord ina t e s of th is d r e a m ? 

A letter which did not reach its destination 

(and thereby perhaps saved the world) 

T h e S ta l i n i s t t e r ro r of the 1930s w a s a h u m a n i s t terror : i ts a d h e r e n c e to a 

" h u m a n i s t " co re w a s not w h a t cons t r a ined i ts horror , it w a s w h a t 
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sus t a ined it, it w a s i ts i nhe ren t condi t ion of poss ib i l i ty . W h a t if the l e g a c y 

of the h u m a n i s t t r ad i t ion r e susc i t a t ed b y h i g h S t a l i n i s m not o n l y c r e a t e d 

the ideo log ica l p r e suppos i t i ons for d i s s iden t r e s i s t ance , bu t a l so " s a v e d 

the w o r l d " in a q u i t e l i t e ra l w a y — n a m e l y , p r e v e n t e d g loba l n u c l e a r 

ca tas t rophe d u r i n g the C u b a n miss i l e c r i s i s ? 

A s far a s one can recons t ruc t the even t s today , t w o t h i n g s c o m b i n e d to 

faci l i tate the h a p p y ou tcome . T h e first w a s pol i te tact , the r i t u a l s of pol i te 

fe igned i g n o r a n c e — if one is to be l i eve r ecen t r eve l a t i ons . K e n n e d y ' s 

s t roke of g e n i u s , w h i c h w a s c ruc i a l for the reso lu t ion of the C u b a n miss i l e 

cr is is , w a s to p r e t e n d tha t a k e y le t te r had not a r r i v e d a t i ts des t ina t ion , to 

ac t a s if th i s le t te r d id not ex i s t — a s t r a t a g e m w h i c h , of course , o n l y 

w o r k e d b e c a u s e the s e n d e r ( K h r u s h c h e v ) pa r t i c ipa t ed in it. O n F r i d a y , 

Oc tobe r 2 6 , 1962, a le t te r from K h r u s h c h e v to K e n n e d y conf i rms the 

offer p r e v i o u s l y m a d e t h r o u g h i n t e r m e d i a r i e s : the mis s i l e s w o u l d be 

r e m o v e d if the U S i s sued a p l e d g e not to i n v a d e C u b a . O n S a t u r d a y , 

Oc tobe r 27 , before a U S a n s w e r , another , h a r s h e r a n d m o r e d e m a n d i n g , 

let ter from K h r u s h c h e v a r r i ved , a d d i n g the r e m o v a l of U S miss i l e s from 

T u r k e y a s a condi t ion , a n d s i g n a l i n g a poss ib le pol i t ica l c o u p in the Sov ie t 

Union . At 8 .05 p .m . the s a m e d a y , K e n n e d y sent a r e sponse to K h r u s h 

chev, in forming h i m tha t he w a s a c c e p t i n g the p roposa l of O c t o b e r 26 , 

that i s , acting as if the October 27 letter had never existed. O n S u n d a y , O c t o b e r 

28, K e n n e d y r e c e i v e d a le t te r from K h r u s h c h e v in w h i c h he a g r e e d to the 

d e a l . . . The lesson of th i s is that , in s u c h m o m e n t s of c r i s i s w h e r e the fate 

of e v e r y t h i n g h a n g s in the b a l a n c e , s a v i n g a p p e a r a n c e s , po l i t eness , the 

a w a r e n e s s tha t one is "p la3àng a g a m e , " m a t t e r s m o r e than ever . 

O n e can a l so c l a i m tha t w h a t t r i g g e r e d the c r i s i s w a s a s y m m e t r i c a l 

fact, a le t ter w h i c h a l so d i d not a r r i v e a t i t s a d d r e s s e e , but, th is t ime, 

b e c a u s e it w a s n e v e r sent . S o v i e t miss i l e s w e r e s ta t ioned in C u b a a s the 

resu l t of the sec re t m u t u a l s e c u r i t y pac t b e t w e e n C u b a a n d the U S S R ; 

m a n y o b s e r v e r s (most n o t a b l y T e d S o r e n s e n ) s u g g e s t e d tha t t he U S 

reac t ion w o u l d h a v e been m u c h l e s s offensive if the m u t u a l s e c u r i t y p a c t 

h a d b e e n m a d e p u b l i c in a d v a n c e ( a s C a s t r o h a d w a n t e d , i n c i d e n t a l l y ! ) . 

It w a s the s e c r e c y on w h i c h S o v i e t s h a d ins i s ted tha t m a d e the U S be l i eve 

that the miss i l e e m p l a c e m e n t c o u l d h a v e no p u r p o s e o ther t han to l a u n c h 

a n a t t a c k upon the U S : if the en t i re p roces s of s i g n i n g the pac t a n d 

ins ta l l ing the miss i l e s h a d b e e n in the open a n d t r anspa ren t , it w o u l d h a v e 

been p e r c e i v e d a s s o m e t h i n g m u c h less t h r e a t e n i n g : not a s the p r e p a r a 

t ion of a r ea l a t t ack , b u t s i m p l y a s demons t r a t i ve p o s t u r i n g w h i c h p o s e d 

no r ea l m i l i t a r y th rea t . 
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T h i s lesson w a s not l e a r n e d b y the U S m i l i t a r y e s t abhshment , w h i c h 

in t e rp re t ed the peacefu l reso lu t ion of the c r i s i s in a qu i t e d i l fe ren t w a y / 

Its opin ion is best r e n d e r e d b y R a y m o n d Garthoff, a t the t ime an 

in t e l l i gence a n a l y s t in the S t a t e D e p a r t m e n t : 

If w e h a v e l e a r n e d an3rthing from th i s e x p e r i e n c e , it i s t ha t w e a k n e s s , 

even on ly a p p a r e n t w e a k n e s s , i nv i t e s Sov ie t t r ansg re s s ion . At the same 

t ime, firmness in the las t a n a l y s i s wi l l force the S o v i e t s to b a c k a w a y 

from r a sh in i t ia t ives .^ 

The c r i s i s Is t h u s p e r c e i v e d a s the e y e b a l l - t o - e y e b a l l confronta t ion of two 

p l a y e r s , a m a c h o g a m e of " c h i c k e n , " w h e r e the one w i t h g r e a t e r t ough

ness , inf lex ib i l i ty , a n d reso lve w i n s . T h i s v i e w , of course , does not fit 

r ea l i t y : a w h o l e se r i e s of de t a i l s d e m o n s t r a t e K e n n e d y ' s flexibility a n d his 

concess ions to the Sov ie t n e e d to save face b y w a y of s a l v a g i n g someth ing 

posi t ive from the c r i s i s . In o r d e r to b u y some t ime a n d a v o i d a d i rec t 

confrontat ion, he p e r m i t t e d on Oc tobe r 2 5 a Sov ie t t a n k e r to p r o c e e d 

t h r o u g h the q u a r a n t i n e ; on Oc tobe r 28 , he o r d e r e d tha t no i n t e r v i e w 

shou ld be g i v e n a n d no s t a t emen t m a d e w h i c h w o u l d c l a i m a n y k i n d of 

v ic to ry ; fu r thermore , he m a d e an offer of r e m o v i n g U S miss i l e s from 

T u r k e y , a s w e l l a s a g u a r a n t e e tha t the U S w o u l d not i n v a d e C u b a , m 

e x c h a n g e for w h i c h the S o v i e t s w o u l d w i t h d r a w the i r miss i l e s from 

C u b a . 

T h e Sov ie t pe rcep t ion of the c r i s i s w a s different: for them, it w a s not 

the th rea t of force tha t e n d e d the c r i s i s . T h e S o v i e t l e a d e r s h i p be l i eved 

the cr i s i s h a d e n d e d b e c a u s e both S o v i e t a n d U S officials h a d rea l i zed 

t h e y w e r e a t the b r i nk a n d tha t the c r i s i s w a s t h r e a t e n i n g to de s t roy 

h u m a n k i n d . T h e y d id not fear o n l y for the i r i m m e d i a t e safe ty a n d w e r e 

not w o r r i e d m e r e l y a b o u t los ing a ba t t le in C u b a . T h e i r fear w a s the fear 

of d e c i d i n g the fate of mi l l ions of o thers , e v e n of c iv i l iza t ion itself. It w a s 

thU fear, e x p e r i e n c e d b y both s ides at the p e a k of the cr i s i s , w h i c h 

e n a b l e d t h e m to r e a c h a peacefu l solut ion; and it w a s th is fear w h i c h w a s 

a t the v e r y core of the famous e x c h a n g e of le t te rs b e t w e e n K h r u s h c h e v 

a n d F ide l C a s t r o a t the c l i m a x of the c r i s i s .^ In a le t te r to K h r u s h c h e v on 

O c t o b e r 2 6 , C a s t r o w r o t e tha t 

if the imper i a l i s t s i n v a d e C u b a w i t h the goa l of o c c u p y i n g it, the 

d a n g e r tha t tha t a g g r e s s i v e p o l i c y poses for h u m a n i t y is so g r e a t that 

fo l lowing that even t the S o v i e t Un ion m u s t n e v e r a l l o w the c i r c u m -
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s t ances in w h i c h the Imper ia l i s t s cou ld l a u n c h the first n u c l e a r s t r ike 

a g a i n s t it. I tell y o u this b e c a u s e I be l i eve that the i m p e r i a l i s t s ' 

a g g r e s s i v e n e s s is e x t r e m e l y d a n g e r o u s and 11 t h e y a c t u a l l y c a r r y out 

the b ru ta l ac t of i n v a d i n g C u b a in v io la t ion of in te rna t iona l l a w a n d 

mora l i ty , tha t w o u l d be the m o m e n t to e l imina t e s u c h d a n g e r forever 

t h rough an act of c l e a r l eg i t ima te defense , h o w e v e r ha r sh a n d t e r r ib le 

the solut ion w o u l d be , for the re is no other . 

K h r u s h c h e v a n s w e r e d Cas t ro on O c t o b e r 30 : 

In y o u r cab le of O c t o b e r 2 7 y o u p roposed that w e be the first to l a u n c h 

a n u c l e a r s t r ike a g a i n s t the t e r r i t o ry of the e n e m y . You , of course , 

r ea l i ze w h e r e tha t w o u l d h a v e l ed . R a t h e r than a s imple s t r ike , it w o u l d 

h a v e b e e n the s tar t of a t h e r m o n u c l e a r w o r l d w a r . D e a r C o m r a d e 

F ide l Cas t ro , 1 cons ide r th is p roposa l of y o u r s incorrec t , a l t hough I 

u n d e r s t a n d y o u r mot iva t ion . W e h a v e l i ved t h r o u g h the most se r ious 

m o m e n t w h e n a n u c l e a r w o r l d w a r cou ld h a v e b r o k e n out. O b v i o u s l y , 

in tha t case , the Un i t ed S t a t e s w o u l d h a v e s u s t a i n e d h u g e losses , bu t 

the Sov ie t Un ion a n d the w h o l e socia l is t c a m p w o u l d h a v e a lso 

suffered g r e a t l y . A s far a s C u b a is conce rned , it w o u l d be difficult 

to s a y e v e n in g e n e r a l t e r m s w h a t th is w o u l d h a v e m e a n t for t hem. In 

the first p l ace , C u b a w o u l d h a v e b e e n b u r n e d in the fire of w a r . 

The re ' s no doub t tha t the C u b a n peop le w o u l d h a v e fought cour

a g e o u s l y or tha t t h e y w o u l d h a v e d i e d he ro i ca l l y . B u t w e a r e not 

s t r u g g l i n g a g a i n s t i m p e r i a l i s m in o r d e r to d ie , b u t to t a k e a d v a n t a g e of 

al l o u r poss ib i l i t i es , to lose less in the s t r u g g l e a n d w i n more to 

o v e r c o m e a n d a c h i e v e the v i c t o r y of c o m m u n i s m . 

The essence of Khrushchev ' s a r g u m e n t can be best s u m m e d u p by Neil 

Kinnock ' s a r g u m e n t for un i la te ra l d i sa rmament , w h e n he w a s the L a b o u r 

leader : "I a m r e a d y to die for m y count ry , bu t I a m not r e a d y to let m y 

coun t ry die for m e . " It is s ignif icant to note that, in spi te of the "total i tar

i a n " c h a r a c t e r of the Sov ie t r eg ime , thy fear w a s far m o r e p r e d o m i n a n t in 

the S o v i e t l e a d e r s h i p than in that of the U S —so, p e r h a p s , the t ime h a s 

come to r ehab i l i t a t e K h r u s h c h e v , not K e n n e d y , a s the r ea l he ro of the 

C u b a n miss i l e c r i s i s . Cas t ro a n s w e r e d K h r u s h c h e v on O c t o b e r 3 1 : 

I r e a l i z ed w h e n I w r o t e t h e m tha t the w o r d s con ta ined in m y le t ter 

cou ld be mi s in t e rp r e t ed by y o u a n d that w a s w h a t h a p p e n e d , p e r h a p s 
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b e c a u s e y o u d idn ' t r e a d t h e m care fu l ly , p e r h a p s b e c a u s e of the 

t rans la t ion , p e r h a p s b e c a u s e T m e a n t to s a y so m u c h in too few l ines . 

H o w e v e r , I d idn ' t hes i t a te to do it. D o y o u be l i eve . C o m r a d e Khrush 

chev, tha t w e w e r e se l f i sh ly t h i n k i n g of ou r se lves , of our g e n e r o u s 

people w i l l i n g to sacr i f ice t hemse lves , a n d not a t a l l in an unconsc ious 

m a n n e r bu t ful ly a s s u r e d of the r i sk t h e y r a n ? No, C o m r a d e Khrush

chev . F e w t imes m his tory , a n d it cou ld even be sa id that n e v e r before, 

b e c a u s e no peop le h a d eve r faced such a t i -emendous d a n g e r , w a s a 

people so w i l l i n g to f ight a n d d ie w i t h such a u n i v e r s a l sense of duty , 

[. . . ] W e k n e w , a n d do not p r e s u m e tha t w e i g n o r e d it, tha t w e w o u l d 

h a v e b e e n ann ih i l a t ed , a s y o u i n s i n u a t e in y o u r le t ter , in the even t of 

n u c l e a r w a r . H o w e v e r , tha t d idn ' t p rompt u s to a s k y o u to w i t h d r a w 

the miss i l e s , t ha t d idn ' t p r o m p t us to a s k y o u to y i e l d . D o y o u be l i eve 

that w e w a n t e d that w a r ? B u t h o w cou ld w e p r e v e n t it if the invas ion 

finally took p l a c e ? [. . . ] A n d if w a r h a d b r o k e n out, w h a t could w e do 

w i t h the i n s a n e peop le w h o u n l e a s h e d the w a r ? Y o u y o u r s e l f h a v e sa id 

tha t u n d e r c u r r e n t cond i t ions such a w a r w o u l d i n e v i t a b l y have 

e s c a l a t e d q u i c k l y into a n u c l e a r w a r . 1 u n d e r s t a n d tha t once a g g r e s s i o n 

is u n l e a s h e d , one shou ldn ' t concede to the a g g r e s s o r the p r i v i l ege of 

dec id ing , moreover , w h e n to u se n u c l e a r w e a p o n s . T h e des t ruc t ive 

p o w e r of th i s w e a p o n r y is so g r e a t a n d the speed of i ts d e l i v e r y so g r e a t 

tha t the a g g r e s s o r w o u l d h a v e a cons ide rab l e in i t ia l a d v a n t a g e . A n d 1 

d i d not s u g g e s t to y o u , C o m r a d e Khrushchev , tha t the U S S R should 

be the a g g r e s s o r , b e c a u s e tha t w o u l d be m o r e than incorrec t , it w o u l d 

be i m m o r a l a n d con tempt ib l e on m y par t . B u t from the ins tan t the 

impe r i a l i s t s a t t ack C u b a a n d w h i l e there a re Sov ie t a r m e d forces 

s ta t ioned in C u b a to he lp in o u r defense in case of an a t t a c k from 

ab road , the impe r i a l i s t s w o u l d b y th i s ac t become a g g r e s s o r s a g a i n s t 

C u b a a n d a g a i n s t the U S S R , a n d w e w o u l d r e s p o n d w i t h a s t r i ke that 

w o u l d a n n i h i l a t e t hem. [. • • ] I d i d not sugges t . C o m r a d e Khrushchev , 

that in the m i d s t of this c r i s i s the Sov ie t Un ion shou ld a t t ack , w h i c h is 

w h a t y o u r le t te r s eems to s ay ; ra ther , tha t fo l lowing a n imper i a l i s t 

a t t ack , the U S S R shou ld ac t w i t h o u t vac i l l a t ion a n d should neve r 

m a k e the m i s t a k e of a l l o w i n g c i r c u m s t a n c e s to d e v e l o p in w h i c h the 

e n e m y m a k e s the first n u c l e a r s t r ike a g a i n s t the U S S R . A n d in this 

sense . C o m r a d e Khrushchev , I m a i n t a i n m y poin t of v i e w , b e c a u s e 1 

u n d e r s t a n d it to be a t rue a n d ju s t e v a l u a t i o n of a specif ic s i tua t ion . 

Y o u m a y be ab l e to conv ince m e that I a m w r o n g , but y o u can ' t tell m e 

tha t I a m w r o n g w i t h o u t c o n v i n c i n g me. 
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Jt is c l ea r tha t it w a s C a s t r o h imse l f w h o ( p u r p o s e f u l l y ) m i s r e a d 

K h r u s h c h e v he re : K h r u s h c h e v unde r s tood v e r y w e l l w h a t C a s t r o w a n t e d 

the U S S R to do —not to a t t a c k the U S "out of n o w h e r e , " but, in the case 

of the U S invas ion of C u b a (st i l l an ac t oî conventional -war, a n d a l imi t ed 

one, a t t h a t — a t t a c k i n g a recen t a l l y of the U S S R , not the U S S R i tse l f ) , to 

re ta l ia te w i t h total nuclear c o u n t e r a t t a c k . Th i s is w h a t the w a r n i n g that the 

U S S R " shou ld n e v e r m a k e the m i s t a k e of a l l o w i n g c i r c u m s t a n c e s to 

deve lop in w h i c h the e n e m y m a k e s the first n u c l e a r s t r ike a g a i n s t the 

U S S R " can o n l y m e a n : tha t the U S S R shou ld be the first to dea l a 

dec i s ive n u c l e a r s t r ike —"once a g g r e s s i o n is u n l e a s h e d , one shou ldn ' t 

concede to the a g g r e s s o r the p r i v i l e g e of dec id ing , moreover , w h e n to u se 

n u c l e a r w e a p o n s . " To p u t it b lun t ly , C a s t r o w a s d e m a n d i n g tha t I ^ r u s h -

c h e v choose the end of c iv i l i zed life on ea r th ove r the loss of C u b a . . . 

So , a g a i n , w h a t w e w i t n e s s he re is a confrontat ion b e t w e e n Khrush 

chev ' s h u m a n i s t cons ide ra t i ons (u l t ima te ly , the l e g a c y of t r ad i t iona l 

cu l tu re r e susc i t a t ed b y h i g h S t a l i n i s m ) a n d Cas t ro ' s ru th les s total w a g e r , 

w h i c h echoes M a o Z e d o n g ' s ref lect ion on the poss ib le ann ih i l a t i on of the 

h u m a n r a c e . A s w e h a v e no ted ea r l i e r , C h e G u e v a r a a p p r o a c h e d the s ame 

hne of t hough t w h e n he p r a i s e d the he ro ic r e a d i n e s s of the C u b a n people 

to r i sk i ts o w n effacement . 

Kremlinology 

Sta l i n i sm ' s role in s a v i n g the " h u m a n i t y of m a n " is d i s ce rn ib l e a t the most 

e l e m e n t a r y level of l a n g u a g e . If the l a n g u a g e of the n e w p o s t - h u m a n 

be ing w a s to h a v e been a l a n g u a g e of s igna l s , no l o n g e r p r o p e r l y 

r ep re sen t ing the subject , no w o n d e r that S ta l in i s t l a n g u a g e is the most 

v iolent i m a g i n a b l e oppos i te . W h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e s h u m a n l a n g u a g e , in 

contras t to the most c o m p l e x s i gna l s of bees , is w h a t L a c a n ca l l ed " e m p t y 

speech , " speech w h o s e deno ta t ive v a l u e ( exp l i c i t con ten t ) is s u s p e n d e d 

on beha l f of i ts funct ion a s an i n d e x of in t e r sub jec t ive r e l a t ions b e t w e e n 

s p e a k e r and hea re r , a n d th i s suspens ion is a k e y fea ture of S t a l i n i s t 

j a rgon , the object of the sc ience of " K r e m l i n o l o g y " : 

Before the S o v i e t - e r a a r c h i v e s opened w i d e , foreign scho la r s t r y i n g to 

m a k e out w h a t h a d h a p p e n e d , a n d w h a t m i g h t come to pass , took 

a b u s e for r e l y i n g upon h e a r s a y : so-and-so h a d h e a r d from so-and-so , 

w h o m tu rn h a d h e a r d from someone in the c a m p s , w h o w a s su re tha t 

• . . [ inser t fantas t ic p a r t i c u l a r s h e r e ] . C r i t i c s of such h e a r s a y - s c h o l a r -
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sh ip h a d a point . Bu t w h a t few peop le seem to rea l ize , even now, is that 

the sa l ien t i s sue might not be the r e l i ab i l i t y in S t a l i n ' s Sov ie t Un ion of 

w o r d of m o u t h a n d pol i t ica l d iv ina t ion , bu t its p e r v a s i v e n e s s . Kreml i -

no logy a rose not a t H a r v a r d , but in and a r o u n d the Kreml in . [. . . ] this 

w a s h o w the en t i re r e g i m e opera ted , a n d it w a s w h a t e v e r y o n e in the 

S o v i e t Un ion d i d to a d e g r e e , the m o r e so the h i g h e r up . A m i d the 

in te r -min i s t e r i a l w a r f a r e a n d M o b i u s - s t r i p i n t r i gues , S ta l in i s t life and 

dea th r e m a i n e d o p a q u e , no ma t t e r w h e r e y o u stood or w h o m y o u 

k n e w . It w a s a t the s a m e t ime fo rmula ic a n d i n d e t e r m i n a t e . 

In Apr i l 1939 , [ the nomina l h e a d of C o m i n t e r n G e o r g i ] Dimi t rov 

frets ove r h is s u d d e n omiss ion in Pravda's, c o v e r a g e of one honor 

p r e s i d i u m a n d in Izmitiyas of ano the r . H i s ag i t a t ion e a s e s w h e n he 

l e a r n s that h is po r t r a i t s w e r e bo rne aloft a t the M a y D a y p a r a d e , wh ich 

q u i e t e d the o m i n o u s ch i t cha t abou t h im. B u t then it h a p p e n e d aga in . 

"Fo r the first t ime on In te rna t iona l W o m e n ' s D a y I w a s not elected to 

the honor p r e s i d i u m , " he r e c o r d s on M a r c h 8, 1 9 4 1 . "That , of course , 

is no a c c i d e n t . " Ah, but w h a t did it mean';* D i m i t r o v — w h o could 

s c a r c e l y h a v e been c loser to the K r e m l i n — w a s an i n v e t e r a t e Kreml i -

nologlst , s t u d y i n g M a u s o l e u m c h o r e o g r a p h y , d i v i n i n g omens , d r o w n -
11 

i ng in r u m o r s . 

A n o t h e r comica l de ta i l a l o n g these l ines : the pub l i c p r o s e c u t o r in the 

s h o w t r ia l a g a i n s t the " U n i t e d T r o t s k y i t e - Z i n o v i é v i t e C e n t e r " p u b 

l i shed a list of those tha t th i s " C e n t e r " w a s p l a n n i n g to as sas s ina te 

( S t a l i n , Kirov, Z h d a n o v . . . ) ; th is l is t b e c a m e " a b i z a r r e honor s ince 

inc lus ion s igni f ied p r o x i m i t y to S t a l i n . " A l t h o u g h M o l o t o v w a s on 

g o o d persona l t e r m s w i t h S t a l in , he w a s s h o c k e d to d i scove r tha t he 

w a s not on the list: w h a t cou ld th is s ign m e a n ? J u s t a w a r n i n g from 

S ta l in , or an ind ica t ion tha t soon it w o u l d be h i s t u rn to be a r r e s t e d ? 

H e r e indeed , t he sec re t s of the E g y p t i a n s w e r e sec re t s a l so for the 

E g y p t i a n s t h e m s e l v e s . It w a s the S t a l i n i s t Sov ie t U n i o n w h i c h w a s the 

t rue " e m p i r e of s i g n s . " 

A s to ry told b y S o v i e t l i ngu i s t Er ic H a n - P i r a p rov ides a perfect 

e x a m p l e of the total s e m a n t i c sa tu ra t ion of th i s " e m p i r e of s i g n s , " a 

sa tu ra t ion w h i c h , p r ec i s e ly , r e l i ed on the e m p t y i n g of d i r ec t deno ta t ive 

m e a n i n g . F o r m a n y y e a r s , w h e n the S o v i e t m e d i a a n n o u n c e d the funeral 

c e r e m o n i e s of a m e m b e r of the sen io r nomenklatura, it u s e d a c l i ché 

formulat ion: " b u r i e d on R e d S q u a r e b y the Kreml in w a l l . " In the 1960s , 

h o w e v e r , b e c a u s e of the l a c k of space , most of the n e w l y d e c e a s e d 
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d i g n i t a r i e s w e r e c r e m a t e d and u r n s w i t h the i r a s h e s w e r e p l a c e d in n i ches 

ins ide the w a l l i t s e l f—ye t the s a m e old fo rmula w a s u s e d in p r e s s 

s ta tements . Th i s i n c o n g r u i t y c o m p e l l e d fifteen m e m b e r s of the R u s s i a n 

L a n g u a g e Inst i tute of the Sov ie t A c a d e m y of S c i e n c e s to w r i t e a le t ter to 

the C e n t r a l C o m m i t t e e of the C o m m u n i s t P a r t y , s u g g e s t i n g tha t the 

p h r a s e be modif ied to fit the c u r r e n t r ea l i t y : "The u r n w i t h a s h e s w a s 

p l aced in the K r e m l i n w a l l . " S e v e r a l w e e k s la te r , a r ep r e sen t a t i ve of the 

Cen t ra l C o m m i t t e e p h o n e d the Inst i tute , in forming t h e m tha t the C e n t r a l 

Commi t t ee h a d d i s c u s s e d the i r sugges t i on a n d d e c i d e d to k e e p the old 

formulat ion; he g a v e no r easons for th i s dec i s ion . A c c o r d i n g to the ru l e s 

that r e g u l a t e the S o v i e t " empi re of s i g n s , " the C C w a s r ight : the c h a n g e 

w o u l d not h a v e b e e n p e r c e i v e d a s s i m p l y r e g i s t e r i n g the fact tha t 

d ign i t a r i e s w e r e n o w c r e m a t e d a n d the i r a s h e s p l a c e d in the w a l l itself; 

any dev ia t ion from the s t a n d a r d fo rmula w o u l d h a v e been i n t e rp re t ed a s 

a s ign, t r i g g e r i n g f renzied in t e rp re t ive ac t iv i ty . So , s ince the re w a s no 

message to be de l i ve r ed , w h y c h a n g e t h i n g s ? O n e m a y oppose to th is 

conclus ion the poss ib i l i t y of a s imple " r a t i o n a l " solut ion: w h y not c h a n g e 

the fo rmula t ion and a d d an e x p l a n a t i o n tha t it m e a n t noth ing , that it 

s imp ly r e g i s t e r e d a n e w r e a l i t y ? S u c h a " r a t i o n a l " a p p r o a c h to t a l ly mi s ses 

the log ic of the S o v i e t " e m p i r e of s i g n s " : s ince , in It, everything h a s some 

mean ing , even a n d cdpeciaily a den ia l of m e a n i n g , such a d e n i a l w o u l d 

t r i g g e r an e v e n m o r e frant ic In terpre t ive ac t iv i ty — It w o u l d h a v e b e e n 

r ead not o n l y a s a mean ingfu l s ign w i t h i n a g iven , w e l l e s t ab l i shed , 

semiot ic space , bu t a s a m u c h s t r o n g e r m e t a - s e m a n t i c Indicat ion tha t the 

v e r y ba s i c ru l e s of th i s semiot ic s p a c e w e r e c h a n g i n g , t h u s c a u s i n g total 

pe rp l ex i ty , p a n i c e v e n ! S o m e Sov ie t l e a d e r s r e t a ined a sense of I rony a n d 

d i s p l a y e d a d a r k sense of h u m o r w i t h r e g a r d to th is total p l a s t i c i t y of 

facts; w h e n , in e a r l y 1956, A n a s t a s M i k o y a n flew to B u d a p e s t to Inform 

the H u n g a r i a n u l t r a - S t a l i n i s t l e a d e r M a t y a s R a k o s i of M o s c o w ' s dec i s ion 

to depose him, he to ld R a k o s i : " T h e S o v i e t l e a d e r s h i p h a s d e c i d e d y o u a r e 

i l l . Y o u w i l l need t r e a t m e n t In M o s c o w . " ' 

It w o u l d be in t e res t ing to r e r ead , from this pe r spec t i ve , the mode l post-

W o r l d W a r II Sov ie t t ex tbook on d ia l ec t i ca l m a t e r i a l i s m , M a r k Rozen-

ta l ' s The Marxut Dialectical Method, w h o s e first ed i t ion a p p e a r e d in 

M o s c o w In 1 9 5 1 . In l a t e r r epr in t s , long p a s s a g e s w e r e omi t t ed or 

r ewr i t t en ; howeve r , these c h a n g e s h a d no th ing w h a t s o e v e r to do w i t h 

the a u t h o r ' s fur ther ref lec t ions on i m m a n e n t ph i losophica l p r o b l e m s — 

t h e y a r e al l to be r e a d s t r ic t ly in Kreml lno log lca l t e rms , a s s i gna l s of the 

shifts In the ideo log ico-po l i t i ca l l ine . The book, of course , re l i es on 
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S t a l i n ' s " s y s t e m a t i z a t i o n " of the four " m a i n f e a t u r e s " of d ia lec t ica l 

me thod ( the u n i t y of al l p h e n o m e n a ; the d y n a m i c n a t u r e of rea l i ty ; 

the p e r m a n e n t d e v e l o p m e n t of r ea l i ty ; the " r e v o l u t i o n a r y " na tu re of this 

d e v e l o p m e n t w h i c h p r o c e e d s t h r o u g h s u d d e n j u m p s , not o n l y th rough 

con t inuous g r a d u a l c h a n g e ) , from w h i c h , s ign i f ican t ly , the " l a w " of the 

"nega t ion of the n e g a t i o n " is absen t . ( S e e S t a l i n ' s "On Dia lec t i ca l and 

His to r i ca l M a t e r i a l i s m . " ) In the s u b s e q u e n t ed i t ions of R o z e n t a l ' s book, 

the desc r ip t ion of t hese four " m a i n f e a t u r e s " sub t ly c h a n g e s : a t some 

point , the " n e g a t i o n of the n e g a t i o n " is s i l en t ly r eadmi t t ed , a n d so on and 

so forth. These c h a n g e s a r e Kreml ino log ica l s i gna l s of the shifts in the 

ideo log ico-po l i t l ca l cons te l la t ion , the shifts of d e - S t a l i n i z a t i o n w h i c h , 

p a r a d o x i c a l l y , b e g a n u n d e r S t a l i n h imse l f a t h is ins t iga t ion (see his 

t w o la te e s s a y s on l i ngu i s t i c s and the economy, w h i c h p a v e d the w a y 

for r e c o g n i z i n g the re la t ive a u t o n o m y a n d i n d e p e n d e n c e from c lass 

s t r u g g l e of—some — s c i e n c e s ) . T h e fact tha t the "nega t ion of the nega 

t ion" is pos i ted a s a fundamen ta l onto logica l fea ture of r ea l i ty , h a s thus 

no th ing to do w i th the cogni t ion of the w o r l d a n d e v e r y t h i n g to do w i th 

shifts in the ideo log ico-po l i t l ca l cons te l l a t ion . 

Is then K r e m l i n o l o g y not a k ind of obscene doub le of Sov ie to logy , the 

l a t t e r s t u d y i n g the S o v i e t r e g i m e objec t ive ly , t h rough sociological data , 

s ta t is t ics , p o w e r shifts, and so forth, the former a s an obscu re semiot ic 

s y s t e m ? 

From objective to subjective guill 

W h a t k i n d of sub jec t ive pos i t ion does such a u n i v e r s e i m p l y ? L e t u s t a k e 

a s o u r s t a r t ing po in t B r e c h t ' s " l e a r n i n g p l a y " Die Mcusnahme (The 

Measures Taken), in w h i c h a y o u n g r evo lu t iona ry , pa r t of a g r o u p of 

C o m m u n i s t ag i t a to r s sent to C h i n a to s t imu la t e r e v o l u t i o n a r y ac t iv i ty , i s 

k i l l e d b y fe l low C o m m u n i s t s b e c a u s e t h e y cons ide r h i m a s e c u r i t y r isk 

( a n d he du t i fu l ly a s sen t s to h i s e x e c u t i o n ) . A l t h o u g h th is p l a y is often 

p r e s e n t e d a s a jus t i f ica t ion of the S ta l in i s t s h o w t r i a l s , t h e r e is a c ruc ia l 

d is t inc t ion b e t w e e n the t w o : 

w h a t s e p a r a t e d B r e c h t ' s fictional ag i t a to r s from S t a l i n ' s v e r y rea l 

p rosecu to r s l i k e V y s h i n s k y a n d p o l i c e m e n l i k e B e r i a w a s the l a t t e r s 

b a n a l ins i s t ence tha t the de fendan t s h a d r ea l t y done th is or tha t 

w i c k e d , b lood-soaked , consp i ra to r ia l d e e d —ra the r t h a n p u r s u i n g the 

i d e a of a p a r a d o x i c a l " o b j e c t i v e " gu i l t t r a n s c e n d i n g the ac tua l facts 
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[. . . ] B r e c h t s t a c k s the c a r d s in s u c h a w a y tha t w e the a u d i e n c e a r e 

b o u n d to e m b r a c e the e x e c u t e d he ro . [ B r e c h t ' s c r i t i ca l i n t e rp re t e r 

H e r b e r t ] L u t h y a d m i t t e d that no C o m m u n i s t c o u n t r y or o rgan iza t i on 

h a s e v e r s t a g e d the play'*" —"The P a r t y i tself does not l i ke so m u c h 

c a n d o u r . . . " — bu t fa i led to not ice tha t B rech t ' s " c a n d o u r " in ex 

pos ing the ru th l e s snes s of the P a r t y l ine is i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h sub 

sc r ib ing to it. The t rue b e l i e v e r s i n v a r i a b l y k e p t the i r k n o w l e d g e to 

t h e m s e l v e s . ' ̂  

T h e p rob lem w i t h th i s r e a d i n g is that it falsifies B r e c h t ' s posi t ion in t w o 

k e y w a y s : ( 1 ) B r e c h t does not jus t i fy the k i l l i n g of the y o u n g c o m r a d e in 

t e rms of "objec t ive g u i l t , " but in t e r m s of p r a g m a t i c e x p e d i e n c y ( the 

y o u n g c o m r a d e h a d r emoved h is m a s k a n d r e v e a l e d h is face, t h u s 

compromis ing t h e m a l l ) — h i s k i l l i n g w a s not a p u n i s h m e n t . ( 2 ) For 

Brech t , the open expos i t ion of the m e c h a n i s m is not i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h 

s u b s c r i b i n g to i t—the g r e a t d r a m a t i c tens ion of the p i ece is that, w h i l e 

fully d i s p l a y i n g the h a r s h n e s s of the " m e a s u r e t a k e n , " the w a y the 

unfor tuna te y o u n g c o m r a d e ' s life is r u th l e s s ly sacr i f iced , he st i l l condones 

it. T h e t rue ques t ion is : w h y can the log ic of "ob jec t ive g u i l t " not be 

exp l i c i t l y a s s e r t e d ? W h y does it h a v e to r e m a i n a k i n d of obscene secret , 

admi t t ed o n l y in a s emi -p r iva t e p l a c e ? W h y w o u l d i ts full p u b l i c asse r t ion 

be se l f -des t ruc t ive? W e e n c o u n t e r he re the m y s t e r y of a p p e a r a n c e a t i ts 

pures t : "ob jec t ive g u i l t " — t h e fact tha t " the m o r e y o u a r e sub j ec t i ve ly 

innocen t ( w i t h r e g a r d to factual a c c u s a t i o n s ) the m o r e y o u a r e (objec

t i v e l y ) g u i l t y " — m u s t not a p p e a r a s such . 

The ques t ion is t hus : w h a t k i n d of e th ics e n a b l e s u s to t a lk abou t 

"objec t ive g u i l t " ? O b v i o u s l y , an immora l e th ics . The ph i losopher of 

immora l e th ics w a s F r i e d r i c h N ie t z sche , a n d w e s h o u l d r e m e m b e r tha t 

the ti t le of h i s m a s t e r p i e c e is The Genealogy of MoraU — niorab, not e th ics : 

the t w o a r e not the s a m e . M o r a l i t y is c o n c e r n e d w i t h the S3nTimetry of m y 

re la t ions w i t h o the r h u m a n be ings ; its ze ro- leve l r u l e is "do not do to m e 

w h a t y o u do not w a n t m e to do to y o u " ; ' ^ e th ics , on the con t ra ry , d e a l s 

w i t h m y cons i s t ency w i t h myself , m y fidelity to m y o w n des i r e s . O n the 

b a c k f ly leaf of a 1939 edi t ion of L e n i n ' s Materialism and Empiriocriticum, 

Sta l in m a d e the fo l lowing note in red penc i l : 

1) W e a k n e s s 

2 ) Id l eness 

3 ) S t u p i d i t y 
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These a r e the o n l y t h i n g s t h a n c a n be c a l l e d v i c e s . E v e r y t h i n g else, 

in the a b s e n c e of the a fo rement ioned , is u n d o u b t e d l y virtue. 

N B ! If a man is 1) s t rong ( s p i r i t u a l l y ) , 2 ) ac t ive , 3 ) c l eve r (or 

c a p a b l e ) , t hen he is good , r e g a r d l e s s of a n y o ther " v i c e s " ! 

1) p l u s 3 ) m a k e 2) .^° 

Th i s is a s conc i se as eve r a formula t ion of immoral ethicd; in con t ras t to it, a 

w e a k l i n g w h o o b e y s mora l r u l e s a n d w o r r i e s abou t h i s gui l t , s t ands for 

unethical morality, the t a rge t of N i e t z s c h e ' s c r i t i que of ressenLiment. 

T h e r e is , h o w e v e r , a l imi t to S t a l i n i s m : not tha t it is too immora l , but 

tha t it is s e c r e t l y too nwral, still r e l y i n g on a f igure of the b ig Other . As w e 

h a v e seen, in w h a t is a r g u a b l y the most in te l l igen t l eg i t imiza t ion of 

S ta l in i s t terror , M e r l e a u - P o n t y ' s Humanuni and Terror from 1946, the 

t e r ro r is jus t i f ied as a k i n d of w a g e r on the future, a lmos t in the mode of 

the t h e o l o g y of P a s c a l w h o enjoins us to m a k e a be t on God: if the final 

r e su l t of t o d a y ' s ho r ro r w i l l be the b r i g h t C o m m u n i s t future, then this 

ou tcome w i l l r e t r o a c t i v e l y r e d e e m the t e r r ib l e t h i n g s a r e v o l u t i o n a r y has 

to do today . A l o n g s imi l a r l ines , even some S ta l i n i s t s t h e m s e l v e s — w h e n 

(ha l f p r iva t e ly , u s u a l l y ) t h e y w e r e forced to a d m i t tha t m a n y of the 

v i c t i m s of the p u r g e s w e r e innocent , a c c u s e d a n d k i l l e d b e c a u s e "the 

p a r t y n e e d e d the i r blood to fortify i ts u n i t y " ^—would look to the future 

m o m e n t of final v i c to ry in w h i c h a l l the n e c e s s a r y v i c t ims w o u l d a t last be 

g i v e n the i r d u e a n d the i r i n n o c e n c e a n d h ighes t sacr i f ice for the c a u s e 

w o u l d be r e c o g n i z e d . T h i s is w h a t L a c a n , in h is Elhico s emina r , re fers to 

a s the " p e r s p e c t i v e of the L a s t J u d g m e n t , " a p e r s p e c t i v e even more 

c l e a r l y d i s ce rn ib l e in one of the k e y t e r m s of the S t a l i n i s t d i scourse , that 

of the "objec t ive g u i l t " a n d "objec t ive m e a n i n g " of y o u r ac t s : w h i l e you 

can be an hones t i n d i v i d u a l w h o a c t e d w i t h the most s ince re in tent ions , 

y o u a r e none the l e s s "ob jec t ive ly g u i l t y , " i f y o u r ac t s se rve r e a c t i o n a r y 

forces — a n d it i s , of course , the p a r t y w h i c h h a s the d i r ec t a c c e s s to w h a t 

y o u r ac t s "ob j ec t i ve ly m e a n . " f i e r e , a g a i n , w e not on ly h a v e the per

spec t ive of the Las t J u d g m e n t ( w h i c h fo rmula tes the "ob jec t ive m e a n 

i n g " of y o u r a c t s ) , bu t a lso the p r e sen t a g e n t w h o a l r e a d y h a s the u n i q u e 

a b i l i t y to j u d g e t o d a y ' s even t s a n d ac t s from th is perspect ive . '^ ' 

W e can see n o w w h y L a c a n ' s mot to " / / n'y a pao de grand Autre" ( there is 

no b ig O t h e r ) b r i n g s u s to the v e r y core of the e th ica l p rob lema t i c : w h a t it 

e x c l u d e s i s p r e c i s e l y th i s "pe r spec t ive of the Las t J u d g m e n t , " the i d e a 

tha t s o m e w h e r e — e v e n if on ly as a t h o r o u g h l y v i r t u a l po in t of re fe rence , 

even if w e c o n c e d e that w e canno t e v e r o c c u p y i ts p l ace a n d pass the 
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ac tua l j u d g m e n t — the re mus t be a s t anda rd w h i c h allows u s to t a k e a 

m e a s u r e ot our ac t s a n d p r o n o u n c e the i r " t rue m e a n i n g , " the i r t rue 

e th ica l s t a tus . E v e n J a c q u e s D e r r i d a ' s notion o f "decons t ruc t ion a s 

j u s t i c e " s e e m s to r e l y on a Utopian hope w h i c h sus ta ins the spec te r of 

"infini te j u s t i c e , " forever pos tponed , a l w a y s to come, bu t none the l e s s 

h e r e a s the u l t ima te hor izon of o u r ac t iv i ty . 

The ha r shnes s of L a c a n i a n e th ics is that it d e m a n d s that w e t ho rough ly 

re l inqu i sh this reference — a n d its fur ther w a g e r is that, not on ly does this 

abdica t ion not l eave us in the g r i p of an e thical i n secu r i ty or re la t iv ism, or 

e v e n u n d e r m i n e the v e r y foundat ions of ethical ac t iv i ty , bu t that renoun

c i n g the g u a r a n t e e of some b ig O the r is the v e r y condit ion of a t r u l y 

au tonomous e th ics . Reca l l that the d r e a m about I rma ' s injection that F r e u d 

u s e d a s the e x e m p l a r y case to i l lus t ra te h is p r o c e d u r e of a n a l y z i n g d r e a m s 

is a d r e a m about respons ib i l i ty ( F r e u d ' s o w n respons ib i l i ty for the fai lure 

of h is t r ea tment of I r m a ) — t h i s fact a lone ind ica tes that respons ib i l i ty is a 

c ruc ia l F r e u d i a n notion. Bu t h o w a re w e to conce ive it';" H o w a re w e to 

avo id the common mlspercep t lon that the bas ic e thical m e s s a g e of p sycho

a n a l y s i s is , p rec ise ly , the one of r e l i ev ing m y s e l f of m y responsibi l i ty , of 

pu t t ing the b l a m e on the Other: "s ince the unconsc ious is the d i scourse of 

the Other , I a m not respons ib le for m y unconsc ious formations, it is the b ig 

Othe r w h o s p e a k s t h rough me, I am m e r e l y its i n s t rumen t "? L a c a n h imsel f 

poin ted the w a y out of th is d e a d l o c k by referr ing to Kant ' s ph i losophy a s 

the c ruc ia l an t eceden t of p sychoana ly t i c e thics . 

A c c o r d i n g to the s t a n d a r d c r i t i que , the l imi ta t ion of the Kan t i an 

un ive r sa l i s t e th ic of the " c a t e g o r i c a l i m p e r a t i v e " ( the uncond i t iona l 

in junct ion to do our d u t y ) r e s i d e s in i ts formal i n d e t e r m i n a c y : the mora l 

L a w does not tel l m e what m y d u t y is , it m e r e l y te l ls m e that I shou ld 

accompl i sh m y du ty , a n d so l e a v e s the s p a c e open for e m p t y vo lun t a r i sm 

( w h a t e v e r I d e c i d e to b e m y d u t y it m y d u t y ) . H o w e v e r , far from be ing a 

l imi ta t ion , th is v e r y fea ture b r i n g s u s to the core of K a n t i a n e th ica l 

au tonomy: it is not poss ib le to d e r i v e the concre te n o r m s I h a v e to follow 

m m y specif ic s i tua t ion from the m o r a l L a w i t s e l f — w h i c h m e a n s tha t it is 

t h e sub jec t h imse l f w h o h a s to a s s u m e the r e spons ib i l i t y for t r ans l a t i ng 

t h e a b s t r a c t in junct ion of the mora l L a w into a se r ies of concre te 

ob l iga t ions . T h e full a c c e p t a n c e of this p a r a d o x compe l s us to re jec t 

a n y r e fe rence to d u t y a s an e x c u s e : "I k n o w th i s is h e a v y a n d can be 

painful , b u t w h a t c an I do, th i s is m y d u t y . . . " Kan t ' s e th ics of 

uncond i t i ona l d u t y is often t a k e n a s jus t i fy ing such an a t t i tude — no 

W o n d e r Adolf E i c h m a n n h imse l f re fer red to Kan t i an e th i c s w h e n he 
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t r i ed to jus t i fy h is role in p l a n n i n g a n d e x e c u t i n g the Holocaus t : he w a s 

ju s t do ing h i s d u t y a n d o b e y i n g the F ü h r e r ' s o rde r s . H o w e v e r , the a im of 

Kant ' s e m p h a s i s on the sub jec t ' s full m o r a l a u t o n o m y a n d r e spons ib i l i t y is 

p r e c i s e l y to p r e v e n t a n y s u c h m a n e u v e r of shift ing the b l a m e onto some 

figure of the b ig Other . 

So , let u s r e t u r n to S t a l i n . T h e c o m m o n p l a c e c o n d e m n a t i o n of S t a l in 

c o m p r i s e s t w o propos i t ions : ( 1 ) he w a s a c y n i c w h o k n e w v e r y w e l l h o w 

t h i n g s stood ( tha t the a c c u s e d at the s h o w t r i a l s w e r e r e a l l y innocent , and 

so o n ) ; a n d ( 2 ) he k n e w w h a t he w a s doing, tha t i s , he h a d full control 

ove r the even t s . D o c u m e n t s from the n e w l y acces s ib l e a r c h i v e s r a the r 

po in t in the opposi te d i rec t ion : S t a l i n b a s i c a l l y dià be l i eve ( in the official 

ideo logy , in h i s role a s an hones t l eade r , m the gu i l t of the a c c u s e d , a n d so 

o n ) , a n d he d i d not r e a l l y control the even t s ( the ac tua l r e su l t s of h is own 

m e a s u r e s a n d in t e rven t ions often s h o c k e d h im) .^^ L a r s T. L ih p roposed a 

d i s t r e s s ing conc lus ion : " T h e people of the Sov ie t Un ion w o u l d p r o b a b l y 

h a v e b e e n be t te r off 11 S t a l i n h a d b e e n m o r e c y n i c a l t han he w a s . " The re 

i s , h o w e v e r , a different w a y to r e a d S t a l i n ' s "belief": it is not tha t he 

" p e r s o n a l l y " b e l i e v e d — w a n t e d the big Other to believe. L ih h imse l f poin ts 

in th i s d i rec t ion w h e n he c o n d o n e s R o b e r t T u c k e r ' s a m a z e m e n t a t 

h o w m u c h pa in a n d suffer ing w e n t in to the m a s s p roduc t ion of 

confess ions d u r i n g 1937. These confess ions se rved no e a r t h l y purpose ; 

t h e y w e r e p r o m p t l y filed a w a y a n d forgotten. T u c k e r specu l a t e s that 

S t a l in ins i s ted on these confess ions a s p roof to pos t e r i t y tha t h i s vis ion 

of a w o r l d filled w i t h e n e m i e s w a s b a s i c a l l y cor rec t . 

W h a t if, h o w e v e r , w e t a k e the s t a t emen t that the ex to r t ed confess ions 

" s e r v e d no e a r t h l y p u r p o s e " more l i t e r a l ly : t h e y w e r e "f i led a w a y and 

forgot ten" b y a c t u a l people , b e c a u s e the i r a d d r e s s e e w a s not t hese ac tua l 

p e o p l e but the v i r t ua l " b i g O the r , " the s a m e b ig O t h e r tha t can on ly 

a c c o u n t for the w e l l - k n o w n i n c i d e n t c o n c e r n i n g the g r e a t Sov ie t en

c y c l o p e d i a w h i c h o c c u r r e d in 1954, Immed ia t e ly after the fall of B e r i a . 

W h e n Sov ie t s u b s c r i b e r s r e c e i v e d the v o l u m e of the e n c y c l o p e d i a w h i c h 

c o n t a i n e d the en t r i e s u n d e r the le t te r B , t he re w a s , of course , a doub le -

p a g e a r t i c le on B e r i a , p r a i s i n g h im a s the g r e a t he ro of the S o v i e t Union ; 

af ter h is fall and d e n u n c i a t i o n a s a t ra i to r and spy, al l s u b s c r i b e r s r ece ived 

from the p u b l i s h i n g house a le t ter a s k i n g t h e m to cut out a n d r e tu rn the 

p a g e on Be r i a ; in e x c h a n g e t h e y w e r e p r o m p t l y sent a d o u b l e - p a g e en t ry 

(wi th photos) on the B e r i n g S t ra i t , so that , w h e n t h e y inse r t ed it into the 
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vo lume , i ts w h o l e n e s s w a s r ees t ab l i shed , t he re w a s no b l a n k to b e a r 

w i t n e s s to the s u d d e n r e w r i t i n g of h i s to ry . . . T h e m y s t e r y he re i s : for 

whom w a s th i s ( s e m b l a n c e of) w h o l e n e s s ma in t a ined , if e v e r y s u b s c r i b e r 

knew abou t the m a n i p u l a t i o n ( s ince he h a d to per form it himself)! The 

on ly a n s w e r is , of course , for the innocen t g a z e of the b ig Other . Th i s is 

w h y the s t ruc tu re of S t a l i n i s m is i n h e r e n t l y theologica l ; th i s is w h y 

S t a l i n i s m so d e s p e r a t e l y s t r lved to ma in ta in p r o p e r a p p e a r a n c e s . S u c h a 

solut ion to the e n i g m a a l so a l l o w s us to re ject the d i l e m m a , " W a s S t a l i n a 

be l i eve r or a c y n i c ? " a s a false one: he w a s both a t the s a m e t ime. 

Pe r sona l ly , he , of course , w a s often a w a r e of the lie in the official 

d i scourse ; so, p e r s o n a l l y , he w a s a c y n i c , bu t he w a s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 

qu i te s ince re in h i s efforts to s a f e g u a r d the i nnocence a n d s ince r i t y of the 

"b ig O t h e r . " T h e m o d e r n n a m e for this O t h e r w h o is " s u p p o s e d to 

b e l i e v e " in our s tead is the " p e o p l e " — w h e n G o l d a M e i r w a s a s k e d 

w h e t h e r she b e l i e v e d in God, she sa id : "I be l i eve In the J e w i s h people , 

a n d the J e w i s h peop le be l i eve in God." O n e shou ld be v e r y p rec i se in 

in t e rp re t ing th is s ta tement : it does not Imply tha t the ma jo r i ty of the J e w s 

be l i eve in God (as a m a t t e r of fact, the S t a t e of Israel is a r g u a b l y the most 

a the is t ic c o u n t r y in the w o r l d , the on ly one in w h i c h a c l e a r ma jo r i ty of i ts 

c i t izens do not b e l i e v e in G o d ) . W h a t it imp l i e s is a ceri;ain fet ishizat ion of 

the "peop le" : even i f—to go to the e x t r e m e —no i n d i v i d u a l J e w i s h c i t izen 

of I s rae l be l i eves , e a c h of them p r e s u p p o s e s tha t the " p e o p l e " be l i eves , 

a n d th i s p re suppos i t i on is e n o u g h to m a k e he r ac t a s if she be l i eves . . . 

A S ta l in i s t ac t s not on beha l f of rea l i n d i v i d u a l s , bu t on a c c o u n t of the 

"peop le , " th is v i r t u a l b ig O t h e r w h i c h be l i eves even if no emp i r i ca l 

i nd iv idua l b e l i e v e s . In th is w a y , he can c o m b i n e h is i n d i v i d u a l c y n i c i s m 

w i t h h is "ob j ec t i ve" s incer i ty : he does not h a v e to be l i eve in a C a u s e , he 

on ly be l i eves in the " p e o p l e " s u p p o s e d to b e l i e v e . . . Th i s b r i n g s u s to the 

u n d e r l y i n g sub jec t ive posi t ion of the S ta l in i s t C o m m u n i s t : the posi t ion of 

a pe rve r t . A t rue S t a l i n i s t po l i t i c i an loves m a n k i n d , b u t none the les s 

per forms hor r ib le p u r g e s a n d e x e c u t i o n s — h i s hea r t is b r e a k i n g w h i l e he 

is do ing it, bu t he canno t he lp it, it is h is D u t y t o w a r d s the P rog re s s of 

H u m a n i t y . T h i s is the pe rve r se a t t i tude of a d o p t i n g the posi t ion of the 

p u r e i n s t r u m e n t of the b ig Othe r ' s W i l l ; it is not m y respons ib i l i ty , it is 

not m e w h o is ef fect ively do ing it, I a m m e r e l y a n Ins t rument of the h i g h e r 

His to r i ca l Neces s i t y . A s to the g e n e s i s of th is p e r v e r s e sub jec t ive posi

tion, it w o u l d be r e v e a l i n g to e n g a g e in a d e t a i l e d a c c o u n t of h o w the 

B o l s h e v i k m o v e m e n t r e l a t e d to med ic ine , to the doc to rs w h o took c a r e of 

the l e a d e r s . T h r e e d o c u m e n t s a r e c ruc ia l he re . 
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H e w a s q u e s t i o n i n g m e a n x i o u s l y a b o u t m y Il lness. " Y o u seem to h a v e 

a c c u m u l a t e d n e r v o u s fa t igue , y o u m u s t r e s t . . . " I a n s w e r e d tha t I had 

a l w a y s r e c o v e r e d from l a t i g u e q u i c k l y , t h a n k s to m y na t ive Schwung

kraft, b u t tha t th i s t ime the t roub le s e e m e d to l ie In some d e e p e r 

p roces se s . . . " then y o u shou ld serioiuily (he e m p h a s i z e d the w o r d ) 

consul t the doc tors ( seve ra l n a m e s ) . . ." 
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Firs t , a r e L e n i n ' s le t te rs to G o r k y from the fall of 1913^'^ in w h i c h , 

d e e p l y d i s t u rbed b y G o r k y ' s suppor t for the h u m a n i s t i d e o l o g y of "God-

b u i l d i n g , " L e n i n imp l i e s tha t G o r k y h a s s u c c u m b e d to th is dev ia t ion 

b e c a u s e of h i s b a d ne rves , a n d a d v i s e s h im to g o to S w i t z e r l a n d a n d ge t 

the bes t m e d i c a l t r e a t m e n t there . In one of the le t te rs , after m a k i n g it 

c l ea r h o w he is s h o c k e d a t G o r k y ' s i d e a s —̂ 

D e a r A l e x e i M a x i m o v i t c h , w h a t a r e y o u do ing , t h e n ? R e a l l y , it is 

t e r r ib le , s i m p l y t e r r i b l e ! W h y a r e y o u do ing t h i s ? It is t e r r i b l y painful . 

Y o u r s , V . l . 

— L e n i n a d d s a s t r a n g e pos tscr ip t : 

P . S . Take care of yourself more se r ious ly , r e a l l y , so that y o u w i l l be 

ab l e to t r ave l in w i n t e r without catchitig cold ( in w i n t e r , it is d a n g e r 

o u s ) . 

Obv ious ly , L e n i n is w o r r i e d that , a p a r t from c a t c h i n g cold, G o r k y wi l l 

ca tch a m u c h more se r ious Ideological d i sease , a s is c l e a r from the 

s u b s e q u e n t l e t t e r (pos ted toge the r w i t h the p r e v i o u s o n e ) : 

P e r h a p s I don ' t u n d e r s t a n d y o u well'l P e r h a p s yi;?« were joking w h e n y o u 

w r o t e "for the m o m e n t " ? C o n c e r n i n g the "cons t ruc t ion of God," 

p e r h a p s y o u d idn ' t w r i t e tha t s e r i o u s l y ? Good h e a v e n s , t a k e c a r e of 

y o u r s e l f a l i t t le bi t bet ter . Y o u r s , Lenin. 

W h a t should su rp r i s e u s h e r e Is the w a y the root of ideo log ica l dev ia t ion 

is loca ted in a b o d i l y condi t ion ( o v e r e x c i t e d n e r v e s ) tha t n e e d s m e d i c a l 

t r ea tmen t . Is it not a bi t of a s u p r e m e Irony that , in T r o t s k y ' s d r e a m from 

1935 in w h i c h the d e a d L e n i n a p p e a r s to h im, he g i v e s h i m e x a c t l y the 
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So , to b r i n g th is log ic to i ts conc lus ion , one is t e m p t e d to i m a g i n e a scene 

b e t w e e n Len in a n d S t a l i n in the las t y e a r of L e n i n ' s life, af ter h is s t roke 

and co l lapse , w h e n , w i t h h i s las t forces, he fe roc ious ly a t t a c k s S t a l in , a n d 

S t a l i n a n s w e r s h im pa t ron i z ing ly : "Good h e a v e n s , c o m r a d e I^enin, y o u 

seem to h a v e a c c u m u l a t e d n e r v o u s fa t igue , y o u m u s t res t ! Y o u should 

consul t the doc to rs more s e r i o u s l y ! " . . . H e r e , Len in w o u l d h a v e 

r e c e i v e d h is own m e s s a g e in i ts i nve r t ed - t rue form — a n a p p r o p r i a t e 

p u n i s h m e n t for h is m i s t a k e . 

S e c o n d , there is S t a l i n ' s speech a t L e n i n ' s funera l ( "On the D e a t h of 

L e n i n " ) d e l i v e r e d on J a n u a r y 26 , 1924, w h i c h b e g i n s w i t h : 

C o m r a d e s , w e C o m m u n i s t s a r e people of a spec ia l mou ld . W e a r e 

m a d e of a spec ia l stuff. W e a r e those w h o form the a r m y of the g r e a t 

p ro l e t a r i an s t ra teg is t , the a r m y of C o m r a d e Len in . T h e r e is no th ing 

h i g h e r t han the honor of b e l o n g i n g to th i s a r m y . T h e r e is no th ing 

h i g h e r t h a n the t i t le of m e m b e r of the P a r t y w h o s e founder a n d l e a d e r 

w a s C o m r a d e L e n i n . It is not g i v e n to e v e r y o n e to be a m e m b e r of such 

a pa r ty . It is not g i v e n to e v e r y o n e to w i t h s t a n d the s t resses a n d s to rms 

tha t a c c o m p a n y m e m b e r s h i p in such a p a r t y . 

Len in ' s obsess ion w i t h the b o d y of the r evo lu t iona ry , w h i c h for h im w a s 

m e r e l y an i d i o s y n c r a s y , is he re , a s it w e r e , e l eva t ed into a concept ; a 

B o l s h e v i k " c a d r e " is p e r c e i v e d a s the one w h o posses ses a spec ia l body, 

not a b o d y l i ke o the rs — w h i c h is w h y spec ia l ca re shou ld be t a k e n of it 

(and , e v e n t u a l l y , the b o d y d e s e r v e s to be p r e s e r v e d in a m a u s o l e u m ) . 

Th i rd , is the fact tha t S t a l i n ' s las t p a r a n o i d obsess ion c o n c e r n e d the so-

ca l l ed "doctor ' s plot"; a l l the doc to rs w h o w e r e t r ea t ing h im and the top 

Sov ie t l e a d e r s h i p w e r e a r r e s t ed a n d to r tu r ed to m a k e t h e m confess tha t 

t h e y w e r e p a r t of an in te rna t iona l U S — J e w i s h c o n s p i r a c y to ki l l the 

Sov ie t l e a d e r s h i p . A g a i n , the c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the p r e v i o u s t w o po in t s is 

c lear : t he doc to r s ' c r i m e w a s not m e r e l y k i l l i n g the i r o r d i n a r y h u m a n 

pa t ien ts , b u t k i l l i ng the s a c r e d bod ie s of r e v o l u t i o n a r y c a d r e s . 

S o w h a t is a " c a d r e , " ? O n e is t e m p t e d to p l a y the H e i d e g g e r i a n g a m e 

for a b r i e f moment , d i s c e r n i n g rn " c a d r e " the a n c i e n t G r e e k telragonos, a s 

this w o r d a p p e a r s a t the b e g i n n i n g of a poem b y S i m o n i d e s from the fifth 

c e n t u r y BC: "It is a r d u o u s to be an ab le , a t r u l y ab le man : In h a n d s a n d 

feet a s w e l l a s in m i n d s q u a r e \tetragoiw,i\, w i t h o u t fault . . . " (The 

i n t e r m e d i a r y l i nk b e t w e e n th i s G r e e k not ion a n d the C o m m u n i s t one 

IS none o ther than K a z i m i r M a l e v i c h ' s " B l a c k S q u a r e on W h i t e S u r f a c e " : 



the s q u a r e figure a g a i n s t the nondesc r ip t b a c k g r o u n d . ) S o , to pu t it in 

H e i d e g g e r e s e , the e s sence of the c a d r e is to p r o v i d e a cadre ( squa re , 

f r ame) for the e s sence itself. 

F a r from be ing a m e r e "metaphor , " this notion of the cad re ' s special 

b o d y is g r o u n d e d in the logic of "object ive m e a n i n g " sha red b y Lenin and 

S ta l i n : w h i l e o r d i n a r y i nd iv idua l s a r e c a u g h t in his tor ical even t s w h i c h 

su rpass them, b l inded to the i r t rue mean ing , so that the i r consc iousness is 

" fa lse ," a r evo lu t iona ry cad re has acces s to the t rue ("object ive ") m e a n i n g 

of events , tha t is , h is consc iousness is the d i rec t se l f -consciousness of 

his tor ical necess i ty itself. (It is this specia l posit ion that a l l o w s h im to 

cr i t ic ize others in the w e l l - k n o w n s ty le of " y o u r in tent ions m a y be good 

a n d y o u r des i re to he lp people s incere , but, nonetheless , object ively , w h a t 

y o u c la im means , m this p rec i se momen t of the s t rugg le , suppor t for the 

r eac t i ona ry forces . . . " I n Hege lese , w h a t th is posit ion over looks is h o w 

th i s "objec t ive" m e a n i n g is a l r e a d y subjec t ive ly med ia t ed . It i s , for ex 

ample , w h e n the p a r t y dec ides to c h a n g e i ts pol i t ical l ine that the same 

poli t ics can r a d i c a l l y c h a n g e its "ob jec t ive" mean ing : u p until the H i t l e r -

S ta l in pac t in 1939, fascism w a s the p r inc ipa l e n e m y , w h i l e if, after the 

pact, one cont inued to focus on the ant i-fascist s t ruggle , one "ob jec t ive ly" 

se rved imper ia l i s t r eac t ion . ) A n d the cad re ' s sub l ime b o d y is the e therea l 

suppor t of this d i rec t se l f -consciousness of the historical absolu te Subjec t . 

T h e r e is none the les s a c r u c i a l r u p t u r e h e r e b e t w e e n L e n i n a n d S ta l i n : 

w h i l e Len in r e m a i n e d a t th i s level , c l a i m i n g a c c e s s to the "objec t ive 

m e a n i n g " of the events , S t a l i n took a fateful fur ther s tep a n d re-sub-

jectivbxd th is object ive m e a n i n g . In the S ta l in i s t un ive r se , t he re a re , 

p a r a d o x i c a l l y , u l t i m a t e l y no d u p e s , e v e r y o n e k n o w s the "objec t ive m e a n 

i n g " of the i r ac t s , so that , i n s t ead of i l l u s o r y consc iousness , w e g e t d i rec t 

h y p o c r i s y a n d decei t : the "objec t ive m e a n i n g " of y o u r ac t s is w h a t y o u 

really wanted, a n d y o u r g o o d in ten t ions a r e m e r e l y a h y p o c r i t i c a l m a s k . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , a l l of L e n i n canno t be r e d u c e d to th is sub jec t ive posi t ion of 

p r i v i l e g e d a c c e s s to "objec t ive m e a n i n g " : the re is ano ther , m u c h more 

"open , " sub jec t ive pos i t ion a t w o r k i n L e n i n ' s w r i t i n g s , the pos i t ion of 

total e x p o s u r e to h i s to r ica l c o n t i n g e n c y . F r o m this posi t ion, the re is no 

" t r u e " p a r t y l ine w a i t i n g to be d i scove red , no " o b j e c t i v e " c r i t e r i a to 

d e t e r m i n e it: t he p a r t y " m a k e s all poss ib le m i s t a k e s , " a n d the " t rue " p a r t y 

l ine e m e r g e s out of the z i g z a g of osc i l la t ions , t ha t is , " n e c e s s i t y " is 

cons t i tu ted in p r a x i s , it e m e r g e s t h r o u g h the m u t u a l in te rac t ion of 

sub jec t ive dec i s ions . 

H i s to r i ans w h o t i y to d e m o n s t r a t e the con t inu i ty b e t w e e n L e n i n ' s 
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pol i t ics a n d S t a l i n i s m l i ke to focus on the f igure of F e l i x D z e r z h i n s k y , the 

founder of the C h e k a ( l a te r the G P U , N K V D , K G B . . . ) , the B o l s h e v i k 

secre t po l ice : a s a ru le , he Is p o r t r a y e d a s w h a t D e l e u z e w o u l d h a v e ca l l ed 

the " d a r k p r e c u r s o r " of S t a l i n i s m , in the p rec i se sense of the t e r m as 

def ined b y Ian B u c h a n a n : " D a r k p r e c u r s o r s a r e those m o m e n t s in a t ex t 

w h i c h mus t be r e a d in r e v e r s e if w e a re not to m i s t a k e effects for 

causes ."^^ In the con tex t of the p r e - S t a l i n i s t d e v e l o p m e n t of the Sov ie t 

Un ion in the first d e c a d e after the Oc tobe r Revo lu t ion , D z e r z h i n s k y h a s 

to b e " r e a d in r e v e r s e , " as a v o y a g e r w h o t r a v e l e d b a c k in t ime from the 

S ta l in i s t future a d e c a d e a h e a d . S u c h a r e a d i n g often a c q u i r e s p r o p e r l y 

fan tasmat ic d imens ions , a s in those h i s to r i ans w h o e m p h a s i z e D z e r z 

h i n s k y s co ld b l a n k g a z e , a l l e g e d l y a b o d i l y exp re s s ion of h is ru th l e s s 

mind, d e p r i v e d of al l h u m a n w a r m t h a n d compass ion . N o w o n d e r , then , 

that the W e s t r e c e i v e d w i t h ch i l l ed s u r p r i s e d the n e w s tha t the P u t i n 

g o v e r n m e n t in R u s s i a d e c i d e d to r e tu rn the D z e r z h i n s k y s ta tue to the 

s q u a r e in front of the in famous L u b y a n k a p a l a c e , the sea t of the d r e a d e d 

K G B . . . T h e r e a re , h o w e v e r , some s u r p r i s e s in s tore for those w h o c l ing 

to th is r e c e i v e d i m a g e . L e s l e y C h a m b e r l a i n ' s The Philosophy Steamer—a 

book abou t the expu l s ion from the Sov ie t U n i o n In 1921 of the g r o u p of 

most e x p o s e d n o n - M a r x i s t i n t e l l ec tua l s , a w o r k w h i c h ins i s t s p r e c i s e l y on 

the s t r a igh t pa th (if not d i r ec t c o n t i n u i t y ) b e t w e e n L e n i n i s m and 

S t a l i n i s m — h a s an A p p e n d i x of short b i o g r a p h i c a l no tes on al l the 

pe r sons invo lved . H e r e is the e n t r y on D z e r z h i n s k y : 

FELTKS DZERZHINSKY ( 1 8 7 7 - 1 9 2 6 ) Po l i sh-born h e a d of the C h e k a , 

l a t e r the G P U , o v e r s a w the e x p u l s i o n s . D z e r z h i n s k y spent a q u a r t e r of 

h is life —eleven y e a r s —In t sa r i s t p r i sons a n d S i b e r i a n ex i l e , i n c l u d i n g 

th ree y e a r s of h a r d labor . " H i s ident i f ica t ion wi th , a n d c h a m p i o n s h i p 

of, t he u n d e r p r i v i l e g e d a n d the o p p r e s s e d " (Leggett'^*') w a s u n q u e s 

t ionab le . D z e r z h i n s k y r e m a i n s an e n i g m a t i c f igure . 

The re a r e m a n y fur ther de ta i l s w h i c h t h r o w an u n e x p e c t e d l igh t on th is 

e m b l e m a t i c f igure; h o w e v e r , the po in t is not p r i m a r i l y to e m p h a s i z e h o w 

m u c h "softer ," "more h u m a n , " the e a r l y B o l s h e v i k s w e r e . O n e shou ld in 

no w a y cove r u p the h a r s h n e s s of the i r r u l e — t h e po in t is e l s e w h e r e : 

p r e c i s e l y w h e n t h e y re so r t ed to t e r ro r ( a n d t h e y often d i d it, openly , 

ca l l i ng the beas t b y its n a m e , " R e d T e r r o r " ) , th is t e r ro r w a s different 

from the S t a l i n i s t k i n d . Of course , m a n y a h is tor ian , w h i l e r e a d y to 

Concede th is point , w o u l d none the l e s s ins is t tha t t he re w a s a d e e p e r 
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neces s i t y w h i c h led from the first to the second: is the shift of ru th le s s 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y p u r i t y into co r rup t ed t e r ro r not a c o m m o n p l a c e of the 

h is tor ies of r evo lu t i ons? N o doub t the e a r l y B o l s h e v i k s w o u l d h a v e been 

s h o c k e d at w h a t the Sov ie t Un ion t u r n e d into in the 1930s ( a s m a n y of 

t h e m w e r e , a n d w e r e a l so r u t h l e s s l y e x t e r m i n a t e d in the g r e a t p u r g e s ) ; 

howeve r , the i r t r a g e d y w a s that t h e y w e r e not ab l e to p e r c e i v e in the 

S ta l in i s t t e r ro r the u l t ima te offspring of t he i r o w n ac t s . W h a t t h e y needed 

w a s the i r o w n vers ion of the old Or i en t a l ins igh t " t a t v a m a s i " ("thou ar t 

t h a t " ) . . . Th i s accep ted wisdom^—which , le t m e s ta te c l ea r ly , cannot be 

d i smi s sed a s c h e a p a n t i - C o m m u n i s m : it h a s its o w n cohe ren t log ic , a n d it 

does a c k n o w l e d g e a t r a g i c g r a n d e u r in the B o l s h e v i k old g u a r d — i s w h a t 

one shou ld none the les s r e n d e r p rob l ema t i c . H e r e , the Left should 

p ropose its o w n a l t e rna t ive to the n o w fash ionab le r igh t i s t w h a t - i f 

h i s tor ies : the a n s w e r to the e t e rna l leftist q u e r y " W h a t w o u l d h a v e 

h a p p e n e d if L e n i n h a d s u r v i v e d ten y e a r s l onge r w i t h h i s hea l t h intact , 

a n d s u c c e e d e d in d e p o s i n g S t a l i n ? " is not a s c l ea r a s it m a y a p p e a r ( the 

l ibe ra l w o u l d a n s w e r : bas i ca l ly , nothing—that is to s a y , no th ing r e a l l y 

different: t he s a m e S t a l i n i s m , ju s t d e p r i v e d of i ts w o r s t e x c e s s e s ) , in spite 

of m a n y good a r g u m e n t s on i ts b e h a l f (d id R o s a L u x e m b u r g he r se l f not 

a l r e a d y b a c k in 1918 foretell the r i se of b u r e a u c r a t i c S t a l i n i s m ? ) . 

S o , a l t h o u g h it is c l e a r h o w S t a l i n i s m e m e r g e d from the in i t ia l con

d i t ions of the O c t o b e r Revo lu t i on a n d i ts i m m e d i a t e af termath , one 

should not a priori d i scoun t the possibility that , had Len in s t a y e d h e a l t h y 

for a coup le of y e a r s a n d r e m o v e d S ta l in , some th ing e n t i r e l y different 

w o u l d h a v e e m e r g e d —not, of course , the Utopia of " d e m o c r a t i c socia l 

i s m , " bu t none the les s s o m e t h i n g s u b s t a n t i a l l y different from S ta l i n i s t 

" soc ia l i sm in one c o u n t r y , " the resu l t of a m u c h m o r e " p r a g m a t i c " and 

i m p r o v i s e d se r i e s of pol i t ica l a n d e c o n o m i c dec i s ions , fu l ly a w a r e of i ts 

o w n l imi ta t ions . I>enin's d e s p e r a t e las t s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t r e a w a k e n e d 

R u s s i a n na t iona l i sm, h is suppor t for G e o r g i a n "na t i ona l i s t s , " h i s vis ion 

of a m u c h m o r e d e c e n t r a l i z e d federa t ion, a n d so forth, w e r e not jus t 

t ac t ica l compromise s : t h e y i m p l i e d a v is ion of s ta te a n d soc ie ty to ta l ly 

incompatible w i t h the S t a l i n i s t p e r s p e c t i v e . 

The re in r e s i d e s the i m p o r t a n c e of T r o t s k y . A l t h o u g h T r o t s k y i s m often 

funct ions a s a k i n d of po l i t i co- theore t ica l obs tac le , p r e v e n t i n g the r a d i c a l 

self-cr i t ical a n a l y s i s n e e d e d b y the c o n t e m p o r a r y Left, the figure of 

T r o t s k y none the les s r e m a i n s c ruc ia l i n a s m u c h as it s t ands for an e lement 

w h i c h d i s tu rbs the a l t e r n a t i v e "e i the r ( s o c i a l - ) d e m o c r a t l c soc ia l i sm or 

S ta l in i s t t o t a l i t a r i an i sm" : w h a t w e find in T ro t sky , in h i s w r i t i n g s a n d his 
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r e v o l u t i o n a r y p rac t i ce in the e a r l y y e a r s of the Sov ie t Un ion , is r evo lu 

t i o n a r y ter ror , p a r t y ru le , and so forth, bu t in a different mode from tha t of 

StaHnism. O n e s h o u l d thus , in o r d e r to r e m a i n faithful to T r o t s k y ' s rea l 

a c h i e v e m e n t s , d i spe l the p o p u l a r m y t h s of a w a r m d e m o c r a t i c T r o t s k y 

w h o favored p s y c h o a n a l y s i s , m i x e d w i t h su r r ea l i s t a r t i s t s a n d had an 

affair w i t h F r i d a Kahlo . And , a g a i n , the conc lus ion "even if T r o t s k y h a d 

won , the u l t ima te resu l t w o u l d h a v e been b a s i c a l l y the s a m e " (or, even 

more , the c l a i m tha t T r o t s k y is a t the o r ig in of StaHnism, n a m e l y , that , 

from the l a t e 1920s o n w a r d s , S t a l in m e r e l y a p p l i e d a n d d e v e l o p e d 

m e a s u r e s first e n v i s a g e d b y T r o t s k y in the y e a r s of " w a r c o m m u n i s m " ^ ^ ) 

i s w r o n g : h i s to ry is open, one canno t tell w h a t w o u l d h a v e h a p p e n e d if 

T r o t s k y h a d w o n . T h e p rob l em l ies e l s e w h e r e : in the fact tha t T r o t s k y ' s 

a t t i tude m a d e it inipoddible for hid orientatwn to win in the s t r u g g l e for s ta te 

p o w e r . 

The shift from the L e n i n i s m of the 1920s to the S t a l i n i s m p r o p e r of the 

1930s is d i s c e r n i b l e even a t the level of h u m o r in the i n n e r p a r t y 

d e b a t e s . A ce r t a in k i n d of h u m o r w a s a l w a y s p a r t of B o l s h e v i k 

debates—^ L e n i n h imse l f sa id at the E leven th P a r t y C o n g r e s s m 1922 

that " a j o k e is a v e r y good th ing: w e canno t m a k e s p e e c h e s w i t h o u t 

c r a c k i n g a j o k e h e r e a n d there."^'^ Th i s h u m o r w a s some t imes rough , 

sa rcas t ic , l aced w i t h g l a c i a l i rony , but sti l l par t of a d i a l o g u e of p a r t y 

c o m r a d e s ^—to quo te H a m l e t on the w a y to h i s mo the r in A c t 111 of the 

p lay : "I w i l l s p e a k d a g g e r s to her , but u se none . " F u r t h e r m o r e , h u m o r 

a n d s a r c a s m in po lemica l e x c h a n g e s w e r e s t r i c t ly s y m m e t r i c a l — say , 

d u r i n g the d e b a t e b e t w e e n the Len in i s t ma jo r i t y and the W o r k e r s ' 

Opposi t ion in 1 9 2 1 , both s ides not o n l y r e so r t ed to sa rcas t i c a n d i ronic 

r e m a r k s , bu t a l so r ep l i ed in the s a m e w a y to the i r opponen t s ' r e m a r k s , b y 

t u r n i n g them a r o u n d , e x t r a p o l a t i n g them to the point of r i d i cu l e , and so 

on. In the 1930s , h o w e v e r , a m u c h more c rue l form of s a r c a s m p re 

domina t ed , w h i c h the Sov ie t p r e s s Itself c a l l e d " v i c t o r s ' l a u g h t e r " : 

m a k i n g fun of a n d l a u g h i n g a t the r i d i c u l o u s e x c u s e s of the impoten t 

a n d h u m i l i a t e d v i c t ims w h o t r i ed to c o n v i n c e o thers of the i r hones ty . 

E x a m p l e s a b o u n d — V y s h i n s k y , the p u b l i c p rosecu tor , shou ted at Ka-

m e n e v a n d Z inov iev d u r i n g the famous s h o w tr ia l : " D r o p this c lowni sh 

fa rce! " W h e n S m i r n o v , a de fendan t a t the s a m e t r ia l , d e n i e d tha t he w a s a 

terroris t , he w a s told: "The pa the t i c a t t emp t to w r i g g l e free is qu i t e 

comica l . " A l o n g the s a m e l ines , the K a f k a e s q u e q u a l i t y of the ee r i e 

l a u g h t e r tha t e r u p t e d a m o n g s t the pub l i c d u r i n g B u k h a r i n ' s las t speech 

m front of the Cen t r a l C o m m i t t e e on F e b r u a r y 23 , 1937 h i n g e s on the 
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r a d i c a l d i s co rd b e t w e e n the s p e a k e r ' s u t ter s e r iousnes s (he i s t a l k ing 

abou t h is poss ib le su ic ide , a n d w h y he w o u l d not convmit it, s ince it could 

hur t the pa r ty , b u t w o u l d r a t h e r g o on w i th the h u n g e r s t r i ke till his 

d e a t h ) a n d the reac t ion oF the C e n t r a l C o m m i t t e e m e m b e r s : 

BUKHARIN: I w o n ' t shoot m y s e l f b e c a u s e then p e o p l e wi l l s a y that I 

k i l l ed m y s e l f so as to h a r m the pa r ty . Bu t if 1 d ie , a s it w e r e , from an 

i l lness , t hen w h a t w i l l y o u lose b y i t ? ( L a u g h t e r . ) 

VOICES: B l a c k m a i l e r ! 

VOROSHILOV: Y o u s c o u n d r e l ! K e e p y o u r t r a p shu t ! H o w v i l e ! H o w 

d a r e y o u speak l i k e tha t ! 

BUKHARIN: B u t y o u mus t u n d e r s t a n d — i t ' s v e r y h a r d for m e to g o on 

l iv ing . 

STALIN: A n d it 's e a s y for u s ? ! 

VOROSHILOV: D i d y o u h e a r that : "I w o n ' t shoot myself, but I w i l l 

d i e " ? ! 

BUKHARIN: It 's e a s y for y o u to t a l k abou t me . W h a t w i l l y o u lose, after 

a l l ? Look , if I am a sabo teur , a son of a b i tch , then w h y s p a r e m e ? 1 

m a k e no c l a i m s to a n y t h i n g . I a m j u s t d e s c r i b i n g w h a t ' s on m y mind, 

w h a t I a m g o i n g t h rough . If th is in a n y w a y en ta i l s a n y pol i t ica l 

d a m a g e , h o w e v e r minu te , then, no ques t ion a b o u t it, I'll do w h a t 

e v e r y o u s a y . ( L a u g h t e r . ) W h y a r e y o u l a u g h i n g ? T h e r e is abso

l u t e l y no th ing funny abou t a n y of th i s . . . ' 

T h e s a m e u n c a n n y l a u g h t e r a lso a p p e a r e d in o ther p l a c e s : 

BUKHARIN: W h a t e v e r t h e y a r e tes t i fy ing a g a i n s t m e is not t rue . 

( L a u g h t e r , no ise in the room.) W h y a r e y o u l a u g h i n g ? T h e r e is 

no th ing funny in al l this.^^ 

D o w e not h a v e he re , e n a c t e d in rea l life, the u n c a n n y log ic of J o s e f K's 

first i n t e r roga t ion in The TrUill 

" W e l l , t h e n , " sa id the E x a m i n i n g M a g i s t r a t e , t u r n i n g over the l e a v e s 

a n d a d d r e s s i n g K. wi th a n a i r of au thor i ty , " y o u a r e a h o u s e - p a i n t e r ? " 

"No , " sa id K., "I 'm the j u n i o r m a n a g e r of a l a r g e B a n k . " This a n s w e r 

e v o k e d s u c h a h e a r t y ou tbur s t of l a u g h t e r from the R i g h t p a r t y tha t K. 

h a d to l a u g h too. Peop le d o u b l e d u p w i t h the i r h a n d s on the i r k n e e s 

a n d shook a s if in s p a s m s of coughing. ' ' '^ 
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In such a u n i v e r s e , of course , t he re is no p l a c e for even the mos t formal 

a n d e m p t y r i gh t of sub jec t iv i ty , on w h i c h B u k h a r i n con t inues to insist : 

BUKHARIN: [ . . . ] ! confessed tha t from 1930 to 1932 1 commi t t ed 

m a n y pol i t ica l s ins . I h a v e come to u n d e r s t a n d th is . B u t w i t h the 

s a m e forcefulness w i t h w h i c h I confess m y rea l gui l t , w i t h tha t s a m e 

forcefulness I d e n y the gu i l t w h i c h is th rus t upon me , a n d I sha l l 

d e n y it forever . A n d not b e c a u s e it h a s on ly pe r sona l s ign i f icance , 

b u t b e c a u s e 1 be l i eve tha t no one should u n d e r a n y c i r c u m s t a n c e s 

t a k e u p o n h imse l f a n y t h i n g super f luous , e s p e c i a l l y w h e n the p a r t y 

doesn ' t n e e d it, w h e n the c o u n t r y doesn ' t n e e d it, w h e n 1 don ' t need 

it. (Noise in the room, l a u g h t e r . ) [. . . ] 

T h e w h o l e t r a g e d y of m y s i tua t ion l ies in th is , t ha t th is P i a t a k o v 

a n d o thers l i ke h im so po isoned the a t m o s p h e r e , such an a t m o s p h e r e 

a rose tha t no one b e l i e v e s h u m a n fee l ings —not emot ions , not the 

i m p u l s e s of the hear t , not t ea r s . ( L a u g h t e r . ) M a n y mani fes ta t ions of 

h u m a n feel ing, w h i c h h a d e a r l i e r r e p r e s e n t e d a form of p roo f—and 

the re w a s no th ing shameful in th is — h a v e t o d a y lost the i r v a l i d i t y 

a n d force. 

KAGANOVICH: Y o u p rac t i ced too m u c h d u p l i c i t y ! 

BUKHARIN: C o m r a d e s , let m e s a y the fo l lowing c o n c e r n i n g w h a t 

h a p p e n e d — 

KHLOPLIANKIN: I t 's t ime to t h r o w y o u in p r i son ! 

BUKHARIN: W h a t ? 

KHLOPLIANKIN: Y o u shou ld h a v e been t h r o w n In p r i son a long t ime 

a g o ! 

BUKHARIN: W e l l , g o on, t h r o w m e in pr i son . S o y o u th ink the fact that 

y o u a r e y e l l i n g : " T h r o w h i m in p r i son ! " w i l l m a k e m e t a lk differ

e n t l y ? No, it won't .^^ 

It is e a s y to see h o w th is shift in h u m o r d e p e n d s on the p a s s a g e from the 

Len in i s t not ion of the "ob jec t ive m e a n i n g " of one ' s ac t s to i ts S ta l in i s t 

r e sub jec t iv iza t ion : s ince , in the S t a l i n i s t un ive r se , t he re a r e u l t i m a t e l y no 

d u p e s , a n d e v e r y o n e k n o w s the "objec t ive m e a n i n g " of the i r ac t s , 

d i s a g r e e m e n t w i t h the official p a r t y l ine can o n l y be the resu l t of d i rec t 

h y p o c r i s y a n d dece i t . W h a t is m o r e su rp r i s ing is the r e a d i n e s s of W e s t e r n 

C o m m u n i s t o b s e r v e r s to p e r c e i v e th is h y p o c r i s y a s a t r u e p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

fact abou t the a c c u s e d . In a le t te r to B e n j a m i n from 1938, A d o r n o repor t s 

a conversa t ion he h a d w i t h H a n n s E is le r in N e w Y o r k : 
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I l i s tened w i t h not a l i t t le p a t i e n c e to h is feeble defense of the M o s c o w 

t r i a l s , a n d w i th c o n s i d e r a b l e d i sgus t to the j o k e he c r a c k e d abou t the 

m u r d e r of B u k h a r i n . f i e c l a i m s to h a v e k n o w n the la t t e r in M o s c o w , 

te l l ing me tha t B u k h a r i n ' s c o n s c i e n c e w a s a l r e a d y so bad that he could 

not even look him, Eisler , hones t l y in the e y e s . ' 

E i s le r ' s p sycho log i ca l b l i ndnes s is s t a g g e r i n g he re : he m i s r e a d s B u k h a r -

in ' s ter ror , f ea r ing con tac t w i t h fore igners , k n o w i n g tha t he i s u n d e r 

obse rva t ion a n d c lose to a r res t , a s an i n n e r feel ing of gu i l t . 

Shostakovich ui C a s a b l a n c a 

A l though , of course , the p e r v e r s e pos i t ion of the i n s t r u m e n t of the big-

O t h e r w a s r e s e r v e d for the m e m b e r s of the nomenklatura, o r d i n a r y Sov ie t 

c i t i zens w e r e not r e d u c e d to the s imple a l t e rna t ive of b e l i e v e r s or non-

be l i eve r s ; the spl i t tha t c h a r a c t e r i z e d the i r p r e d o m i n a n t sub jec t ive posi

t ion w a s of a different n a t u r e . R e c a l l the deba te abou t the t rue m e s s a g e of 

S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s w o r k tha t r a g e d in mus ico log ica l c i r c l e s unt i l r ecen t ly : 

w h e r e d id the compose r t r u l y s tand w i t h r e g a r d to h is ( obv ious ly 

t o r tu red ) r e l a t ionsh ip to C o m m u n i s m ? T h e two opposed pos i t ions a re 

that , in spi te of al l h is ( o b v i o u s ) doub t s a n d osc i l la t ions , S h o s t a k o v i c h 

w a s a faithful Sov ie t composer , or tha t in fact S h o s t a k o v i c h w a s a closet 

d i s s iden t w h o s e m u s i c p r e sen t s " d i s g u i s e d or c o d e d c h a l l e n g e s to the 

v e r y pol i t ica l s y s t e m he p r e t e n d e d to e n d o r s e . " In the s e c o n d case , w e ge t 

c a u g h t in the in te rp re t ive m a d n e s s in w h i c h e v e r y fea ture can be 

in t e rp re t ed a s a s ign of i ts opposi te : " c o m p l a i n tha t the ' t r i umphan t ' 

e n d i n g of the L e n i n g r a d S y m p h o n y w a s b a n a l a n d y o u m i g h t ge t the 

response , 'Ah, bu t i t ' s meant to be b a n a l ! ' T h e m e s s a g e c o n v e y e d w a s 

w h a t mattered." '* ' ' It is t h u s o n l y a th in l ine of r e f l ex iv i ty tha t s e p a r a t e s 

the t w o r e a d i n g s : i l b a n a l i t y i s se l f -dec la ra to ry , i f it i s m e a n t a s such , then 

it c a n c e l s i tself a n d r eve r t s in to i r o n y . . . W h e r e , then , does the t ru th 

r e s i d e ? W h a t I p ropose is a f i e g e l i a n " s y n t h e s i s " of these opposed v i e w s , 

a lbe i t a syn the s i s w i t h an u n e x p e c t e d twis t : w h a t if w h a t m a k e s S h o s 

t a k o v i c h ' s m u s i c " S t a l i n i s t , " p a r t of the S o v i e t un ive r se . Is hii very diitance 

towards Ltl W h a t if a d i s t ance t o w a r d s the official i deo log ica l un ive r se , far 

from u n d e r m i n i n g it, w a s a key coiutituent of its functioning! S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s 

spon t aneous ly in t imate a t t i t ude t o w a r d s pol i t ics is p r o b a b l y bes t ex 

p ressed in h is r e m a r k to a fr iend: "Do y o u not th ink tha t history' is r e a l l y a 

w h o r e ? " ' Th i s g e n e r a l i z e d d i s t rus t of al l pol i t ics ( w h i c h a l so g r o u n d s h is 

236 
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d i s t ance t o w a r d s d i s s iden t s s u c h a s S o l z h e n l t s y n ) m a d e h i s su rv iva l 

m u c h e a s i e r / ^ T h i s c ruc i a l ins igh t c o m p e l s u s to g i v e a specif ic twis t 

to the s t a n d a r d a r g u m e n t for S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s " d i s s i d e n c e " : 

even the most "off ic ia l" w r i t e r s [. . . ] w e r e , more often than not, 

p r i v a t e l y skep t i ca l abou t the S o v i e t r e g i m e and k n o w n to be w i t h i n the 

d i s s iden t c u l t u r e . It i s , i ndeed , r a r e to find R u s s i a n w r i t e r s u n d e r 

S o v i e t ru le , h o w e v e r off icial ly sanc t ioned or o s t ens ib ly conformist , 

w h o d i d not, a t one t ime or other , vo ice a c r i t ica l ou t look on " S o v i e t 

r e a l i t y " . [. . . ] [ S h o s t a k o v i c h ] w a s a l so [. . . ] u n i q u e l y ac t ive in for

w a r d i n g d i s s iden t v a l u e s in h i s w o r k (an en te rp r i se s u b s t a n t i a l l y 

p ro t ec t ed b y the d e n i a b i l l t y i n h e r e n t in non -ve rba l d i s s i d e n c e ) . B u t 

he w a s in no sense a lone in p r i v a t e l y m a i n t a i n i n g a d i s sen t ing out look 

on S o v i e t life w h i l e a t t he s a m e t ime n e c e s s a r i l y g i v i n g a c o n t r a r y 

p u b l i c impress ion of conformism.^^ 

S o w h y d id S t a l i n not l i q u i d a t e S h o s t a k o v i c h (and m a n y o the r l e a d i n g 

figures from A k h m a t o v a to P a s t e r n a k w h o s e v i e w s w e r e " t r a n s p a r e n t l y " 

d i s s i d e n t ) ? "In the case of poets , S t a l i n ' s supers t i t ion s eems to h a v e 

p l a y e d a par t , b u t the m a i n a n s w e r is tha t ma jor figures cou ld not be 

' l i q u i d a t e d ' w i t h o u t c a u s i n g foreign u p r o a r . . —it l ooks r e a l l y b a d for 

a l i n e of r e a s o n i n g w h i c h h a s go so far a s to e v o k e S t a l i n ' s supers t i t ion . . . 

Is it not m u c h ea s i e r a n d m o r e log ica l to a d m i t tha t the gap between "public" 

allegiance to the regime and "private" diséideiwe was part of the very Identity of the 

Stalinist dubjectl If t he re is a lesson to be l e a r n e d from the funct ioning of 

S ta l in i s t i deo logy , it is tha t ( p u b l i c ) appearances matter, w h i c h is w h y one 

should r e s e r v e the c a t e g o r y " d i s s i d e n c e " exclusively for the p u b l i c d i s 

course : " d i s s i d e n t s " w e r e only those w h o d i s t u r b e d the smooth function

ing of the pub l i c d i scourse , a n n o u n c i n g p u b l i c l y —in one w a y or 

a n o t h e r — w h a t , p r i va t e ly , e v e r y b o d y a l r e a d y k n e w . 

W a s , h o w e v e r , such a sub jec t ive posi t ion the on ly one poss ib le (if one 

w a n t e d to su rv ive , of cour se . . . ) ? T h e fate of S e r g e i Prokofiev, the o ther 

g r e a t n a m e of S o v i e t mus i c , s h o w s a r a d i c a l l y different pa th . In h is 

( d i s p u t e d ) m e m o i r s , Dmi t r i S h o s t a k o v i c h d i smi s sed S e r g e i Prokofiev, 

h is g r e a t compet i tor , a s re fus ing to t a k e h is tor ica l ho r ro r s se r ious ly , 

a l w a y s p l a y i n g the " w i s e g u y . " H o w e v e r , to n a m e jus t one s u p r e m e 

e x a m p l e , P rokof iev ' s Fi rs t V io l in S o n a t a ( O p u s 8 0 ) c l e a r l y d e m o n s t r a t e s 

the obve r se of Prokof iev ' s ( i n ) f amous " i rony" : 



IN D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

238 

T h r o u g h o u t i ts four m o v e m e n t s [. . . ] one s enses a powerfu l u n d e r t o w 

of s t r ugg l e . Y e t it is not the s t r u g g l e of a w o r k a g a i n s t someth ing 

ou ts ide itself, bu t r a t h e r the s t r u g g l e of some th ing w i t h i n the work , 

unmani fes t ed , t r y i n g d e s p e r a t e l y to b r e a k out, and cons t an t ly f inding 

i ts e m e r g e n c e " b l o c k e d " b y the ex i s t ing , o u t w a r d form and l a n g u a g e of 

the p i ece . Th i s b l o c k i n g of " some th ing w i t h i n " [. . . ] h a s to do w i t h the 

frustrat ion of a de s i r e for c a tha r t i c r e l ea se in to some s u p r e m e l y 

pos i t ive s tate of be ing , w h e r e m e a n i n g — m u s i c a l a n d sup ra -mus i 

c a l — is t r anspa ren t , u n - i r o n i z a b l e : in short , a d o m a i n of sp i r i tua l 

p u r i t y . 

It is he re tha t Prokof iev p a y s the p r i ce for h i s i ronic s tance , a n d it is such 

p a s s a g e s tha t b e a r w i t n e s s to h is a r t i s t ic in t eg r i ty : far from s i g n a l i n g a n y 

k i n d of va in in te l l ec tua l supe r io r i ty , th is i ron ic s t ance is j u s t the falsely 

b r i g h t obve r se of the failure of Prokofiev's constant struggle to bring the "Thing 

from Inner Space" (the "something within") out. The super f ic ia l " p l a y f u l n e s s " 

of some of Prokof iev ' s w o r k s ( such a s h is p o p u l a r F i rs t S y m p h o n y ) 

m e r e l y s igna l s , in a n e g a t i v e w a y , the fact tha t Prokof iev is the u l t ima te 

a n t i - M o z a r t , a k i n d of B e e t h o v e n w h o s e " t i tan ic s t r u g g l e " e n d e d in 

d i sas te r : if M o z a r t w a s the s u p r e m e m u s i c a l g e n i u s , p e r h a p s the last 

c o m p o s e r w i t h w h o m the m u s i c a l T h i n g t r ansposed i tself into mus ica l 

notes in a spon t aneous flow, and if in Bee thoven , a p i e c e on ly a c h i e v e d its 

def in i t ive form after a l ong he ro ic s t r u g g l e w i th the m u s i c a l mate r ia l , 

P rokof iev ' s g r ea t e s t p i e c e s a r e m o n u m e n t s to the defea t of this s t r u g g l e . 

S h o s t a k o v i c h n e v e r r e a c h e d the level of such an i m m a n e n t fa i lure . His 

p i e c e w h i c h can be c o m p a r e d to Prokof iev ' s First Vio l in S o n a t a in its 

excep t iona l sub j ec t i ve ly e n g a g e d in t ens i t y is, of course , h i s S t r i n g 

Q u a r t e t No. 8, a n d the dif ference b e t w e e n the t w o p i e c e s is s t r ik ing . 

W h a t e v e r sub jec t ive a n g u i s h is de t ec t ab l e benea th the qua r t e t . Its 

m u s i c a l exp re s s ion f lows u n h i n d e r e d , p o u r i n g out a n d g e n e r a t i n g an 

e a s i l y r e c o g n i z a b l e emot iona l impac t ; S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s life a n d sub jec t ive 

e x p e r i e n c e m a y h a v e been t h w a r t e d , m a r k e d b y dep re s s ions and te r r ib le 

a n d d e b a s i n g compromises , b u t th is b l o c k a d e does not affect h i s mus ica l 

exp re s s ion . In Prokof iev ' s v io l in sonata , on the con t ra ry , w e a r e d e a l i n g 

w i t h a m u c h m o r e r a d i c a l Immanen t b l o c k a g e of m u s i c a l e x p r e s s i o n itself; 

the t r ag ic fa i lure , Is he re the fa i lure of the form itself, a n d th is fa i lure 

a c c o u n t s for the i nne r t ru th mis s ing in S h o s t a k o v i c h . 

In the las t d e c a d e a n d a ha l f of h is life, P rokof iev w a s c a u g h t u p in the 

S t a l i n i s t s u p e r e g o a t i ts pures t : w h a t e v e r he did w a s w r o n g . W h e n he 
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s t u c k to h is mode rn i s t roots, he w a s a c c u s e d of "an t i -peop le f o r m a l i s m " 

a n d b o u r g e o i s d e c a d e n c e . W h e n , thereaf ter , he t r i ed to do h is best to bow 

to t h e p r e s s u r e in h i s i n famous Cantata for the 20th Anniversary of the October 

Jlgvolution, u s i n g t ex t s b y M a r x , Len in , a n d S t a l i n , the c a n t a t a wais a g a i n 

c r i t i c ized for "Left is t dev ia t ion a n d v u l g a r i t y " ( tha t i s , for d r a g g i n g M a r x 

a n d L e n i n i n t o i t ) . D e s p e r a t e to con t r ibu te some th ing — a n y t h i n g — t o the 

"twentieth a n n i v e r s a r y , Prokof iev q u i c k l y t h r e w toge the r a concoct ion of 

f o l k - tunes a n d p a r t y s i n g a l o n g s en t i t led Songs of Our Days; t he w o r k w a s 

j g a i n d i smi s sed a s "pa l e a n d l a c k i n g in i n d i v i d u a l i t y " — w h i c h , of course , 

w a s t r u e . 

Prokof iev m u s t b y n o w h a v e b e e n u t t e r l y b e w i l d e r e d . If he w r o t e l i ke a 

s imple ton , he w a s a d e p e r s o n a l i z e d Left devia t ionis t ; if he w r o t e l i ke 

Prokofiev, he w a s a m e r c e n a r y Formal i s t . Ind iv idua l , n o n - i n d i v i d u a l 

. . . t h e r e mus t h a v e s e e m e d no r h y m e or r ea son to it^—and, of course , 

n o n e ex i s t ed .̂ "̂  

Bu t t h e r e de f in i te ly mis a " r h y m e a n d r e a s o n " to it: the r h y m e a n d r eason 

of t h e S t a l i n i s t s u p e r e g o in the e y e s of w h i c h one is a l w a y s g u i l t y . . . 

H o w e v e r , the p r o b l e m w a s a d e e p e r one: the p a r a d o x of Prokof iev ' s la te 

s ty le w a s tha t the log ic of h i s i m m a n e n t m u s i c a l d e v e l o p m e n t w h i c h l ed 

h i m a w a y from express ion i s t pa thos t o w a r d s " n e w s i m p l i c i t y " s t r a n g e l y 

r e v e r b e r a t e d w i t h the official d e m a n d s for the e a s y - l i s t e n i n g m u s i c 

access ib le to o r d i n a r y Sov ie t peop le . 

In the case of Prokof iev a s w e l l a s in tha t of S h o s t a k o v i c h , the reason 

w h y c r i t i c s so d e s p e r a t e l y look for the u l t ima te proof of sec re t d i s 

s idence is to a v o i d a h i g h l y e m b a r r a s s i n g t ruth: the i r mos t p o p u l a r 

W o r k s t o d a y In the W e s t o v e r l a p to a s u r p r i s i n g d e g r e e w i t h the v e r y 

W o r k s w h i c h got the g r ea t e s t official (not o n l y p o p u l a r ) suppor t from 

the r e g i m e : S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s Fifth, S e v e n t h , a n d E l e v e n t h S y m p h o n i e s , 

Prokof iev ' s Peter and the Wolf a n d the Romeo and Juliet ba l le t . Even 

a m o n g S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s c h a m b e r mus ic , h is P i a n o Quin te t , w h i c h go t the 

S ta l in p r i ze in 1940, is h is most p o p u l a r p i e c e ! H o w can th i s b e ? H e r e 

e n t e r s the h e r m e n e u t i c s of d i s s idence w h i c h s h o w s the e s c a p e route . 

S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s Fifth S y m p h o n y — t h e most often pe r fo rmed twen t i e th -

c e n t u r y s y m p h o n y a l s o in the W e s t ? It h a s to be the c a s e tha t the 

t n u m p h a n t finale is r e a l l y m e a n t i ron ica l ly , m o c k i n g the empt ines s of 

S ta l in i s t t r i u m p h a l i s m ! The e n d u r i n g p o p u l a r i t y of the S e v e n t h S y m p h 

o n y ( the Leningrad)! It h a s to be tha t the i n e x o r a b l e b ru ta l m a r c h i n g 
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p r o g r e s s in the first m o v e m e n t does not " r e a l l y " refer to the G e r m a n 

conques t of R u s s i a in 1 9 4 1 , but to the C o m m u n i s t c o n q u e s t of R u s s i a ! 

S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s E l even th S y m p h o n y ( " 1 9 0 5 " ) a h i t ? It h a s to be q u i c k l y 

conf i rmed tha t 1905 is j u s t a pre tex t , that the r e v o l u t i o n a r y explos ion 

" r e a l l y " re fers to H u n g a r y in 1 9 5 6 ! . . . B u t w h a t a b o u t the Shos ta 

kov i ch s y m p h o n i e s w h i c h w e r e effect ively u n a c c e p t a b l e for those in 

power , l i ke the Th i r t een th {Bahi-Yar) a n d the last , the F i f teen th? The 

a n s w e r is c l ea r : in a s u p r e m e twis t of i rony , the Th i r t een th c a u s e d such 

a st ir at i t s p r e m i e r e p r e c i s e l y a n d on ly b e c a u s e of the pol i t ical 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s —it funct ioned a s a g e s t u r e of pol i t ica l de f i ance—«o^ 

b e c a u s e of its a r t i s t ic s t r eng th . These w o r k s a r e t o d a y r e spec ted and 

p r a i s e d , bu t not r e a l l y en joyed . 

T h e p u b l i c i t y tex t for the n e w r e c o r d i n g of S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s F i r s t Viol in 

C o n c e r t o b y L e i l a J o s e f o w i c z s a y s tha t she " p a y s h o m a g e to the s t r u g g l e s 

S h o s t a k o v i c h faced u n d e r S t a l i n ' s r e g i m e " —the pa ten t a b s u r d i t y of this 

c la im conf i rms M i c h a e l T a n n e r ' s thes i s that " the re is a lmos t no other 

c o m p o s e r for w h o m the l i l e - a n d - w o r k s m é l a n g e h a s a c h i e v e d such 

o r t hodox status.'"*^ T a n n e r i s ful ly jus t i f ied in po in t ing out h o w the 

e n d l e s s d e b a t e s r e g a r d i n g h o w some s y m p h o n y m o v e m e n t s a r e to be 

r ead , w i t h se r ious pa thos or a s i ronic subvers ion , or r e g a r d i n g w h i c h 

v ic to r ious finales a re m e a n t to r e n d e r the v ic to r ies p y r r h i c , " te l l us , in 

fact, w h a t the m u s i c i tself t a i l s to a c h i e v e . " T h e r e i s no g r e a t e r m o n u m e n t 

to S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s a r t i s t ic fa i lure than the obsess ive sea rch for some 

p r iva te ( e x t r a - a r t i s t i c ) d o c u m e n t that w o u l d de f in i t e ly p rove h is in t imate 

a n t i - C o m m u n i s t s t ance . T h i s is w h y , in the a m b i g u i t i e s in w h i c h this 

po l i t i ca l ly e n g a g e d b a c k g r o u n d no l o n g e r r e sona t e s , S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s 

mus i c is s i m p l y " u n i n t e r e s t i n g l y e n i g m a t i c , " l i ke the r e fe rences to Ross in i 

a n d W a g n e r in the las t s y m p h o n y — t h e r e is no d e e p e r m e a n i n g to be 

d i s c o v e r e d he re , the " e n i g m a " is m u s i c a l l y flat. T h e i r o n y he re is tha t the 

v e r y s e a r c h for the e x t r a - m u s i c a l " s m o k i n g g u n " d e m o n s t r a t e s the t ru th 

of the S ta l in i s t a ccusa t i on abou t the " formal i s t " c h a r a c t e r of S h o s t a k o 

v i ch ' s mus i c — not, of course , in the sense in w h i c h it w a s i n t e n d e d by 

Z h d a n o v et contorted, bu t in the sense tha t h is m u s i c is neu t r a l w i t h r e g a r d 

to socia l c o m m i t m e n t s ( w h i c h i s w h y one h a s to look for e x t r a - m u s i c a l 

s i g n s to p in it d o w n ) . 

S o w h a t if w e r e a d S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s p o p u l a r s y m p h o n i e s a long the l ines 

of h o w w e m i g h t r e a d one of the g r e a t H o l l y w o o d c l a s s i c s ? In the w e l l -

k n o w n b r i e f s cene t h r e e - q u a r t e r s into CiUicihiancaf^ I l s a L u n d ( I n g r i d 

B e r g m a n ) c o m e s to R i c k B l a i n e ' s ( H u m p h r e y B o g a r t ' s ) room to t r y to 
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obtain the le t te rs of t rans i t tha t w i l l a l l o w h e r a n d he r R e s i s t a n c e l e a d e r 

h u s b a n d Vic tor L a s z l o to e s c a p e from C a s a b l a n c a to Po r tuga l a n d then to 

A m e r i c a . After R i c k refuses to h a n d them over , she pu l l s a g u n a n d 

th rea t ens h im. f i e te l ls her , "Go a h e a d a n d shoot, y o u ' l l be do ing m e a 

favor." S h e b r e a k s d o w n a n d t ea r fu l ly s ta r t s to tell h im the s tory of w h y 

she left h im in Pa r i s . B y the t ime she s a y s , "If y o u k n e w h o w m u c h I loved 

y o u , h o w m u c h I still love y o u , " t h e y a re e m b r a c i n g in a c lose -up . The 

Î movie d i s so lves into a t h r ee -and -a -ha l f - s econd shot of the a i rpor t t o w e r at 

night , i ts s e a r c h l i g h t c i rc l ing , a n d then d i s so lves b a c k to a shot from 

outs ide the w i n d o w of R i c k ' s room, w h e r e he is s t and ing , l o o k i n g out a n d 

s m o k i n g a c iga re t t e . He t u rn s r o u n d a n d s a y s , " A n d t h e n ? " S h e r e s u m e s 

he r s to ry . . . 

The ques t ion tha t i m m e d i a t e l y pops u p he re , of course , i s : w h a t 

h a p p e n e d in between, d u r i n g the th ree -and-a -ha l f - second shot of the 

a i rpor t —did t h e y (h it or no t? M a l t b y is right to e m p h a s i z e that , a s to 

this point , the film is not s i m p l y a m b i g u o u s ; it r a t h e r g e n e r a t e s t w o v e r y 

c lear , a l t h o u g h m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e m e a n i n g s — t h e y d id it, a n d t h e y d id 

not do it, tha t is , the film g i v e s u n a m b i g u o u s s i gna l s tha t t h e y d i d it, a n d 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y u n a m b i g u o u s s i gna l s tha t t h e y canno t h a v e done it. O n 

the one hand , a se r ies of codif ied fea tures s igna l tha t t h e y d i d do it, 

n a m e l y that the t h ree -and -a -ha l f - s econd shot s t ands for a l o n g e r per iod of 

t ime ( the d i sso lve of the coup le p a s s i o n a t e l y e m b r a c i n g u s u a l l y s i gna l s 

the a c t af ter the fade-out ; the c i g a r e t t e is a l so the s t a n d a r d s ign of post

coital r e l axa t ion ; u p to the v u l g a r pha l l i c connota t ion of the t o w e r ) ; on 

the o ther hand , a p a r a l l e l se r i es of fea tures s i gna l s that t h e y d i d not do it, 

n a m e l y tha t the th ree -and-a -ha l f - second shot of the a i rpo r t t o w e r cor re 

sponds to the rea l d i ege t i c t ime ( the bed in the b a c k g r o u n d is u n d i s 

tu rbed ; the s a m e conver sa t ion s e e m s to go on w i t h o u t a b r e a k ; a n d so o n ) . 

Even w h e n , in the final conver sa t ion b e t w e e n R i c k a n d I-^aszlo a t the 

a i rpor t , t h e y d i r e c t l y touch on the even t s of th is n ight , t he i r w o r d s can be 

r ead in both w a y s : 

RICK: Y o u sa id y o u k n e w a b o u t I lsa a n d m e ? 

VICTOR: Y e s . 

RICK: Y o u d idn ' t k n o w she w a s a t m y p l a c e las t n igh t w h e n y o u w e r e 

. . . she c a m e t he r e for the le t te rs of t rans i t . Isn't tha t t rue , I l s a? 

ILSA: Y e s . 

RICK: S h e t r ied e v e r y t h i n g to ge t t hem and no th ing w o r k e d . S h e d id 

he r bes t to c o n v i n c e me tha t she w a s still in love w i t h me . Tha t w a s 
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all ove r long ago ; for y o u r s a k e she p r e t e n d e d it w a s n ' t a n d I let he r 

p r e t e n d . 

VICTOR: 1 u n d e r s t a n d . 

W e l l , / c e r t a i n l y do not u n d e r s t a n d —'is R i c k sa j ' ing to V ic to r that he m a d e 

love to h is wi fe or no t? M a l t b y ' s solut ion is to ins is t that th is scene 

p r o v i d e d a n e x e m p l a r y c a s e of h o w Coàablanca " d e l i b e r a t e l y cons t ruc t s 

i tself in s u c h a w a y a s to offer d i s t inc t a n d a l t e rna t ive sou rces of p l e a s u r e 

to t w o p e o p l e s i t t ing n e x t to e a c h o ther in the s a m e c i n e m a , " tha t i s , that it 

" cou ld p l a y to both ' innocent ' a n d ' soph i s t i ca ted ' a u d i e n c e s a l i k e . 

W h i l e , a t the leve l of i ts su r face n a r r a t i v e l ine , the film can be cons t ruc ted 

b y the spec ta to r a s o b e y i n g the s t r ic tes t mora l codes , it s imu l t aneous ly 

offers to the " soph i s t i c a t ed" e n o u g h c l u e s to cons t ruc t an a l t e rna t ive , 

s e x u a l l y m u c h more d a r i n g n a r r a t i v e l ine . Th i s s t r a t e g y is more complex 

than it m a y a p p e a r : p r e c i s e l y because y o u k n e w tha t y o u a re a s it w e r e 

" c o v e r e d " or " abso lved from g u i l t y i m p u l s e s " ' b y the official s to ry l ine, 

y o u a r e a l l o w e d to i n d u l g e in d i r t y fantas ies ^—^you k n o w tha t these 

fan tas ies a r e not " s e r i o u s , " tha t t h e y do not coun t in the e y e s of the 

b ig O t h e r . . . S o our o n l y cor rec t ion to M a l t b y w o u l d be tha t w e do not 

n e e d two spec ta to r s s i t t ing n e x t to each other: one and the Mme spectator, 

spl i t in two, is sufficient. 

To p u t it in L a c a n i a n t e rms : d u r i n g the in famous th ree and a half 

seconds , I l sa a n d R i c k d id not do it for the b ig Other , the o r d e r of p u b l i c 

a p p e a r a n c e , but t h e y d id do it for o u r d i r t y fan tasmat ic imag ina t ion —this 

is the s t r uc tu r e of i nhe ren t t r a n s g r e s s i o n a t i ts pures t , t ha t i s , Holl3rwood 

n e e d s both l e v e l s in o rde r to funct ion. To p u t it in t e r m s of the d i scour se 

t h e o r y e l a b o r a t e d b y O s w a l d Ducro t , w e h a v e he re the opposi t ion 

b e t w e e n p re suppos i t i on a n d surmise: the p resuppos i t ion of a s t a t ement 

is d i r e c t l y e n d o r s e d b y the b ig Other , w e a r e not r e spons ib l e for it, w h i l e 

the r e spons ib i l i t y for the s u r m i s e of a s t a t ement res ts en t i r e ly on the 

r e a d e r ' s (or spec ta to r ' s ) s h o u l d e r s — the au tho r of the t ex t c a n a l w a y s 

c la im "It 's not m y re spons ib i l i t y if t he spec ta to r s d r a w d i r t y conc lus ions 

from the t e x t u r e of the film!" A n d , to l i nk th is to p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t e rms , 

th is opposi t ion is , of course , the opposi t ion b e t w e e n s y m b o l i c L a w ( the 

e g o i d e a l ) a n d the obscene s u p e r e g o : at the level of the p u b l i c symbo l i c 

L a w , no th ing h a p p e n s , the tex t is c lean , w h i l e , a t a n o t h e r level , it 

b o m b a r d s the spec ta tor w i t h the s u p e r e g o in junct ion "Enjoy!" , tha t is , 

g i v e w a y to y o u r d i r t y i m a g i n a t i o n . To p u t it in y e t ano the r w a y , w h a t w e 

e n c o u n t e r he re is a c l ea r e x a m p l e of the fet ishist ic split , of the d i s a v o w a l 
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s t ruc tu re of "je MLI bien, maLi quand meine . . .": the v e r y a w a r e n e s s tha t 

t h e y d i d not do it g i v e s free re in to y o u r d i r t y i m a g i n a t i o n — y o u can 

i n d u l g e in it, b e c a u s e y o u a r e ab so lved from the gu i l t b y the fact that , for 

the b ig Other , t h e y def in i te ly d i d not do it . . . A n d th is d o u b l e r e a d i n g is 

not s i m p l y a c o m p r o m i s e on the p a r t of the L a w , in the sense tha t the 

symbo l i c L a w is i n t e r e s t ed o n l y in k e e p i n g u p a p p e a r a n c e s a n d l e a v e s 

y o u free to e x e r c i s e y o u r fantas ies , Insofar a s t h e y do not e n c r o a c h upon 

the p u b l i c domain , n a m e l y insofar a s t h e y s a v e the a p p e a r a n c e s : the L a w 

i tself n e e d s i ts obscene supp lemen t , it is s u s t a i n e d b y it, so it g e n e r a t e s it. 

M a l t b y is t h u s r i gh t in e m p h a s i z i n g tha t the i n famous Hol l jnvood 

Produc t ion C o d e of the 1930s a n d 1940s w a s not s i m p l y a n e g a t i v e 

censor sh ip code, bu t a l so a pos i t ive (p roduc t ive , a s F o u c a u l t w o u l d h a v e 

pu t i t ) codif icat ion a n d r e g u l a t i o n tha t g e n e r a t e d the v e r y e x c e s s w h o s e 

d i rec t dep ic t ion it h i n d e r e d . Ind ica t ive is he re the conver sa t ion b e t w e e n 

J o s e f von S t e r n b e r g a n d B r e e n r e p o r t e d b y M a l t b y : w h e n S t e r n b e r g sa id 

"At th is point , the t w o p r i n c i p a l s h a v e a b r ie f roman t i c i n t e r l u d e , " B r e e n 

In ter rupted h im: " W h a t y o u ' r e t r y i n g to s a y is that the two of then 

hopped into the h a y . T h e y f u c k e d . " The i n d i g n a n t S t e r n b e r g a n s w e r e d : 

" M r . B r e e n , y o u offend m e . " B r e e n : "Oh, for Chr i s t ' s s a k e , w i l l y o u stop 

the ho r sesh i t a n d face the i s sue . W e can he lp y o u m a k e a s to ry a b o u t 

adu l t e ry , if y o u w a n t , b u t not if y o u k e e p ca l l i ng a g o o d s c r e w i n g m a t c h a 

' romant ic i n t e r l u d e . ' N o w , w h a t do these t w o peop le d o ? Kiss a n d g o 

h o m e ? " "No , " s a id S t e r n b e r g , " t h e y fuck . " "Good," y e l p e d Breen , 

p o u n d i n g the desk , " n o w 1 can u n d e r s t a n d y o u r s to ry . " T h e d i rec to r 

comple t ed h is out l ine , a n d B r e e n to ld h im h o w he could h a n d l e it in such 

a w a y a s to g e t pa s t the Code.^^ S o the v e r y prohibi t ion , in o rde r to 

function p rope r ly , h a s to r e l y on a c l ea r a w a r e n e s s abou t w h a t r e a l l y 

h a p p e n e d at the l eve l of the p r o h i b i t e d n a r r a t i v e l ine : the P roduc t i on 

C o d e d i d not s i m p l y p roh ib i t some content , it r a t h e r codif ied i ts c i p h e r e d 

a r t i cu la t ion . 

A n d , b a c k to S h o s t a k o v i c h , w h a t if e x a c t l y the s a m e ho lds for h i s 

popu l a r s y m p h o n i e s ? W h a t if t h e y a l so ope ra t e at t w o l eve l s s imul t a 

neous ly , one, pub l i c , i n t e n d e d for the r u l i n g ideo log ica l g a z e , a n d ano the r 

w h i c h t r a n s g r e s s e s the pub l i c ru l e s , bu t r e m a i n s , a s such , i ts i nhe ren t 

s u p p l e m e n t ? O n e can t h u s a p p r e c i a t e the a m b i g u i t y of these l ines : 

S i n c e the S t a l i n i s t a s sau l t a g a i n s t h is m u s i c in 1936, S h o s t a k o v i c h h a d 

d e v e l o p e d a sort of d o u b l e - s p e a k in h is mus ica l l a n g u a g e , u s i n g one 

id iom to p l e a s e h is m a s t e r s in the Kreml in a n d ano the r to sat isfy h is 
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o w n mora l consc ience a s an ar t is t a n d a c i t izen . O u t w a r d l y he spoke in 

a t r i u m p h a n t vo ice . Y e t b e n e a t h the r i tua l sounds of S o v i e t re jo ic ing 

the re w a s a softer, m o r e m e l a n c h o l i c v o i c e — t h e ca re fu l ly concea led 

vo ice of sa t i re and d i ssen t o n l y a u d i b l e to those w h o h a d felt the 

suffer ing h is m u s i c e x p r e s s e d . These t w o v o i c e s a r e c l e a r l y a u d i b l e in 

S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s Fifth S y m p h o n y [. . . ] w h i c h r e c e i v e d a ha l f -hour 

ovat ion of e lec t r i fy ing force w h e n it w a s first pe r fo rmed [. . . ] . 

B e n e a t h the end le s s fanfares t r u m p e t i n g the t r i u m p h of the Sovie t 

s ta te in the finale [. . . ] the a u d i e n c e m u s t h a v e felt i ts s a d n e s s [, . . ] 

a n d t h e y r e s p o n d e d to the m u s i c a s a sp i r i tua l r e l ea se . 

A s t r a n g e h e r m e n e u t i c s i n d e e d — a "ca re fu l l y concea l ed v o i c e " w h i c h is 

none the les s c l e a r l y unde r s tood b y t h o u s a n d s ? W e r e the official censors 

r e a l l y so s tup id a s not to g e t i t ? S o w h a t if w e r ead the f ragi le coex i s tence 

of these t w o id ioms a l o n g the l ines of the a m b i g u i t y i n sc r ibed into the 

n igh t e n c o u n t e r scene from Casablanca! W h a t if the S t a l i n i s t re ject ion of 

both Prokof iev ' s p r o p a g a n d i s t i c a n d in t ima te w o r k s w a s r igh t on i ts own 

t e r m s ? W h a t if w h a t t h e y w a n t e d from h im w a s p r e c i s e l y the coex i s t ence 

of t w o leve l s , p r o p a g a n d i s t i c a n d in t imate , w h i l e he w a s offering them 

e i the r the first or the s e c o n d ? After W o r l d W a r II, Prokof iev w i t h d r e w 

i n c r e a s i n g l y to the in t ima te d o m a i n of c h a m b e r mus ic , w h e r e he could 

find e x p r e s s i o n for h is p r i v a t e s a d n e s s — w a s th is an ac t of s i lent def iance , 

w r i t i n g m u s i c "for the d r a w e r , " a s S h o s t a k o v i c h w o u l d h a v e p u t It? f i o w 

is it then tha t the most m o v i n g a n d d e s p e r a t e of these w o r k s , h i s Viol in 

S o n a t a in D major w h o s e h a u n t i n g open ing m o v e m e n t w a s m e a n t to 

s o u n d " l i k e the w i n d in a g r a v e y a r d , " w a s a w a r d e d the S t a l i n P r i ze in 

1947? O r l a n d o F i g e s c l a i m s tha t the a w a r d w a s m e a n t " i r o n i c a l l y " — but 

w h a t k i n d of s t r ange i r o n y is this?"''^ 

L e t u s r e tu rn to S h o s t a k o v i c h . C a n w e r e a l l y be so su re tha t the pub l i c 

b o m b a s t m u s i c is m e a n t i ron ica l ly , w h i l e the in t imate confess ional mood 

is m e a n t s i n c e r e l y ? W h a t if the i r o n y is ob jec t ive a n d w e h a v e to r e a d th is 

m u s i c in the s a m e w a y M a r x r e a d the a t t i t ude of the P a r t y of O r d e r in the 

F r e n c h p a r l i a m e n t after the 1848 r evo lu t i on? R e c a l l M a r x ' s co ru sca t i ng 

a n a l y s i s of h o w th i s c o n s e r v a t i v e - r e p u b l i c a n p a r t y funct ioned a s the 

coal i t ion of the t w o b r a n c h e s of r o y a l i s m ( O r l e a n i s t s and L e g i t i m i s t s ) in 

the " a n o n y m o u s k i n g d o m of the R e p u b l i c . " T h e p a r l i a m e n t a r y d e p u t i e s 

of the P a r t y of O r d e r p e r c e i v e d the i r r e p u b l i c a n i s m a s m o c k e r y : in 

p a r l i a m e n t a r y deba te s , t h e y g e n e r a t e d roya l i s t s l ips of the t ongue and 

r id i cu led the R e p u b l i c to le t it b e k n o w n tha t the i r t rue a i m w a s to res tore 
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t h e k ing- W h a t t h e y w e r e not a w a r e of is tha t t h e y t h e m s e l v e s w e r e d u p e d 

g5 to the t rue socia l impac t of the i r r u l e . T h e y u n k n o w i n g l y e s t ab l i shed 

t h e cond i t ions of the b o u r g e o i s r e p u b l i c a n o r d e r tha t t h e y de sp i s ed so 

m u c h (by , for ins t ance , g u a r a n t e e i n g p r iva t e p r o p e r t y ) . S o it is not tha t 

they w e r e roya l i s t s w h o w e r e ju s t w e a r i n g r e p u b l i c a n m a s k s : a l t h o u g h 

t h e y t hough t of t h e m s e l v e s a s such , it w a s the i r " i n n e r " roya l i s t conv ic 

tion w h i c h w a s the decep t i ve front m a s k i n g the i r t rue social ro le . In short, 

fa r from be ing the h idden t ru th of the i r p u b l i c r e p u b l i c a n i s m , the i r 

s incere r o y a l i s m w a s the fan tasmat ic suppor t of the i r ac tua l r e p u b l i c a n -

j sm ^it w a s w h a t p rov ided the pass ion for the i r ac t iv i ty . Is it not, then, 

tha t the d e p u t i e s of the P a r t y of O r d e r w e r e a lso feigning to feign to be 

r epub l i cans , to be w h a t t h e y r e a l l y w e r e —in e x a c t l y the s a m e w a y tha t 

S h o s t a k o v i c h w a s fe igning to fe ign to be a faithful C o m m u n i s t ? 

None the less , t he sub jec t ive pos i t ion of Prokof iev i s he r e r a d i c a l l y 

different from that of S h o s t a k o v i c h : one can p ropose the thes i s that , 

in con t ras t to S h o s t a k o v i c h , P rokof iev w a s ef fec t ive ly not a " S o v i e t 

composer , " even if he w r o t e more t h a n S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s s h a r e of official 

can ta t a s ce l eb ra t i ng S t a l i n and h i s r e g i m e . P rokof iev a d o p t e d a k i n d of 

p ro to -psycho t lc posi t ion of i n t e rna l exc lus ion t o w a r d s S t a l i n i s m : he w a s 

not i n t e r n a l l y affected or bo the red b y it, t ha t i s , he t r ea ted it a s j u s t an 

ex te rna l n u i s a n c e . T h e r e w a s effect ively some th ing ch i ld i sh in Prokof iev , 

l ike the refusal of a spoi l t ch i ld to accep t one ' s p l ace in the social o rde r of 

th ings —he r e t u r n e d to the S o v i e t Un ion in 1936 , a t the he igh t of the 

S ta l in i s t p u r g e s , d rove a r o u n d in h is i m p o r t e d A m e r i c a n car , d r e s s e d 

e c c e n t r i c a l l y in f ancy c lo thes de l i ve red from Par i s , o r d e r e d books a n d 

food from the W e s t , i g n o r i n g the m a d n e s s a n d p o v e r t y a r o u n d h im. Th i s 

is w h y , in cont ras t to S h o s t a k o v i c h , he n e v e r r e a l l y "got i n t o " the S ta l in i s t 

s u p e r e g o d o u b l e - t a l k id iom of c o m b i n i n g e x t e r n a l a c c o m m o d a t i o n w i t h 

inner b i t t e rness a n d s a d n e s s . Even the m e l a n c h o l y a n d d e s p a i r of h i s l a te 

v iol in sona t a is not a r eac t ion to S t a l i n i s t oppress ion : the s a m e s ty le a n d 

mood a r e the re a l r e a d y in h i s p r e - r e v o l u t i o n a r y w o r k s . T h e different 

reac t ion of the t w o compose r s to Z h d a n o v ' s a t t a c k s in 1 9 4 6 - ^ 7 is 

e x e m p l a r i l y he re : P rokof iev s i m p l y d i d not u n d e r s t a n d w h a t the c h a r g e s 

w e r e about , he d i d not i n t e rna l i ze the tens ion . W h e n , in 1947, he w a s 

forced to a t t end a m e e t i n g of the C o m p o s e r ' s Un ion and to l i s ten to 

Z h d a n o v ' s speech a t t a c k i n g h i m and o ther S o v i e t compose r s , he a r r i v e d 

d runk , m a d e loud r u d e c o m m e n t s i n t e r r u p t i n g the speech a n d then fell 

a s l eep on h is c h a i r in the mids t of it — m i r a c u l o u s l y , no th ing happened , so 

accep ted w a s h is eccen t r i c i t y . 
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A n d S h o s t a k o v i c h ? T h e p o p u l a r i t y a n d pub l i c r e s o n a n c e of h i s mus ic 

u n d e r w e n t a w e i r d c h a n g e : a coup le of d e c a d e s ago , the ma jo r i t y of cr i t ics 

d i smi s sed h im a s a "soc ia l i s t r e a l i s t " out of touch w i t h the p rope r 

d e v e l o p m e n t of m o d e r n mus ic ; h o w e v e r , t oday , the g r e a t m u s i c a l mod

ern i s t s such as S c h o e n b e r g or W e b e r n a r e p e r c e i v e d a s a th ing of the 

past , r e spec t fu l ly i gnored , w h i l e S h o s t a k o v i c h h a s e m e r g e d a s a r g u a b l y 

the most p o p u l a r " s e r i o u s " compose r of the twen t i e th cen tu ry ; dozens of 

v o l u m e s w e r e w r i t t e n not o n l y a b o u t h i s mus ic , b u t a lso a b o u t h i s closet 

d i s s i dence . W h a t if, h o w e v e r , S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s p o p u l a r i t y is the s ign of a 

non-event , of the occul ta t ion of the t rue Even t of m o d e r n m u s i c 

b road ly , a m o m e n t of the vas t cu l tu ra l coun te r - r evo lu t ion w h o s e pol i t ical 

m a r k is the w i t h d r a w a l from r ad i ca l e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ics , a n d the 

r e focusmg on h u m a n rights a n d the p reven t ion of su f fe r ing? 

The Slalinbt carnival . . . 

W h a t did the t r a u m a of 1935 ( the pub l i c c a m p a i g n a g a i n s t h i s " L a d y 

M a c b e t h " t r i g g e r e d b y the Pravda a r t i c le " M u d d l e Ins t ead of M u s i c " ) do 

to h is m u s i c ? P e r h a p s the c l ea r e s t i nd i ca to r of the b r e a k is the c h a n g e in 

the function of the sche rzo in S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s w o r k in the 1940s a n d ea r ly 

1950s . P r io r to 1935, his sche rzos can stil l be p e r c e i v e d a s the exp los ive 

e x p r e s s i o n of n e w a g g r e s s i v e a n d g r o t e s q u e v i t a l i ty a n d Joie de wV/-<?—there 

is some th ing of the l i b e r a t i n g force of the c a r n i v a l in them, of the m a d n e s s 

of the c r ea t ive p o w e r tha t m e r r i l y s w e e p s a w a y al l obs tac le s a n d ignores 

all e s t ab l i shed r u l e s and h i e r a r c h i e s . After 1935, h o w e v e r , h is scherzos 

h a d c l e a r l y "lost the i r i nnocence" : the i r exp los ive e n e r g y a c q u i r e s a 

b r u t a l - t h r e a t e n i n g q u a l i t y , the re is some th ing m e c h a n i c a l in the i r e n e r g y , 

l i ke the forced m o v e m e n t s of a mar ione t t e . T h e y e i the r r e n d e r the r a w 

e n e r g y of social v io lence , of m a s s a c r e s of he lp l e s s v i c t ims , or, if t h e y are 

m e a n t a s the exp los ion of the " j o y of life, " th i s i s c l e a r l y i n t e n d e d in a 

s a r ca s t i c w a y , or a s an impoten t m a n i a c a l ou tbur s t of the a g g r e s s i v i t y of 

the he lp l e s s v i c t im . T h e " c a r n i v a l " is he r e no longe r a l i be r a t i ng expe r i 

ence , but the flash of t h w a r t e d a n d r e p r e s s e d a g g r e s s i o n —it is the 

" c a r n i v a l " of rac is t p o g r o m s a n d d r u n k e n g a n g r a p e s . ( T h e ou t s t and ing 

c a s e s a r e the second a n d th i rd m o v e m e n t s of the E i g h t h S y m p h o n y , the 

famous second m o v e m e n t of the Tenth S y m p h o n y ("Por t ra i t of S t a l i n " ) , 

and , a m o n g the s t r ing qua r t e t s , the th i rd m o v e m e n t of Q u a r t e t No. 3 

( w h i c h , t oday , a lmost s o u n d s l i ke H e r r m a n n ' s score for Psycho), a n d the 

" fur ioso" m o v e m e n t of Q u a r t e t No. 10 . ) ' 
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D o e s this m e a n that , in a d i s t u r b i n g w a y , the t r a u m a t i c e x p e r i e n c e of 

S ta l in i s t c o n d e m n a t i o n h e l p e d S h o s t a k o v i c h to a c h i e v e h i s b i t te r ma tu r 

i t y ? W o u l d he o t h e r w i s e h a v e r e m a i n e d a c o m p o s e r of the n e w Soviet jok de 

^/ivre, m i x i n g j a z z w i t h a g g r e s s i v e r h y t h m i c m o d e r n i s m ? W h a t if the 

Oi ix ture of m e l a n c h o l i c opp re s s ive d r a m a a n d the de s t ruc t i ve sche rzo 

exp los ions is not the o n l y w a y to r e p l y to the e x p e r i e n c e of S t a l i n i s t terror , 

b u t , r a ther , a r e p l y tha t fits in w i t h S t a l i n i s t h u m a n i s m , i ts reaf f i rmat ion of 

t h e o l d R u s s i a n t r ad i t i on? W h a t if the re is a different w a y w h i c h is a l so 

a l r e a d y p r e f i g u r e d in ano the r old R u s s i a n t rad i t ion , the o v e r l a p p i n g of 

h o r r o r a n d h u m o r a s the s ign of d is t inc t ion of the spec i f i ca l ly R u s s i a n 

g r o t e s q u e w h o s e first g r e a t r ep r e sen t a t i ve w a s Gogo l? W h a t is " T h e 

Nose , " h i s most famous shor t s tory , a b o u t a l ow- l eve l b u r e a u c r a t w h o s e 

nose b e c o m e s d e t a c h e d and a c q u i r e s a life of i ts own , o ther t h a n a g r o t e s q u e 

c o m e d y or a ho r ro r s t o r y ? Ind ica t ive is he re the recep t ion of S h o s t a k o 

v ich ' s e a r l y " a b s u r d i s t " shor t o p e r a ( 1930) b a s e d on th is s tory; a l t h o u g h it is 

u s u a l l y p l a y e d a s a sa t i re or e v e n a frenet ic farce , S h o s t a k o v i c h h imse l f 

c a l l e d it " a hor ro r s tory" : "I t r ied not to m a k e j o k e s in The Nose. [. . . ] It 's too 

c r u e l . " S o w h e n T h e O p e r a G r o u p w h i c h r e c e n t l y s t a g e d it c a l l e d it, in the i r 

p roduc t ion leaflet , " the funniest o p e r a ever , an opera t i c v e r s i o n o£Monty 

Python," th i s de s igna t i on shou ld r e m i n d u s of the u n d e r l y i n g n i g h t m a r i s h 

d imens ion of M o n t y P y t h o n ' s c o m e d y . S u c h a m i x t u r e of ho r ro r a n d 

h u m o r is a t r a d e m a r k of the c o n c e n t r a t i o n - c a m p u n i v e r s e — t h i s is h o w 

Pr imo Lev i , in If This Id a Man, d e s c r i b e s the d readfu l " s e l e k c j a , " the 

su rv iva l e x a m i n a t i o n in the c a m p : 

T h e BUickältedter [ the e lde r of the h u t ] h a s c losed the connec t i ng -doo r 

a n d h a s o p e n e d the o ther t w o w h i c h l e a d from the d o r m i t o r y a n d the 

Tagesraum [ d a y r o o m ] ou t s ide . H e r e , in front of the t w o doors , s t ands 

the a r b i t e r of o u r fate, an S S D suba l t e rn . O n his r i gh t is the Block-

ältedter, on h i s left, the q u a r t e r m a s t e r of the hut . E a c h one of u s , a s he 

c o m e s n a k e d out of the Tagesraum into the cold O c t o b e r a i r , h a s to r u n 

the few s teps b e t w e e n the t w o doors , g i v e the c a r d to the S S m a n a n d 

en te r the d o r m i t o r y door. T h e S S man , in the fraction of a s econd 

b e t w e e n t w o succes s ive c ross ings , w i t h a g l a n c e a t one ' s b a c k a n d 

front, j u d g e s e v e r y o n e ' s fate, a n d in tu rn g i v e s the ca rd to the m a n on 

his r i gh t or h i s left, a n d th i s is the life or dea th of e a c h of u s . In th ree or 

four m i n u t e s a hu t of t w o h u n d r e d men is "done" , a s is the w h o l e c a m p 

of t w e l v e t h o u s a n d m e n in the cour se of the af ternoon. 
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R i g h t m e a n s su rv iva l , left m e a n s the g a s c h a m b e r s . Is t he re not some

th ing p r o p e r l y comic in th is , the r i d i c u l o u s spec tac le of t i y i n g to a p p e a r 

s t rong a n d hea l thy , to a t t r ac t for a br ief m o m e n t the indifferent g a z e of 

the Naz i admin i s t r a to r w h o p r e s i d e s over life a n d d e a t h ? f i e r e , c o m e d y 

a n d hor ro r co inc ide : i m a g i n e the p r i sone r s p r a c t i c i n g the i r a p p e a r a n c e , 

t r y i n g to ho ld the i r h e a d s h igh a n d p u s h the i r ches t s fo rward , w a l k i n g 

b r i s k l y , p i n c h i n g the i r Hps to a p p e a r l e s s pa le , e x c h a n g i n g a d v i c e on how 

to Impress the S S man ; i m a g i n e h o w a s imple m o m e n t a r y confusion of 

c a r d s or a l a c k of a t ten t ion of the S S m a n can d e c i d e the i r fate . . . No 

w o n d e r , then, tha t obscene h u m o r is a l so a k e y i nd i ca to r of the ca rn iva l 

e s q u e d imens ion of S ta l in i s t terror . R e c a l l the a d v e n t u r e of S h o s t a k o 

v i ch ' s i n t e r roga t ion b y the K G B in 1937: 

1 w a s g i v e n a [ s e c u r i t y ] p a s s a n d w e n t to the [ N K V D ] office. The 

inves t iga to r go t u p w h e n I c a m e in a n d g r e e t e d me . H e w a s ve ry 

f r iendly a n d a s k e d me to sit d o w n . H e s ta r ted a s k i n g ques t i ons about 

m y hea l th , m y family , the w o r k I w a s d o i n g —al l k i n d s of ques t ions . He 

spoke in a v e r y f r iendly, w e l c o m i n g a n d pol i te w a y . Then s u d d e n l y he 

a s k e d m e : " S o , tel l m e . D o y o u k n o w T u k h a c h e v s k y ? " I s a id y e s , and 

he sa id " H o w ? ". S o then I sa id : "At one of m y concer t s . After the 

concer t , T u k h a c h e v s k y c a m e b a c k s t a g e to c o n g r a t u l a t e me . H e sa id he 

l i ked m y mus ic , tha t he w a s an a d m i r e r . H e sa id he 'd l i k e to m e e t me 

w h e n he c a m e to L e n i n g r a d to t a l k a b o u t m u s i c . H e s a id it w o u l d be a 

p l e a s u r e to d i s c u s s m u s i c w i t h me . H e sa id if I c a m e to jMoscow he 'd be 

h a p p y to see m e . " " A n d h o w often d id y o u m e e t ? " " O n l y w h e n 

T u k h a c h e v s k y c a m e h e r e . H e u s u a l l y inv i ted m e for d inne r . " — 

" W h o e l se w a s a t the t a b l e ? " " J u s t h is fami ly . H i s f ami ly and 

r e l a t i v e s . " — " A n d w h a t d i d y o u d i s c u s s ? " " M o s t l y m u s i c . " —"Not 

p o l i t i c s ? " "No, w e n e v e r t a l k e d po l i t i cs . I k n e w h o w th ings 

were ."^—"Dmitr i D m i t r y e v i c h , th i s is v e r y se r ious . Y o u mus t remember. 

T o d a y is S a t u r d a y . I'll s i gn y o u r p a s s a n d y o u can g o home. B u t on 

M o n d a y noon, y o u m u s t be he re . Don ' t forget now. Th i s is ver \ ' 

se r ious , v e r y impor t an t . " I u n d e r s t o o d th is w a s the end . Those two 

d a y s unt i l M o n d a y w e r e a n i g h t m a r e . I told m y wi fe I p r o b a b l y 

w o u l d n ' t r e tu rn . S h e even p r e p a r e d a bag lor m e — t h e k i n d p r e p a r e d 

for peop le w h o w e r e t a k e n a w a y . S h e pu t in w a r m u n d e r w e a r . S h e 

k n e w I w o u l d n ' t be b a c k . I w e n t b a c k the re a t noon [on M o n d a y ] and 

r e p o r t e d to recep t ion . T h e r e w a s a so ld ie r there . I g a v e h i m m y 

[ i n t e r n a l ] passpor t . I to ld h i m I'd been s u m m o n e d . H e looked for 

248 



STALIN ISM REVIS ITED 

m y n a m e : first, second, th i rd Hst. H e sa id : " W h o s u m m o n e d y o u ? " I 

sa id : " Inspec tor Z a k o v s k y . " H e sa id : " H e w o n ' t be ab l e to see y o u 

today . Go home . W e ' l l notify y o u . " H e r e t u r n e d m y passpor t a n d I 

w e n t home . It w a s on ly l a t e r tha t e v e n i n g tha t I l e a r n e d that the 

inspec to r had been a r res ted . ' 

If eve r the re w a s a ca rn iva l in w h i c h t o d a y y o u a r e a k i n g a n d t omor row a 

begga r , th is w a s i t! ' A common- sense r ep roach none the les s imposes 

itself he re : is the re not a r a t h e r obv ious fundamen ta l di f ference b e t w e e n 

the c a r n i v a l p r o p e r a n d the S t a l i n i s t p u r g e s ? In the first case , the en t i re 

social h i e r a r c h y is m o m e n t a r i l y s u s p e n d e d , those w h o w e r e up a r e cas t 

d o w n a n d v ice ve r sa , w h i l e , in the case of S t a l i n i sm , the u n e x p e c t e d a n d 

" i r r a t i ona l " c h a n g e s of for tune affect o n l y those w h o a r e sub jec t ed to 

p o w e r — f a r from b e i n g t h r ea t ened , far from its p o w e r be ing even 

s y m b o l i c a l l y s u s p e n d e d , the C o m m u n i s t nonienkLitura u s e s the " i r r a 

t iona l " shifts of a r b i t r a r y t e r ro r to fortify i ts ru le . . . T h e r e a re , h o w e v e r , 

momen t s of p a r o x y s m in w h i c h r e v o l u t i o n a r y te r ror ef fect ively r e a c h e s 

c a r n i v a l e s q u e d imens ions , m o m e n t s in w h i c h , l i ke the p r o v e r b i a l s n a k e , 

the r u l i n g p a r t y s ta r t s to eat itself, g r a d u a l l y s w a l l o w i n g i ts o w n tai l . T h e 

su rp r i s ing fact tha t " the most d a n g e r o u s p l a c e to be w a s c lose to the 

cen te rs of p o w e r " c l e a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h e s S t a l i n i s m from fascist r e g i m e s — 

here a r e the r e su l t s of the m e r e t w o y e a r s oi yezhovdhchina: 

Five of S t a l i n ' s Po l i t bu ro c o l l e a g u e s w e r e k i l l ed , a n d 9 8 out of 159 

Cen t ra l C o m m i t t e e m e m b e r s . Of the Cen t ra l C o m m i t t e e of the U k 

ra ine R e p u b l i c o n l y th ree out of 2 0 0 su rv ived ; 72 of the 9 3 m e m b e r s of 

the Komsomol o rgan iza t i on Cen t r a l C o m m i t t e e pe r i shed . O u t of 1,996 

p a r t y l e a d e r s a t the S e v e n t e e n t h C o n g r e s s in 1934, 1,108 w e r e im

p r i soned or m u r d e r e d . In the p r o v i n c e s 3 1 9 out of 3 8 5 r e g i o n a l p a r t y 

s ec r e t a r i e s a n d 2 ,210 out of 2 , 750 dis t r ic t s ec r e t a r i e s died.^ 

In h is a n a l y s i s of the p a r a n o i a of the G e r m a n j u d g e S c h r e b e r , F r e u d 

r e m i n d s us tha t w h a t w e u s u a l l y cons ide r a s m a d n e s s ( the p a r a n o i d 

scena r io of the c o n s p i r a c y a g a i n s t the s u b j e c t ) is ef fect ively a l r e a d y an 

a t t empt at r e c o v e r y : after the comple t e p s y c h o t i c b r e a k d o w n , the p a r a 

noid cons t ruc t i s an a t t emp t b y the sub jec t to r e -es tab l i sh a k i n d of o rde r 

in h is un ive r se , a f rame of r e fe rence e n a b l i n g h im to a c q u i r e a form of 

cogn i t ive m a p p i n g . " A l o n g the s a m e l ines , one is t e m p t e d to c l a i m that , 

"when, in la te 1937, the S t a l i n i s t p a r a n o i d d i s c o u r s e r e a c h e d its a p o g e e 
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a n d set in motion i ts o w n d i sso lu t ion a s a social l ink , the 1938 a r r e s t and 

l i qu ida t ion of Y e z h o v himself, S t a l i n ' s ma in e x e c u t i o n e r in 1937, w a s 

effect ively the a t t empt a t r e c o v e r y , a t s t ab i l i z ing the u n c o n t r o l l e d fury of 

se l f -des t ruc t ion tha t b r o k e out in 1937 : the p u r g e of Y e z h o v w a s a k ind of 

m e t a - p u r g e , the p u r g e to e n d all p u r g e s (he w a s a c c u s e d p r e c i s e l y oF 

k i l l i n g t h o u s a n d s of i nnocen t B o l s h e v i k s on beha l f of foreign p o w e r s — 

the i rony b e i n g tha t the a c c u s a t i o n w a s l i t e r a l l y t rue : he d id o r g a n i z e the 

k i l l i n g of the t h o u s a n d s of i n n o c e n t B o l s h e v i k s . . . ) . H o w e v e r , the 

c ruc i a l po in t is that , a l t h o u g h w e a r e he re r e a c h i n g the l imi ts of the 

social , the leve l a t w h i c h the s o c i a l - s y m b o l i c l i nk Itself a p p r o a c h e s its self-

des t ruc t ive d isso lu t ion , th i s e x c e s s i tself w a s none the les s g e n e r a t e d b y a 

p r ec i s e d y n a m i c of soc ia l s t r u g g l e , b y a se r i e s of shif t ing a l i g n m e n t s and 

r e a l i g n m e n t s at the v e r y top of the r e g i m e (StaHn a n d h i s n a r r o w c i r c l e ) , 

t he u p p e r nomenklatura a n d the r ank -and - f i l e p a r t y m e m b e r s : 

T h u s in 1933 a n d 1935 S t a l i n and the Po l i tburo un i t ed w i t h al l l eve l s 

of the nomenkLilura e l i te to sc reen , or p u r g e , a he lp le s s r a n k a n d file. 

T h e r e g i o n a l l e a d e r s then used those p u r g e s to conso l ida te the i r 

m a c h i n e s a n d expe l " Inconven ien t " peop le . Th is , in turn, b rough t 

abou t a n o t h e r a l i g n m e n t in 1936 , In w h i c h S ta l in a n d the M o s c o w 

nomenklatura s i d e d w i t h the r a n k a n d file, w h o c o m p l a i n e d of 

r ep res s ion b y the r e g i o n a l e l i t e s . In 1937 S t a l i n o p e n l y mobi l ized 

the " p a r t y m a s s e s " a g a i n s t the nomenklatura a s a w h o l e ; th i s p r o v i d e d 

an impor t an t s t rand in the G r e a t T e r r o r ' s des t ruc t ion of the e l i te . But 

in 1938 the Po l i tburo c h a n g e d a l i g n m e n t s a n d reinForced the au thor 

i t y of the r eg iona l nomenklatura a s pa r t of an a t t empt to res tore o rde r 

in the p a r t y d u r i n g the te r ror .^ ' 

The s i tuat ion thus e x p l o d e d w h e n S ta l in m a d e the r i s k y move of d i r e c t l y 

a p p e a l i n g to the l o w e r r a n k - a n d - f i l e m e m b e r s t hemse lves , so l ic i t ing them 

to a r t i cu l a t e the i r c o m p l a i n t a g a i n s t the a r b i t r a r y ru le of the local p a r t y 

bos se s ( a m o v e s imi l a r to M a o ' s C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n ) —thei r fury at the 

r e g i m e , u n a b l e to e x p r e s s i tself d i r ec t ly , e x p l o d e d al l the more v i c i o u s l y 

a g a i n s t the p e r s o n a l i z e d subs t i tu t e t a r g e t s . S i n c e the u p p e r nomenklatura 

at the s a m e t ime r e t a i n e d i ts e x e c u t i v e p o w e r in the p u r g e s themse lves , 

th is set in mot ion a p r o p e r l y c a r n i v a l e s q u e se l f -des t ruc t ive v ic ious c y c l e 

in w h i c h v i r t u a l l y e v e r y o n e w a s t h r e a t e n e d (for e x a m p l e , of e i g h t y - t w o 

d is t r ic t p a r t y s ec re t a r i e s , s e v e n t y - n i n e w e r e s h o t ) . A n o t h e r a spec t of the 

sp i r a l ing v i c i o u s c y c l e w a s the v e r y f luc tua t ions of the d i r ec t i ve s from the 
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top a s to the t h o r o u g h n e s s of the p u r g e s : the top d e m a n d e d ha r sh 

m e a s u r e s , vt 'hile at the s a m e t ime w a r n i n g a g a i n s t e x c e s s e s , so the 

e x e c u t o r s w e r e p u t in an u n t e n a b l e posi t ion — u l t i m a t e l y , w h a t e v e r t h e y 

d i d w a s w r o n g . If t h e y d i d not a r r e s t a sufficient n u m b e r of t ra i to rs a n d 

d i scover e n o u g h consp i r ac i e s , t h e y w e r e c o n s i d e r e d l en ien t a n d suppor 

t ive of coun te r - revo lu t ion ; so, u n d e r th i s p r e s su re , in o r d e r to mee t the 

quota , a s it w e r e , t h e y h a d to fabr ica te e v i d e n c e a n d inven t p lo ts — 

t h e r e b y e x p o s i n g t h e m s e l v e s to the cr i t ic ism tha t t h e y w e r e t h e m s e l v e s 

sabo teurs , d e s t r o y i n g t h o u s a n d s of hones t C o m m u n i s t s on beha l f of 

•foreign p o w e r s . . . S t a l i n ' s s t r a t e g y of a d d r e s s i n g d i r e c t l y the p a r t y 

masses , co-opt ing the i r a n t i - b u r e a u c r a t i c a t t i tudes , w a s t h u s v e r y r i s k y : 

Th i s not o n l y t h r e a t e n e d to open el i te po l i t i cs to p u b l i c s c r u t i n y but 

also r i s k e d d i s c r e d i t i n g the en t i r e B o l s h e v i k r e g i m e , of w h i c h S t a l i n 

1 h imse l f w a s a p a r t . [. . . ] F ina l l y , in 1937, S t a l i n b r o k e a l l the ru l e s of 

the g a m e — i n d e e d , d e s t r o y e d the g a m e c o m p l e t e l y — a n d u n l e a s h e d a 

te r ror of a l l a g a i n s t all.^'^ 

O n e can d i sce rn v e r y p r e c i s e l y the s u p e r e g o d imens ion of these even t s : 

th is v e r y v io l ence inf l ic ted b y the C o m m u n i s t P a r t y on i ts o w n m e m b e r s 

b e a r s w i t n e s s to the r a d i c a l se l f -cont radic t ion of the r e g i m e , n a m e l y to the 

fact that , at the o r ig in s of the r e g i m e , the re w a s an " a u t h e n t i c " r evo lu 

t i o n a r y pro jec t — ince s san t p u r g e s w e r e n e c e s s a r y not o n l y to e ra se the 

t r aces of the r e g i m e ' s o w n or ig ins , bu t a l so a s a k i n d of " re turn of the 

r e p r e s s e d , " a r e m i n d e r of the r a d i c a l n e g a t i v i t y a t the hea r t of the r e g i m e . 

The S t a l i n i s t p u r g e s of h i g h p a r t y eche lons re l i ed on th i s fundamenta l 

b e t r a y a l : the a c c u s e d w e r e effect ively g u i l t y insofar a s they , a s the 

m e m b e r s of the n e w nomenklatura, b e t r a y e d the Revo lu t ion . The S t a l i n i s t 

te r ror is t h u s not s i m p l y the b e t r a y a l of the Revo lu t ion , tha t is the a t t empt 

to e ra se the t r a c e s of the a u t h e n t i c r e v o l u t i o n a r y past ; it r a the r b e a r s 

w i t n e s s to a k i n d of " i m p of p e r v e r s i t y " w h i c h compe l s the pos t - revo lu

t i o n a r y n e w o r d e r to ( r e ) i n s c r l b e its b e t r a y a l of the Revo lu t i on w i t h i n 

itself, to " re f lec t" it or " r e m a r k " it in the g u i s e of a r b i t r a r y a r res t s a n d 

k i l l i n g s w h i c h t h r e a t e n e d a i l m e m b e r s of the nomenklatura — a s in p s y c h o 

ana lys i s , the S ta l in i s t confession of gu i l t c o n c e a l s the t rue gu i l t . (As i s w e l l 

k n o w n , S t a l i n w i s e l y r e c r u i t e d into the N K V D peop le of l o w e r socia l 

o r ig ins w h o w e r e thus ab l e to ac t out the i r ha t r ed of the nomenklatura b y 

a r r e s t i ng a n d to r tu r ing sen ior a p p a r a t c h i k s . ) T h i s i nhe ren t tens ion 

b e t w e e n the s t ab i l i t y of the ru le of the n e w nonienkLitura a n d the 
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p e r v e r t e d " re tu rn of the r e p r e s s e d " in the g u i s e of the r e p e a t e d p u r g e s of 

the r a n k s of the nomenklatura is a t t he v e r y h e a r t of the S ta l in i s t 

p h e n o m e n o n : p u r g e s a r e the v e r y form in w h i c h the b e t r a y e d revolu

t i o n a r y h e r i t a g e s u r v i v e s a n d h a u n t s the r e g i m e . . . A s a l r e a d y no ted in 

the case of M a o , one should spec i fy h e r e the role of the I-^eader: he w a s 

e x e m p t e d from these shifts of for tune b e c a u s e he w a s not the t rad i t iona l 

M a s t e r , bu t the "Ivord of M i s r u l e " : the v e r y a g e n t of c a r n i v a l e s q u e 

subve r s ion . 

B e c a u s e of th i s c a r n i v a l e s q u e se l f -des t ruc t ive d y n a m i c , the S ta l in i s t 

nomenklatura c anno t y e t be c h a r a c t e r i z e d a s the " N e w C l a s s " — a s Andrze j 

W a l i c k i noted, p a r a d o x i c a l l y , the s tab i l i za t ion of nomenklatura into a n e w 

c lass is i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h t rue S t a l i n i s t " to t a l i t a r i an i sm" : it w a s on ly in 

the B r e z h n e v y e a r s tha t th is o c c u r r e d : 

the conso l ida t ion of the Sov ie t nomenkLilura, w h i c h for the first t ime in 

Sov ie t h i s to ry " s u c c e e d e d in e m a n c i p a t i n g i tself from the subse rv i ence 

to h i g h e r a u t h o r i t i e s , " a n d cons t i tu t ed i tself a s a s table pr iv i leged 

s t ra tum en joy ing not o n l y p h y s i c a l s e c u r i t y ( w h i c h it h a d ob ta ined 

u n d e r K h r u s h c h e v ) b u t a l so j ob s ecu r i t y , r e g a r d l e s s of pe r fo rmance — 

in effect a s ta tus s imi l a r to tha t of the n e w ru l i ng c l a s s . [. . . ] T h e h igh-

w a t e r m a r k of to t a l i t a r i an i sm w a s the p e r i o d of the p e r m a n e n t p u r g e s , 

w h i c h a i m e d at the abso lu te e l imina t ion not on ly of al l poss ib le 

dev ia t ions , b u t a lso of s tab le Interest g r o u p s w h o s e v e r y ex i s t ence 

m i g h t e n d a n g e r ideo log ica l p u r i t y a n d u n d e r m i n e the monol i th ic 

s t ruc tu re of power.*"^ 

T h e r e a r e t w o fur ther p a r a d o x i c a l conc lus ions to be d r a w n he re : d u e to 

the specif ic ideo log ica l n a t u r e of the S t a l i n i s t r e g i m e (i ts nomina l 

c o m m i t m e n t to the goal of an e g a l i t a r i a n a n d ju s t c o m m u n i s t s o c i e t y ) , 

the t e r ro r a n d p u r g e s of the nomenklatura i tself w e r e not o n l y insc r ibed 

in to i ts v e r y n a t u r e ( the v e r y ex i s t ence of nomenklatura b e t r a y e d its 

p r o c l a i m e d g o a l s ) , t h e y w e r e a lso the r e v e n g e of the r e g i m e ' s own 

i d e o l o g y a g a i n s t i ts nomenkUitura w h i c h was i n d e e d g u i l t y of " b e t r a y i n g 

s o c i a l i s m . " F u r t h e r m o r e , th is is w h y the full s tab i l iza t ion of the nomenk

latura into a n e w c lass w a s on ly poss ib le w h e n i ts m e m b e r s c e a s e d to t a k e 

s e r ious ly the r e g i m e ' s ideo log ica l g o a l s — t h e r e i n r e s i d e s the ro le of the 

t e rm " r e a l l y - e x i s t i n g soc ia l i sm," w h i c h e m e r g e d d u r i n g the B r e z h n e v 

y e a r s : it s i g n a l s that the r e g i m e had r e n o u n c e d its c o m m u n i s t v is ion and 

l imi ted i tself to a p r a g m a t i c p o w e r pol i t ics . Th i s a lso conf i rms the (often-
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noted) fact that the K h r u s h c h e v y e a r s w e r e the las t y e a r s in w h i c h the 

Sovie t r u l i n g el i te w a s still possessed b y a g e n u i n e h i s to r ica l (if not 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y ) e n t h u s i a s m abou t i ts o w n mis s ion—af t e r Khrushchev , 

nothing l i ke h i s def iant m e s s a g e to the A m e r i c a n s " W e w i l l b u r y y o u ! 

Y o u r g r a n d c h i l d r e n wi l l be C o m m u n i s t s ! " w a s i m a g i n a b l e . 

, . . ÜI the filma of Sergei Eueiutein 

Bes ides W e l l e s ' s Alagnificent Amherdoru, E i sens te in ' s Bezhin Meadow a n d 

Par t in of Ifan the Terrible b e long to the se r i e s of lost ab so lu t e mas te r 

p ieces of the h i s to ry of c i n e m a . 

The s u p r e m e i r o n y of Bezhin Meadow is the f i lm's t i t le : it is t a k e n from 

Ivan T u r g e n e v ' s shor t s tory, one of the Sketches from a Hunter's Album, 

about p e a s a n t b o y s d i s c u s s i n g s u p e r n a t u r a l s i g n s of dea th . W h a t does 

this to h a v e to do w i t h the film's s tory, b a s e d on the ( i n ) f amous case of 

Pav l ik Morozov , a b o u t a b o y from a p e a s a n t v i l l a g e in the y e a r s of 

d e k u l a k i z a t i o n , w h o is k i l l ed b y h i s c o u n t e r - r e v o l u t i o n a r y fa ther b e c a u s e 

he suppor t ed co l lec t ive f a rms? O n e is a lmos t t e m p t e d to r epea t the 

ques t ion of the p e r p l e x e d v i e w e r in front of a p a i n t i n g s h o w i n g N a d h e z d a 

K r u p s k a y a in he r office, e n g a g e d in w i l d s ex w i t h a y o u n g Komsomol 

member , en t i t l ed " L e n i n in W a r s a w " — " W h e r e is L e n i n ? " (The g u i d e ' s 

c a lm r ep ly : " L e n i n is in W a r s a w . " ) S o w h e r e is Bezh in m e a d o w ? The re 

a re e choes b e t w e e n the t w o s tor ies , b u t not a t the exp l ic i t n a r r a t i v e leve l ; 

t h e y c o n c e r n the u n d e r l y i n g f an tasmat i c " v i r t u a l " leve l . In the film, too, 

there is a g r o u p of p e a s a n t b o y s s t r u g g l i n g w i t h the e a r t h l y r ep re sen t a t i ve 

of the s u p e r n a t u r a l , the C h u r c h , b u t t h e y " d i s c u s s s u p e r n a t u r a l s i g n s of 

d e a t h " by d e s t r o y i n g it in a c a r n i v a l e s q u e orgj^^"^ 

It w a s the g r e a t n e s s of E i sens te in that , in h is films, he r e n d e r e d the 

shift in the hb id ina l e c o n o m y from the Len in i s t r e v o l u t i o n a r y fervor to 

the S t a l i n i s t " T h e r m i d o r . " R e c a l l the a r c h e t y p a l E i sens te in i an c inema t i c 

scene w h i c h p o r t r a y s the e x u b e r a n t o r g y of r e v o l u t i o n a r y des t ruc t ive 

v io l ence ( w h a t Elsens te in h imse l f ca l l ed " a v e r i t a b l e b a c c h a n a l i a of 

d e s t r u c t i o n " ) : w h e n , in October, the v ic to r ious r evo lu t i ona r i e s pene t r a t e 

the w i n e ce l l a r s of the W i n t e r P a l a c e , t h e y i n d u l g e in an ecs ta t ic o r g y of 

s m a s h i n g t h o u s a n d s of e x p e n s i v e w i n e bot t les ; in Bezhin Meadow, the 

v i l l age P i o n e e r s force the i r w a y into the local c h u r c h a n d de sec r a t e it, 

r o b b i n g it of its r e l i c s , s q u a b b l i n g over an icon, s a c r i l e g i o u s l y t r y i n g on 

ves tmen t s , h e r e t i c a l l y l a u g h i n g a t the s t a t u a r y . . . In th i s suspens ion 

of goa l -o r i en ted ins t rumen ta l ac t iv i ty , w e effect ively h a v e a k i n d of 
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Ba ta i l l e an " u n r e s t r a i n e d e x p e n d i t u r e " — t h e p ious des i r e to d e p r i v e the 

r evo lu t ion of th is e x c e s s is s i m p l y the des i r e to h a v e a revo lu t ion wi thou t 

a revo lu t ion . C o n t r a s t th is w i t h w h a t E isens te in does in Pa r t II oilvan the 

Terrible, w h e r e the on ly scene shot in color ( the p e n u l t i m a t e r e e l ) is the 

c a r n i v a l e s q u e o r g y in the g r e a t hal l of the count , a B a k h t i n i a n fantasmat ic 

s p a c e in w h i c h " n o r m a l " p o w e r r e l a t i ons a r e i nve r t ed : h e r e the t sa r is the 

s l ave of the idiot , w h o m he p r o c l a i m s a n e w tsar , a n d Ivan p r o v i d e s the 

imbec i l e V l a d i m i r w i t h a l l the impe r i a l in s ign ia , then h u m b l y pros t ra tes 

h imse l f in front of h im a n d k i s s e s h i s h a n d . T h e s cene b e g i n s w i t h the 

obscene c h o r u s a n d d a n c e of the "oprichniLi" ( Ivan ' s p r i v a t e a r m y ) , 

s t aged in an e n t i r e l y " u n r e a l i s t i c " w a y : an odd m i x t u r e of H o l l y w o o d 

a n d J a p a n e s e thea te r , a m u s i c a l n u m b e r w h o s e w o r d s tell a w e i r d s tory 

( t h e y c e l e b r a t e the a x e w h i c h cu t s off the h e a d s of Ivan ' s e n e m i e s ) . The 

song first d e s c r i b e s a g r o u p of b o y a r s h a v i n g a r ich mea l : "Down the middle 

. . , the golden goblets peu,!. . . / m w ^A/îi^/ï? ^öwt^." The C h o r u s then a s k s wi th 

p l e a s u r a b l e n e r v o u s expec ta t ion : "Come along. Come along. What happens 

next! Come on, tell us more!" A n d the solo oprichnik, b e n d i n g f o r w a r d and 

w h i s t l i n g , shou t s the a n s w e r : "Strike with the axes!" W e a r e h e r e a t the 

obscene si te w h e r e m u s i c a l e n j o y m e n t mee t s pol i t ica l l i qu ida t ion . And, 

t a k i n g in to a c c o u n t the fact tha t the film w a s shot in 1944, does th i s not 

confirm the c a r n i v a l e s q u e c h a r a c t e r of the S ta l in i s t p u r g e s ? W e encoun

te r a s im i l a r noc tu rna l o r g y in the th i rd p a r t of h>an, w h i c h w a s not shot — 

see the s c e n a r i o , w h e r e the s a c r i l e g i o u s o b s c e n i t y i s exp l i c i t : Ivan and 

his oprichniks pe r form the i r n i g h t l y d r i n k i n g feast a s a b l a c k m a s s , w i th 

b l a c k monas t i c robes ove r the i r normal c lo th ing . T h e r e i n r e s ides the t rue 

g r e a t n e s s of Eisens te in : that he de t ec t ed ( a n d d e p i c t e d ) the fundamenta l 

shift in the s ta tus of pol i t ica l v io lence , from the " L e n i n i s t " l i be ra t i ng 

ou tbur s t of de s t ruc t ive e n e r g y to the " S t a l i n i s t " obscene u n d e r s i d e of the 

L a w . 

In te res t ing ly , the ma in opponen t of Ivan in both p a r t s of the film is not 

a man , b u t a w o m a n : the old power fu l E u p h r o s y n a S t a r i t s k a y a , Ivan ' s 

aun t , w h o w a n t s to r ep l ace Ivan w i t h h e r imbec l l i c son V l a d i m i r a n d thus 

effect ively r e i g n herself. In con t ras t to Ivan, w h o w a n t s total p o w e r , bu t 

p e r c e i v e s it a s a " h e a v y l o a d , " e x e r c i s i n g it a s a m e a n s to an e n d ( the 

c rea t ion of a g r e a t a n d power fu l R u s s i a n s t a t e ) , E u p h r o s y n a is the subjec t 

of a morb id pass ion . F o r her , p o w e r is an end in itself. The a foremen

t ioned l ines from H e g e l ' s Phenomenology of the Spirit on the not ion of 

womankind ' '* ' fit pe r f ec t ly the figure of O r t r u d in W a g n e r ' s Lohengrin: for 

W a g n e r , t he re is no th ing more ho r r ib l e a n d d i s g u s t i n g than a w o m a n 
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w h o i n t e r v e n e s in pol i t ica l life, d r iven b y the des i r e for p o w e r . In cont ras t 

to ma l e ambi t ion , a w o m a n w a n t s p o w e r in o rde r to p romote he r o w n 

n a r r o w fami ly in te res t s or, even worse , h e r pe r sona l cap r i ce , i n c a p a b l e a s 

she i s of p e r c e i v i n g the u n i v e r s a l d imens ion of s tate pol i t ics . And , does 

t h e s a m e not hold for Imn the Terribicl Is E u p h r o s y n a not the n e c e s s a r y 

coun te rpo in t of the po i soned Ivan ' s b r ide , a gen t l e w o m a n to ta l ly 

d e d i c a t e d a n d s u b m i t t e d to h e r h u s b a n d ? 

Ivan ' s p a r a d i g m a t i c g e s t u r e is the fo l lowing one: he p u t s on a s h o w of 

h o r r o r a n d r e p e n t a n c e a t the b l o o d s h e d he h a d to set in t ra in , a n d then, 

in a s u d d e n re f lex ive ges tu re , he fully e n d o r s e s h is c rue l ty , d e m a n d i n g 

even more . In a t y p i c a l m o m e n t in P a r t II, i n spec t ing the bod ie s of the 

b o y a r s k i l l e d b y h i s oprichnlkj, he h u m b l y c rosses himself . S u d d e n l y , he 

stops a n d points a t the g r o u n d , a g l e a m of m a d fury in h is e y e s , s a y i n g 

hoarse ly : "Too f e w ! " T h i s jo l t ing shift is bes t exempl i f i ed b y the 

e l e m e n t a r y t ra i t in h i s ac t ing : r e p e a t e d l y , w e see Ivan s t a r ing a h e a d , 

w i th a pa the t i c e x p r e s s i o n on h i s face, a s if p a s s i o n a t e l y e n g r o s s e d in a 

noble miss ion; then , a l l of a sudden , he looks a r o u n d susp i c ious ly w i t h 

an exp re s s ion b o r d e r i n g on p a r a n o i d m a d n e s s . A v a r i a t i o n of th is shift 

is the famous shot w h e n , d u r i n g h i s i l lness in P a r t I, the p r i e s t s 

p r e m a t u r e l y a n d all too e a g e r l y s tar t to perform the r i tes for the d y i n g . 

T h e y cove r h i s h e a d w i th a g i g a n t i c s a c r e d book; h o l d i n g a b u r n i n g 

hand le on h is b reas t , Ivan pa r t i c i pa t e s in the r i tua l , m u r m u r i n g p r a y e r s ; 

al l o f a sudden , h o w e v e r , he s t r u g g l e s to r a i se h is h e a d from u n d e r the 

Bib le , g l a n c e s a r o u n d the room a s if t r y i n g d e s p e r a t e l y to g e t a v i e w of 

t h e s i tuat ion, a n d then , e x h a u s t e d , d rops b a c k on the p i l l o w b e n e a t h the 

book. 

T h i s b r i n g s u s to a scene w h i c h w a s p l a n n e d a s w h a t Eisens te in c a l l e d 

the donnée ( the p ivota l d r a m a t i c a n d emot iona l po in t ) of the en t i re t r i logy : 

in the m i d d l e of P a r t III, af ter the s i ege a n d des t ruc t ion of Novgorod , a 

c i ty w h i c h r e b e l l e d a g a i n s t h is ru le , Ivan, to rn b y i n n e r doub t s a n d 

q u a l m s , a s k s for a p r ies t a n d w a n t s to confess . T h e shot is a long 

con t inuous c lose -up of Ivan ' s h e a d c o v e r i n g ha l f of the sc reen ; the o ther 

ha l f is filled b y the confessor ' s c ross h a n g i n g b y h i m w h i l e Ivan 

e n u m e r a t e s to the p r i e s t the ho r r ib l e d e e d s he w a s forced to c a r r y out 

for the m o t h e r l a n d . Al l of a sudden , Eus t ace , the confessor, ge t s al l too 

m t e r e s t e d in the n a m e s of those k i l l e d (a fact n i c e l y s i g n a l e d b y the 

t r e m b l i n g of h is c r o s s ) , a n d e a g e r l y a s k s abou t w h e t h e r o ther n a m e s a r e 

also a m o n g the d e a d : " P h i l l i p ? A n d . . . T i m o t h y ? A n d M i c h a e l ? " After 

r e a s s u r i n g h im ( " W e wi l l ca tch h i m ! " ) , Ivan is s u d d e n l y t aken a b a c k . H e 
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se izes Eus t ace ' s c ross a n d d r a g s it d o w n unti l he is face to face w i t h his 

confessor . Then , h is h a n d s r e a c h u p the cha in to the confessor ' s throat , 

a n d he s ta r t s to a c c u s e him m e n a c i n g l y : " C a n it be tha t y o u too be long to 

th is a c c u r s e d l i n e ? " F ina l l y , he e x p l o d e s : "Ar res t h i m ! In te r roga te h im! 

M a k e h i m ta lk!" ' ' ^ 

In a fur ther c l imac t i c m o m e n t of Pa r t III, Ivan invo lves God h imse l f in 

th is d ia lec t i c . W h i l e , in the chu rch , a m o n k s l o w l y r e a d s the n a m e s of all 

those k i l l ed in Novgorod , Ivan l ies p ros t r a t e in the dus t b e n e a t h the la rge 

p a i n t i n g of the Las t J u d g m e n t , on w h i c h s p a r k s shoot out of the e y e s of 

the ce les t ia l j u d g e and h i s g r i m face i s full of r a g e . Ivan ref lects on his 

b lood th i r s ty ac t ions , t r y i n g to e x c u s e them: "It 's not w i c k e d n e s s . Not 

a n g e r . No t c r u e l t y . It is to pun i sh t r eason . Treason a g a i n s t the common 

c a u s e . " Then , in a n g u i s h , he d i r e c t l y a d d r e s s e s God: 

" Y o u s a y noth ing . Ce l e s t i a l T s a r ? " 

He waits. There is no reply. Angrily, ad though hurling a challenge, the 

earthly Tsar repeats menacingly to the Celestinl Tsar: 

" Y o u s a y noth ing . Ce les t i a l T s a r ? " 

The earthly Tsar, with a sudden, violentgeoture, hurls his hejeweled scepter at 

the Celestial Tsar. The scepter snuisheo agaiiwt the flat wall. 

In w h a t , e x a c t l y , r e s ides the l ib id ina l e c o n o m y of th i s s t r a n g e t w i s t ? It is 

not tha t Ivan is s i m p l y torn b y an i n n e r conflict b e t w e e n h i s personal 

e thical q u a l m s a n d the dut} ' of the ru l e r w h o h a s to per form c rue l ac t s for 

the s a k e of h is count ry ; it is a lso not tha t Ivan is s i m p l y bluff ing, jus t 

h y p o c r i t i c a l l y fe ign ing mora l to rment . W h i l e his w i l l to r epen t is absolutely 

sincere, he d o e s not sub j ec t i ve ly iden t i fy w i t h it. t f e is l o d g e d w i t h i n the 

sub jec t ive spl i t i n t r o d u c e d b y the s y m b o l i c order : he w a n t s the r i tua l ol 

confession per formed a s a p rope r e x t e r n a l i z e d r i tua l , a n d he p l a y s the 

g a m e of confession in a t o t a l ly s ince re w a y , w h i l e , a t the s a m e t ime, 

r e t a i n i n g the posi t ion of a su sp i c ious e x t e r n a l o b s e r v e r of the ent i re 

spec tac le , c o n s t a n t l y v ig i l an t , w a t c h i n g for a s u d d e n s tab m the b a c k . All 

he w a n t s is tha t the a g e n t w h o m he is add re s s ing , a n d from w h o m he 

e x p e c t s forg iveness , w i l l do h i s j ob p r o p e r l y , and not m e d d l e in pol i t ics . 

In short, Ivan ' s p a r a n o i a is that he canno t t rus t the a g e n t to w h o m he is 

r e a d y to confess h i s s ins —he suspec t s that this a g e n t ( u l t ima t e ly , God 

h imsel f ) a lso h a r b o r s a h i d d e n pol i t ica l a g e n d a of his o w n r u n n i n g 

coun te r to Ivan ' s . Th is is w h y S ta l in w a s he re too q u i c k w h e n , in the 

famous n igh t t ime conver sa t ion w i t h Eisens te in , he r e d u c e d Ivan ' s re-
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lig-iosity to a mora l obs tac le w h i c h p r e v e n t e d Ivan from r u t h l e s s l y 

finishing off the job of d e s t r o y i n g h i s e n e m i e s : 

Ivan the T e r r i b l e w a s e x t r e m e l y c rue l . It is poss ib le to s h o w w h y he 

had to be c rue l . O n e of the m i s t a k e s of Ivan the T e r r i b l e w a s tha t he 

d i d not c o m p l e t e l y finish off the five b ig feudal fami l ies . If he h a d 

d e s t r o y e d these five famil ies t hen the re w o u l d not h a v e been the T ime 

of T r o u b l e s . If Ivan the T e r r i b l e e x e c u t e d someone then he r e p e n t e d 

a n d p r a y e d for a long t ime. God d i s t u r b e d h im on these ma t t e r s . [. . . ] 

It w a s n e c e s s a r y to be dec i s i ve . 

W h a t S t a l in , in spi te of h i s g e n i u s , fa i led to g r a s p is h o w the spec tac le of 

r e p e n t a n c e w a s not an obs tac le to the ru th l e s s k i l l i ng of h i s enemies , b u t 

r a the r h e l p e d cons t i tu te the se l f -propel l ing sp i ra l of the e n d l e s s osc i l la 

t ion b e t w e e n m u r d e r and r e p e n t a n c e . T h i s sp i ra l w o u l d h a v e r e a c h e d i ts 

u n b e a r a b l e c l i m a x in Pa r t III of Imn the Terrible. In the sc r ip t for the film, 

there is a scene in the g r e a t hal l of the cour t in w h i c h Ivan a c c o m p l i s h e s a 

p ro to -S ta l in i s t p u r g e a m o n g h i s o w n oprichniké. A d d r e s s i n g the g a t h e r e d 

oprichnikd, he o m i n o u s l y c l a i m s tha t " there a r e some a m o n g s t u s w h o h a v e 

t r a d e d the c a u s e of the oprichnikj for g o l d , " w i t h o u t n a m i n g a n y o n e ; he 

goes on: " T h e r e is a m o n g s t y o u one w h o is both v e n e r a b l e a n d w h o 

en joys the h ighes t conf idence [. . . ] A n d this w r e t c h h a s b e t r a y e d m y 

conf idence . " Al l e y e s , fo l lowing Ivan ' s g a z e , a r e fixed on Ivan ' s faithful 

A l e x e i B a s m a n o v , i n c l u d i n g the e y e s of A l e x e i ' s g r i e f - s t r i cken son 

Fyodor . Then , Ivan a s k s : " W h o is w o r t h y enough to cut off so w i s e a 

h e a d ? " H i s e y e s r e s t on F y o d o r w h o s e h e a d i s l o w e r e d . F y o d o r feels 

Ivan ' s g a z e on h im; he r a i s e s h i s h e a d to look Ivan r igh t in the e y e s . W i t h 

a s c a r c e l y p e r c e p t i b l e movemen t , Ivan nods h is head ; F y o d o r l e a v e s the 

table , g o e s u p to h i s fa ther a n d l e a d s h i m off. 

In a d a r k p l a c e outs ide , A l e x e i confesses h i s gu i l t to h i s son, but te l l s 

h im tha t he has p i l e d u p m o u n t a i n s of go ld for h i s son a n d fami ly , so tha t 

o u r l ine con t inues" ; he then Implores h i s son to p romise h i m that , after 

k i l l i ng h im, he w i l l k e e p all t he g o l d for the i r d e s c e n d a n t s ; F y o d o r s w e a r s 

the oath, fa ther a n d son k i s s , a n d the son then swi f t ly d e c a p i t a t e s h is 

father . T h e s cene then r e t u r n s to the g r e a t ha l l , w h e r e Ivan , in a s ta te of 

m o u n t i n g tens ion a n d full of to rment , l ooks a t the door . A t las t the door 

opens a n d F y o d o r r e a p p e a r s ; h is head is b o w e d , h i s h a i r s t i ck ing to h is 

forehead. H e r a i s e s h i s head ; Ivan looks h im s t r a igh t in the e y e . 
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O n e can i m a g i n e a S ta l in i s t t r a g e d y p r o p e r w h i c h w o u l d occu r w h e n the 

a c c u s e d in a s h o w t r ia l ( an e x - m e m b e r of nomenklatura) i s compe l l ed to 

a d m i t that the unjus t p u n i s h m e n t tha t befell h im is the ou tcome of h is 

o w n p r e v i o u s pol i t ica l ac t iv i ty , and is , in this sense , a s ign of an i ronic 

jus t i ce , tha t is , that , in th is sense , he ef fect ively ii "ob jec t ive ly g u i l t y . " B u t 

can one i m a g i n e S t a l i n himself u n d e r g o i n g a s imi l a r e x p e r i e n c e , recog

n iz ing in the m a d n e s s of c o u n t e r - r e v o l u t i o n a r y plots popp ing u p all 
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But a l r e a d y the g a z e of F y o d o r is i m p u r e ; it cannot w i t h s t a n d tha t of 

Ivan . Ivan ' s l ips t w i t c h a s he s p e a k s ho l lowly : " Y o u showed no p i t y to 

y o u r father, Fyodor . W h y should y o u p i t y or defend m e ' / " F y o d o r 

g r a s p s tha t the T s a r h a s d iv ined the secre t t a l k b e t w e e n him and his 

father. 

Ivan u t t e r s the o rder : "Ar re s t h i m ! " L i k e a m a d m a n , F y o d o r t r i e s to 

t h r o w h imse l f on Ivan, b u t is s t abbed b y S t a d e n ' s ( a G e r m a n oprlchnik's) 

d a g g e r . " A s ing le t e a r ro l l s d o w n the g r e y b e a r d of T s a r Ivan . It r e m a i n s 

s u s p e n d e d on the point of h is b e a r d l i ke a r a i n d r o p on a funeral w r e a t h . 

I V A N : ' H a v e p i ty on me , O Lord , h a v e p i t y . . . ' " W i t h the last a tom of 

his s t rength , the d y i n g F y o d o r w a r n s Ivan: "Do not t rust the German , O 

T s a r ! . . . " Ivan ra i ses h is h e a v y e y e l i d s ; h is g a z e s tops on S t a d e n : " H o w 

p r o m p t l y the foreign g u e s t c o m e s to the defense of the T s a r a g a i n s t h is 

o w n oprichnikA" The faithful M a l y u t a q u i c k l y g r a b s S t a d e n ' s shou lde r 

w i t h h is h e a v y h a n d . . . Even he re , the cha in of b e t r a y a l a n d suspic ion 

goes on: from A l e x e i to Fyodor , from F y o d o r to S t a d e n . . . In both cases , 

Ivan ' s suspic ion falls on the v e r y pe r son w h o h a s ju s t pe r formed a m u r d e r 

to defend the tsar . 

W h o m can Ivan trust, if even the coup le of faithful se rvan t s , A lexe i 

B a s m a n o v a n d h is son Fyodor , e n d u p b e t r a y i n g him ( s tea l ing a n d 

a m a s s i n g t r e a s u r e s for the w e a l t h a n d g l o r y of the i r f a m i l y ) ? M a l y u t a 

S k u r a t o v , h is most t rus ted a n d d o g g l s h l y devo ted execu t ioner , first met 

h i m w h e n he led the m o b w h i c h b r o k e into the c h u r c h w h e r e Ivan ' s 

corona t ion w a s in p rog re s s , w i t h m u r d e r on h i s m ind . At the e n d of Par t 

III, the d y i n g M a l y u t a a s it w e r e n o m i n a t e s his successor ( the person 

w h o m Ivan can a b s o l u t e l y t r u s t ) : P e t e r V o l y n e t s , the y o u n g m a n w h o , at 

the e n d of Pa r t II, h a d s t a b b e d V l a d i m i r to dea th , be l i ev ing tha t he w a s 

k i l l i ng Ivan —it is a s t h r o u g h Ivan can t r u l y t rus t on ly former t ra i to rs . 

The ininlnuii difference 
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axound h im the resu l t of h is o w n m a d n e s s ? For s t ruc tu ra l r easons , no. 

W l i a t one can i m a g i n e is a successfu l coup d'état s t a g e d b y the u p p e r 

fUjmenklatura a g a i n s t S t a l i n ( s a y in the las t y e a r s of his life, w h e n t h e y 

w e r e all a g a i n t h r e a t e n e d b y S t a l i n ' s a n t i - S e m i t i c p a r a n o i a ) ; bu t it w o u l d 

h a v e b e e n imposs ib le to o r g a n i z e a s h o w t r ia l aga in s t S t a l i n himself, 

compe l l ing h im to confess that he h a d h e a d e d a c o n s p i r a c y a g a i n s t t rue 

soc ia l i sm. The most t h e y cou ld h a v e done w a s to ki l l h im d i sc ree t ly , w h i l e 

e l eva t i ng h im s i m u l t a n e o u s l y in to an u n t o u c h a b l e d e a d M a s t e r . In a w a y , 

th i s did h a p p e n in the la te 1930s . O n e shou ld a l w a y s b e a r in m i n d tha t the 

notion of the in fa l l ib i l i ty of the pope w a s forged in the la te n ine teen th 

c e n t u r y not to i n c r e a s e h i s p o w e r but to c u r b it: a pope canno t nul l i fy the 

dec is ions of h i s p r edeces so r s , s ince t h e y a re , b y definit ion, infa l l ib le . A n d 

a s im i l a r p a r a d o x ho lds for S t a l i n : h is deif icat ion, e leva t ion into the 

u n t o u c h a b l e s u p r e m e I^eader, co inc ides w i t h the l imi ta t ion of h is " r e a l " 

p o w e r . At the c l i m a x of the g r e a t p u r g e s , w h e n the spi ra l of c a r n i v a l e s q u e 

self -destruct ion t h r e a t e n e d to s w a l l o w the u p p e r nomenklatura itself, the 

Po l i tburo s tood u p to S t a l i n , forc ing h im to sha re h is a u t h o r i t y w i t h t h e m . 

The s t a n d a r d c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n of S ta l in i s t r e g i m e s a s " b u r e a u c r a t i c 

soc i a l i sm" i s to ta l ly m i s l e a d i n g a n d ( se l f - )mys t i fy ing : it is the w a y the 

S ta l in i s t r e g i m e i tself p e r c e i v e d i ts p rob lem, the c a u s e of i ts fa i lures and 

t roub le s—if t he r e w e r e not e n o u g h p r o d u c t s in the stores, if the a u t h o 

rities fa i led to r e s p o n d to peop le ' s d e m a n d s , and so on a n d so forth, w h a t 

w a s e a s i e r t han to b l a m e the " b u r e a u c r a t i c " a t t i t ude of indif ference, p e t t y 

a r r o g a n c e , e t c . ? N o w o n d e r that , from the la te 1920s o n w a r d s , S t a l i n w a s 

w r i t i n g a t t a c k s on b u r e a u c r a c y , on b u r e a u c r a t i c a t t i tudes . " B u r e a u c r a t 

i s m " w a s no th ing b u t an effect of the funct ioning of S ta l in i s t r e g i m e s , a n d 

the p a r a d o x is tha t it is the u l t imate misnomer : w h a t S t a l i n i s t r e g i m e s 

r e a l l y l a c k e d w a s p r e c i s e l y an efficient " b u r e a u c r a c y " ( a depo l i t i c i zed 

a n d compe ten t a d m i n i s t r a t i v e a p p a r a t u s ) . 

O n e of the a r g u m e n t s of those w h o ins is t that C o m m u n i s m , not 

fascism, w a s the t r ue e th ico-pol i t ica l c a t a s t rophe of the twen t i e th cen

tu ry , res t s on the fact tha t in a l l of Naz i G e r m a n y there w e r e on ly 2 5 , 0 0 0 

Ges tapo sec re t p o l i c e m e n to control the popula t ion , w h i l e the t i n y G D R 

a lone e m p l o y e d 100 ,000 sec re t po l icemen to control i ts m u c h sma l l e r 

popula t ion — c l e a r proof of the much m o r e oppres s ive na tu re of the 

C o m m u n i s t r e g i m e . H o w e v e r , w h a t if one r e a d s this fact in a different 

w a y ? F e w e r Ges t apo a g e n t s w e r e n e e d e d b e c a u s e the G e r m a n popu l a 

tion w a s m u c h more m o r a l l y cor rup ted in suppor t ing the N a z i s (and t h u s 

co l l abora t ed w i th the r e g i m e ) t h a n the G D R p o p u l a t i o n — w h y ? W h y did 
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the G D R popula t ion res is t m u c h m o r e ? T h e a n s w e r is a p a r a d o x i c a l one; 

it i s not tha t the peop le s i m p l y r e t a i n e d the i r e th ica l i n d e p e n d e n c e , so that 

the r e g i m e w a s a l i e n a t e d from the " subs tan t i a l e th ica l l i f e " of the 

major i ty ; qu i t e the con t r a ry , r e s i s t ance w a s a n ind ica t ion of the succes s 

of the r u l i n g i deo logy . In t he i r v e r y r e s i s t ance to the C o m m u n i s t r e g i m e , 

the peop le re l i ed on the official i d e o l o g y i tself w h i c h often b l a t an t ly 

con t r ad i c t ed rea l i ty : a c t u a l f reedom, socia l so l idar i ty , t rue d e m o c r a c y . . 

O n e shou ld n e v e r forget the ex ten t to w h i c h the d i s s iden t r e s i s t ance w a s 

i n d e b t e d to the official i deo logy . 

F o r th is p r ec i s e reason , one c a n c l a i m that t o d a y ' s Nor th Korea is no 

l o n g e r a C o m m u n i s t coun t ry , not even in the S ta l in i s t sense : it cu t the 

l i n k s w i t h the l e g a c y of the En l igh t enmen t , w h o s e not ion of u n i v e r s a l i t y 

c o m p e l s a r e g i m e to e x p o s e all i ts c i t i zens to official p r o p a g a n d a . Sh in 

D o n g H y o k , w h o e s c a p e d a " tota l -control z o n e " in Nor th Korea and 

r e a c h e d S o u t h K o r e a v i a C h i n a , r epor t s tha t the p r i s o n e r s sent to such 

zones can n e v e r come out: t h e y a r e p u t to w o r k in m i n e s or l o g g i n g c a m p s 

unt i l t h e y d ie . T h e au tho r i t i e s do not even bo the r to g i v e t hem ideo log ica l 

educa t ion : the ch i l d r en w h o a r e born to pa ren t s in these zones (and 

des t i ned to spend the i r en t i re l i ve s in t h e m ) a r e on ly t a u g h t the e l emen

t a r y sk i l l s n e c e s s a r y for m i n i n g a n d fa rming . T h e r e w e r e u p to 1,000 

ch i l d r en b u t no t ex tbooks in the school at V a l l e y N o . 2, the pa r t of the 

c a m p w h e r e S h i n l ived . In al l of Nor th Korea , v i l l a g e s a r e d e c o r a t e d wi th 

C o m m u n i s t s l ogans a n d por t ra i t s of Kim J o n g II. V a l l e y No. 2 h a d on ly 

one s logan c a r v e d in to a w o o d e n p l a q u e : " E v e r y o n e o b e y the r e g u l a 

t i o n s ! " W h a t w e h a v e he re is t h u s the d i s c i p l i n a r y m e c h a n i s m at its 

pures t , d e p r i v e d of a n y ideo log ica l jus t i f ica t ion . Al l Nor th K o r e a n s a re 

e x p e c t e d to look u p to the i r b e l o v e d l e a d e r ( w h e n b l i n d pa t i en t s w e r e 

a s k e d b y W e s t e r n j o u r n a l i s t s w h y t h e y w a n t e d to see , t h e y al l c l a i m e d 

tha t it w a s in o r d e r to ca tch the s igh t of K im Y o n g II, to w h o m t h e y o w e d 

e v e r y t h i n g ) —al l e x c e p t those p r i sone r s w h o a re t h u s l i t e r a l l y r e d u c e d to 

s u b h u m a n s ta tus , e x c l u d e d from the social c o m m u n i t y . 

It is w o r t h r e t u r n i n g he re to Erns t Nol te ' s book on H e i d e g g e r b e c a u s e 

it s e r i o u s l y a p p r o a c h e s the t a sk of g r a s p i n g N a z i s m a s a feasible pol i t ica l 

project , of t r y i n g to r ec rea t e " the s to ry the N a z i s w e r e t e l l ing t h e m s e l v e s 

abou t t h e m s e l v e s , " w h i c h is a jine qua non of i ts effective c r i t ic i sm; the 

s a m e h a s to be done for S t a l i n i s m . Nol te a l so fo rmula ted the b a s i c t e r m s 

a n d topics of the " r ev i s ion i s t " d e b a t e w h o s e first tenet is to "ob jec t ive ly 

c o m p a r e " fascism a n d C o m m u n i s m : fascism a n d even N a z i s m w a s 

u l t i m a t e l y a reac t ion to the C o m m u n i s t t h rea t a n d a repe t i t ion of its 
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vvorst p r a c t i c e s ( concen t ra t ion c a m p s , m a s s l i q u i d a t i o n s of pol i t ical 

e n e m i e s ) : 

C o u l d it be the case tha t the Na t iona l Soc i a l i s t s a n d H i t l e r c a r r i e d out 

an " A s i a t i c " d e e d [ the H o l o c a u s t ] o n l y b e c a u s e t h e y c o n s i d e r e d 

t h e m s e l v e s a n d the i r k i n d to be po ten t ia l or a c t u a l v i c t ims of a 

[ B o l s h e v i k ] " A s i a t i c " deed . D idn ' t the " G u l a g A r c h i p e l a g o " p r e c e d e 

A u s c h w i t z ? 

R e p r e h e n s i b l e a s it w a s , N a z i s m w a s thus t e m p o r a l l y w h a t a p p e a r e d after 

C o m m u n i s m ; it w a s a lso , w i t h r e g a r d to i ts content , an e x c e s s i v e reaction 

to the C o m m u n i s t threa t . F u r t h e r m o r e , a l l t he ho r ro r s commi t t ed b y 

N a z i s m m e r e l y cop ied the ho r ro r s a l r e a d y commi t t ed b y Sov ie t Com

m u n i s m : the r e i g n of the sec re t pol ice , concen t ra t ion c a m p s , g e n o c i d a l 

t e r ror . . . Nol te ' s conc lus ion is t h u s tha t C o m m u n i s m a n d N a z i s m s h a r e 

the s a m e to ta l i t a r i an form, a n d tha t the dif ference c o n c e r n s o n l y the 

empi r i ca l a g e n t s w h i c h fill the s a m e s t ruc tu ra l p l a c e s ( " J e w s " i n s t ead of 

"c l a s s e n e m y , " a n d so on and so for th) . T h e s t a n d a r d l ibera l - lef t i s t 

r eac t ion to Nol te cons i s ted in a mora l i s t i c ou tc ry : Nol te r e l a t iv izes 

Naz i sm, r e d u c i n g it to a s e c o n d a r y echo of C o m m u n i s t E v i l — b u t 

how can one even c o m p a r e C o m m u n i s m , th is t h w a r t e d a t t empt a t 

l ibera t ion , w i t h the r a d i c a l Evil of N a z i s m ? In con t ras t to this d i smissa l , 

one shou ld ful ly concede Nol te ' s cen t r a l point : y e s , N a z i s m w a s in fact a 

reac t ion to the C o m m u n i s t threa t ; it d i d i n d e e d jus t r e p l a c e c lass s t r u g g l e 

w i t h the s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n A r y a n s and J e w s — t h e p rob l em, h o w e v e r , 

r e s ides in this " jus t , " w h i c h is b y no m e a n s a s innocen t a s it a p p e a r s . W e 

a re d e a l i n g h e r e w i t h d i s p l a c e m e n t {Verschiebung) in the F r e u d i a n sense of 

the t e rm: N a z i s m d i s p l a c e s c l a s s s t r u g g l e onto rac ia l s t r u g g l e a n d t h e r e b y 

obfuscates i ts t rue s i te . W h a t c h a n g e s in the p a s s a g e from C o m m u n i s m to 

N a z i s m is the form, a n d it is in th is c h a n g e of the form tha t the N a z i 

ideo log ica l myst i f ica t ion r e s ide s : the po l i t i ca l s t r u g g l e i s n a t u r a l i z e d into 

the rac ia l conflict , the ( c l a s s ) a n t a g o n i s m i n h e r e n t in the social s t ruc tu re 

IS r e d u c e d to the invas ion of a foreign ( J e w i s h ) b o d y w h i c h d i s tu rbs the 

h a r m o n y of the A r y a n c o m m u n i t y . The dif ference b e t w e e n fasc ism a n d 

C o m m u n i s m i s t h u s " formal -onto logica l ": it i s not ( a s Nol te c l a i m s ) tha t 

w e h a v e in both c a s e s the s a m e formal an t agon i s t i c s t ruc tu re , w h e r e o n l y 

the p l a c e of the E n e m y is fi l led in w i th a different pos i t ive e l emen t (c lass , 

r a c e ) . In the c a s e of race , w e a r e d e a l i n g w i t h a pos i t ive n a t u r a l i z e d 

e l emen t ( the p r e s u p p o s e d o r g a n i c u n i t y of soc i e ty is p e r t u r b e d b y the 
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i n t rus ion of the foreign b o d y ) , w h i l e c l a s s a n t a g o n i s m is a b s o l u t e l y 

inhe ren t in a n d cons t i tu t ive of the socia l field —fasc ism t h u s obfuscates 

a n t a g o n i s m , t r ans l a t ing it into a conflict of pos i t ive opposed t e r m s / ^ 

It is he r e that one h a s to m a k e the cho ice : the " p u r e " l ibe ra l s t ance of 

e q u i d i s t a n c e t o w a r d s leftist and rightist " t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m " ( t h e y a r e both 

bad , b a s e d on the in to l e rance of po l i t ica l a n d o ther d i f ferences , the 

re jec t ion of d e m o c r a t i c a n d h u m a n i s t v a l u e s , a n d so on) is a priori false, 

one hiu to t a k e s ides a n d p r o c l a i m one f u n d a m e n t a l l y " w o r s e " than the 

o ther—for th i s reason, the ongo ing " r e l a t i v i z a t i o n " of fascism, the notion 

tha t one shou ld r a t i o n a l l y c o m p a r e the t w o to ta l i t a r i an i sms , etc., always 

i nvo lves the — exp l i c i t or i m p l i c i t — t h e s i s tha t fasc ism w a s "be t t e r " than 

C o m m u n i s m , a n u n d e r s t a n d a b l e r eac t i on to the C o m m u n i s t th rea t . ^ 

In a le t ter (to w h i c h I h a v e a l r e a d y re fe r red in C h a p t e r 3 ) to He rbe r t 

M a r c u s e on J a n u a r y 20 , 1948, H e i d e g g e r w r o t e : 

To the se r ious l eg i t ima te c h a r g e s tha t y o u e x p r e s s "abou t a r e g i m e that 

m u r d e r e d mi l l i ons ot J e w s . . . " I c a n m e r e l y a d d tha t if i n s t ead of 

" J e w s " y o u had w r i t t e n "Eas t G e r m a n s , " then the s a m e ho lds t rue for 

one of the a l l i e s , w i t h the dif ference tha t e v e r y t h i n g tha t h a s occu r r ed 

s ince 1945 h a s become pub l i c k n o w l e d g e , w h i l e the b l o o d y t e r ro r of 

the N a z i s in point of fact h a d been k e p t a sec re t from the G e r m a n 

peop le . 

M a r c u s e w a s ful ly just i f ied in r e p l j à n g that the th in dif ference b e t w e e n 

b r u t a l l y e x p a t r i a t i n g peop le a n d b u r n i n g them in a concen t ra t ion c a m p 

is the l ine that , a t tha t moment , s e p a r a t e d c iv i l i za t ion from b a r b a r i s m . 

O n e shou ld not sh r i nk from g o i n g a s tep further: the th in dif ference 

b e t w e e n the S t a l i n i s t g u l a g and the N a z i ann ih i l a t ion c a m p w a s a lso , at 

tha t h is tor ica l moment , the dif ference b e t w e e n c iv i l iza t ion a n d b a r b a r 

ism. 

L e t u s t a k e S t a l i n i s m at its most b ru ta l : the d e k u l a k i z a t i o n of the e a r l y 

1930s . S t a l i n ' s s logan w a s tha t " k u l a k s a s a c lass shou ld be l i q u i d a t e d " — 

w h a t does th i s m e a n ? It can m e a n m a n y t h i n g s — from t a k i n g a w a y the i r 

p r o p e r t y ( l a n d ) , to forc ib ly r e m o v i n g t h e m to o the r a r e a s ( s ay , from 

U k r a i n e to S i b e r i a ) , or s i m p l y in to a g u l a g —but it d id not m e a n s i m p l y to 

k i l l them al l . The goa l w a s to l i q u i d a t e them as a cliuis, not a s i n d i v i d u a l s . 

Even w h e n the r u r a l popu la t ion w a s d e l i b e r a t e l y s t a rved (mi l l ions of 

d e a d in U k r a i n e , a g a i n ) , the goa l w a s not to ki l l t h e m al l , b u t to b r e a k 

the i r b a c k b o n e , to b r u t a l l y c r u s h the i r r e s i s t ance , to s h o w them w h o w a s 
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the mas te r . The d i i t e r e n c e — min ima l , bu t c ruc ia l — pe r s i s t s he re w i t h 

regard to the Naz i d e - J u d a i z a t i o n , w h e r e the u l t imate g o a l effect ively 

w a s to ann ih i l a t e t h e m a s i n d i v i d u a l s , to m a k e t h e m d i s a p p e a r as a r a c e . 

In th is sense , then, Erns t Nol te is r ight : N a z i s m WM a repet i t ion , a c o p y 

of Bo l shev i sm —in Nie t z sche ' s t e rms , it w a s a p ro found ly re-active phe 

nomenon . 



Why Populism Is (Sometimes) Good Enough in 
Practice, but Not Good Enough in Theory 

G e r a l d F i t zge ra ld , the Ir ish e x - P r i m e M i n i s t e r , once fo rmula ted a p rope r 

H e g e l i a n r e v e r s a l of the c o m m o n p l a c e w i s d o m " T h i s m a y be good for 

theory , b u t it is not good e n o u g h for p r ac t i c e " : " T h i s m a y be good in 

p rac t i ce , bu t it i s not g o o d e n o u g h in t h e o r y . " T h i s r e v e r s a l best 

e n c a p s u l a t e s the a m b i g u o u s posi t ion of popul i s t po l i t i cs : w h i l e it can 

some t imes be e n d o r s e d a s par t of a shor t - t e rm p r a g m a t i c compromise , 

one shou ld c r i t i c a l l y re ject the not ion in its f undamen ta l d imens ion . 

The posi t ive d imens ion of p o p u l i s m is its potent ia l suspens ion of 

democra t i c r u l e s . D e m o c r a c y —in the w a y th is t e r m is u s e d t o d a y — 

conce rns , a b o v e a l l , formal l ega l i sm: i ts m i n i m a l defini t ion is uncond i 

t ional a d h e r e n c e to a ce r t a in set of formal ru l e s w h i c h g u a r a n t e e that 

a n t a g o n i s m s a r e fiuty a b s o r b e d in to the agon i s t i c g a m e . " D e m o c r a c y " 

m e a n s that , w h a t e v e r e lec tora l m a n i p u l a t i o n took p l ace , e v e r y pol i t ica l 

a g e n t w i l l u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y r e spec t the resu l t s . In th is sense , the U S 

p res iden t i a l e lec t ions of 2 0 0 0 w e r e effect ively " d e m o c r a t i c " : in spi te of 

obv ious e lec tora l man ipu l a t i on , a n d of the pa t en t m e a n l n g l e s s n e s s of the 

fact tha t a coup le of h u n d r e d F l o r i d a v o i c e s d e c i d e d w h o w o u l d be the 

p res iden t , the D e m o c r a t i c c a n d i d a t e a c c e p t e d h is defeat . In the w e e k s of 

u n c e r t a i n t y after the e lec t ions . Bi l l C l in ton m a d e an a p p r o p r i a t e ace rb i c 

comment : "The A m e r i c a n people h a v e spoken ; w e j u s t don ' t k n o w w h a t 

t h e y s a i d . " Th i s c o m m e n t shou ld be t a k e n more s e r i o u s l y than it w a s 

mean t : even now, w e do not k n o w it — and , m a y b e , b e c a u s e the re w a s no 

subs tan t i a l " m e s s a g e " b e h i n d the resu l t at a l l . . . J a c q u e s - A l a i n M i l l e r 

h a s s h o w n h o w d e m o c r a c y imp l i e s the " b a r r e d " b i g Other ; h o w e v e r , the 

F l o r i d a e x a m p l e d e m o n s t r a t e s that, none the les s , t he r e is a " b i g O t h e r " 

w h i c h con t inues to exis t in d e m o c r a c y : the p r o c e d u r a l "big O t h e r " of 

e lec tora l r u l e s w h i c h shou ld be o b e y e d w h a t e v e r the r e s u l t — a n d it is thù 

"b ig O the r , " th is uncond i t iona l r e l i ance on ru l e s that popu l i sm ( th rea t ens 

to ) s u s p e n d . W h i c h is w h y the re is in popu l i sm a l w a y s some th ing v io lent . 
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t h rea ten ing , for the hbe ra l v i e w : an open or l a ten t p r e s s u r e , a w a r n i n g 

that , if e lec t ions a re m a n i p u l a t e d , the " w i l l of the p e o p l e " w i l l h a v e to find 

ano the r w a y to impose itself; even if e lec tora l l eg i t imiza t ion of p o w e r is 

r e spec ted , it is m a d e c l e a r tha t e lec t ions p l a y a s e c o n d a r y role , tha t t h e y 

se rve o n l y to conf i rm a pol i t ica l p roces s w h o s e subs t an t i a l w e i g h t l i e s 

e l s e w h e r e . Th i s is w h y the r e g i m e of H u g o C h a v e z in V e n e z u e l a is 

g e n u i n e l y popul is t : a l t hough it w a s l eg i t im ized b y e lec t ions , it is c l ea r tha t 

i ts exe rc i s e of p o w e r r e l i e s on a different d y n a m i c (d i rec t o rgan iza t ion of 

the poor in fave las a n d o the r m o d e s of local s e l f -o rgan iza t ion ) . Th i s is 

w h a t g i v e s the " t h r i l l " to popul i s t r e g i m e s : the d e m o c r a t i c r u l e s a re n e v e r 

fu l ly endorsed , t he re is a l w a y s an u n c e r t a i n t y that p e r t a i n s to them, a 

poss ib i l i ty a l w a y s looms that t h e y w i l l be redef ined , " u n f a i r l y c h a n g e d in 

the m i d d l e of the g a m e . " Th i s a spec t of p o p u l i s m shou ld be ful ly 

e n d o r s e d —the p r o b l e m is not i ts " u n d e m o c r a t i c " c h a r a c t e r , b u t i ts 

r e l i ance on a subs t an t i a l notion of the "peop le" : in popu l i sm, the "b ig 

Othe r , " a l t h o u g h ( p o t e n t i a l l y ) s u s p e n d e d in the g u i s e of p r o c e d u r a l 

formalLim, r e t u r n s in the g u i s e of the Peop le a s the dubjtantial a g e n t 

l eg i t imiz ing p o w e r . 

T h e r e a r e t h u s t w o e l e m e n t a r y a n d i r r e d u c i b l e s ides to d e m o c r a c y : the 

v io len t e g a l i t a r i a n r ise of the log ic of those w h o a re " s u p e r n u m e r a r y , " the 

"par t of no pa r t , " those w h o , w h i l e fo rmal ly i n c l u d e d w i t h i n the socia l 

edif ice, h a v e no d e t e r m i n a t e p l a c e w i t h i n it; a n d the r e g u l a t e d (more or 

l e s s ) un ive r s a l p r o c e d u r e of choos ing those w h o w i l l e x e r t p o w e r . H o w 

do these t w o s ides r e l a t e to e a c h o the r? W h a t if d e m o c r a c y in the s econd 

sense ( the r e g u l a t e d p r o c e d u r e of r eg i s t e r i ng the "peop le ' s vo ice ") is 

u l t i m a t e l y a ckfeiue against itself, a g a i n s t d e m o c r a c y in the sense of the 

v io len t in t rus ion of the e g a h t a r i a n log ic that d i s tu rbs the h i e r a r c h i c a l 

funct ioning of the socia l edif ice , an a t t empt to re - func t iona l ize th is e x c e s s , 

to m a k e it a pa r t of the n o r m a l r u n n i n g of the social ed i f i ce? 

H o w e v e r , the t r ap to be a v o i d e d he re is to oppose these t w o poles a s 

the " g o o d " v e r s u s the "bad" , tha t is , to d i smis s ins t i tu t iona l i zed d e m o 

cra t ic p r o c e d u r e a s an "oss i f ica t ion" of a p r i m o r d i a l d e m o c r a t i c e x p e r i 

ence . W h a t t r u l y ma t t e r s is p r e c i s e l y the d e g r e e to w h i c h the democra t i c 

explos ion s u c c e e d s in b e c o m i n g ins t i tu t iona l ized , t r a n s l a t e d into socia l 

o rder . Not o n l y a r e d e m o c r a t i c exp los ions e a s i l y r e c u p e r a t e d b y those in 

power , s ince " the d a y af te r" peop le a w a k e n to the sober r e a l i t y of p o w e r 

re la t ions r e i n v i g o r a t e d b y fresh d e m o c r a t i c b lood ( w h i c h is w h y those in 

p o w e r love "exp los ions of c r e a t i v i t y " l i ke the F rench M a y 1 9 6 8 ) ; often, 

the "oss i f ied" d e m o c r a t i c p r o c e d u r e to w h i c h the ma jo r i ty con t inues to 
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Good enough in practice . . . 

T h e 2 0 0 5 F rench a n d D u t c h " n o s " to the pro jec t of the E u r o p e a n 

Cons t i tu t ion w e r e c l ea r - cu t cases of w h a t in " F r e n c h t h e o r y " is re fe r red 

to as a floating signifier: a " n o " of confused, inconsis tent , o v e r d e t e r m i n e d 

m e a n i n g s , a k i n d of c o n t a i n e r in w h i c h the defense of w o r k e r s ' rights 

coex i s t s w i t h r ac i sm, in w h i c h the b l i nd r eac t ion to a p e r c e i v e d t h r ea t and 

fear of c h a n g e coexis t w i th v a g u e Utopian hopes . W e a re to ld that the 

F r e n c h "no " w a s r e a l l y a ' n o " to m a n y o ther t h ings : to A n g l o - S a x o n 

neo l ibe ra l i sm, to C h i r a c a n d h is g o v e r n m e n t , to the inf lux of i m m i g r a n t 

w o r k e r s from P o l a n d w h o l o w e r the w a g e s of the F r e n c h w o r k e r s , a n d so 

on a n d so forth. T h e rea l s t rugg le is g o i n g on now: n a m e l y the s t r u g g l e for 

the meaning of th is " n o " — w h o w i l l a p p r o p r i a t e i t ? W h o —if a n y o n e — w i l l 

t r ans l a t e it in to a coheren t a l t e rna t ive pol i t ica l v i s ion? 

If the re is a p r e d o m i n a n t r e a d i n g of the "no, " it is a n e w v a r i a t i o n on 

the o ld C l in ton motto "It 's the economy , s tup id !" : the " n o " w a s suppo

s e d l y a r eac t ion to E u r o p e ' s economic l e t h a r g y , fal l ing b e h i n d w i t h 

r e g a r d to o the r n e w l y e m e r g i n g b locs of economic p o w e r , i ts economic , 

social , a n d ideologico-polI t ical i n e r t i a — p a r a d o x i c a l l y , an i napp rop r i 

a te reac t ion , a reac t ion on behalf of th is v e r y Inert ia of p r i v i l e g e d Eur

opeans , of those w h o w a n t to c l ing on to old we l fa re - s t a te p r i v i l e g e s . It 

w a s the r eac t ion of "o ld E u r o p e , " t r i g g e r e d b y the fear of a n y rea l c h a n g e , 

the refusal of the u n c e r t a i n t i e s of the B r a v e N e w W o r l d of g loba l i s t 

mode rn i za t ion . N o w o n d e r tha t the r eac t ion of "official " Eu rope w a s one 

of n e a r - p a n i c a t the d a n g e r o u s , " i r r a t i ona l , " rac i s t a n d isola t ionis t p a s 

s ions tha t s u s t a i n e d the "no , " at a p a r o c h i a l re jec t ion of opennes s a n d 

l ibera l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m . O n e is u sed to h e a r i n g compla in t s a b o u t the 
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Stick a s to the " d e a d l e t t e r " is the o n l y defense r e m a i n i n g a g a i n s t the 

ons l augh t of " t o t a l i t a r i an" pass ions of t he c r o w d . 

T h e p r o b l e m i s t hus : h o w to r egu la t e / in s t i t u t iona l i ze the v e r y violent 

e g a l i t a r i a n d e m o c r a t i c impu l se , h o w to p reven t it b e i n g d r o w n e d in 

d e m o c r a c y in the second sense of the t e rm ( r e g u l a t e d p r o c e d u r e ) ? If 

t he re is no w a y to do it, then " a u t h e n t i c " d e m o c r a c y r e m a i n s a momen

t a r y Utopian ou tburs t w h i c h , on the p rove rb i a l m o r n i n g after, h a s to be 

n o r m a l i z e d . The ha r sh c o n s e q u e n c e to be a c c e p t e d h e r e is that this e x c e s s 

of e g a l i t a r i a n d e m o c r a c y ove r the democra t i c p r o c e d u r e can o n l y " in

s t i tu t iona l i ze" Itself in the g u i s e of i ts opposi te , a s r e v o l u t i o n a r y -

d e m o c r a t i c terror. 
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g r o w i n g a p a t h y of the vo te rs , abou t the d e c h n e of p o p u l a r pa r t i c ipa t ion 

in pol i t ics , so w o r r i e d l i be ra l s t a l k a l l the t ime abou t the n e e d to mobi l i ze 

peop le in the g u i s e of c iv i l - soc ie ty in i t i a t ives , to e n g a g e them more in a 

pol i t ica l p rocess . Jr lowever , w h e n the peop le a w a k e n from the i r apol i t ica l 

s lumber , it is a s a r u l e in the g u i s e of a r igh t i s t popu l i s t revo l t —no w o n d e r 

m a n y e n l i g h t e n e d t echnoc ra t i c l i be ra l s n o w w o n d e r w h e t h e r the p r e 

v i o u s form of " a p a t h y " w a s not a b l e s s ing in d i s g u i s e . 

O n e shou ld be a t ten t ive he re to h o w even those e l e m e n t s w h i c h a p p e a r 

a s p u r e r igh t i s t r a c i s m a re in fact a d i sp l aced vers ion of w o r k i n g - c l a s s 

protes ts : of cou r se the re is a form of r a c i s m in d e m a n d i n g an e n d to the 

immigra t ion of fore ign w o r k e r s w h o pose a th rea t to e m p l o y m e n t ; 

howeve r , one shou ld b e a r in m ind the s imple fact tha t the inf lux of 

i m m i g r a n t w o r k e r s from the p o s t - C o m m u n i s t coun t r i e s is not the con

s e q u e n c e of m u l t i c u l t u r î J i s t t o l e rance —it w i n d e e d pa r t of the s t r a t e g y of 

cap i ta l to ho ld in c h e c k w o r k e r s ' d e m a n d s —this is w h y , in the U S , B u s h 

d id more for the l ega l i za t i on of the s ta tus of M e x i c a n i l l ega l i m m i g r a n t s 

than d id the D e m o c r a t s c a u g h t u p b y l abo r -un ion p r e s s u r e s . So , i roni 

ca l ly , r igh t i s t rac is t popu l i sm is t o d a y the bes t a r g u m e n t tha t the " c l a s s 

s t r u g g l e , " far from be ing "obso le te , " goes on — the lesson the Left s h o u l d 

l ea rn from it is tha t one shou ld not commi t the e r ro r s y m m e t r i c a l to tha t 

of the popu l i s t r ac i s t mys t i f i ca t ion /d i sp l acemen t of h a t r e d onto foreign

ers , a n d to " t h r o w the b a b y out w i t h the ba th w a t e r , " tha t is , to m e r e l y 

oppose popu l i s t a n t i - i m m i g r a n t r a c i s m w i t h mu l t i cu l t u r a l i s t openness , 

ob l i t e ra t ing i ts d i sp l aced c lass conten t —benevo len t a s it w a n t s to be , the 

s imple ins i s t ence on to l e r ance is the most per f id ious form of an t i -

p ro l e t a r i an c l a s s s t r u g g l e . . . 

T3rpical he r e is the r eac t ion of G e r m a n m a i n s t r e a m po l i t i c i ans to the 

formation of the n e w L i n k s p a r t e i in the 2 0 0 5 e lec t ions , a coal i t ion of the 

Eas t G e r m a n P D S a n d leftist d i s s iden t s of the S P D — J o s c h k a F i s c h e r 

h imse l f r e a c h e d one of the l o w e s t po in t s in h is c a r e e r w h e n he c a l l e d 

O s k a r Lafon ta ine " a G e r m a n P l a i d e r " ( b e c a u s e Lafon ta ine p ro tes t ed at 

the Importa t ion of c h e a p Eas t E u r o p e a n l abo r to l o w e r the w a g e s of 

G e r m a n w o r k e r s ) . T h e e x a g g e r a t e d a n d p a n i c k y w a y the pol i t ica l ( a n d 

even c u l t u r a l ) e s t ab l i shmen t r eac t ed w h e n Lafon ta ine re fe r red to "for

e ign w o r k e r s , " or w h e n the s e c r e t a r y of the S P D ca l l ed the financial 

specu l a to r s " l ocus t s , " is s y m p t o m a t i c — a s If w e w e r e w i t n e s s i n g a full 

neo -Naz i r ev iva l . Th is total pol i t ica l b l i ndness , th is loss of the v e r y 

c a p a c i t y to d i s t i ngu i sh Left from Righ t , b e t r a y s a pan i c a t pol i t ic iza t ion 

a s such . The a u t o m a t i c d i smissa l ot en t e r t a i n ing a n y t h o u g h t s ou ts ide the 
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es t ab l i shed post-pol i t ica l coo rd ina t e s a s "popul i s t d e m a g o g u e i y " is the 

h i ther to pu re s t proof tha t w e effect ively l ive u n d e r a n e w Denkverbolf' 

It is not o n l y tha t t o d a y ' s pol i t ica l f ield is po la r i zed b e t w e e n post-

pol i t ica l admin i s t r a t ion a n d popul i s t pol i t ic iza t ion; p h e n o m e n a such a s 

Ber luscon i demons t r a t e h o w the t w o oppos i tes c an e v e n coexis t in the 

s a m e par ty : is the Be r lu scon i m o v e m e n t F o r z a I t a l i a ! not a case of post-

pol i t ica l popu l i sm, that is , of a m e d i a t i c - a d m i n i s t r a t i v e g o v e r n m e n t 

l eg i t imiz ing i tself in popu l i s t t e r m s ? A n d does the same not hold to 

some d e g r e e even for the N e w L a b o u r g o v e r n m e n t in the UK, or for the 

B u s h admmis t r a t i on in the U S ? In o the r w o r d s , is popu l i sm not pro

g r e s s i v e l y r e p l a c i n g mu l t i cu l t u r a l i s t t o l e r ance a s the " s p o n t a n e o u s " ideo

logica l s u p p l e m e n t to post -poht ical admin i s t r a t ion , a s i ts "p seudo-

conc re t i za t ion , " i ts t r ans la t ion into a form that can a p p e a l to i n d i v i d u a l s ' 

i m m e d i a t e e x p e r i e n c e ? The k e y fact h e r e is tha t p u r e post -pol i t ics (a 

r e g i m e w h o s e se l f - leg i t imiza t ion w o u l d be t h o r o u g h l y " t echnoc ra t i c , " 

p r e sen t i ng i tself a s a compe ten t a d m m i s t r a t i o n ) i s i n h e r e n t l y Impossible: 

a n y pol i t ica l r e g i m e n e e d s a s u p p l e m e n t a r y "popu l i s t " level of self-

l eg i t imiza t ion . 

Th i s is w h y t o d a y ' s popu l i sm is different from the t rad i t iona l ve r s ion — 

w h a t d i s t i n g u i s h e s it is the opponen t a g a i n s t w h i c h it mob i l i ze s the 

people : t he r i se of "pos t -po l i t i c s , " the g r o w i n g r educ t ion of pol i t ics 

p r o p e r to the ra t iona l admin i s t r a t i on of conf l ic t ing in te res t s . In the h i g h l y 

d e v e l o p e d coun t r i e s of the U S and W e s t e r n Europe , a t least , " p o p u l i s m " 

is e m e r g i n g a s the i nhe ren t s h a d o w y doub le of ins t i tu t iona l i zed post-

pol i t ics ; one is a lmos t t e m p t e d to s ay : a s i ts duppletnenl in the D e r r i d e a n 

sense , a s the a r e n a in w h i c h pol i t ica l d e m a n d s tha t do not fit the 

ins t i tu t iona l i zed space c an be a r t i cu l a t ed . In th i s sense , t he re is a 

cons t i tu t ive "mys t i f i ca t i on" tha t p e r t a i n s to popuhsm: i ts ba s i c g e s t u r e 

is to refuse to confront the c o m p l e x i t y of the s i tua t ion , to r e d u c e it to a 

c l ea r s t r u g g l e w i t h a p seudo -conc re t e " e n e m y " f igure (from the " B r u s s e l s 

b u r e a u c r a c y " to i l l ega l i m m i g r a n t s ) . "Populism " is thus , b y defini t ion, a 

n e g a t i v e phenomenon , a p h e n o m e n o n g r o u n d e d in a refusal, e v e n an 

impl ic i t admiss ion of i m p o t e n c e . W e a l l k n o w the old j o k e abou t a m a n 

l o o k i n g for the k e y he h a s d r o p p e d u n d e r the s t reet l ight ; w h e n a s k e d 

w h e r e he lost it, he a d m i t s tha t it w a s in an i l l- l i t spot; so w h y is he look ing 

for it here , u n d e r the l i g h t ? B e c a u s e the v i s ib i l i t y is so m u c h be t te r he re 

. . . T h e r e is a l w a y s some th ing of th is t r i ck in popu l i sm. So , not o n l y is 

popu l i sm not the a r e n a w i t h i n w h i c h t o d a y ' s e m a n c i p a t o r y pro jec ts 

shou ld insc r ibe t hemse lves , bu t one shou ld even g o a s tep fur ther a n d 
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propose tha t the m a i n t a s k of c o n t e m p o r a r y e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ics , i ts l ife-

a n d - d e a t h p rob lem, is to find a form of pol i t ica l mobi l iza t ion that, w h i l e 

( l ike p o p u l i s m ) c r i t i ca l of ins t i tu t iona l i zed pol i t ics , w i l l avoid the popul i s t 

t empta t ion . 

W h e r e , then, does al l th is l e ave u s w i t h r e g a r d to Eu rope ' s i m b r o g l i o ? 

T h e F r e n c h vo t e r s w e r e not g i v e n a c l e a r s y m m e t r i c a l choice , s ince the 

v e r y t e r m s of the choice p r i v i l e g e d the " y e s " : the el i te p roposed a cho ice 

t o the peop le w h i c h w a s in fact no choice at a l l — p e o p l e w e r e ca l l ed to 

ra t i fy the i nev i t ab l e , the resu l t of e n l i g h t e n e d expe r t i s e . T h e m e d i a and 

the pol i t ica l el i te p r e s e n t e d the choice a s the one b e t w e e n k n o w l e d g e a n d 

i g n o r a n c e , b e t w e e n expe r t i s e a n d ideo logy , b e t w e e n pos t -pol i t ica l ad 

min i s t ra t ion a n d the a r c h a i c po l i t i ca l pa s s ions of the Left and the Right.'^ 

T h e " n o " w a s t h u s d i smi s sed a s a shor t s igh ted reac t ion u n a w a r e of its 

o w n c o n s e q u e n c e s : a m u r k y reac t ion of fear of the e m e r g i n g n e w 

pos t indus t r i a l g loba l order , a conse rva t ive ins t inc t to p ro tec t c r e a k i n g 

we l fa re - s t a t e s t r uc tu r e s — a g e s t u r e of refusal l a c k i n g a n y posi t ive a l te r 

na t ive p r o g r a m . N o w o n d e r tha t the o n l y po l i t i ca l pa r t i e s w h o s e official 

s t ance w a s " n o " w e r e the p a r t i e s a t the opposi te e x t r e m e s of the pol i t ical 

spec t rum. L e Pen ' s F ron t Na t iona l on the R i g h t a n d the C o m m u n i s t s a n d 

Trotsk3âsts on the Left. 

H o w e v e r , e v e n if t he re is an e l emen t of t ru th in al l th i s , the v e r y fact 

that the " n o " w a s not s u s t a i n e d b y a cohe ren t a l t e rna t ive pol i t ical v is ion is 

the s t ronges t poss ib le c o n d e m n a t i o n of the pol i t ica l a n d m e d i a t i c el i te , a 

m o n u m e n t to the i r i nab i l i t y to a r t i cu l a t e , to t r ans l a t e into a pol i t ica l 

vis ion, the p e o p l e ' s l o n g i n g s a n d d issa t i s fac t ions . Ins tead, in the i r r e a c 

t ion to the "no , " t h e y t r e a t e d the peop le a s r e t a r d e d p u p i l s w h o had not 

l ea rn t the lesson of the e x p e r t s : the i r se l f -cr i t ic ism w a s the one of the 

t e a c h e r w h o a d m i t s tha t he fa i led to e d u c a t e h is s tuden t s p rope r ly . W h a t 

the a d v o c a t e s of th is " c o m m u n i c a t i o n " thes i s ( the F r e n c h a n d Du tch 

" n o " m e a n s tha t the e n l i g h t e n e d el i te h a s fai led to c o m m u n i c a t e a d e 

q u a t e l y w i t h the m a s s e s ) f a i l to see is that , on the con t ra ry , the "no " in 

ques t ion w a s a per fec t e x a m p l e of c o m m u n i c a t i o n in w h i c h , a s Lacan put 

it, the s p e a k e r g e t s from the a d d r e s s e e i ts o w n m e s s a g e in i ts inver ted , 

that i s , t rue , form: the e n l i g h t e n e d E u r o p e a n b u r e a u c r a t s r e c e i v e d from 

the e lec to ra te the s h a l l o w n e s s of the i r o w n m e s s a g e to t h e m in its t rue 

form. T h e project of E u r o p e a n Un ion tha t w a s re jec ted b y F r a n c e and the 

N e t h e r l a n d s s tood for a k i n d of c h e a p t r i ck , a s if E u r o p e could r edeem 

itself a n d bea t its compe t i to r s b y s i m p l y c o m b i n i n g the bes t of both 

W o r l d s : b y bea t ing the U S , C h i n a , a n d J a p a n in sc ient i f ic- technologica l 



m o d e r n i z a t i o n t h r o u g h k e e p i n g a l i v e i ts c u l t u r a l t r ad i t ions . O n e should 

ins is t h e r e that, if E u r o p e is to r e d e e m itself, it should , on the con t ra ry , be 

r e a d y to t a k e the r i sk of Lulng ( in the sense of r a d i c a l l y q u e s t i o n i n g ) both: 

d i s p e l l i n g the fetish of sc ien t i f ic - technologica l p r o g r e s s and stop r e l y i n g 

on the s u p e r i o r i t y of i ts c u l t u r a l h e r i t a g e . 

So , a l t hough the cho ice w a s not tha t b e t w e e n t w o pol i t ica l opt ions , it 

w a s a l so not the choice b e t w e e n the en l i gh t ened vis ion of a modern 

Europe , r e a d y to fit in to the n e w g loba l order , a n d o ld confused pol i t ica l 

pa s s ions . W h e n c o m m e n t a t o r s d e s c r i b e d the " n o " a s a m e s s a g e of 

b e w i l d e r m e n t a n d fear, t h e y w e r e w r o n g . The m a i n fear a t i s sue he re 

is the fear the " n o " i tself p r o v o k e d in the n e w E u r o p e a n pol i t ica l el i te , the 

fear t ha t the peop le w o u l d no longe r s w a l l o w the i r "pos t -po l i t i ca l " v is ion . 

For the res t of us , the " n o " is a m e s s a g e a n d e x p r e s s i o n of hope : hope that 

potitLCd i s sti l l a l i ve a n d poss ib le , tha t the deba te abou t w h a t the n e w 

E u r o p e sha l l a n d shou ld be is sti l l w i d e open . Th i s is w h y w e , on the Left, 

shou ld re jec t the s n e e r i n g in s inua t ion b y l i b e r a l s that , in our "no , " w e 

find o u r s e l v e s w i t h s t r a n g e neo-fascis t bed fe l lows . W h a t the n e w popu l i s t 

R i g h t a n d the Left s h a r e is j u s t one thing; the a w a r e n e s s that poiiticd proper 
id cUiU alive. 

T h e r e wa,i a posi t ive cho ice in the "no" : the cho ice of the choice itself; 

the re jec t ion of the b l a c k m a i l b y the n e w el i te w h i c h offers u s o n l y the 

cho ice to conf i rm the i r e x p e r t k n o w l e d g e or to d i s p l a y one ' s " i r r a t i o n a l " 

i m m a t u r i t y . T h e " n o " i s the pos i t ive dec i s ion to s tar t a r ea l pol i t ica l 

deba te a b o u t w h a t k i n d of E u r o p e w e r e a l l y w a n t . L a t e in h i s life, F r e u d 

a s k e d the famous ques t ion Wa,i will da^t Weih?—What does the w o m a n 

w a n t ? — admi t t i ng h is p e r p l e x i t y w h e n faced w i t h the e n i g m a of feminine 

s e x u a l i t y . D o e s the imbrog l io wi th the European Cons t i tu t ion not b e a r 

w i t n e s s to the s a m e p u z z l e m e n t : w h a t k i n d of E u r o p e do w e w a n t ? 

T h e unofficial a n t h e m of the E u r o p e a n Union , h e a r d a t n u m e r o u s 

pol i t ica l , cu l tu ra l , a n d spor t ing p u b l i c events , is the " O d e to J o y " from 

the las t m o v e m e n t of B e e t h o v e n ' s N in th S y m p h o n y , a t rue "empt}^' 

s ign i f i e r " tha t can s tand for a n y t h i n g . In F rance , it w a s e l eva t ed b y 

R o m a i n R o l l a n d into a h u m a n i s t ode to the b ro the rhood of a l l p e o p l e s 

(" the ' M a r s e i l l a i s e ' of h u m a n i t y " ) ; in 1938 , it w a s pe r fo rmed a s the 

h i g h p o i n t oî Reichs in luiktage a n d l a t e r for Hi t l e r ' s b i r thda j ' ; in the C h i n a 

of the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion , in the febri le con tex t of a m a s s re jec t ion of 

E u r o p e a n c lass ics , it w a s r e d e e m e d a s a p i e c e of p rog re s s ive c lass 

s t rugg le , w h i l e in c o n t e m p o r a r y J a p a n , it h a s a c h i e v e d a cul t s ta tus , 

be ing w o v e n into the v e r y social fabr ic w i t h its s u p p o s e d m e s s a g e of " joy 

270 
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t h rough suffer ing"; unt i l the 1970s , tha t is , d u r i n g the pe r iod w h e n both 

W e s t a n d Eas t G e r m a n O l y m p i c t e a m s had to per form toge the r a s one 

G e r m a n t eam, the a n t h e m p l a y e d for G e r m a n g o l d m e d a l l i s t s w a s the 

Ode , and , s imu l t aneous ly , the R h o d e s i a n w h i t e s u p r e m a c i s t r e g i m e of 

Ian S m i t h , w h i c h p r o c l a i m e d i n d e p e n d e n c e in the la te 1960s in o r d e r to 

ma in t a in apa r the id , a l so a p p r o p r i a t e d the s ame song a s its na t iona l 

an them. Even A b l m a e l G u z m a n , the ( n o w i m p r i s o n e d ) l e a d e r of S e n d e r o 

Lumlnoso , w h e n a s k e d w h a t m u s i c he loved, m e n t i o n e d the fourth 

m o v e m e n t of B e e t h o v e n ' s Nin th . S o it is e a s y to p i c t u r e an i m a g i n a r y 

pe r fo rmance a t w h i c h a l l the s w o r n e n e m i e s , from Hi t l e r to S t a l in , from 

B u s h to S a d d a m , forget t he i r d i f ferences a n d p a r t i c i p a t e in the s ame 

m a g i c m o m e n t of ecs ta t ic b ro the rhood . . 

H o w e v e r , before w e d i s m i s s the fourth m o v e m e n t a s a p i e c e "de 

s t royed t h r o u g h socia l u s a g e , " let u s note some p e c u l i a r i t i e s of i ts 

s t ruc tu re . In the m i d d l e of the movemen t , after w e h e a r the ma in m e l o d y 

( the " J o y " t h e m e ) in three o rches t ra l a n d th ree vocal va r i a t i ons , at th is 

first c l i m a x , some th ing u n e x p e c t e d h a p p e n s w h i c h h a s b o t h e r e d c r i t i c s 

over the las t 180 y e a r s , eve r s ince the first pe r fo rmance : a t ba r 3 3 1 , the 

tone c h a n g e s to ta l ly , and , i n s t ead of the so lemn h y m n i c p rogress ion , the 

s ame " J o y " t h e m e is r e p e a t e d in marc'ui Turca ( "Turk i sh m a r c h " ) s ty le , 

b o r r o w e d from the m i l i t a r y m u s i c for w i n d a n d p e r c u s s i o n i n s t r u m e n t s 

that e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y E u r o p e a n a r m i e s h a d a d o p t e d from the T u r k i s h 

janissaries—^the mode is he re tha t of a c a r n i v a l e s q u e p o p u l a r p a r a d e , a 

m o c k i n g spec tac le .^ And after this point , ever j ' t h ing g o e s w r o n g , the 

s imple so lemn d i g n i t y of the first pa r t of the m o v e m e n t is n e v e r 

r ecove red : af ter th is " T u r k i s h " pa r t a n d in a c l e a r c o u n t e r - m o v e m e n t 

to it, in a k i n d of re t rea t into i n n e r re l ig ios i ty , the cho ra l - l i ke m u s i c 

(d i smis sed b y some cr i t i cs a s a " G r e g o r i a n foss i l") t r ies to dep ic t the 

e therea l i m a g e of mi l l ions of peop le w h o k n e e l d o w n e m b r a c i n g one 

another , c o n t e m p l a t i n g the d i s t an t s k y in a w e a n d s e a r c h i n g for the 

lov ing p a t e r n a l God w h o m u s t d w e l l a b o v e the c a n o p y of s ta rs Çüberm 

Sternezell nuud ein lieber Vater wohnen"); h o w e v e r , the m u s i c , a s it w e r e , g e t s 

s t uck w h e n the w o r d musj, first r e n d e r e d b y the basses , is r e p e a t e d b y the 

tenors a n d a l tos , a n d f ina l ly b y the sopranos , a s if this r epea t ed con

ju r a t i on is a d e s p e r a t e a t t empt to conv ince u s ( a n d Itself) of w h a t it k n o w s 

IS not t rue , t u r n i n g the l ine "a lov ing father mus t d w e l l " into a d e s p e r a t e 

ac t of beseechment , a n d thus a t tes t ing to the fact tha t t he re is no th ing 

b e y o n d the c a n o p y of s ta rs , no lov ing fa ther to p ro tec t u s and to 

g u a r a n t e e our b ro the rhood . After this , a re turn to a m o r e c e l e b r a t o r y 
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mood is a t t e m p t e d in the g u i s e of the d o u b l e fugue w h i c h canno t but 

s o u n d false in i ts e x c e s s i v e l y ar t i f ic ia l b r i l l i ance , a fake syn thes i s if there 

e v e r w a s one, a d e s p e r a t e a t t empt to cove r u p the vo id ol the abjent God 

r e v e a l e d in the p r e v i o u s sect ion. B u t the final c a d e n z a is the s t r anges t of 

them al l , s o u n d i n g less l i ke B e e t h o v e n than a puf fed-up vers ion of the 

finale of M o z a r t ' s Abductiflii from Seraglio, c o m b i n i n g the " T u r k i s h " 

e l emen t s w i t h the fast rococo spec tac l e . ( A n d let u s not forget the 

p r i n c i p a l lesson of th i s M o z a r t opera : the f igure of the or ien ta l despot 

is p r e s e n t e d the re a s a t r ue e n l i g h t e n e d M a s t e r . ) T h e finale is t hus a 

b i z a r r e m i x t u r e of O r i e n t a l i s m a n d reg ress ion in to la te e igh teen th -

c e n t u r y c l a s s i c i sm, a d o u b l e re t rea t from the h is tor ica l p resen t , a s i lent 

admis s ion of the p u r e l y fan tasmat ic c h a r a c t e r of the j o y of a l l - encom

pas s ing b ro the rhood . Tf the re e v e r w a s a m u s i c that l i t e r a l l y "decon

s t ruc t s itself, " th is is it: the con t ras t b e t w e e n the h i g h l y o r d e r e d l i nea r 

p rog res s ion of the first p a r t of the m o v e m e n t a n d the p rec ip i tous , 

h e t e r o g e n e o u s , a n d incons is ten t , c h a r a c t e r of the s econd canno t be 

s t ronge r —no w o n d e r tha t a l r e a d y in 1826, t w o y e a r s after the first 

pe r fo rmance , some r e v i e w e r s de sc r ibed the finale a s " a fest ival of h a t r e d 

t o w a r d s al l tha t can be c a l l e d h u m a n joy . W i t h g i g a n t i c s t r eng th the 

p e r i l o u s h o a r d e m e r g e s , t e a r i n g h e a r t s a s u n d e r a n d d a r k e n i n g the d iv ine 

s p a r k of g o d s w i t h noisy , mons t rous m o c k i n g . " 

B e e t h o v e n ' s N in th is t h u s full of w h a t N i c h o l a s C o o k c a l l e d "un-

c o n s u m m a t e d s y m b o l s " : e l emen t s w h i c h a re in e x c e s s of the g loba l 

m e a n i n g of the w o r k (or of the m o v e m e n t in w h i c h they o c c u r ) , w h i c h 

do not fit th is m e a n i n g , a l t h o u g h It i s not c l ea r w h a t add i t iona l m e a n i n g 

t h e y b r ing . Cook l is ts the " funera l m a r c h " a t b a r 5 1 3 of the first 

movemen t , the a b r u p t e n d i n g of the s econd movemen t , the m i l i t a r y 

tones in the t h i rd movemen t , the so -ca l l ed "hor ro r fanfa res , " the T u r k i s h 

m a r c h , a n d m a n y o ther m o m e n t s In the fourth m o v e m e n t — a l l these 

e l emen t s "v ib ra t e w i t h an imp l i ed s ign i f i cance tha t over f lows the m u s i c a l 

s c e n a r i o . " It i s not s i m p l y tha t the i r m e a n i n g s h o u l d be u n c o v e r e d 

t h r o u g h a t t en t ive i n t e rp re t a t i on—the v e r y r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n t e x t u r e 

a n d m e a n i n g is i nve r t ed he re : if the p r e d o m i n a n t " m u s i c a l s c e n a r i o " 

s e e m s to set to m u s i c a c l e a r p r e e s t a b l i s h e d m e a n i n g ( the ce lebra t ion of 

joy , un ive r sa l b ro the rhood . . . ) , he r e the m e a n i n g is not g iven in 

a d v a n c e , but s eems to float in some k i n d of v i r t u a l i n d e t e r m i n a c y — I t 

Is a s if w e k n o w ^̂ rt/̂  the re Is (or, ra ther , h a s to b e ) some mean ing , w i t h o u t 

eve r be ing ab l e to es tab l i sh what th is m e a n i n g i s . 

W h a t , then , is the so lu t ion? T h e o n l y r ad i ca l solut ion is to shift the 
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en t i re p e r s p e c t i v e a n d to r e n d e r p r o b l e m a t i c the v e r y first pa r t of the 

fourth movemen t : t h i n g s do not r e a l l y go w r o n g o n l y a t b a r 3 3 1 , w i t h the 

e n t r a n c e of the marcia Turca, t h e y g o w r o n g from the ver>' s tar t —one 

shou ld accep t tha t the re is some th ing of an i n s ip id s h a m in the Ode , so 

that the chaos tha t en te r s after ba r 3 3 1 is a k i n d of " re tu rn of the 

r e p r e s s e d , " a symptom of w h a t w a s w r o n g from the v e r y b e g i n n i n g . W h a t 

if w e h a v e domes t i ca t ed the O d e to J o y too m u c h , w h a t if w e h a v e got al l 

too u s e d to it a s a s y m b o l of joyful b r o t h e r h o o d ? W h a t if w e s h o u l d 

confront it a n e w , re ject in it w h a t is fa l se? M a n y of t o d a y ' s l i s t ene r s 

canno t but be s t r u c k b y the e m p t y p o m p o u s c h a r a c t e r a n d p re t en t ious 

nes s of the Ode , b y i ts s o m e w h a t r i d i c u l o u s s o l e m n i t y — reca l l w h a t w e 

see if w e w a t c h i ts pe r fo rmance on te levis ion: fat, self-sat isf ied, w e l l -

d r e s sed s i nge r s w i th b u l g i n g ve ins , m a k i n g a g r e a t effort, a c c o m p a n i e d 

b y r i d i c u l o u s w a v i n g of h a n d s , to ge t the i r sub l ime m e s s a g e t h r o u g h as 

l o u d l y a s poss ib le . . . W h a t if t hese l i s t eners a r e s i m p l y right! W h a t if the 

t rue obscen i ty is w h a t t a k e s p l a c e before the marcia Turca, not after i t ? 

W h a t if w e d i s p l a c e the en t i re pe r spec t ive a n d p e r c e i v e the marcia a s a 

r e tu rn to e v e r y d a y n o r m a l i t y tha t cu t s shor t the d i s p l a y of p r epos t e rous 

po r t en tousness a n d thus b r i n g s us b a c k to ea r th , a s if it w e r e s a y i n g " Y o u 

w a n t to c e l eb ra t e the b ro the rhood of m e n ? H e r e it is then, r ea l 

h u m a n i t y . . . "? 

A n d does the s a m e not hold for E u r o p e t o d a y ? After inv i t ing mi l l ions , 

from the h ighes t to the lowes t ( the w o r m ) to e m b r a c e , the second s t rophe 

o m i n o u s l y ends : " B u t he w h o canno t re joice , let h im s teal w e e p i n g a w a y " 

(IJnd wer's nie gekonnt, der stehle weinend sich aiui dem Bund). T h e i r o n y of 

Bee thoven ' s O d e to J o y as the unofficial E u r o p e a n a n t h e m is , of course , 

tha t the main c a u s e of t o d a y ' s c r i s i s of the Un ion is p r e c i s e l y T u r k e y : 

a c c o r d i n g to most of the pol ls , one of the r e a s o n s mo t iva t i ng those w h o 

vo ted " n o " in the las t r é f é r e n d u m s in F r a n c e a n d N e t h e r l a n d s w a s t he i r 

opposi t ion to T u r k i s h m e m b e r s h i p . T h e " n o " can be g r o u n d e d in r ight i s t -

popul i s t t e rms (no to the T u r k i s h th rea t to o u r cu l tu re , no to T u r k i s h 

c h e a p i m m i g r a n t l a b o r ) , or in l i b e r a l - m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s t t e r m s ( T u r k e y 

shou ld not be a l l o w e d in b e c a u s e , in i ts t r ea tmen t of the Kurds , it does 

not d i s p l a y sufficient r e spec t for h u m a n r i g h t s ) . A n d the opposi te v i ew , 

the " y e s , " is a s false a s B e e t h o v e n ' s final c a d e n z a . . . T h e case of 

c o n t e m p o r a r y T u r k e y is c ruc i a l for a p r o p e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of cap i ta l i s t 

g loba l iza t ion ; the pol i t ical p r o p o n e n t of g loba l i za t ion is the ru l i ng "mod

e r a t e " I s lamis t p a r t y of the P r i m e M i n i s t e r E r d o g a n . ' " It is the fero

c i o u s l y na t iona l i s t and s e c u l a r Kemal i s t s w h o , focused on the fu l ly 
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sove re ign na t ion-s ta te , res is t full in tegra t ion into the g loba l s p a c e (and 

a lso h a v e m i s g i v i n g s abou t T u r k e y j o i n i n g the E u r o p e a n U n i o n ) , w h i l e 

the Is lamis ts find it e a s y to combine the i r r e l ig ious -cu l tu ra l i den t i t y wi th 

economic g loba l iza t ion. Ins i s tmg on one s p a r t i c u l a r cu l tu ra l i den t i t y ig 

no obs tac le to g loba l i za t ion : the t rue obs tac le is the t r anscu l t u r a l nat ion-

s ta te u n i v e r s a l i s m . 

So , shou ld T u r k e y be a l l o w e d into the Union or should it be let to 

"steal i tself w e e p i n g out of the u n i o n " (BiinJ)? Can E u r o p e s u r v i v e the 

" T u r k i s h m a r c h " ? And , a s in the finale of Bee thoven ' s Ninth , w h a t if the 

t rue p r o b l e m is not T u r k e y , bu t the bas ic m e l o d y itself, the song of 

Eu ropean u n i t y a s it is p l a y e d to u s b y the B r u s s e l s post-pol i t ical 

t e chnoc ra t i c e l i t e ? W h a t w e n e e d is a to ta l ly n e w m e l o d y , a n e w 

defini t ion of Europe Itself. The p r o b l e m of T u r k e y , the p e r p l e x i t y of 

the E u r o p e a n Un ion a s to w h a t to do a b o u t T u r k e y , is not abou t T u r k e y 

a s such, bu t a confusion abou t w h a t E u r o p e i t se l l i s . 

W h a t , then , is Eu rope ' s p r e d i c a m e n t t o d a y ? E u r o p e i s c a u g h t b e t w e e n 

the g r e a t p ince r s of A m e r i c a on the one s ide a n d C h i n a on the other. 

A m e r i c a a n d C h i n a , seen m e t a p h y s i c a l l y , a re both the s a m e : the ident ica l 

hope le s s f renzy of u n c h a i n e d t e c h n o l o g y and of the root less o rgan iza t ion 

of the a v e r a g e m a n . W h e n the far thest co rne r of the g l o b e h a s been 

c o n q u e r e d t e c h n i c a l l y and can be exp lo i t ed economica l ly ; w h e n a n y 

inc iden t y o u l i ke , in a n y p l ace y o u l i k e , at a n y t ime y o u l i k e , becomes 

acces s ib l e a s fast a s y o u l i ke ; w h e n , t h r o u g h T V " l i ve c o v e r a g e , " y o u can 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y " e x p e r i e n c e " a ba t t l e in the I raq i dese r t a n d an ope ra 

p e r f o r m a n c e in Bei j ing; w h e n , in a g loba l d ig i ta l n e t w o r k , t ime is no th ing 

bu t speed , ins tan tane i ty , a n d s imu l t ane i ty ; w h e n a w i n n e r in a r ea l i t y T V 

s h o w coun t s a s the g r e a t m a n of the peop le ; then, y e s , sti l l l ooming l i k e a 

spec t e r ove r al l th is u p r o a r a re the ques t ions . W h a t is it for? W h e r e are 

w e g o i n g ? W h a t is to be d o n e ? 

T h e r e is t hus a need , a m o n g s t us E u r o p e a n s , for w h a t H e i d e g g e r ca l l ed 

Auseinandersetziing ( In terpre t ive confronta t ion) w i t h o thers a s w e l l a s wi th 

E u r o p e ' s o w n pas t in its to ta l i ty , from its anc i en t a n d J u d e o - C h r i s t i a n 

roots to the r e c e n t l y d e c e a s e d we l f a r e - s t a t e idea . E u r o p e is t o d a y spli t 

b e t w e e n the so -ca l l ed A n g l o - S a x o n m o d e l — a c c e p t "modern i za t ion ' 

( adap ta t ion to the ru l e s of the n e w g loba l o r d e r ) — a n d the F r a n c o -

G e r m a n mode l —save a s m u c h a s poss ib le of the "o ld E u r o p e a n " we l f a r e 

s tate . A l t h o u g h opposed, these t w o opt ions a r e t w o s ides of the s a m e coin, 

and our t rue pa th is not to r e tu rn to a n y i dea l i z ed form of the past , for 

these m o d e l s a re c l e a r l y e x h a u s t e d — nor to conv ince E u r o p e a n s that , if 
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vve a r e to s u r v i v e a s a w o r l d p o w e r , w e shou ld a c c o m m o d a t e ou r se lve s a s 

fast a s poss ib le to r ecen t t r e n d s of g loba l i za t ion . N o r shou ld w e be 

t empted b y w h a t is a r g u a b l y the w o r s t option, the s ea r ch for a " c r e a t i v e 

s y n t h e s i s " b e t w e e n E u r o p e a n t r ad i t ions a n d g loba l i za t ion , w i t h the a im 

of cons t ruc t ing some th ing one i s t e m p t e d to cal l "g loba l i za t ion w i t h a 

E u r o p e a n face . " 

E v e r y c r i s i s is in i tself a s t i m u l u s for a n e w beg inn ing ; e v e r y co l lapse of 

shor t - term s t r a t eg ic a n d p r a g m a t i c m e a s u r e s (for the financial r e o r g a 

nizat ion of the U n i o n e tc . ) a b l e s s ing In d i s g u i s e , an oppor tun i ty to 

re th ink i ts v e r y founda t ions . W h a t w e n e e d is a r e t r i e v a l - t h r o u g h -

repet i t ion (Wieder-Hoiung): t h r o u g h a c r i t ica l confrontat ion w i t h the 

ent i re E u r o p e a n t radi t ion , one should r e p e a t the ques t ion " W h a t is 

E u r o p e ? " , or, ra ther , " W h a t does it m e a n for u s to be E u r o p e a n s ? " , 

a n d thus formula te a n e w b e g i n n i n g . The task is difficult, it c o m p e l s u s to 

t a k e the g r e a t r i sk of s t epp ing in to the u n k n o w n — y e t i ts o n l y a l t e rna t ive 

i s s l ow d e c a y , the g r a d u a l t ransformat ion of E u r o p e in to w h a t Greece 

w a s for the m a t u r e R o m a n Empi re , a des t ina t ion for nos t a lg i c cu l tu ra l 

tour i sm w i t h no effective r e l e v a n c e . 

T h e conflict on E u r o p e is u s u a l l y p o r t r a y e d as one b e t w e e n Euro 

cen t r i c C h r i s t i a n h a r d l i n e r s a n d l ibe ra l mu l t i cu l t u r a l i s t s w h o w a n t to 

O p e n the doors of the E u r o p e a n Un ion m u c h m o r e w i d e l y , to T u r k e y a n d 

b e y o n d . W h a t if th i s conflict is the w r o n g o n e ? W h a t if c a s e s l i ke P o l a n d 

should compe l u s to narrow en t ry , to redef ine E u r o p e In s u c h a w a y tha t it 

w o u l d e x c l u d e Pol i sh C h r i s t i a n f u n d a m e n t a l i s m ? M a y b e it is t ime to 

a p p l y to P o l a n d the s a m e c r i t e r i a a s to T u r k e y : the h i g h - c l a s s m a z u r k a 

shou ld m a k e u s no less su sp i c ious t h a n the l o w - c l a s s T u r k i s h m a r c h . 

The lesson is t h u s c l ea r : fundamenta l i s t popu l i sm is filling in the vo id of 

t h e a b s e n c e of a leftist d r e a m . D o n a l d Rumsfe ld ' s i n f amous s t a t ement 

abou t the O l d a n d the N e w E u r o p e is a c q u i r i n g a n e w u n e x p e c t e d 

ac tua l i ty : the con tou r s a re e m e r g i n g of the " n e w " E u r o p e of the ma jo r i t y 

of p o s t - C o m m u n i s t coun t r i e s (Po land , the Ba l t i c coun t r i e s , R o m a n i a , 

H u n g a r y . . . ) , w i t h the i r C h r i s t i a n popu l i s t f undamen ta l i sm , b e l a t e d 

a n t i - C o m m u n i s m , x e n o p h o b i a a n d homophob ia , a n d so on. 

A fur ther po in t a p r o p o s of w h i c h w e shou ld r i sk the h y p o t h e s i s that 

H e i d e g g e r w a s r igh t , a l t h o u g h not in the sense he m e a n t it, i s , w h a t if 

d e m o c r a c y is not the a n s w e r to th is p r e d i c a m e n t ? In h is Notes Towards a 

Definitiûn of Culture, the g r e a t conse rva t i ve T . S . Eliot r e m a r k e d tha t t he r e 

a r e m o m e n t s w h e n the on ly cho ice is the one b e t w e e n s e c t a r i a n i s m a n d 

non-belief, w h e n the o n l y w a y to k e e p a r e l ig ion a l ive is to e n g a g e in a 
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sec ta r i an spl i t from its ma in body . Th i s is our on ly c h a n c e today : o n l y by 

m e a n s of a " s ec t a r i an sp l i t " from the s t a n d a r d E u r o p e a n l e g a c y , b y 

cu t t ing o u r s e l v e s off from the d e c a y i n g corpse of old Europe , can w e 

k e e p the r e n e w e d E u r o p e a n l e g a c y a l ive . S u c h a spl i t shou ld r e n d e r 

p r o b l e m a t i c the v e r y p r e m i s e s tha t w e t end to a c c e p t a s our des t iny , as 

non-nego t i ab l e facts of o u r p r e d i c a m e n t — t h e p h e n o m e n o n u s u a l l y de

s i g n a t e d a s the g loba l N e w W o r l d O r d e r a n d the need , t h r o u g h "mod

e rn i za t i on , " to a c c o m m o d a t e o u r s e l v e s to it. To p u t it b lun t ly , if the 

e m e r g i n g N e w W o r l d O r d e r i s the i r r e f r agab l e f r a m e w o r k for a l l of us, 

then Europe is lost, so the o n l y solut ion for E u r o p e is to t a k e the r isk and 

b r e a k th is spell of des t iny . Nothing shou ld be a c c e p t e d as Inviolable in this 

n e w refoundat ion , ne i t he r the n e e d for economic " m o d e r n i z a t i o n " nor 

the most s a c r e d l ibe ra l a n d d e m o c r a t i c fe t ishes . 

S o a l t h o u g h the F r e n c h a n d D u t c h " n o " is not sus t a ined b y a coheren t 

a n d de ta i l ed a l t e rna t ive v is ion , it a t leas t clears the space for It, open ing up a 

void w h i c h d e m a n d s to be fi l led in w i t h n e w pro jec ts ^—in con t ras t to the 

p ro-Cons t i tu t ion s tance w h i c h e f fec t ive ly /J /w/wr^ tv thinking, p r e s e n t i n g us 

w i t h an admin i s t r a t i ve -po l i t i ca l fait a ccompl i . T h e m e s s a g e of the F r e n c h 

" n o " to al l of u s w h o c a r e a b o u t E u r o p e i s : no, a n o n y m o u s e x p e r t s w h o s e 

m e r c h a n d i s e is sold to u s in b r i g h t l y - c o l o r e d l i be r a l -mu l t i cu l t u r a l i s t 

p a c k a g e s wi l l not p r e v e n t u s from thinking. It is t ime for us , c i t izens 

of Europe , to b e c o m e a w a r e that w e h a v e to m a k e a p r o p e r l y political 

dec i s ion a b o u t w h a t w e w a n t . N o e n l i g h t e n e d a d m i n i s t r a t o r w i l l do the 

j ob for u s . 

. . . but not good enough in iheory 

The French—Dutch " n o " t h u s p r e sen t s u s w i t h the la tes t c h a p t e r in the 

s to ry of popu l i sm . For the e n l i g h t e n e d l ibe i ' a l - t echnocra t i c el i te , popu

l i sm is i n h e r e n t l y "proto-fasc is t , " the d e m i s e of po l i t ica l reason, a r evo l t in 

the g u i s e of an ou tbur s t of b l i n d Utopian passions. T h e eas ies t r e p l y to th is 

d i s t rus t w o u l d be to c l a i m tha t p o p u l i s m is i n h e r e n t l y neu t ra l : a k i n d of 

t r anscenden ta l - fo rma l po l i t i ca l dispositif tha t c an be inco rpora t ed into 

different pol i t ica l e n g a g e m e n t s . T h i s opt ion has b e e n e l a b o r a t e d in detai l 

b y Ernes to L a c l a u . 

F o r L a c l a u , in a n i c e c a s e of se l f - referent ia l i ty , t he v e r y log ic of 

h e g e m o n i c a r t i cu la t ion a p p l i e s a lso to the concep tua l opposi t ion b e t w e e n 

p o p u l i s m a n d pol i t ics : " p o p u l i s m " is the L a c a n i a n objet a of pol i t ics , the 

pa r t i cu l a r figure w h i c h s t ands for the un ive r sa l d imens ion of the pol i t ical , 
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•which is w h y it is " the roya l r o a d " to u n d e r s t a n d i n g the pol i t ica l . H e g e l 

p rov ided a t e rm for th is o v e r l a p p i n g of the un ive r sa l w i t h p a r t of i ts o w n 

p a r t i c u l a r content: "opposi t ional d e t e r m i n a t i o n " (gegendätzliche Beshm-

mung) a s the point at w h i c h the un ive r sa l g e n u s e n c o u n t e r s i tself a m o n g 

its p a r t i c u l a r spec ies . P o p u l i s m is not a specif ic pol i t ical movement , bu t 

the pol i t ica l a t its pures t : the " in f lec t ion" of the social s p a c e that can affect 

a n y pol i t ica l content . Its e l e m e n t s a re p u r e l y formal, " t r a n s c e n d e n t a l , " 

not ont ic: popu l i sm occu r s w h e n a se r i e s of p a r t i c u l a r " d e m o c r a t i c " 

d e m a n d s (for bet ter social s ecur i ty , hea l th s e rv i ce s , l o w e r t a x e s , a g a i n s t 

w a r , a n d so on) is e n c h a i n e d in a se r i e s of e q u i v a l e n c e s , a n d th i s 

e n c h a i n m e n t p r o d u c e s " the p e o p l e " a s the un ive r sa l po l i t ica l subject . 

W h a t cha rac t e r i ze s popu l i sm is not the ont ic content of these d e m a n d s , 

but the m e r e formal fact that , t h r o u g h the i r encha inmen t , " the p e o p l e " 

e m e r g e a s a pol i t ica l subject , and all different p a r t i c u l a r s t r u g g l e s a n d 

a n t a g o n i s m s a p p e a r a s p a r t s of a g loba l an t agon i s t i c s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n 

" u s " ( the p e o p l e ) a n d " them." A g a i n , the con ten t of " u s " a n d " t h e m " is 

not p r e s c r i b e d in a d v a n c e but , p r ec i s e ly , the s t ake of the s t r u g g l e for 

h e g e m o n y : even ideo log ica l e l emen t s s u c h a s b ru t a l r a c i s m and an t i -

S e m i t i s m can be e n c h a i n e d in a popu l i s t s e r i e s of e q u i v a l e n c e s , in the w a y 

" t h e m " is cons t ruc ted . 

It is c l ea r n o w w h y L a c l a u p re fe r s p o p u l i s m to c lass s t r u g g l e : p o p u l i s m 

p r o v i d e s a neu t r a l " t r a n s c e n d e n t a l " m a t r i x of an open s t r u g g l e w h o s e 

content a n d s t a k e s a r e t h e m s e l v e s def ined b y the con t ingen t s t r u g g l e for 

h e g e m o n y , w h i l e " c l a s s s t r u g g l e " p r e s u p p o s e s a p a r t i c u l a r social g r o u p 

( the w o r k i n g c l a s s ) a s a p r i v i l e g e d pol i t ica l agen t ; th i s p r i v i l ege is not 

i tself the ou tcome of h e g e m o n i c s t rugg le , bu t g r o u n d e d in the "objec t ive 

social pos i t ion" of th i s g r o u p — the ideo log ico-po l i t i ca l s t r u g g l e is t h u s 

u l t ima te ly r e d u c e d to an e p i p h e n o m e n o n of " o b j e c t i v e " social p rocesses , 

p o w e r s a n d the i r confl icts . For L a c l a u , on the con t ra ry , the fact that some 

p a r t i c u l a r s t r u g g l e is e l e v a t e d into the " u n i v e r s a l e q u i v a l e n t " of al l 

s t r u g g l e s is not a p r e d e t e r m i n e d fact, bu t i tself the resu l t of the con t ingen t 

pol i t ica l s t rugg le for h e g e m o n y — in some cons te l la t ions , th i s s t r u g g l e can 

be the w o r k e r s ' s t rugg le , in o ther cons te l la t ions , the pa t r io t ic an t i -

colonia l is t s t rugg le , in y e t o the rs the an t i - r ac i s t s t r u g g l e for cu l tu ra l 

t o l e rance . . . there u nothing in the inherent positive (juntities of some particular 

•struggle that preèestmes it for such a hegemonic role a s the " g e n e r a l e q u i v a l e n t " 

of all s t r u g g l e s . The s t r u g g l e for h e g e m o n y t h u s not o n l y p r e s u p p o s e s an 

i r r educ ib l e g a p b e t w e e n the un ive r sa l form and the mu l t i p l i c i t y of 

p a r t i c u l a r contents , bu t a l so the con t ingen t p rocess b y m e a n s of w h i c h 
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one a m o n g these conten ts is " t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t e d " into the i m m e d i a t e 

e m b o d i m e n t of the un ive r sa l d imens ion — s a y ( L a c l a u ' s o w n e x a m p l e ) , 

in the Po land of 1980, the p a r t i c u l a r d e m a n d s of S o l i d a r n o s c w e r e 

e leva ted in to the e m b o d i m e n t of the peop le ' s g loba l re jec t ion of the 

C o m m u n i s t r e g i m e , so that al l different ve r s i ons of the a n t i - C o m m u n i s t 

opposi t ion (from the conse rva t ive -na t iona l i s t oppos i t ion t h r o u g h the 

l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c ve r s ion a n d cu l tu ra l d i s s idence to leftist w o r k e r s ' 

p ro tes t s ) r e c o g n i z e d t h e m s e l v e s in the e m p t y s igni f ie r " S o l i d a r n o s c . " 

Th i s is h o w L a c l a u t r ies to d i s t i n g u i s h h is pos i t ion both from g r a d u 

a l i sm ( w h i c h r e d u c e s the v e r y d imens ion of the pol i t ica l : a l l that r e m a i n s 

is the g r a d u a l r ea l i za t ion of p a r t i c u l a r " d e m o c r a t i c " d e m a n d s wathin the 

different ial social s p a c e ) a s w e l l a s from the opposi te i d e a of a total 

revo lu t ion that w o u l d b r ing abou t a ful ly se l f - reconc i led soc ie ty . W h a t 

both e x t r e m e s mis s is the s t r u g g l e for h e g e m o n y in w h i c h a p a r t i c u l a r 

d e m a n d is " e l e v a t e d to the d i g n i t y of the T h i n g , " tha t is , c o m e s to s tand 

for the u n i v e r s a l i t y of " the peop le . " T h e field of po l i t i cs is t h u s c a u g h t in 

an i r r e d u c i b l e tens ion b e t w e e n " e m p t y " a n d " f loa t ing" s igni f ie rs : some 

p a r t i c u l a r s igni f iers s tar t to funct ion a s " e m p t y , " d i r e c t l y e m b o d y i n g the 

u n i v e r s a l d imens ion , i nco rpo ra t ing into the c h a i n of e q u i v a l e n c e s w h i c h 

t h e y to ta l ize a l a r g e n u m b e r of " f loa t ing" s igni f ie rs . L a c l a u mobi l i zes 

th is g a p b e t w e e n the "on to log ica l " n e e d for a popul i s t p ro tes t vote 

( cond i t ioned b y the fact that the h e g e m o n i c p o w e r d i scour se cannot 

incorpora te a se r ies of p o p u l a r d e m a n d s ) a n d the con t ingen t ontic 

conten t to w h i c h th is vo te g e t s a t t ached , to e x p l a i n the s u p p o s e d shift 

of m a n y F r e n c h voters w h o , til l the 1970s , s u p p o r t e d the C o m m u n i s t 

P a r t y r a t h e r t han the r igh t i s t p o p u l i s m of the Fron t N a t i o n a l ' ^ — t h e 

e l e g a n c e of th is solut ion is tha t it r e l e a s e s u s from the t i r e some topic of the 

a l l e g e d " d e e p e r ( to ta l i ta r ian , of c o u r s e ) s o l i d a r i t y " b e t w e e n the far R i g h t 

a n d the " e x t r e m e " Left. 

A l t h o u g h L a c l a u ' s t h e o r y of popu l i sm s t ands out a s one of t o d a y ' s g r e a t 

(and , u n f o r t u n a t e l y for social theory , r a r e ) e x a m p l e s of t rue concep tua l 

s t r i ngency , one shou ld note a coup le of p r o b l e m a t i c fea tu res . T h e first 

c o n c e r n s h i s v e r y defini t ion of popu l i sm: the se r ies of formal condi t ions 

he e n u m e r a t e s a re not sufficient to jus t i fy ca l l i ng a p h e n o m e n o n "popu

l i s t " — w h a t n e e d s to be a d d e d is the w a y the popul i s t d i s cou r se d i s p l a c e s 

the a n t a g o n i s m a n d cons t ruc t s the e n e m y : in popu l i sm, the e n e m y is 

ex t e rna l i zed / r e i f i ed into a posi t ive on to log ica l en t i ty ( even if th is en t i ty is 

s p e c t r a l ) , w h o s e ann ih i l a t i on w o u l d res tore b a l a n c e and jus t i ce ; s y m m e 

t r ica l ly , our o w n —the popu l i s t pol i t ical a g e n t ' s - i d e n t i t y is a l so per-



W H Y P O P U L I S M IS G O O D E N O U G H IN PRACTICE 

279 

ce ived a s p r e e x i s t i n g the e n e m y ' s ons l augh t . Le t u s t a k e L a c l a u s o w n 
p rec i se a n a l y s i s of w h y one shou ld count C h a r t i s m a s popu l i sm: 

Its d o m i n a n t le i tmot iv is to s i tua te the ev i l s of soc ie ty not in some th ing 

tha t is i nhe ren t in the economic sys tem, b u t qu i t e the opposi te : in the 

a b u s e of p o w e r b y pa ra s i t i c and specu l a t i ve g r o u p s w h i c h h a v e control 

of pol i t ica l p o w e r —"old co r rup t ion , " in Cobbe t t ' s w o r d s . [. . . ] It w a s 

for th is r eason tha t the fea ture most s t r o n g l y p i c k e d out in the ru l i ng 

c lass w a s i ts i d l enes s a n d p a r a s i t i s m . 

In o ther w o r d s , for a popul is t , the c a u s e of the t roub le is u l t i m a t e l y n e v e r 

the sy s t em a s such, bu t the i n t r u d e r w h o co r rup ted it ( f inanc ia l m a n i p 

u la tors , not cap i t a l i s t s a s such , e t c . ) ; not a fatal f law Inscr ibed in to the 

s t ruc tu re a s such , but an e l emen t that does not p l a y i ts pa r t w i t h i n the 

s t ruc tu re p r o p e r l y . For a M a r x i s t , on the c o n t r a r y (as for a F r e u d i a n ) , the 

pa tho log ica l ( the d e v i a n t m i s b e h a v i o r of some e l e m e n t s ) is the s y m p t o m 

of the normal , an i nd i ca to r of w h a t is w r o n g in the v e r y s t ruc tu re tha t is 

t h r e a t e n e d w i t h " p a t h o l o g i c a l " ou tburs t s : for M a r x , economic c r i se s a r e 

the k e y to u n d e r s t a n d i n g the " n o r m a l " func t ion ing of cap i t a l i sm; for 

F r e u d , pa tho log ica l p h e n o m e n a such a s h y s t e r i c a l ou tbu r s t s p rov ide the 

k e y to the cons t i tu t ion ( a n d h i d d e n a n t a g o n i s m s tha t sus ta in the func

t i on ing ) of a " n o r m a l " subjec t . Th i s is a l so w h y fascism def in i te ly is a 

popu l i sm: i ts f igure of the J e w is the e q u i v a l e n t i a l po in t of the se r ies of 

(he t e rogeneous , incons i s ten t e v e n ) th rea t s e x p e r i e n c e d b y i n d i v i d u a l s : 

the J e w is s i m u l t a n e o u s l y too in te l l ec tua l , d i r ty , s e x u a l l y v o r a c i o u s , h a r d 

w o r k i n g , f inanc ia l ly exp lo i t a t ive . . . H e r e w e e n c o u n t e r ano the r k e y 

feature of popu l i sm not m e n t i o n e d b y L a c l a u : not on ly Is^—as he is r i gh t 

to e m p h a s i z e ^—the popu l i s t M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r for the e n e m y empty , v a g u e , 

imprec i se , a n d so on: 

to s a y tha t the o l i g a r c h y is r e spons ib l e for the f rus t ra t ion of socia l 

d e m a n d s is not to s tate someth ing w h i c h can p o s s i b l y be r e a d out of 

the social d e m a n d s t hemse lve s ; it is p r o v i d e d from ouLtide those socia l 

d e m a n d s , by a d i s cou r se on w h i c h t h e y can be in sc r ibed . [. . . ] It is 

he r e tha t the m o m e n t of e m p t i n e s s n e c e s s a r i l y a r i se s , fo l lowing the 

e s t ab l i shmen t of e q u i v a l e n t i a l bonds . Ergo, " v a g u e n e s s " a n d " i m p r e c i 

s ion ," bu t these do not r e su l t from a n y k i n d of m a r g i n a l or p r imi t ive 

s i tuat ion; t h e y a re Inscr ibed in the v e r y na tu re of the po l i t i ca l . ' ^ 
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Tn popu l i sm proper , th is " a b s t r a c t " c h a r a c t e r is , fur thermore , a l w a y s 

s u p p l e m e n t e d b y the pseudo-concreteneM of the f igure that is se lec ted as the 

e n e m y , the s i n g u l a r a g e n t b e h i n d al l the t h r ea t s to the peop le . O n e can 

t o d a y b u y l ap tops w i t h a k e y b o a r d that a r t i f i c ia l ly imi ta t e s the res i s t ance 

to the Fingers of the old t y p e w r i t e r , a s w e l l a s the t y p e w r i t e r s o u n d of the 

k e y h i t t ing the p a p e r — w h a t be t t e r e x a m p l e of the recen t need for 

p s e u d o - c o n c r e t e n e s s ? Today , w h e n not on ly social re la t ions bu t also 

t e c h n o l o g y a r e becoming more a n d more o p a q u e ( w h o can v i sua l i ze w h a t 

goes on ins ide a P C ? ) , t he re is a g r e a t thirst to r ec rea t e an art if icial 

conc re t enes s m o rde r to e n a b l e i n d i v i d u a l s to re la te to the i r complex 

e n v i r o n s a s if it w e r e a mean ing fu l l i fe -wor ld . In c o m p u t e r p r o g r a m m i n g , 

th is w a s the s tep a c c o m p l i s h e d b y A p p l e : the p s e u d o - c o n c r e t e n e s s of 

icons on the de sk top . G u y D e b o r d ' s old fo rmula abou t the " soc ie ty of 

s p e c t a c l e " is t h u s r e c e i v i n g a n e w twis t : i m a g e s a r e c r e a t e d in o rde r to fill 

in the g a p tha t s e p a r a t e s the n e w ar t i f ic ia l u n i v e r s e from our old life-

w o r l d s u r r o u n d i n g s , tha t is , to " d o m e s t i c a t e " this n e w u n i v e r s e . A n d is 

the pseudo-conc re t e popul i s t figure of the " J e w " that c o n d e n s e s the vas t 

mu l t i t ude of a n o n y m o u s forces tha t d e t e r m i n e us not a n a l o g o u s to a 

c o m p u t e r k e y b o a r d that imi ta t e s the old t y p e w r i t e r k e y b o a r d ? T h e J e w 

as the e n e m y def in i te ly e m e r g e s from outs ide the r e a l m of social d e m a n d s 

that e x p e r i e n c e t h e m s e l v e s a s f rus t ra ted . 

Th i s s u p p l e m e n t to L a c l a u ' s defini t ion of popu l i sm in no w a y impl ies 

a n y k i n d of r eg re s s ion to the ont ic l eve l : w e r e m a i n a t the formal-

on to log ica l l eve l and , w h i l e a c c e p t i n g L a c l a u ' s thes i s tha t popu l i sm is 

a cer ta in formal pol i t ica l log ic , not b o u n d to a n y content , s imp ly 

s u p p l e m e n t it w i t h the cha rac t e r i s t i c (no less " t r a n s c e n d e n t a l " t han its 

o ther f ea tu re s ) of " r e i f y i n g " a n t a g o n i s m into a pos i t ive en t i ty . A s such, 

popu l i sm, b y defini t ion, con ta ins a m i n i m u m , an e l e m e n t a r y form, of 

i deo log ica l myst i f ica t ion; w h i c h is w h y , a l t hough it is effect ively a formal 

f r ame /ma t r ix of po l i t ica l l og i c that c an be g i v e n different pol i t ica l twi s t s 

( r eac t iona ry -na t iona l i s t , p rog re s s ive -na t iona l i s t . . . ) , none the less , inso

far a s it d i sp l ace s , in i ts v e r y notion, the i m m a n e n t social a n t a g o n i s m into 

the a n t a g o n i s m b e t w e e n the un i f ied " p e o p l e " a n d i ts ex t e rna l e n e m y , it 

h a r b o r s " in the las t i n s t a n c e " a l o n g - t e r m proto-fascis t t e n d e n c y . 

In short, I a g r e e w i t h L a c l a u ' s a t t empt to def ine p o p u l i s m in a formal-

concep tua l w a y , a lso t a k i n g note of how, in h is las t book, he h a s c l e a r l j ' 

shif ted h i s posi t ion from " r a d i c a l d e m o c r a c y " to p o p u l i s m (he n o w 

r e d u c e s d e m o c r a c y to the m o m e n t of d e m o c r a t i c d e m a n d within the 

s y s t e m ) ; h o w e v e r , a s is c l ea r to h im, popu l i sm c a n a l so be v e r y 
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r e a c t i o n a r y — SO h o w a r e w e to d r a w a hne h e r e ? ' ' ' So , a g a i n , is the re a 

w a y to d r a w the hne a t a fo rmal -concep tua l l e v e l ? M y w a g e r is that the 

a n s w e r is " y e s . " 

E v e r y cons t ruc t ion of a n d ac t ion on beha l f of the peop le a s a pol i t ical 

subject is not eo ipso popu l i sm . In the s a m e w a y tha t L a c l a u l i k e s to 

emphas i ze tha t S o c i e t y d o e s not exis t , nor does the People , a n d the 

p r o b l e m w i t h p o p u l i s m is that , w i t h i n i ts hor izon, the peop le does ex is t — 

t h e Peop le ' s ex i s t ence is g u a r a n t e e d b y i ts cons t i tu t ive excep t ion , b y the 

externalization of the E n e m y in to a pos i t ive in t rude r /obs t ac l e . T h e formula 

o f a t r u l y d e m o c r a t i c r e fe rence to the peop le shou ld t h u s be a p a r a p h r a s e 

o f Kant ' s def ini t ion of b e a u t y a s Zweckmässiffkeit ohne Zweck: the p o p u l a r 

w i thou t the Peop le , n a m e l y , the p o p u l a r cleft, t h w a r t e d , b y a cons t i tu t ive 

a n t a g o n i s m w h i c h p reven t s it from a c q u i r i n g the full subs t an t i a l i den t i t y 

o f a Peop le . Tha t is w h y popu l i sm, far from s t and ing for the pol i t ica l a s 

such, a l w a y s invo lves a m i n i m a l de-politicization, " n a t u r a l i z a t i o n , " of the 

pol i t ica l . 

Th i s a c c o u n t s for the fundamenta l p a r a d o x of a u t h o n t a n a n fascism, 

w h i c h is that it a lmos t s y m m e t r i c a l l y inve r t s w h a t C h a n t a i Mouffe ca l l s 

the " d e m o c r a t i c p a r a d o x " : if the w a g e r of ( i n s t i t u t i ona l i zed ) d e m o c r a c y is 

to i n t eg ra t e the an t agon i s t i c s t r u g g l e i tself into the ins t i tu t ional /d i f fer

ent ia l space , t r ans fo rming it into r e g u l a t e d agon i sm, fascrsm p r o c e e d s in 

the opposi te d i rec t ion . W h i l e fascism, in i ts m o d e of ac t iv i ty , b r i n g s the 

an tagon i s t i c log ic to i ts e x t r e m e ( t a l k i n g a b o u t the " s t r u g g l e to d e a t h " 

b e t w e e n i tself a n d i ts enemies , a n d a l w a y s m a i n t a i n i n g —if not r ea l i z 

i n g — a m i n i m a l ex t ra - ins t i tu t iona l t h rea t of v io lence , of "d i r ec t p r e s s u r e 

o f the p e o p l e " b y p a s s i n g the c o m p l e x l ega l - ins t i tu t iona l c h a n n e l s ) , it 

posi ts a s i ts po l i t i ca l goa l p r e c i s e l y the opposi te , an e x t r e m e l y o r d e r e d 

h i e r a r c h i c a l soc ia l b o d y (no w o n d e r tha t fascism a l w a y s r e l i e s on 

organ ic i s t - co rpora t l s t m e t a p h o r s ) . Th i s con t ras t can be n i c e l y r e n d e r e d 

m t e rms of the L a c a n i a n oppos i t ion b e t w e e n the "sub jec t of e n u n c i a t i o n " 

a n d the " sub jec t of the e n u n c i a t e d ( c o n t e n t ) " : w h i l e d e m o c r a c y a d m i t s 

anteigonistic s t r u g g l e a s i ts goa l ( in L a c a n e s e : a s i ts e n u n c i a t e d , i ts 

con t en t ) , i t s p r o c e d u r e is r e g u l a t e d - s y s t e m i c ; fascism, on the con t ra ry , 

t n e s to impose the goa l of h i e r a r c h i c a l l y s t r u c t u r e d h a r m o n y t h r o u g h the 

m e a n s of an u n b r i d l e d a n t a g o n i s m . 

In a homologous w a y , the a m b i g u i t y of the midd l e c lass , this con t ra 

dict ion embod ied ( a s M a r x p u t it a p r o p o s P r o u d h o n ) , is bes t exempl i f i ed 

b y the w a y it r e l a t e s to pol i t ics : on the one hand , the m i d d l e c l a s s is 

aga ins t po l i t i c i za t ion—i t j u s t w a n t s to sus ta in its w a y of life, to be left to 
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w o r k a n d l ive its life in p e a c e , w h i c h is w h y it t ends to suppor t the 

au tho r i t a r i an coups w h i c h p romise to p u t an e n d to the c r a z y poli t ical 

mobi l iza t ion of socie ty , so that e v e r y b o d y can r e t u r n to h is or h e r w o r k . 

O n the o ther hand , m e m b e r s of the m i d d l e c lass —in the g u i s e of the 

t h r e a t e n e d pa t r io t ic h a r d w o r k i n g mora l m a j o r i t y — a r e the m a i n ins t iga

tors of g r a s s roo t s m a s s mobi l iza t ion in the g u i s e of r igh t i s t p o p u l i s m — for 

e x a m p l e , in F r a n c e today , the o n l y force that t r u l y d i s tu rbs the post-

pol i t ica l t e c h n o c r a t i c - h u m a n i t a r i a n a d m m i s t r a t i o n is I^e P e n ' s Front 

Na t iona l . 

P o p u l i s m is u l t i m a t e l y a l w a y s s u s t a i n e d b y o r d i n a r y peop le ' s f rus t ra ted 

exaspe ra t i on , b y a c r y of "I don ' t k n o w w h a t ' s g o i n g on, I j u s t k n o w I've 

h a d e n o u g h of i t! It can ' t go on! It m u s t s t o p ! " — a n impa t i en t ou tburs t , a 

refusal to u n d e r s t a n d , e x a s p e r a t i o n at complex i ty , a n d the ensu ing 

convic t ion that t he r e m u s t be s o m e b o d y r e spons ib l e for al l t he mess , 

w h i c h is w h y an a g e n t w h o is b e h i n d the s cenes a n d e x p l a i n s it all is 

r e q u i r e d . The re in , in th i s r e fusa l - to -know, r e s i d e s the properly fetùihùitic 

d imens ion of popu l i sm. Tha t is to say , a l though , at a p u r e l y formal level , 

the fetish i nvo lves a g e s t u r e of t r ans fe rence (onto the fetish ob jec t ) , it 

funct ions a s an e x a c t i nve r s ion of the s t a n d a r d fo rmula of t r ans fe rence 

( w i t h the sub jec t s u p p o s e d to k n o w ) : w h a t the fetish g i v e s b o d y to is 

p r e c i s e l y m y d i s a v o w a l of k n o w l e d g e , m y refusal to s u b j e c t i v e l y a s s u m e 

w h a t I k n o w . The re in r e s ides the cont ras t b e t w e e n the fetish a n d the 

s y m p t o m : a s y m p t o m e m b o d i e s a r e p r e s s e d k n o w l e d g e , the t ru th about 

the sub jec t that the sub jec t is not r e a d y to accep t . Th i s is w h y F r e u d 

e n g a g e d in s p e c u l a t i n g on h o w the fetish is the las t objec t s een before 

s t u m b l i n g upon the fact that w o m e n do not h a v e pen i se s : it i s the last 

suppor t of the sub jec t ' s i g n o r a n c e . 

L i n k e d to th is a r e some fur ther w e a k n e s s e s of L a c l a u ' s a n a l y s i s . The 

smal les t un i t of h is a n a l y s i s of p o p u l i s m is the c a t e g o r y of the "socia l 

d e m a n d " ( in the doub le m e a n i n g of the te rm: a r e q u e s t a n d a c l a i m ) . The 

s t ra teg ic r eason for choos ing th is t e r m is c lea r : the sub jec t of the d e m a n d 

is cons t i tu ted t h r o u g h r a i s i n g th is d e m a n d ; the " p e o p l e " t h u s cons t i tu tes 

i tself t h rough an e q u i v a l e n t i a l c h a i n of d e m a n d s , it is the pe r fo rmat ive 

resu l t of r a i s i n g these d e m a n d s , not a p r e e x i s t i n g g r o u p . L a c l a u ca l l s such 

an e l e m e n t a r y d e m a n d , p r io r to i ts e v e n t u a l e n c h a i n m e n t into a se r ies of 

e q u i v a l e n c e s , "democra t i c " ; in h i s s l i g h t l y i d i o s y n c r a t i c u s a g e , such a 

t e r m refers to a d e m a n d tha t funct ions w i t h i n the socio-pol i t ical sy s t em — 

in o ther w o r d s , it is e n c o u n t e r e d a s a p a r t i c u l a r d e m a n d r a the r than be ing 

f rus t ra ted a n d thus , forced to in sc r ibe i tself into an an t agon i s t i c se r ies of 
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e q u i v a l e n c e s . A l t h o u g h he e m p h a s i z e s how, in a " n o r m a l " ins t i tu t iona

l ized pol i t ica l space , t he re a re , of course , mul t ip le confl icts , bu t t hese 

conflicts a re dea l t w i t h one b y one, w i thou t se t t ing in mot ion a n y 

t r ansver sa l a l l i a n c e s / a n t a g o n i s m s , L a c l a u is w e l l a w a r e tha t c h a i n s of 

e q u i v a l e n c e s can a l so form t h e m s e l v e s w i t h i n an ins t i tu t iona l ized d e m o 

cra t ic space ; r eca l l how, in the U K u n d e r J o h n M a j o r ' s C o n s e r v a t i v e 

l e a d e r s h i p in the la te 1980s , the f igure of the " u n e m p l o y e d s ing l e m o t h e r " 

w a s e l e v a t e d into the un ive r sa l S3mibol of w h a t w a s w r o n g w i t h the old 

we l fa re - s t a te s y s t e m — a l l "soc ia l e v i l s " w e r e s o m e h o w r e d u c e d to th is 

figure ( W h y is the re a s ta te b u d g e t c r i s i s ? B e c a u s e too m u c h m o n e y is 

spent on suppo r t i ng these m o t h e r s and the i r ch i ld ren . J u v e n i l e de l in 

q u e n c y ? B e c a u s e s ing le m o t h e r s do not exe r t e n o u g h a u t h o r i t y to 

p rov ide p r o p e r educa t i ona l d i sc ip l ine ; a n d so on a n d so for th) . 

W h a t L a c l a u n e g l e c t e d to e m p h a s i z e is not on ly the u n i q u e n e s s of 

d e m o c r a c y w i t h r e g a r d to h is b a s i c concep tua l opposi t ion b e t w e e n the 

logic of d i f fe rences ( soc i e ty a s a g l o b a l r e g u l a t e d s y s t e m ) a n d the log ic 

of e q u i v a l e n c e s ( the social space a s spl i t into t w o an t agon i s t i c c a m p s 

w h i c h e q u a l i z e the i r i n n e r d i f fe rences ) , bu t a l so the full i n n e r e n t w i n e -

ment of these t w o log i c s . T h e first t h ing w e should note h e r e is how, 

on ly in a d e m o c r a t i c pol i t ica l s y s t e m , the an tagon i s t i c log ic of e q u i v 

a l ences is i n s c r i b e d in to the v e r y po l i t i ca l sys tem, a s its ba s i c s t ruc tu ra l 

fea ture . It s eems tha t Mouffe ' s w o r k is he r e more per t inen t , in i ts he ro ic 

a t tempt to b r i n g t o g e t h e r d e m o c r a c y a n d the spir i t of agon i s t i c s t r u g g l e , 

re jec t ing both e x t r e m e s ; on t h e one s ide, the ce l eb ra t ion of h e r o i c 

s t ruggle -conf ronta t ion that s u s p e n d s d e m o c r a c y and its r u l e s 

(Nie tzsche , H e i d e g g e r , S c h m i t t ) ; on the o ther s ide, the e v a c u a t i o n of 

t rue s t r u g g l e from the d e m o c r a t i c space , so that all t ha t r e m a i n s is 

a n e m i c r u l e - r e g u l a t e d compet i t ion ( H a b e r m a s ) . H e r e , Mouffe i s r i gh t 

to point out tha t v io l ence r e t u r n s w i t h a v e n g e a n c e in the e x c l u s i o n of 

those w h o do not fit the ru l e s of u n c o n s t r a i n e d c o m m u n i c a t i o n . H o w 

ever , the m a i n t h r ea t to d e m o c r a c y in t oday ' s d e m o c r a t i c coun t r i e s 

r e s ides in n e i t h e r of t hese t w o e x t r e m e s , but in the dea th of the pol i t ica l 

t h rough the " commodi f i ca t i on" of po l i t i cs . W h a t is a t s t a k e he re is not 

p r i m a r i l y the w a y po l i t i c i ans a r e p a c k a g e d a n d sold a s m e r c h a n d i s e a t 

e lect ions; a m u c h d e e p e r p r o b l e m is tha t e lec t ions t h e m s e l v e s a r e 

conce ived a long the l i ne s of b u y i n g a c o m m o d i t y (power , in th i s c a s e ) ; 

t h e y invo lve a compet i t ion b e t w e e n different m e r c h a n d i s e - p a r t i e s , a n d 

our vo te s a re l ike m o n e y w h i c h b u y s the g o v e r n m e n t w e w a n t . W h a t 

ge t s lost in s u c h a v i e w of po l i t i c s a s just ano the r s e rv i ce w e b u y is 
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pol i t ics a s a s h a r e d pub l i c d e b a t e of i s sues a n d dec i s ions tha t conce rn us 

a l l . 

T h u s d e m o c r a c y , it s eems , not only can i n c l u d e a n t a g o n i s m , it is the 

o n l y po l i t i ca l form that sol ic i t s a n d p r e s u p p o s e s it, tha t in^idtutwnaUzes it. 

W h a t o t h e r pol i t ical s y s t e m s p e r c e i v e a s a th rea t ( the l a c k of a " n a t u r a l " 

p r e t e n d e r to p o w e r ) , d e m o c r a c y e l eva t e s into a " n o r m a l " pos i t ive con

di t ion of i ts funct ioning: the p l ace of p o w e r is empty , the re is no na tu ra l 

c l a i m a n t for it; po/enwd/struggle i s i r r educ ib l e , and e v e r y pos i t ive gove rn 

men t m u s t be fought out, g a i n e d t h rough po/enws. Th is w h y L a c l a u ' s 

c r i t ica l r e m a r k abou t Lefort mi s ses the point : 

[ F ] o r Lefort , the pLice of p o w e r in d e m o c r a c i e s is e m p t y . For me, the 

q u e s t i o n poses i tself d i f ferent ly: it is a ques t ion of producing emp t ine s s 

out of the opera t ion of h e g e m o n i c log ic . For me , emp t ine s s is a t y p e of 

iden t i ty , not a s t ruc tu ra l locat ion. 

T h e t w o e m p t i n e s s e s a r e s i m p l y not c o m p a r a b l e : the e m p t i n e s s of the 

" p e o p l e " is the e m p t i n e s s of the h e g e m o n i c s igni f ier w h i c h to ta l izes the 

c h a i n of e q u i v a l e n c e s , tha t is , w h o s e p a r t i c u l a r conten t i s " t r ansubs t an 

t i a ted " Into an e m b o d i m e n t of the socia l w h o l e , w h i l e the e m p t i n e s s of the 

p lace of p o w e r is a d i s t a n c e w h i c h r e n d e r s e v e r y emp i r i ca l b e a r e r of 

p o w e r "de f i c i en t , " con t ingen t a n d t e m p o r a r y . 

T h e conc lus ion to be d r a w n is tha t p o p u l i s m (in the m a n n e r w e have 

s u p p l e m e n t e d L a c l a u ' s def ini t ion of i t ) is not the o n l y mode of ex i s t ence 

of the e x c e s s of a n t a g o n i s m over the in s t i t u t iona l -democra t i c f r a m e w o r k 

of r e g u l a t e d agon i s t i c s t r u g g l e : not on ly the ( n o w defunc t ) c o m m u n i s t 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y o rgan i za t i ons , but a l so the w i d e s c a l e p h e n o m e n a of non-

ins t i t u t iona l i zed social a n d pol i t ica l protest , from the s tuden t m o v e m e n t s 

of the l a t e 1960s a n d e a r l y 1970s to l a te r a n t i - w a r pro tes t s a n d the more 

r ecen t an t i -g loba l i za t ion movemen t , canno t be p r o p e r l y ca l l ed "popuhs t . " 

E x e m p l a r y is he r e the c a s e of the a n t i - s e g r e g a t i o n m o v e m e n t in the U S in 

the la te 1950s a n d e a r l y 1960s , ep i tomized b y the n a m e of M a r t i n L u t h e r 

King: a l t h o u g h it e n d e a v o r e d to a r t i cu l a t e a d e m a n d tha t w a s not 

p r o p e r l y m e t w i t h i n the ex i s t ing d e m o c r a t i c ins t i tu t ions , it canno t be 

ca l l ed popu l i s t in a n y mean ingfu l sense of the t e r m — t h e w a y it l ed the 

s t r u g g l e a n d cons t i tu ted i ts opponen t w a s s i m p l y not "popul i s t . " A more 

g e n e r a l r e m a r k shou ld be m a d e he re abou t the s ing le - i s sue p o p u l a r 

m o v e m e n t s , for e x a m p l e , the " t ax r e v o l t s " in the U S : a l t hough they 

function in a popu l i s t manne r , mob i l i z ing the peop le a r o u n d a d e m a n d 
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w h i c h is not met b y the democra t i c ins t i tu t ions , t h e y do not s eem to r e l y 

on a c o m p l e x cha in of e q u i v a l e n c e s , bu t r ema in focused on one s i n g u l a r 

d e m a n d . 

The "determining role of economy": Marx with Freud 

The topic of popu l i sm v e r s u s c lass s t r u g g l e a l so r a i s e s a se r i e s of 

fundamenta l concep tua l p r o b l e m s . Let u s b e g i n w i th a p rec i se theore t ica l 

poin t a b o u t the s t a tus of u n i v e r s a l i t y : w e a r e d e a l i n g he re w i t h t w o 

opposed log i c s of u n i v e r s a l i t y to be s t r i c t ly d i s t i n g u i s h e d . O n the one 

hand , the re is the s ta te b u r e a u c r a c y a s the u n i v e r s a l c l a s s of a soc ie ty (or, 

in a l a r g e r scope, the U S a s the w o r l d po l i ceman , the u n i v e r s a l enforcer 

a n d g u a r a n t o r of h u m a n r igh t s a n d d e m o c r a c y ) , the d i r ec t a g e n t of the 

g loba l Order ; on the o ther hand , there is " s u p e r n u m e r a r y " u n i v e r s a l i t y , 

the u n i v e r s a l i t y e m b o d i e d in the e l emen t w h i c h s t i cks out of the ex i s t i ng 

Order , w h i c h , w h i l e in t e rna l to it, h a s no p r o p e r p l a c e w i t h i n it ( w h a t 

J a c q u e s R a n c i è r e ca l l s the "pa r t of n o - p a r t " ) . Not on ly a r e the t w o not 

the s ame , ' b u t the s t r u g g l e is u l t i m a t e l y a struggle between these two 

universalities), not s i m p l y b e t w e e n the p a r t i c u l a r e l emen t s of the u n i v e r s -

aUty: not j u s t a b o u t w h i c h p a r t i c u l a r conten t w i l l " h e g e m o n i z e " the 

e m p t y form of u n i v e r s a l i t y , b u t a s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n t w o exclusive/(7/-RTJ</ of 

u n i v e r s a l i t y t h e m s e l v e s . 

This is w h y L a c l a u mis ses the point w h e n he opposes the " w o r k i n g 

c l a s s " a n d the " p e o p l e " a l o n g the a x i s of concep tua l con ten t v e r s u s the 

effect of r ad i ca l nomination:^^ the " w o r k i n g c l a s s " d e s i g n a t e s a p reex i s t 

i ng socia l g r o u p , c h a r a c t e r i z e d b y i ts subs tan t i a l content , w h i l e the 

" p e o p l e " e m e r g e s a s a un i f ied a g e n t t h r o u g h the v e r y ac t of n o m i n a 

t i on—the re i s no th ing in the h e t e r o g e n e i t y of d e m a n d s that p r e d i s p o s e s 

t hem to be uni f ied into a " p e o p l e . " H o w e v e r , M a r x d i s t i n g u i s h e s b e t w e e n 

the " w o r k i n g c l a s s " a n d the "p ro le t a r i a t " : the " w o r k i n g c l a s s " is i n d e e d a 

p a r t i c u l a r socia l g r o u p , w h i l e the " p r o l e t a r i a t " d e s i g n a t e s a sub jec t ive 

posi t ion. 

T h i s is w h y L a c l a u ' s c r i t ica l d e b a t e a b o u t M a r x ' s oppos i t ion b e t w e e n 

p ro le t a r i a t a n d l u m p e n p r o l e t a r l a t a l so mis ses the point : the d is t inc t ion is 

not one b e t w e e n an objec t ive social g r o u p a n d a non -g roup , a r e m a i n d e r -

e x c e s s w i t h no p r o p e r p lace w i t h i n the social edifice, b u t a d is t inc t ion 

b e t w e e n t w o m o d e s of th i s r e m a i n d e r - e x c e s s w h i c h g e n e r a t e t w o dif

ferent sub jec t ive posi t ions . T h e impl ica t ion of M a r x ' s a n a l y s i s is that , 

p a r a d o x i c a l l y , a l t h o u g h the l u m p e n p r o l e t a r l a t s e e m s more r a d i c a l l y 
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" d i s p l a c e d " w i t h r e g a r d to the social b o d y t h a n t h e p ro le ta r ia t , it in fact 

fits m u c h more smoo th ly into the social edif ice: to refer to the Kant ian 

d is t inc t ion b e t w e e n n e g a t i v e a n d infini te j u d g m e n t , the l u m p e n p r o l e t a r -

iat is not t r u l y a non -g roup ( the i m m a n e n t nega t i on of a g r o u p , a g r o u p 

w h i c h is a n o n - g r o u p ) , bu t not a g r o u p , a n d i ts exc lu s ion from al l s t ra ta 

not o n l y conso l ida tes the i den t i t y of o ther g r o u p s , b u t m a k e s it a free-

floating e l e m e n t w h i c h can be u s e d b y a n y s t r a tum or c l a s s —it can be the 

r a d i c a l i z i n g " c a r n i v a l e s q u e " e l e m e n t of the w o r k e r s ' s t r u g g l e , p u s h i n g 

them from c o m p r o m i s i n g m o d e r a t e s t r a t eg ie s to an open confrontat ion, 

or the e l emen t w h i c h is u s e d b y the r u l i n g c lass to d e n a t u r e from wi th in 

opposi t ion to i ts ru le ( the long t rad i t ion of the c r i m i n a l m o b s e r v i n g those 

in p o w e r ) . T h e w o r k i n g c lass , on the con t r a ry , i s a g r o u p w h i c h is in 

itself, M a group w i t h i n the social s t ruc tu re , a non -g roup , tha t is , w h o s e 

posi t ion is in i tself " con t r ad ic to ry" : it is a p r o d u c t i v e force, soc ie ty (and 

those in p o w e r ) n e e d it in o r d e r to r e p r o d u c e t h e m s e l v e s a n d the i r rule , 

but, none the less , t h e y canno t find a "p rope r p l a c e " for it. 

B a s e d on th is m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , L a c l a u p u t s fo rward a g e n e r a l a rgu 

men t r e n d e r e d s u c c i n c t l y b y O l i v e r M a r c h a i t : 

on a formal level , every pol i t ics is b a s e d on the a r t i c u l a t o i y l og i c s of "a 

combina t ion a n d condensa t ion of incons i s ten t a t t i t udes" , not o n l y the 

pol i t ics of fasc ism. As a resul t , the fundamenta l social a n t a g o n i s m wi l l 

a l w a y s be d i s p l a c e d to some d e g r e e s ince , a s w e h a v e noted ea r l i e r , the 

on to log ica l l eve l —in th is case , a n t a g o n i s m — can n e v e r be a p p r o a c h e d 

d i r e c t l y a n d w i t h o u t pol i t ica l med i a t i on . It fo l lows tha t d is tor t ion is 

cons t i tu t ive for e v e r y pol i t ics : po l i t i c s a s such, not on ly fascist pol i t ics , 

p r o c e e d s t h r o u g h "distortion".^' ' ' 

T h i s r e p r o a c h r e m a i n s c a u g h t in the " b i n a r y " tens ion b e t w e e n essence 

and a p p e a r a n c e : the fundamen ta l an t agon i sm n e v e r a p p e a r s a s such, 

d i r ec t ly , in a t r a n s p a r e n t m a n n e r ( in M a r x i s t t e rms : the " p u r e " revo lu

t i o n a r y s i tua t ion in w h i c h a l l social t ens ions w o u l d be s impl i f i ed / r educed 

to the c l a s s s t r u g g l e n e v e r t a k e s p l ace , it is a l w a y s m e d i a t e d b y other^— 

ethnic , r e l i g ious , e tc . — a n t a g o n i s m s ) . S o : the " e s s e n c e " n e v e r a p p e a r s 

d i rec t ly , b u t a l w a y s in a d i sp l aced /d i s to r t ed w a y . W h i l e th is s t a t emen t is 

in p r i n c i p l e t rue , the re a r e a t leas t t w o th ings to a d d to it. First , if th is is 

the case , w h y even con t inue to t a lk abou t a " fundamen ta l social an t ag 

o n i s m " ? Al l w e h a v e he re is a se r ies of a n t a g o n i s m s w h i c h ( c a n ) bu i l d a 

cha in of e q u i v a l e n c e s , m e t a p h o r i c a l l y " c o n t a m i n a t i n g " each other , and 
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w h i c h a n t a g o n i s m e m e r g e s a s " c e n t r a l " is the con t i ngen t resu l t of a 

s t r u g g l e for h e g e m o n y . S o does th i s m e a n that one shou ld re jec t the v e r y 

notion of a " fundamen ta l a n t a g o n i s m " ( a s L a c l a u d o e s ) ? 

I w o u l d p ropose a f l e g e l i a n a n s w e r —let m e m a k e th i s point c l ea r b y 

(yet a g a i n ) re fe r r ing to one of m y s t a n d a r d e x a m p l e s : Lyévi-Strauss 's 

e x e m p l a r y a n a l y s i s , from h i s Structural Anthropology, of the spat ia l d i s 

posi t ion of b u i l d i n g s a m o n g s t the W i n n e b a g o , one of the Grea t L a k e 

t r ibes . T h e t r ibe is d iv ided in to t w o s u b g r o u p s ( " m o i e t i e s " ) , " those w h o 

a re from a b o v e " a n d "those w h o a re from be low" ; w h e n w e a s k an 

. ind iv idua l to d r a w on a p i ece of pape r , or on sand , the g r o u n d - p l a n of he r 

v i l l age ( the spa t ia l d ispos i t ion of c o t t a g e s ) , w e ob ta in t w o qu i t e different 

a n s w e r s , d e p e n d i n g on he r r e l a t ionsh ip to one or the o ther s u b g r o u p . 

Both p e r c e i v e the v i l l a g e a s a c i rc le ; bu t for one s u b g r o u p , there is w i t h i n 

this c i rc le a n o t h e r c i r c l e of cen t r a l houses , so tha t w e h a v e t w o concen t r i c 

c i rc les , w h i l e for the o ther s u b g r o u p , the c i rc le is spl i t into t w o b y a c l e a r 

d i v i d i n g l ine . In o ther w o r d s , a m e m b e r of the first s u b g r o u p ( le t u s ca l l it 

" conse rva t ive -co rpo ra t i s t " ) p e r c e i v e s the g r o u n d - p l a n of the v i l l a g e a s a 

ring of h o u s e s m o r e or less s y m m e t r i c a l l y d i sposed a r o u n d the cen t r a l 

t emple , w h e r e a s a m e m b e r of the s econd ( " r e v o l u t i o n a r y - a n t a g o n i s t i c " ) 

s u b g r o u p p e r c e i v e s he r v i l l a g e a s t w o d i s t inc t h e a p s of houses s e p a r a t e d 

b y an inv i s ib le frontier. 

The point L é v i - S t r a u s s w a n t s to m a k e is tha t th is e x a m p l e shou ld in no 

w a y en t ice u s into cu l tu ra l r e l a t i v i sm, a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h the pe rcep t ion 

of social space d e p e n d s on the obse rve r ' s g r o u p be long ing : the v e r y spl i t 

into the t w o " r e l a t i v e " p e r c e p t i o n s i m p l i e s a h i d d e n re fe rence to a 

cons tan t—not the objec t ive , " a c t u a l " d i spos i t ion of b u i l d i n g s bu t a 

t r auma t i c ke rne l , a fundamenta l a n t a g o n i s m the i n h a b i t a n t s of the v i l l a g e 

w e r e u n a b l e to symbo l i ze , to a c c o u n t for, to " i n t e r n a l i z e , " to come to 

t e rms w i t h , an i m b a l a n c e in social r e l a t ions tha t p r e v e n t e d the c o m m u 

n i ty from s tab i l i z ing i tself into a h a r m o n i o u s w h o l e . T h e t w o p e r c e p t i o n s 

of the g r o u n d - p l a n a r e s i m p l y t w o m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e e n d e a v o r s to cope 

w i t h th i s t r a u m a t i c a n t a g o n i s m , to hea l i ts w o u n d v i a the imposi t ion of a 

b a l a n c e d s y m b o l i c s t ruc tu re . It is he r e tha t one can see in w h a t p r ec i s e 

sense the R e a l i n t e r v e n e s t h rough a n a m o r p h o s i s . W e h a v e first the 

a c t u a l , " "ob jec t ive , " a r r a n g e m e n t of the houses , a n d then i ts t w o 

different symbo l i za t i ons w h i c h both dis tor t in an a n a m o r p h i c w a y the 

ac tua l a r r a n g e m e n t . H o w e v e r , the " r e a l " is he r e not the ac tua l a r r a n g e 

ment , b u t the t r a u m a t i c core of the social a n t a g o n i s m w h i c h d is tor t s the 

t r ibe m e m b e r s ' v i e w of the ac tua l a n t a g o n i s m . T h e R e a l is t hus the 
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d i s a v o w e d X on a c c o u n t of w h i c h o u r vis ion of r e a h t y is a n a m o r p h i c a l l y 

d i s to r ted . It is s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the T h i n g to w h i c h d i r ec t a c c e s s i s not 

poss ib le and the obs tac le w h i c h p r e v e n t s this d i rec t a cce s s ; the Th ing 

w h i c h e l u d e s o u r g r a s p and the d i s to r t ing sc reen w h i c h m a k e s us miss the 

Th ing . M o r e p rec i se ly , the R e a l is u l t i m a t e l y the v e r y shift of pe r spec t ive 

from the first to the second s tandpoin t : the L a c a n i a n R e a l is not on ly 

d is tor ted , bu t the very principle of the distortion of r ea l i t y . 

This th ree - l eve l dùpooitif \& s t r i c t ly homologous to F r e u d ' s th ree- leve l 

dispositif of the in te rp re ta t ion of d r e a m s : for F r e u d , too, unconsc ious 

des i r e in a d r e a m is not s i m p l y i ts core w h i c h n e v e r a p p e a r s d i rec t ly , 

d i s to r ted b y the t r ans l a t ion into the manifes t d ream- tex t , bu t the v e r y 

p r inc ip l e of this d is tor t ion. T h i s is how, for D e l e u z e , in a s t r ic t concep tua l 

homology , the e c o n o m y e x e r t s i ts ro le of d e t e r m i n i n g the socia l s t ruc tu re 

"in the las t i n s t ance" : the e c o n o m y m this role is n e v e r d i r e c t l y p resen t as 

an a c t u a l causa l agen t , its p r e s e n c e is p u r e l y v i r tua l , it is the social 

" p s e u d o - c a u s e , " but , p r e c i s e l y as such , abso lu te , non- re la t iona l , the 

a b s e n t c a u s e , some th ing tha t is n e v e r " in i ts o w n p l a c e " : " tha t i s w h y 

'the e c o n o m i c ' is n e v e r g i v e n p r o p e r l y s p e a k i n g , bu t r a t h e r d e s i g n a t e s a 

different ial v i r t u a l i t y to be in t e rp re t ed , a l w a y s cove red over b y i ts forms 

of ac tua l iza t ion ."^^ It is the absen t X w h i c h c i r c u l a t e s b e t w e e n the 

mul t ip l e se r ies of the social field (economic , pol i t ical , ideo log ica l , legal 

. . .), distributing them in their specific artkulxition. O n e shou ld t h u s insis t on 

the r a d i c a l di f ference b e t w e e n the economic a s this v i r tua l X, the abso lu te 

po in t of r e fe rence of the socia l field, a n d the economic in i ts ac tua l i t y , as 

one of the e l emen t s ( " s u b s y s t e m s " ) of the a c t u a l social to ta l i ty : w h e n t h e y 

e n c o u n t e r e a c h other, tha t is , to put it in H e g e l e s e , w h e n the v i r tua l 

economic e n c o u n t e r s in the g u i s e of i ts a c tua l coun te rpa r t i tself in its 

"oppos i t iona l d e t e r m i n a t i o n , " th i s i den t i t y co inc ide s w i t h abso lu t e (self-) 

con t rad ic t ion . 

A s L a c a n put it in h is Seminar XI, ii n'y a de caiue que de ce quicbche, the re 

is no c a u s e b u t a c a u s e of some th ing tha t s tumbles /s l ips / fa l ters^^ — a thes is 

w h o s e obv ious ly p a r a d o x i c a l c h a r a c t e r is e x p l a i n e d w h e n one t a k e s into 

accoun t the opposi t ion b e t w e e n c a u s e a n d c a u s a l i t y : for L a c a n , t h e y are 

in no w a y the same , s ince a " c a u s e , " in the s t r ic t sense of the term, is 

p r e c i s e l y some th ing w h i c h i n t e r v e n e s at the po in t s w h e r e the n e t w o r k of 

c a u s a l i t y ( the cha in of causes -and-e f fec t s ) fa l ters , w h e n there is a cut, a 

g a p , in the causa l cha in . In th is sense , a c a u s e is for L a c a n , b y defini t ion, a 

d i s t an t c a u s e (an "absen t c a u s e , " a s one u s e d to p u t it in the j a r g o n of the 

h a p p y " s t ruc tu r a l i s t " of the 1960s a n d 1970s ) : it ac t s in the in te r s t i ces of 
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t h e d i rec t causa l n e t w o r k . W h a t L a c a n has in mind h e r e is spec i f i ca l ly the 

w o r k i n g of the u n c o n s c i o u s . Imag ine an o r d i n a r y s l ip of the tongue : a t a 

c h e m i s t r y conference , someone g i v e s a p a p e r about , s ay , the e x c h a n g e of 

f luids; all of a sudden , he s t umble s a n d m a k e s a s l ip , b lu r t i ng out 

someth ing a b o u t the p a s s a g e of s p e r m in the s e x u a l a c t . . . an "a t t r ac to r " 

from w h a t F r e u d ca l l ed "an O t h e r S c e n e " In te rvenes l ike a t y p e of 

g r a v i t y , e x e r t i n g i ts inv i s ib le Influence from a d i s t ance , c u r v i n g the s p a c e 

of the speech-f low, i n t r o d u c i n g a g a p into it. W h a t m a k e s th is L a c a n i a n 

thes i s so in t e re s t ing for the ph i losoph ica l p e r s p e c t i v e is tha t it a l l o w s us to 

a p p r o a c h in a n e w w a y the old topic of " c a u s a l i t y a n d f reedom": f reedom 

is opposed to causa l i t y , bu t not to the c a u s e . T h e s t a n d a r d pol i t ica l t rope 

" t h e c a u s e of f r eedom" shou ld be t a k e n more l i t e r a l l y t han is u s u a l l y 

in tended , i n c l u d i n g both m a i n m e a n i n g s of the t e rm " c a u s e , " a c a u s e 

w h i c h p r o d u c e s effects a n d a pol i t ica l c a u s e tha t mob i l i ze s u s . P e r h a p s , 

t h e t w o m e a n i n g s a r e not a s d i s p a r a t e a s t h e y m a y a p p e a r : the C a u s e that 

mobi l i zes u s ( the " c a u s e of f r eedom") ac t s a s the absen t C a u s e w h i c h 

d i s tu rbs the n e t w o r k of c a u s a l i t y . It is a c a u s e w h i c h m a k e s m e free, 

ex t r ac t i ng me from the n e t w o r k of causes -and-ef fec t s . A n d , p e r h a p s , th i s 

is a l so h o w one s h o u l d u n d e r s t a n d the in famous M a r x i s t fo rmula of the 

"de te rmina t ion in the las t i n s t ance" : the o v e r d e t e r m i n i n g in s t ance of 

" e c o n o m y " is a l so a d i s t an t c a u s e , n e v e r a d i r ec t one, tha t is , it i n t e r v e n e s 

in the g a p s of d i r ec t social c a u s a l i t y . 

W i t h the c lass s t rugg le , it is t o d a y a l i t t le bi t l i ke F r e u d ' s pa t i en t ' s 

a n s w e r to the ques t ion a s to the i den t i t y of the w o m a n in h is d r e a m : 

" W h a t e v e r th i s fight is about , it is not c l a ss s t r u g g l e . . . (but : s ex i sm, 

cu l tu ra l in to le rance , r e l i g ious f u n d a m e n t a l i s m . . . ) . " O n e of the s t a n d a r d 

topics of p o s t - M a r x i s m is that , t oday , the w o r k i n g c l a s s is no longer the 

" p r e d e s t i n e d " r e v o l u t i o n a r y subject , tha t c o n t e m p o r a r y e m a n c i p a t o r y 

s t r u g g l e s a re p lu ra l , w i t h no p a r t i c u l a r a g e n t w h o can c l a im to o c c u p y a 

p r i v i l e g e d p lace . T h e w a y to a n s w e r this r e p r o a c h is to concede even 

more : the re never was such a p r i v i l e g e of the w o r k i n g c lass , the k e y 

s t ruc tu ra l role of the w o r k i n g c l a s s does not i m p l y this k i n d of p r io r i ty . 

How, then , does the " d e t e r m i n i n g role of e c o n o m y " function, if it is not 

the u l t ima te referent of the social field? I m a g i n e a pol i t ica l s t r u g g l e 

fought in the t e r m s of p o p u l a r m u s i c a l cu l tu re , a s w a s the case in some 

pos t - " soc ia l i s t " Eas te rn E u r o p e a n coun t r i e s in w h i c h the tension, in the 

field of p o p u l a r mus ic , b e t w e e n pseudo-fo lk a n d r o c k funct ioned a s a 

d i s p l a c e m e n t of the tens ion b e t w e e n the na t iona l i s t - conse rva t ive R igh t 

a n d the l ibe ra l Left. To put it in o ld- fash ioned t e rms : a p o p u l a r - c u l t u r a l 
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Struggle " e x p r e s s e d " (p rov ided the t e r m s in w h i c h ) a pol i t ica l s t rugg le 

( w a s fought o u t ) . ( A s in the U S today , w h e r e c o u n t r y m u s i c is p re

d o m i n a n t l y conse rva t i ve a n d rock p r e d o m i n a n t l y le f t - l ibera l . ) F o l l o w i n g 

F r e u d , it is not enough to s a y tha t the s t r u g g l e in p o p u l a r m u s i c w a s here 

on ly a s e c o n d a r y express ion , a s y m p t o m , an e n c o d e d t rans la t ion , of the 

pol i t ica l s t r u g g l e , w h i c h w a s w h a t the w h o l e th ing " w a s r e a l l y abou t . " 

Bo th s t r u g g l e s h a v e a s u b s t a n c e of the i r own : the c u l t u r a l s t r u g g l e is not 

j u s t a s e c o n d a r y p h e n o m e n o n , a ba t t le f ie ld of s h a d o w s to be "dec i 

p h e r e d " for i ts pol i t ica l connota t ion ( w h i c h , as a ru le , is obv ious e n o u g h ) . 

The " d e t e r m i n i n g role of the e c o n o m y " does not m e a n that , in th is case , 

w h a t al l the fuss " r e a l l y w a s a b o u t " w a s the economic s t rugg le , so tha t w e 

shou ld i m a g i n e the e c o n o m y a s a h i d d e n m e t a - E s s e n c e w h i c h then 

" e x p r e s s e s " i tself w i t h a two- l eve l -d i s t ance in a cu l tu ra l s t r u g g l e (it 

d e t e r m i n e s pol i t ics , w h i c h in t u r n d e t e r m i n e s c u l t u r e . . . ) . O n the 

con t r a ry , the e c o n o m y in sc r ibes i t se l f in the cou r se of the v e r y t rans la -

t ion/ t ransposr t ion of the pol i t ica l s t r u g g l e into the p o p u l a r - c u l t u r a l 

s t rugg le , into h o w th is t ranspos i t ion is n e v e r d i rec t , b u t a l w a y s d i sp l aced , 

a s y m m e t r i c a l . T h e " c l a s s " connota t ion a s it i s e n c o d e d in c u l t u r a l " w a y s 

of l i fe" can often t u r n a r o u n d the exp l i c i t po l i t i ca l connota t ion —reca l l 

how, in the famous p re s iden t i a l T V d e b a t e in 1959 re spons ib le for 

N i x o n ' s defeat , it w a s the l ibe ra l K e n n e d y w h o w a s p e r c e i v e d a s an 

u p p e r - c l a s s pa t r i c i an , w h i l e the r igh t i s t N i x o n a p p e a r e d a s h i s opponen t 

of more h u m b l e o r ig in s . Th is , of cou r se , does not m e a n tha t the second 

opposi t ion s i m p l y be l i e s the first one, tha t it s t ands for the " t ru th" 

obfusca ted b y the first, n a m e l y , tha t K e n n e d y w h o , in h i s p u b l i c s tate

men t s , p r e s e n t e d h imse l f a s N i x o n ' s p r o g r e s s i v e - l i b e r a l opponent , in fact 

s i gna l ed t h r o u g h h is l i fe -s ty le fea tures enac t ed in the d e b a t e tha t he w a s 

" r e a l l y " s i m p l y a n u p p e r - c l a s s p a t r i c i a n ; but it d o e s m e a n tha t the 

d i s p l a c e m e n t b e a r s w i t n e s s to the l imi ta t ion of K e n n e d y ' s p rog res s iv i sm, 

tha t i s , it d o e s point t o w a r d s the c o n t r a d i c t o r y n a t u r e of K e n n e d y ' s 

ideo log ico-po l l t i ca l pos i t ion . A n d it is he re tha t the d e t e r m i n i n g in

s t ance of the " e c o n o m y " en te r s : the economic is the a b s e n t c a u s e that 

a c c o u n t s for the d i s p l a c e m e n t in r ep resen ta t ion , for the a s y m m e t r y 

( reve r sa l , in th is c a s e ) b e t w e e n the t w o se r ies , the coup le p r o g r e s s i v e / 

conse rva t i ve pol i t ics a n d the coup le u p p e r / m i d d l e c l a s s . 

The L a c l a u i a n solut ion w o u l d h a v e been to conce ive such "con tam

ina t ions " a s the e n c h a i n m e n t of a n t a g o n i s m s into a con t ingen t se r ies of 

e q u i v a l e n c e s : the fact tha t the po l i t i ca l opposi t ion Le f t /R igh t " con tam

i n a t e s " the p o p u l a r m u s i c a l oppos i t ion of r o c k a n d c o u n t r y is a con t ingen t 
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resu l t of the s t r u g g l e for h e g e m o n y , n a m e l y , tha t t he r e is no inne r 

n e c e s s i i y for r o c k to be p r o g r e s s i v e or for c o u n t r y to be conse rva t i ve . 

The re is , h o w e v e r , an a s y m m e t r y he re that is obfusca ted b y th is 

s t r a igh t fo rward solut ion: the pol i t ica l s t r u g g l e is not one a m o n g o the r 

s t r u g g l e s ( in a se r ies a l o n g s i d e ar t i s t ic , economic , r e l i g ious , etc. , s t rug

g l e s ) ; it is the p u r e l y formal p r i n c i p l e of an t agon i s t i c s t r u g g l e a s such . 

Tha t is to say , t he re is no p r o p e r conten t of pol i t ics ; a l l po l i t i ca l s t r u g g l e s 

a n d dec i s i ons concern o the r specif ic s p h e r e s of social life ( t axa t ion , the 

regu la t ion of s e x u a l more s a n d p roc rea t ion , the hea l th s e rv i ce , a n d so on 

a n d so f o r t h ) — " p o l i t i c s " is m e r e l y a formal mode of d e a l i n g w i t h these 

topics , Insofar a s t h e y e m e r g e a s topics of p u b l i c s t r u g g l e a n d dec i s ion . 

This is w h y " e v e r y t h i n g is (or, r a the r , c an b e c o m e ) po l i t i c a l " —Insofar a s 

it b e c o m e s a s t ake in po l i t i ca l s t r u g g l e . T h e " e c o n o m y , " on the o the r 

hand , is not j u s t one of the s p h e r e s of po l i t ica l s t r u g g l e , bu t the " c a u s e " of 

the m u t u a l c o n t a m i n a t i o n - e x p r e s s i o n of s t r u g g l e s . To p u t it succ inc t ly , 

L e f t - R i g h t i s the M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r " c o n t a m i n a t e d " b y the se r i e s of o the r 

opposi t ions , w h i l e the e c o n o m y is the objet a, the e lu s ive object tha t 

sus ta ins th is con tamina t ion ( a n d w h e n tha t con t amina t ion is d i r e c t l y 

economic , the e c o n o m y e n c o u n t e r s Itself in i ts opposi t ional d e t e r m i n a 

t ion ) . 

Pol i t ics is t h u s a n a m e for the d i s t ance of the " e c o n o m y " from itself. Its 

space is opened u p b y the g a p tha t s e p a r a t e s the economic a s the a b s e n t 

C a u s e from the e c o n o m y in i ts "oppos i t iona l d e t e r m i n a t i o n , " a s one of the 

e l emen t s of the social to ta l i ty : t he re is pol i t ics hecaiue the e c o n o m y is 

"non-a l l , " b e c a u s e the economic is an " impo ten t " i m p a s s i v e p s e u d o -

cause . T h e economic is t h u s he re d o u b l y Inscr ibed in the p rec i se sense 

w h i c h def ines the L a c a n i a n R e a l : it is s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the h a r d core 

e x p r e s s e d " in o ther s t r u g g l e s t h r o u g h d i s p l a c e m e n t s a n d o the r forms of 

dis tor t ion, a n d the v e r y s t r u c t u r i n g p r i n c i p l e of these d is tor t ions . 

In i ts long a n d tw i s t ed h i s to ry , JVLarxist social h e r m e n e u t i c s h a s re l i ed 

on t w o log ics w h i c h , a l t h o u g h often confounded u n d e r the a m b i g u o u s 

sha red t e rm of the " economic c lass s t r u g g l e , " a re c o m p l e t e l y different. 

O n the one hand , there is the ( i n ) f amous "economic in te rp re ta t ion of 

h i s tory" : a l l s t rugg le s , a r t i s t ic , ideo log ica l , pol i t ica l , a r e u l t i m a t e l y con

d i t ioned b y the economic ( " c l a s s " ) s t rugg le , w h i c h is the i r sec re t m e a n i n g 

to be d e c i p h e r e d . O n the o the r hand , " e v e r y t h i n g is po l i t i ca l , " tha t i s , the 

M a r x i s t v i e w of h i s to ry is t h o r o u g h l y pol i t ic ized: t he re a r e no social , 

ideo logica l , cu l tu ra l , a n d o the r p h e n o m e n a tha t a r e not " c o n t a m i n a t e d " 

b y the ba s i c pol i t ica l s t rugg le , a n d this g o e s even for the e c o n o m y —the 
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i l lus ion of " t r ade u n i o n i s m " is p r e c i s e l y that the w o r k e r s ' s t r u g g l e can be 

depol i t i c ized , r e d u c e d to a p u r e l y economic negot ia t ion for be t te r w o r k 

cond i t ions a n d so on. H o w e v e r , these two " c o n t a m i n a t i o n s " — t h e eco

nomic d e t e r m i n e s e v e r y t h i n g "in las t i n s t ance "; " e v e r y t h i n g is poli t i

c a l " — d o not o b e y the s ame log ic . The " e c o n o m y " w i t h o u t the ex - t ima te 

pol i t ica l core ( "c la s s s t r u g g l e " ) w o u l d be a pos i t ive social m a t r i x of 

deve lopmen t , a s it is in the ( p s e u d o - ) M a r x i s t evo lu t ionary-h i s to r i c i s t 

notion of d e v e l o p m e n t to w h i c h M a r x h imse l f c a m e d a n g e r o u s l y close in 

his " P r e f a c e " to the Critique of PoUtical Economy: 

In the social p roduc t i on of the i r ex i s t ence , men i n e v i t a b l y en te r into 

def ini te re la t ions , w h i c h a r e Independen t of the i r w i l l , n a m e l y re la t ions 

of p roduc t ion a p p r o p r i a t e to a g i v e n s t a g e in the d e v e l o p m e n t of their 

ma t e r i a l forces of p roduc t ion . T h e to ta l i ty of t h e s e re la t ions of p roduc 

tion cons t i tu tes the economic s t ruc tu re of socie ty , the rea l foundat ion, 

on w h i c h a r i s e s a l e g a l a n d pol i t ica l s u p e r s t r u c t u r e and to w h i c h 

co r r e spond def ini te forms of socia l consc iousnes s . T h e m o d e of 

p roduc t ion of ma t e r i a l life cond i t ions the g e n e r a l p rocess of social , 

pol i t ica l a n d in te l l ec tua l life. It is not the consc iousness ol m e n that 

d e t e r m i n e s the i r ex i s t ence , b u t the i r social ex i s t ence tha t d e t e r m i n e s 

t he i r consc iousness . At a ce r t a in s t age of deve lopmen t , the ma te r i a l 

p r o d u c t i v e forces of soc ie ty come in to confl ict w i t h the ex i s t ing 

r e l a t ions of p roduc t ion or — this m e r e l y e x p r e s s e s the s a m e th ing in 

l ega l terms—^with the p r o p e r t y r e l a t ions w i t h i n the f r a m e w o r k of 

w h i c h t h e y h a v e o p e r a t e d h i ther to . F r o m forms of d e v e l o p m e n t of 

the p r o d u c t i v e forces these r e l a t ions tu rn into the i r fe t ters . Then 

b e g i n s an e r a of social r evo lu t ion . T h e c h a n g e s in the economic 

foundat ion l e a d sooner or l a t e r to the t ransformat ion of the w h o l e 

i m m e n s e s u p e r s t r u c t u r e . 

In s t u d y i n g such t rans format ions it is a l w a y s n e c e s s a r y to d is t in

gu i sh b e t w e e n the ma te r i a l t rans format ion of the economic condi t ions 

of p roduc t ion , w h i c h can be d e t e r m i n e d w i t h the prec i s ion of na tu ra l 

sc ience , a n d the l ega l , pol i t ica l , r e l ig ious , a r t i s t ic or ph i losoph ic — in 

short, ideo log ica l forms in w h i c h m e n b e c o m e consc ious of th is conflict 

a n d fight it out. J u s t a s one does not j u d g e an i n d i v i d u a l b y w h a t he 

t h i n k s abou t h i m s e l f so one canno t j u d g e such a pe r iod of t r ans forma

tion b y its consc iousness , but, on the con t ra ry , th i s consc iousnes s mus t 

be e x p l a i n e d from the con t rad ic t ions of ma te r i a l life, from the conflict 

ex i s t i ng b e t w e e n the social forces of p roduc t ion a n d the re la t ions of 
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produc t ion . No social o r d e r is e v e r d e s t r o y e d before al l the p roduc t i ve 

forces for w h i c h it is sufficient have b e e n deve loped , and n e w supe r io r 

r e la t ions of p roduc t ion n e v e r r e p l a c e o lde r ones before the ma te r i a l 

cond i t ions for the i r ex i s t ence h a v e m a t u r e d w i t h i n the f r a m e w o r k of 

the old soc ie ty .^ ' 

The evolu t ionis t l og ic of t hese l ines is c lea r : the "motor" of social p r o g r e s s 

Is t h e apo l i t i ca l d e v e l o p m e n t of the forces a n d m e a n s of product ion ; t h e y 

de te rmine the re la t ions of p roduc t ion , a n d so on. 

On the o the r hand , " p u r e " pol i t ics , " d e c o n t a m i n a t e d " from the econ

omy, is no less ideo log ica l : v u l g a r e c o n o m i s m a n d ideo log ico-po l i t i ca l 

ide id ism a re t w o s ides of the s a m e coin. T h e s t ruc tu re is he re tha t of an 

i n w a r d loop: the " c l a s s s t r u g g l e " is po l i t i cs in the v e r y hea r t of the 

economic . Or, to pu t it p a r a d o x i c a l l y , one can r e d u c e al l pol i t ical , 

j u r id i ca l , cu l tu r a l conten t to the "economic b a s e , " " d e c i p h e r i n g " it a s 

i ts " e x p r e s s i o n " — a l l except c l a s s s t rugg le , w h i c h is the pol i t ica l in the 

economic i t se l f 

Mutatis mutandis, the s a m e ho lds for p s y c h o a n a l y s i s : a l l d r e a m s h a v e 

s e x u a l conten t except e x p l i c i t l y s exua l d r e a m s — w h y ? B e c a u s e the sex-

ua l iza t ion of a con tex t is formal, the p r i n c i p l e of i ts d is tor t ion: t h r o u g h 

repet i t ion, the ob l i que a p p r o a c h , a n d so on, e v e r y t o p i c — i n c l u s i v e of 

s e x u a l i t y i t se l f—is s e x u a l i z e d . The u l t ima te p r o p e r l y F r e u d i a n lesson Is 

tha t the exp los ion of h u m a n s y m b o l i c c a p a c i t i e s does not m e r e l y e x p a n d 

the m e t a p h o r i c scope of s e x u a l i t y (ac t iv i t i e s tha t a r e in t h e m s e l v e s 

t h o r o u g h l y a s e x u a l c an b e c o m e " s e x u a l i z e d , " e v e r y t h i n g can be "erot i 

c i z e d " a n d s tar t to " m e a n t h a t " ) , but, m u c h more impor t an t ly , th is 

explos ion sexuaLizes sexuality itself: the specif ic q u a l i t y of h u m a n s e x u a l i t y 

hïis no th ing to do w i t h the i m m e d i a t e , r a t h e r s tupid , r e a l i t y of copu la t ion , 

i n c l u d i n g the p r e p a r a t o r y m a t i n g r i tua l s ; it is o n l y w h e n a n i m a l coup l ing 

ge t s c a u g h t in the se l f - referent ia l v i c ious c i rc le of the d r ive , in the 

p ro t rac ted repe t i t ion of i ts fa i lure to r each the imposs ib l e Th ing , tha t 

W e h a v e w h a t w e ca l l s e x u a l i t y , tha t i s , tha t s e x u a l a c t i v i t y i tself b e c o m e s 

s e x u a l i z e d . In o ther w o r d s , the fact tha t s e x u a l i t y c an spi l l ove r a n d 

function a s a m e t a p h o r i c conten t of e v e r y (o the r ) h u m a n ac t i v i t y is not a 

s ign of i ts p o w e r but , on the con t ra ry , a s ign of i ts impotence , fa i lure , its 

i nhe ren t b l o c k a g e . T h e c l a s s s t r u g g l e is t hus a u n i q u e m e d i a t i n g t e rm 

w h i c h , w h i l e moor ing po l i t i cs in the e c o n o m y (al l po l i t i c s is " u l t i m a t e l y " 

an expres s ion of c l a ss s t r u g g l e ) , s i m u l t a n e o u s l y s t ands for the i r r e d u c i b l e 

pol i t ica l m o m e n t in the v e r y hea r t of the economic . 
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Drawing the line 

T h e c o n s e q u e n c e s of t hese concep tua l e l abo ra t ions for the d i l e m m a of the 

"d i r ec t e x p r e s s i o n of the u n i v e r s a l o r i ts cons t i tu t ive d i s to r t ion" a r e c lear . 

L a c l a u ' s ba s i c pol i t ica l a r g u m e n t a g a i n s t m e is that, d u e to m y r ig id c lass -

reduc t ion i s t p s e u d o - r e v o l u t i o n a r y v is ion , I a m c o n d e m n e d to " w a i t i n g 

for the M a r t i a n s " : s ince the cond i t ions I set for r e v o l u t i o n a r y a g e n t s "a re 

specif ied w i t h i n such a r i g id g e o m e t r y of social effects tha t no emp i r i ca l 

ac to r c a n fit the b i l l . " H o w e v e r , in o r d e r to su s t a in the a p p e a r a n c e that I 

a m t a l k i n g abou t rea l a g e n t s , 1 h a v e to h a v e r e c o u r s e to the "p roces s of 

' M a r t i a n i z a t i o n ' ": "to a t t r ibu te to a c t u a l l y ex i s t ing sub jec t s the most 

a b s u r d fea tures , w h i l e k e e p i n g the i r n a m e s so tha t the i l lusion of a contact 

w i t h r e a l i t y is m a i n t a i n e d . " O n e canno t b u t t a k e note of h o w close this 

p rocess m o c k i n g l y d e s c r i b e d b y L a c l a u a s " M a r t i a n i z a t i o n " r e s e m b l e s his 

o w n t h e o r y of h e g e m o n y : an emp i r i ca l even t is " e l e v a t e d to the d i g n i t y of 

the T h i n g , " it s ta r t s to function a s the e m b o d i m e n t of the imposs ib le 

ful lness of S o c i e t y . Re fe r r i ng to J o a n Copjec , L a c l a u c o m p a r e s hege 

m o n y to the " b r e a s t - v a l u e " a t t a c h e d to pa r t i a l objec ts : so, nuitatLi 

mutandié, i s h i s thes i s not that , s ince M a r t i a n s a r e imposs ib l e but 

n e c e s s a r y , in the p roces s of h e g e m o n y , an e m p i r i c a l social e l emen t is 

i nves t ed w i t h " M a r t i a n value"—-the dif ference b e t w e e n m e a n d him 

b e i n g tha t I ( a m s u p p o s e d to) b e l i e v e in r ea l M a r t i a n s , w h i l e he k n o w s 

tha t the p l a c e of M a r t i a n s is forever empty , so that all w e can do is invest 

e m p i r i c a l a g e n t s w i t h " M a r t i a n v a l u e ' " / 

It is L a c l a u w h o is he re ( l ike K a n t ) al l too n a i v e in h is c r i t i ca l s tance , 

n a m e l y , in h i s asse r t ion of the i r r e d u c i b l e g a p b e t w e e n e m p t y u n i v e r s a l i t y 

a n d i ts d i s to r t ed r ep resen ta t ion . F r o m m y H e g e l i a n s tandpoin t , th is g a p 

c a n be o v e r c o m e . H o w ? Not t h r o u g h the a r r i v a l of an a d e q u a t e d i rec t 

p r e sen ta t i on of the un ive r sa l , bu t so tha t dittortion aj euch b aMerted oti the 

site of unwersalily: u n i v e r s a l i t y appearo a s the dis tor t ion of the p a r t i c u l a r — 

in an e x a c t h o m o l o g y w i t h F r e u d ' s log ic of d r e a m s , w h e r e the "un ive r s a l " 

u n c o n s c i o u s des i r e ( w h i c h , to put it in M a r x i s t t e rms , d e t e r m i n e s the 

d r e a m " in the las t i n s t a n c e " ) is not the core of the d r e a m e x p r e s s e d in the 

d r e a m ' s tex t in a d i sp l aced /d i s to r t ed form, bu t the p roces s of the d i s 

tort ion itself. In th is p rec i se sense , it is w r o n g to s a y tha t the " c e n t r a l " 

social a n t a g o n i s m ( "c l a s s s t r u g g l e " ) is a l w a y s e x p r e s s e d / a r t i c u l a t e d in a 

d i s to r t ed /d i sp laced w a y : it i s the v e r y principle of t h i s d is tor t ion . Conse 

quen t l y , t r ue " c l a s s p o l i t i c s " h a s no th ing w h a t s o e v e r to do w i t h focusing 

e x c l u s i v e l y on c lass s t r u g g l e a n d r e d u c i n g al l p a r t i c u l a r s t r u g g l e s to 
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s e c o n d a r y e x p r e s s i o n s a n d effects of the one a n d o n l y " t r u e " s t r u g g l e . Le t 

u s r e tu rn to Mao ' s " O n Con t rad ic t ion" : h is m a i n c l a i m the re is that , in 

e a c h concre te s i tuat ion, a different " p a r t i c u l a r " con t rad ic t ion is the 

p r e d o m i n a n t one, in the p r e c i s e sense that , in o r d e r to w i n the ba t t l e 

for the reso lu t ion of the p r i n c i p a l con t rad ic t ion , one shou ld t r ea t a 

p a r t i c u l a r con t rad ic t ion a s the p r e d o m i n a n t one, to w h i c h all o ther 

s t r u g g l e s shou ld be s u b o r d i n a t e d . 

B u t the ques t ion r e m a i n s : w h y does the economic o c c u p y th is s t ruc

tu r ing r o l e ? A g a i n , a h o m o l o g y w i t h p s j ' c h o a n a l y s i s c o u l d he lp u s to 

c lar i fy ma t t e r s , s ince one can ( and often d o e s ) r a i s e e x a c t l y the s a m e 

object ion a g a i n s t F r e u d : w h y is it u n c o n s c i o u s des i r e w h i c h " o v e r d e -

t e r m i n e s " the e n t a n g l e m e n t of a l l o ther d r e a m - w i s h e s of s e x u a l n a t u r e ? 

W h y shou ld w e not a s se r t open in te rac t ion in w h i c h the p r e d o m i n a n t ro le 

of a specif ic w i s h is i tself the resu l t of a " s t r u g g l e for h e g e m o n y " b e t w e e n 

different w i s h e s ? Is the cen t r a l ro le ol s e x u a l i t y not a c l e a r r e m i n d e r of 

F r e u d ' s " s e x u a l e s s e n t i a l i s m , " in an e x a c t pa ra l l e l to M a r x ' s " economic 

e s s e n t i a l i s m " ? T h e a n s w e r is s imple for a t rue F r e u d i a n : s e x u a l i t y sp i l l s 

ove r all o the r contents , e v e r y content can be " s e x u a l i z e d , " b e c a u s e of 

s e x u a l i t y s i nhe ren t fa i lure ( " there is no s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p " ) ; tha t is to 

say , the cen t r a l even t in the b e c o m i n g - h u m a n of h u m a n o i d s w a s "s3mi-

bol ic ca s t r a t i on , " the impos i t ion of the b a r of imposs ib i l i t y w h i c h e x 

t r ac t ed s e x u a l i t y from the d o m a i n of ins t inc tua l sa t i s fac t ions r e g u l a t e d b y 

seasona l r h y t h m s , t r ans fo rming it into a " m e t a - p h y s i c a l " infini te s ea rch 

for the imposs ib l e Th ing . T h e F r e u d i a n h y p o t h e s i s is t h u s that s e x u a l i t y 

is not j u s t one among t he poss ib le i n n u e n d o s ( conno ta t i ons ) of e v e r y 

speech; it i s , m u c h more s t rong ly , inherent to the form of connotation as such: 

the v e r y fact tha t some th ing " m e a n s m u c h m o r e than it s e e m s " s e x u a l i z e s 

It, t ha t is , s y m b o l i c cas t ra t ion sus t a ins the v e r y i n d e t e r m i n a c y of the space 

in w h i c h connota t ions can float around. ' '^ A n d the M a r x i s t h 3 ^ o t h e s i s is 

that , mutatis mutandis, the s a m e g o e s for the " e c o n o m y , " for the co l lec t ive 

p roces s of p roduc t ion : the social o rgan iza t i on of p roduc t i on ( the " m o d e 

of p r o d u c t i o n " ) is not j u s t one a m o n g m a n y l eve l s of socia l o rgan iza t ion . 

It i s the si te of " con t r ad i c t i on , " of s t ruc tu ra l ins tab i l i ty , of the cen t r a l 

social a n t a g o n i s m (" there is no c lass r e l a t i o n s h i p " ) , w h i c h , a s such, spi l l s 

over in to al l o ther l eve l s . 

N o w w e c a n a l so a n s w e r the r ep roach that c o m m o d i t y fet ishism re l i e s 

On the opposi t ion b e t w e e n the d i r ec t exp re s s ion of an i d e a (or a sub jec t ) 

a n d i ts d i s to r ted m e t a p h o r i c r ep resen ta t ion . Le t me e x p l a i n th is point b y 

re fer r ing to the thes i s that , t oday , w e l ive in a pos t - ideo log ica l w o r l d . 
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T h e r e a r e t w o w a y s to u n d e r s t a n d th is thes is : e i the r w e t a k e it in a na ive 

pos t -poh t ica l sense ( f ina l ly l i be r a t ed from the b u r d e n of g r e a t ideo log ica l 

n a r r a t i v e s and c a u s e s , w e c a n d e d i c a t e o u r s e l v e s to p r a g m a t i c a l l y solving 

rea l p r o b l e m s ) , or in a more cr i t ica l w a y , a s a s ign of the c o n t e m p o r a r y 

p r e d o m i n a n t form of c y n i c i s m ( p o w e r no l o n g e r n e e d s a consis tent 

i d e o l o g i c a l s t ruc tu re to l eg i t imize i ts ru le ; it c an afford to d i r e c t l y state 

the o b v i o u s t ru th —the sea rch for profits, the b ru ta l imposi t ion of 

e c o n o m i c i n t e r e s t s ) . A c c o r d i n g to the second r e a d i n g , the re is no longer 

a n e e d for the ref ined p r o c e d u r e of Ideologiekritik, for a " symp toma l 

r e a d i n g " tha t de tec t s the faul ts in an ideo log ica l edif ice: such a p r o c e d u r e 

k n o c k s a t an open door, s ince the t h o r o u g h l y c y n i c a l p o w e r d i scourse 

c o n c e d e s a l l th is in a d v a n c e , l i k e the a n a l y s a n d of t o d a y w h o c a l m l y 

a c c e p t s the a n a l y s t ' s s u g g e s t i o n s a b o u t h i s i nne rmos t obscene des i r e s , no 

l o n g e r s h o c k e d b y a n y t h i n g . 

Is t h i s r e a l l y the c a s e ? If it i s , then [deologiekritik a n d p s y c h o a n a l y s i s a re 

u l t i m a t e l y of no use , s ince the w a g e r of the i r in te rp re t ive p r o c e d u r e is 

tha t the subjec t cannot o p e n l y a d m i t a n d r e a l l y a s s u m e the t ru th about 

w h a t she is do ing . H o w e v e r , p s y c h o a n a l y s i s opens u p a w a y to u n m a s k 

th i s a p p a r e n t proof of its u se l e s sness , b y de tec t ing , benea th the decep t ive 

o p e n n e s s of pos t - ideo log ica l c y n i c i s m , the con tours of fe t ishism, and thus 

o p p o s i n g the fetishiitic mode of ideo logy , w h i c h p r e d o m i n a t e s in our 

a l l e g e d l y "pos t - i deo log ica l " e ra , to i ts t r ad i t iona l ogmptomal mode , in 

w h i c h the ideo log ica l l ie w h i c h s t ruc tu re s our pe rcep t ion of r ea l i t y is 

t h r e a t e n e d b y s y m p t o m s qua " r e t u r n s of the r ep re s sed , " c r a c k s in the 

fabr ic of the ideo log ica l l i e . T h e fetish is effect ively a k i n d of enver,i of the 

s y m p t o m . Tha t is to say , the s y m p t o m is the excep t ion w h i c h d i s tu rbs the 

su r f ace of false a p p e a r a n c e , the po in t at w h i c h the r e p r e s s e d O t h e r S c e n e 

e r u p t s , w h i l e the fetish is the e m b o d i m e n t of the lie w h i c h e n a b l e s u s to 

s u s t a i n the u n b e a r a b l e t ruth. L e t u s t a k e the case of the dea th of a be loved 

pe r son : in the case of a s y m p t o m , I " r e p r e s s " th is dea th , I t i y not to th ink 

a b o u t it, b u t the r e p r e s s e d t r a u m a r e t u r n s in the s y m p t o m ; in the case of a 

fetish, on the con t r a ry , I " r a t i o n a l l y " fu l ly a c c e p t this dea th , a n d y e t I 

c l i n g to t h e fetish, to some fea ture tha t e m b o d i e s for m e the d i s a v o w a l of 

t h i s d e a t h . In th i s sense , a fetish can p l a y a v e r y cons t ruc t ive ro le by 

a l l o w i n g u s to cope w i t h the h a r s h r ea l i t y . Fe t i sh i s t s a r e not d r e a m e r s lost 

in t h e i r p r i va t e w o r l d s , t h e y a r e t h o r o u g h l y "rea l i s t , " ab l e to a c c e p t the 

w a y t h i n g s effect ively a r e —since t h e y h a v e the i r fetish to w h i c h t h e y can 

c l i ng in o r d e r to cance l the full i m p a c t of r ea l i t y . 

T h e r e i s a w o n d e r f u l e a r l y short s to ry b y P a t r i c i a H ighsmi th , 

296 
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"Bu t ton , " abou t a m i d d l e - c l a s s N e w Y o r k e r w h o l i ve s w i t h h is in te l l ec 

tually i m p a i r e d n i n e - y e a r - o l d son w h o b a b b l e s m e a n i n g l e s s s o u n d s al l the 

time a n d smi les , w i t h s a l i v a d roo l ing from his mouth . L a t e one even ing , 

unable to e n d u r e the s i tuat ion a n y longer , the m a i n c h a r a c t e r d e c i d e s to 

take a w a l k in the l o n e l y M a n h a t t a n s t ree t s w h e r e he s t u m b l e s u p o n a 

destitute h o m e l e s s b e g g a r w h o p l e a d i n g l y e x t e n d s h i s h a n d t o w a r d s h im . 

In an a c t of i n e x p l i c a b l e fury, the he ro bea t s the b e g g a r to dea th a n d t ea r s 

a button from h i s j a c k e t . A f t e r w a r d s , he r e t u r n s h o m e a c h a n g e d man , 

e n d u r i n g his f ami ly n i g h t m a r e se rene ly , c a p a b l e of even a k ind smi le for 

his h a n d i c a p p e d son; he k e e p s th is but ton al l the t ime in the p o c k e t of h is 

trousers—^a perfec t fetish, the e m b o d i e d d i s a v o w a l of h is m i s e r a b l e 

rea l i ty , the cons tan t r e m i n d e r that , at leas t once , he h a d b e e n a b l e to 

strike b a c k a g a i n s t h i s m i s e r a b l e des t iny . 

In StcuUxind, A n n a F u n d e r d e s c r i b e s an even c r a z i e r case of the fetish 

which o c c u r r e d in the rea l life of H ä g e n Koch, the G D R S t a s i officer w h o 

attracted the a t ten t ion of the w o r l d ' s m e d i a on A u g u s t 13, 1961 , w h e n the 

G D R au tho r i t i e s s ta r ted to bu i ld the Ber l in W a l l . H i s ( d u b i o u s ) honor 

was a s the m a n w h o l i t e r a l l y d r e w the l ine of the W a i l : a w o r k e r in the 

m a p d e p a r t m e n t of the S t a s i , he w a s o r d e r e d to m a r k w i t h w h i t e pa in t the 

exac t l ine tha t s e p a r a t e s East from W e s t Be r l i n , so tha t the W a l l cou ld 

then b e cons t ruc t ed a t the a p p r o p r i a t e p l a c e . For a w h o l e d a y , he w a s 

Seen and p h o t o g r a p h e d , w a l k i n g s l o w l y w i t h one foot in the Eas t a n d the 

other in the W e s t a n d d r a w i n g the l ine . It i s a s if th is i n - b e t w e e n posi t ion 

somehow s y m b o l i z e d h i s ba s i c a t t i t ude t o w a r d s pol i t ica l r ea l i t y : he w a s 

l e ad ing a life full of c o m p r o m i s e s a n d hes i ta t ions , osc i l l a t ing b e t w e e n 

f idel i ty to the G D R r e g i m e a n d ac t s of smal l r ebe l l i on ( a m o n g o ther 

things, he m a r r i e d a g i r l from a n o n - C o m m u n i s t f ami ly in spi te of the 

opposit ion of h i s S t a s i s u p e r i o r s ) . F ina l ly , he got s ick a n d t i r ed of h is S t a s i 

job, a s k e d for a t ransfer , a n d w a s a l l o w e d to move to a pos t in the r e g u l a r 

army. 

At th i s p rec i se point in h is life, he commi t t ed some th ing of a n act . 

W h e n e m p t y i n g h i s office in the S ta s i bu i l d ing , he no t i ced for the first 

t ime a c h e a p , k i t s ch g o l d - p a i n t e d p las t i c p l a t e h a n g i n g on the w a l l b y h is 

desk, a r i d i c u l o u s official r ecogn i t ion of the honorab le t h i rd p l ace his un i t 

had Won in the S ta s i r a n k i n g for w o r k in cu l t u r e . H e s m u g g l e d th i s p l a t e 

out benea th h is coat a s h i s ac t of " smal l p r i va t e r e v e n g e " for all the 

compromises a n d h u m i l i a t i o n s of h i s life —s tea l ing th is p l a t e w a s the on ly 

th ing for w h i c h he cou ld s u m m o n e n o u g h c o u r a g e . H e d r e w the l ine here , 

this t ime Hterally, a n d he h e l d it — b e c a u s e , to h is su rp r i s e a n d a s befi ts the 
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G e r m a n b u r e a u c r a c y , t he re w e r e r eac t i ons to a n d c o n s e q u e n c e s of h is 

act , m o r e n u m e r o u s a n d s t r o n g e r than he had e x p e c t e d . 

First , t h r ee w e e k s la te r , t w o S t a s i supe r io r officers v i s i t ed h im at home, 

a c c u s e d h im of s t e a l i n g the p l a t e a n d d e m a n d e d that he r e tu rn it. He 

d e n i e d it and , u p o n r eques t , s i g n e d a s w o r n s t a t emen t tha t he h a d not 

t a k e n it. Then , y e a r s l a te r , after die. Wende, he i m p r o v i s e d in h is a p a r t m e n t 

a smal l p r i v a t e m u s e u m abou t the W a l l , w h e r e t h i n g s w e r e p resen ted 

from the Eas t e rn p e r s p e c t i v e . S i n c e he w a s a l so k n o w n a s the pe r son w h o 

had d r a w n the h n e of t h e W a l l in 1 9 6 1 , th is c a u s e d some in te res t and , in 

1993, he w a s i n t e r v i e w e d in h is flat on TV, w i t h the s tolen p la te h a n g i n g 

on the w a l l beh ind h i m . A t echn i c i an a s k e d h i m to r e m o v e the p la te 

b e c a u s e it re f lec ted the l igh t a n d c a u s e d too m u c h gl i t ter ; Koch fur ious ly 

refused to do it: "I ' l l d o a n y t h i n g for y o u , b u t the p la te w i l l s t a y w h e r e it 

i s . " T h e p la te s t a y e d the re . H o w e v e r , a coup le of d a y s la ter , after the 

repor t on h i s m u s e u m w a s shown on TV, a T r e u h a n d a g e n t ( T r e u h a n d 

w a s the federa l a g e n c y d e a l i n g w i th the fate of G D R sta te p r o p e r t y ) 

a p p e a r e d a t h is door, a g a i n d e m a n d i n g the p la te : a c c o r d i n g to the n e w 

l a w , G D R s ta te p r o p e r t y had n o w b e c o m e the p r o p e r t y of the un i t ed 

Fede ra l R e p u b l i c of G e r m a n y , and , s ince he h a d stolen the p la te , he n o w 

had to r e t u r n it. Koch fu r ious ly t h r e w the a g e n t out; t he a g e n t left w i th 

t h r ea t s of a cour t p r o c e d u r e . W e e k s la ter , the a g e n t a g a i n v i s i t ed h im. 

Informing h i m tha t the c h a r g e s of the theft of s ta te p r o p e r t y a g a m s t h im 

h a d been d r o p p e d ( the s to len objec t w a s of m i n i m a l v a l u e , a n d h i s c r ime 

h a d t a k e n p l a c e y e a r s e a r l i e r , so tha t the d e a d l i n e for a j u d i c i a l ac t ion h a d 

p a s s e d long a g o ) . H o w e v e r , the a g e n t in formed h im, there w a s n o w a n e w 

c h a r g e r a i s e d a g a i n s t h im , the c h a r g e of false t e s t i m o n y (to the S tas i , 

s ince , d e c a d e s ago , he h a d s i g n e d the s t a t emen t tha t he h a d not stolen the 

p l a t e ) , a n d th i s false s w o r n s t a t emen t still w a s a p u n i s h a b l e c r i m e . Koch 

t h r e w the a g e n t out a g a i n , bu t h i s t roub les con t inued : b e c a u s e of r u m o r s 

tha t he w a s a thief, h i s c a r e e r suffered a n d h i s wife even lost h e r j ob . . . 

A s Koch p u t it to A n n a F u n d e r : "A l l the c o u r a g e I h a d is in tha t p la te . 

T h e w h o l e sh i t ty l i t t le s k e r r i c k of it. Tha t ' s a l l I had , tha t p la te s t a y s 

the re . " This i s a fetish a t i t s pures t : a t i n y s tupid object to w h i c h I c l ing 

and w h i c h a l l o w s m e to e n d u r e al l t he d i r t y c o m p r o m i s e s of m y life. Do 

w e not al l h a v e , in one or ano the r form, s u c h fe t i shes? T h e y c a n be our 

i n n e r sp i r i tua l e x p e r i e n c e s ( w h i c h tell u s that our socia l r e a l i t y is m e r e 

a p p e a r a n c e w h i c h does not r e a l l y m a t t e r ) , o u r ch i l d r en (for w h o s e g o o d 

w e d o al l t he h u m i l i a t i n g t h i n g s in our j o b s ) , a n d so on a n d so forth. 

L e t u s tu rn to the s t a n d a r d r ep roach that c o m m o d i t y fet ishism re l i e s on 



W H Y P O P U L I S M IS G O O D E N O U G H IN P R A C T I C E 

299 

the opposi t ion b e t w e e n d i r ec t e x p r e s s i o n of an i d e a (or a sub jec t ) a n d i ts 

d i s tor ted m e t a p h o r i c r ep resen ta t ion : th i s r ep roach o n l y ho lds if one s t i cks 

to the s impl i s t i c not ion of the fetish a s an i l lus ion obfusca t ing the t rue 

state of t h i n g s . In p s y c h i a t r i c c i r c les , t he r e is a s to ry to ld abou t a m a n 

w h o s e wi fe w a s d i a g n o s e d w i t h a c u t e b r e a s t c a n c e r a n d w h o d i e d th ree 

mon ths la ter ; the h u s b a n d s u r v i v e d h e r dea th u n s c a t h e d , be ing a b l e to 

t a lk coo l ly abou t h is t r a u m a t i c las t m o m e n t s w i t h he r — h o w ? W a s he a 

cold, d is tant , a n d unfee l ing m o n s t e r ? Soon , h is f r iends no t i ced that, w h i l e 

t a l k ing a b o u t h i s d e c e a s e d wife , he a l w a y s he ld a h a m s t e r in h is h a n d s , 

he r pe t object a n d n o w h i s fetish, the e m b o d i e d d i s a v o w a l of he r dea th . 

N o w o n d e r that , w h e n , a coup le of m o n t h s la ter , the h a m s t e r d ied , the 

m a n b r o k e d o w n a n d h a d to be hosp i t a l i zed for a long per iod , t r e a t e d for 

acu te dep res s ion . So , w h e n w e a r e b o m b a r d e d b y c l a i m s tha t in o u r post-

ideo log ica l c y n i c a l e r a n o b o d y b e l i e v e s in the p r o c l a i m e d idea l s , w h e n w e 

encoun te r a person w h o c l a i m s he h a s been c u r e d of a n y bel iefs , 

a c c e p t i n g socia l r e a l i t y the w a y it r e a l l y is , one should a l w a y s coun te r 

such c l a ims w i t h the ques t ion : OK, bu t where w your hanuter—the fetLih 

which enabled you to (pretend to) accept reality "the way it Li "? A n d does e x a c t l y 

the s ame not ho ld for the M a r x i a n concep t of c o m m o d i t y fe t i sh ism? H e r e 

i s the v e r y b e g i n n i n g of the famous subd iv i s ion A of the first c h a p t e r of 

Capital, on " T h e Fe t i sh i sm of the C o m m o d i t y a n d i ts S e c r e t " : 

A c o m m o d i t y a p p e a r s at first s igh t a n e x t r e m e l y obv ious , t r iv ia l th ing . 

Bu t i ts a n a l y s i s b r i n g s out tha t it is a v e r y s t r a n g e th ing, a b o u n d i n g in 

m e t a p h y s i c a l sub t l e t i e s a n d theo log ica l n ice t ies . ' ' 

These l i ne s s h o u l d su rp r i s e us , s ince t h e y inve r t the s t anda rd p r o c e d u r e 

for d e m y s t i f y i n g a theo log ica l m y t h , tha t of r e d u c i n g it to i ts t e r r e s t r i a l 

base : M a r x does not c l a im, in the u s u a l m a n n e r of E n l i g h t e n m e n t 

c r i t ique , that c r i t ica l a n a l y s i s shou ld d e m o n s t r a t e h o w w h a t a p p e a r s a 

m y s t e r i o u s theo log ica l en t i t y e m e r g e d out of " o r d i n a r y " real - l i fe p rocess ; 

he c l a ims , on the con t r a ry , tha t the task of c r i t i ca l a n a l y s i s is to u n e a r t h 

the " m e t a p h y s i c a l sub t l e t i e s a n d theo log ica l n i c e t i e s " in w h a t a p p e a r s a t 

first s ight j u s t an o r d i n a r y object . In o the r w o r d s , w h e n a c r i t ica l M a r x i s t 

encoun t e r s a b o u r g e o i s sub jec t i m m e r s e d In c o m m o d i t y fet ishism, the 

M a r x i s t ' s r e p r o a c h to h i m is not "The c o m m o d i t y m a y seem to y o u to be a 

m a g i c a l object e n d o w e d w i t h spec ia l p o w e r s , bu t i t r e a l l y is j u s t a reif ied 

expres s ion of re la t ions b e t w e e n p e o p l e . " The M a r x i s t ' s r ep roach is , 

ra ther , " Y o u m a y th ink tha t the c o m m o d i t y a p p e a r s to y o u a s a s imple 
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e m b o d i m e n t of social r e l a t ions ( that , lor e x a m p l e , m o n e y is j u s t a k i n d of 

v o u c h e r en t i t l ing y o u to a pa r t of the social p r o d u c t ) , but th is is not h o w 

t h m g s r e a l l y seem to y o u — in y o u r social r ea l i ty , b y m e a n s of y o u r 

pa r t i c ipa t ion in social e x c h a n g e , y o u b e a r w i t n e s s to the u n c a n n y fact 

tha t a c o m m o d i t y r e a l l y a p p e a r s to y o u a s a m a g i c a l object e n d o w e d wi th 

spec i a l p o w e r s . " 

It is in th is p rec i se sense tha t the c o n t e m p o r a r y e r a is p e r h a p s less 

a the i s t i c than a n y p r i o r one: w e a r e al l r e a d y to i n d u l g e in u t te r 

s k e p t i c i s m , c y n i c a l d i s t ance , exp lo i t a t ion of o the r s " w i t h o u t a n y i l lu 

s i o n s , " v io la t ions of al l e th ica l cons t ra in t s , e x t r e m e s e x u a l p r ac t i c e s , and 

so on a n d so fo r th—pro tec ted b y the s i lent a w a r e n e s s tha t the b ig Othe r 

is i g n o r a n t abou t it. N ie l s B o h r p r o v i d e d the perfect e x a m p l e of h o w this 

fe t ishis t ic d i s a v o w a l of be l ie f w o r k s in i deo logy . S e e i n g a horseshoe 

h a n g i n g a b o v e the e n t r a n c e to B o h r ' s c o u n t r y house , a s u r p r i s e d vis i tor 

s a id tha t he d id not be l i eve in the supers t i t ion tha t the hor seshoe k e e p s 

t h e b a d spi r i t s out of the house a n d b r i n g s l uck , to w h i c h B o h r snapped 

b a c k : "Nor do I be l i eve in it; I h a v e it the re b e c a u s e I w a s told tha t it a lso 

w o r k s if one d o e s not be l i eve in i t ! " Fe t i sh i sm does not ope ra t e a t the 

l eve l of "mys t i f i ca t ion" a n d "d i s to r ted k n o w l e d g e " : w h a t is l i t e r a l ly 

" d i s p l a c e d " in the fetish, t r ans fe r red onto it, is not k n o w l e d g e b u t illiunon 

ddelf, the be l ie f t h r e a t e n e d b y k n o w l e d g e . F a r from obfusca t ing " r e a l i s t i c " 

k n o w l e d g e of h o w th ings a re , the fetish is , on the con t r a ry , the m e a n s that 

e n a b l e s the sub jec t to a c c e p t th i s k n o w l e d g e w i t h o u t p a y i n g the full p r ice 

for it: "I k n o w v e r y w e l l [ h o w t h i n g s r e a l l y s t a n d ] , a n d I a m ab le to 

e n d u r e th i s b i t te r t ru th b e c a u s e of a fetish ( a hams te r , a bu t ton . . . ) in 

w h i c h the i l lus ion to w h i c h I s t ick is e m b o d i e d . " 

A l t h o u g h , at a p u r e l y formal level , the fetish a l so invo lves a g e s t u r e of 

t r a n s f e r e n c e (onto the fetish ob jec t ) , it funct ions a s a n e x a c t inve r s ion of 

the s t a n d a r d fo rmula of t r ans fe rence ( w i t h the sub jec t s u p p o s e d to 

k n o w ) : w h a t the fetish g i v e s b o d y to is p r e c i s e l y m y d i s a v o w a l of 

k n o w l e d g e , m y refusa l to sub j ec t i ve ly a s s u m e w h a t I k n o w . T h e r e i n 

to e m p h a s i z e a po in t I m a d e e a r l i e r — r e s i d e s the con t ras t b e t w e e n the 

fetish a n d the s y m p t o m : a s y m p t o m e m b o d i e s a r e p r e s s e d k n o w l e d g e , the 

t r u t h a b o u t the sub jec t tha t the sub jec t is not r e a d y to a s s u m e . In a ce r ta in 

k i n d of C h r i s t i a n i t y , Ch r i s t h imse l f i s e l e v a t e d into a fetish, insofar a s he is 

s u p p o s e d to be the innocen t sub jec t w h o ignores the w i c k e d w a y s of the 

w o r l d . 

T h i s d i a l ec t i c of fet ishism r e a c h e s i ts a p o g e e in t o d a y ' s "v i r tua l 

c a p i t a l i s m . " Cap i t a l i sm a s such en ta i l s the r a d i c a l s ecu l a r i za t i on of social 
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l i f e—it m e r c i l e s s l y t e a r s a p a r t a l l a u r a of a u t h e n t i c nobi l i ty , s a c r e d n e s s , 

honor, etc. : 

It h a s d r o w n e d the most h e a v e n l y ecs ta s i e s of r e l i g ious fervor, of 

c h i v a l r o u s en thus i a sm, of ph i l i s t ine sen t imen ta l i sm, in the i c y w a t e r of 

egot is t ica l ca l cu la t ion . It h a s r e so lved pe r sona l w o r t h into e x c h a n g e 

v a l u e , a n d in p l a c e of the n u m b e r l e s s indefeas ib le c h a r t e r e d f reedoms, 

h a s set u p tha t s ing le , u n c o n s c i o n a b l e freedom — F r e e T r a d e . In one 

w o r d , for explo i ta t ion , v e i l e d b y r e l i g ious a n d pol i t ica l i l lus ions , i t h a s 

subs t i tu t ed n a k e d , shame le s s , d i rec t , b ru ta l exploi ta t ion.^^ 

H o w e v e r , the fundamen ta l lesson of the "c r i t i que of pol i t ica l e c o n o m y " 

e l abo ra t ed b y the m a t u r e M a r x in the y e a r s af ter the Manifesto is tha t th is 

r educ t ion of a l l h e a v e n l y c h i m e r a e to the b ru t a l e conomic r ea l i t y g e n 

e ra t e s a s p e c t r a l i t y of i ts o w n . W h e n M a r x d e s c r i b e s the m a d self-

e n h a n c i n g c i r cu la t ion of cap i ta l , w h o s e sol ips is t ic pa th of se l f - fecundat ion 

r e a c h e s i ts a p o g e e in t o d a y ' s me ta - r e f l ex ive specu la t ion on futures , it is 

far too s impl i s t i c to c la im tha t the spec te r of th is s e l f - engende r ing 

mons te r tha t p u r s u e s i ts p a t h d i s r e g a r d i n g a n y h u m a n or e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

conce rn is an ideo log ica l abs t rac t ion , a n d that one shou ld n e v e r forget 

that, b e h i n d th is abs t rac t ion , the re a r e rea l peop le a n d n a t u r a l objects on 

w h o s e p r o d u c t i v e capac i t i e s a n d r e s o u r c e s cap i t a l ' s c i r cu la t ion is b a s e d 

a n d on w h i c h it feeds i tself l i k e a g i g a n t i c pa r a s i t e . T h e p r o b l e m i s tha t 

th is " a b s t r a c t i o n " is not o n l y in our ( the financial s p e c u l a t o r ' s ) m l spe r 

cept lon of social r ea l i ty , b u t tha t it is " r e a l " in the p rec i se sense of 

d e t e r m i n i n g the s t ruc tu re of the v e r y ma te r i a l social p rocesses : the fate of 

w h o l e s t r a t a of popu la t i on a n d some t imes of w h o l e coun t r i e s c an be 

d e c i d e d b y the " so l ip s i s t i c " s p e c u l a t i v e d a n c e of capi ta l , w h i c h p u r s u e s i ts 

goa l of prof i tab i l i ty in b le s sed indif ference a s to h o w its m o v e m e n t w i l l 

affect social r ea l i t y . T o d a y is th i s not more t r ue t h a n e v e r ? D o p h e n o m 

e n a u s u a l l y d e s i g n a t e d a s "v i r t ua l c a p i t a l i s m " ( fu tures t r a d i n g a n d s imi l a r 

abs t r ac t financial s p e c u l a t i o n s ) not po in t t o w a r d s the r e ign of the " rea l 

a b s t r a c t i o n " a t its pures t , m u c h more r a d i c a l l y t h a n in M a r x ' s t i m e ? In 

short, the h i g h e s t form of i d e o l o g y does not r e s ide in g e t t i n g c a u g h t u p in 

the ideo log ica l spec t ra l i ty , forget t ing abou t i ts foundat ion in rea l peop le 

a n d the i r re la t ions , b u t p r e c i s e l y m ove r look ing this R e a l of spec t r a l i t y 

a n d in p r e t e n d i n g to a d d r e s s d i r e c t l y " rea l people w i t h the i r r ea l 

w o r r i e s . " Vis i to r s to the London S t o c k E x c h a n g e ge t a free leaflet w h i c h 

e x p l a i n s to them tha t the s tock m a r k e t is not abou t some m y s t e r i o u s 
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fluctuations, b u t a b o u t rea l peop le a n d the i r products— thid i s i d e o l o g y at 

i ts pures t . 

T h e s t a n d a r d M a r x i s t topic of " re i f i ca t ion" a n d " c o m m o d i t y fe t i sh i sm" 

still r e l i e s on the not ion of the fetish a s a solid object w h o s e s table 

p r e s e n c e o b f u s c a t e s i ts social med ia t i on . P a r a d o x i c a l l y , fe t ishism r e a c h e s 

its a c m e p r e c i s e l y w h e n the fetish i tself is " d e m a t e r i a l i z e d , " t u r n e d into a 

fluid " i m m a t e r i a l " v i r t u a l ent i ty ; m o n e y fet ishism w i l l c u l m i n a t e w i t h the 

p a s s a g e to i ts e l ec t ron ic form, w h e n the las t t r aces of i ts m a t e r i a l i t y wi l l 

d i s a p p e a r ^—electronic m o n e y is the th i rd form, after " r e a l " m o n e y w h i c h 

d i r e c t l y e m b o d i e s i ts v a l u e (gold , s i l ve r ) a n d p a p e r m o n e y w h i c h , 

a l t hough a " m e r e s i g n " w i th no in t r in s i c v a l u e , sti l l c l i n g s to i ts mate r ia l 

ex i s t ence . A n d it i s o n l y a t th is s t age , w h e n m o n e y b e c o m e s a p u r e l y 

v i r t ua l po in t of re fe rence , tha t it f ina l ly a s s u m e s the form of an indes 

t ruc t ib le spec t r a l p r e s e n c e : 1 o w e y o u $ 1 , 0 0 0 , a n d no m a t t e r h o w m a n y 

ma te r i a l n o t e s I b u r n , I still o w e y o u $ 1 , 0 0 0 , the deb t is i n sc r ibed 

s o m e w h e r e i n the v i r t u a l d ig i ta l s p a c e . . . It i s o n l y w i t h th i s tho rough

g o i n g " d e m a t e r l a l l z a t l o n , " w h e n M a r x ' s c l a im from the Manifesto that, 

u n d e r c a p i t a l i s m , "a l l that is so l id me l t s into a i r , " a c q u i r e s a m u c h more 

l i tera l m e a n i n g t h a n the one M a r x had in mind , it is o n l y a t th is point that 

w h a t D e r r i d a c a l l e d the spec t ra l a spec t of cap i t a l i sm is ful ly a c t u a l i z e d . 

O n e s h o u l d t h u s re jec t the en thus i a s t i c c l a ims r e g a r d i n g our e n t r y 

Into a n e w e r a of v i r t u a l cap i t a l i sm: w h a t th is " n e w e r a " m a k e s v i s ib le is 

a v i r tua l d i m e n s i o n w h i c h w a s h e r e all the t ime . R e c a l l Kant ' s re ject ion 

of the on to log ica l p roof of God ' s e x i s t e n c e w h i c h t a k e s a s i ts s ta r t ing 

point h i s t h e s i s t h a t b e i n g i s not a p r e d i c a t e : if one k n o w s al l p r e d i c a t e s 

of an en t i ty , i t s b e i n g ( e x i s t e n c e ) d o e s not follow, tha t is , one cannot 

c o n c l u d e b e i n g from a not ion. ( T h e d e p a r t u r e from L e i b n i z is c l ea r 

he re , a c c o r d i n g to w h o m t w o objec ts a r e i nd i s ce rn ib l e if a l l of the i r 

p r e d i c a t e s a r e the s a m e . ) The impl i ca t ion for the onto logica l p roof of 

God is c l ea r : in the s a m e w a y tha t I c an h a v e a perfect not ion of 100 

t ha l e r s a n d st i l l do not h a v e them in m y pocke t , I can have a per fec t 

not ion of G o d a n d G o d still does not exis t . The i r o n y is tha t Kan t t a l k s 

a b o u t t ha l e r s , m o n e y , w h o s e ex i s t ence as money i s not "ob jec t ive , " bu t 

d e p e n d s on " n o t i o n a l " de t e rmina t i ons . T rue , a s Kan t s a y s , h a v i n g a 

concep t of 1 0 0 t h a l e r s is not the s a m e a s h a v i n g them in y o u r pocke t ; 

bu t let u s i m a g i n e a p r o c e s s of r a p i d inf lat ion w h i c h to ta l ly d e v a l u e s the 

t ha l e r s : y e s , t h e y a r e still t he re in m y pocke t , b u t t h e y a r e no longe r 

money , j u s t m e a n i n g l e s s , v a l u e l e s s co ins . In o the r w o r d s , m o n e y is 

p r e c i s e l y an ob jec t w h o s e s ta tus d e p e n d s on h o w w e " t h i n k " abou t it: if 



W H Y P O P U L I S M IS G O O D E N O U G H IN P R A C T I C E 

303 

peop le no l o n g e r t rea t th is p i ece of meta l a s m o n e y , if t h e y no l o n g e r 

" b e l i e v e " in it a s m o n e y , it no l o n g e r it m o n e y . 

The lesson of these p a r a d o x e s is the odd o v e r l a p p i n g of c y n i c i s m a n d 

beUef. W h i l e cap i t a l i sm is r e so lu t e ly " m a t e r i a l i s t i c " ( w h a t u l t i m a t e l y 

ma t t e r s is w e a l t h , real p o w e r , p l e a s u r e s , a l l o ther t h i n g s a r e j u s t "noble 

l i e s , " c h i m e r a e c o v e r i n g up th is h a r d t r u t h ) , th i s c y n i c a l w i s d o m itself h a s 

to r e l y on a v a s t n e t w o r k of belief: the w h o l e cap i ta l i s t s y s t e m funct ions 

o n l y insofar a s one p l a y s the g a m e a n d " b e l i e v e s " in money , t a k e s it 

se r ious ly , a n d p r a c t i c e s a fundamen ta l trust in o the r s w h o a r e a l so 

supposed to p a r t i c i p a t e in the g a m e . C a p i t a l m a r k e t s , n o w v a l u e d a t 

an e s t ima ted $ 8 3 t r i l l ion, ex i s t w i t h i n a sy s t em b a s e d p u r e l y on self-

interest , in w h i c h h e r d behav io r , often b a s e d on r u m o r s , c an inflate or 

de s t roy the v a l u e of c o m p a n i e s —or w h o l e e c o n o m i e s —in a m a t t e r of 

hour s . 

It is in th is v e r y imbr i ca t ion of b ru t a l c y n i c i s m w i t h w i d e - e y e d be l i e f 

tha t the ob jec t ive i r o n y of cap i t a l i sm re s ides . O n e can t h u s i m a g i n e , a s a 

coun te rpo in t to th i s v i r t u a l c a p i t a l i s m in w h i c h " reeJ t h i n g s " t a k e p l a c e a t 

a p u r e l y v i r t u a l l eve l of financial t ransfers , to ta l ly d i s c o n n e c t e d from o u r 

o r d i n a r y rea l i ty , a p u r e l y v i r t u a l co l lapse , the co l lapse of v i r tua l m a r k e t s 

as an " e n d of the w o r l d " in w h i c h no th ing in our m a t e r i a l r e a l i t y w o u l d 

" r e a l l y c h a n g e " — it is j u s t tha t a l l of a s u d d e n , peop le w o u l d refuse to g i v e 

the i r t rust , t h e y w o u l d refuse to p a r t i c i p a t e in the g a m e . T h a t is to say , the 

v i r tua l s t a tus of m o n e y m e a n s tha t it funct ions l ike a nat ion: w h i l e the 

na t ion is the peop le ' s subs t ance , the c a u s e for w h i c h t h e y a r e ( s o m e t i m e s ) 

r e a d y to sacr i f ice e v e r y t h i n g , it h a s no subs tan t ia l r e a l i t y of its o w n —it 

ex i s t s o n l y insofar a s peop le " b e l i e v e " tha t it ex i s t s , it i s a C a u s e pos i ted 

r e t roac t ive ly b y i ts o w n effects. O n e s h o u l d then i m a g i n e a s c e n a r i o 

s imi l a r to the one e n v i s a g e d b y S a r a m a g o in h is Seeuig (in w h i c h a peop le 

a l l of a s u d d e n re fuses to p a r t i c i p a t e in v o t i n g ) , o n l y t r a n s p o s e d to the 

economic d o m a i n : peop le re fus ing to p a r t i c i p a t e in the financial v i r t u a l 

g a m e . P e r h a p s , such a refusa l w o u l d be t o d a y the u l t ima te pol i t ica l act . 

In " M u r d e r in the M e w s , " an e a r l y A g a t h a Chr i s t i e s tory . H e r c u l e Polrot 

i nves t i ga t e s the dea th of M r s Al len , found shot in h e r a p a r t m e n t on G u y 

F a w k e s n igh t . A l t h o u g h he r d e a t h looks l i ke su ic ide , n u m e r o u s de t a i l s 

i nd i ca t e tha t a m u r d e r is m o r e l i k e l y a n d tha t a c l u m s y a t t empt h a s been 

m a d e to m a k e it look l ike M r s A l l e n took he r o w n life. S h e sha red a flat 

w i t h M i s s P l e n d e r l e i t h w h o w a s a w a y a t the t ime . S o o n a cuffl ink is 

found a t the m u r d e r scene a n d i ts owne r , M a j o r Eus t ace , is imp l i ca t ed in 
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the c r ime . Poirot ' s solut ion is one of the bes t in Chr i s t i e ' s w o r k : it inver t s 

the s t a n d a r d plot of a m u r d e r m a d e to look l i ke a su i c ide . T h e v ic t im, 

w h o , y e a r s ago , had been c a u g h t u p in a s canda l in India , w h e r e she had 

a l so me t Eus tace , w a s e n g a g e d to m a r r y a C o n s e r v a t i v e M P . K n o w i n g 

tha t the pub l i c e x p o s u r e of h e r s canda l w o u l d ru in h e r c h a n c e s of 

m a r r i a g e , Eus t ace h a d been b l a c k m a i l i n g her . In despa i r , M r s Al len 

shot herself . C o m i n g h o m e i m m e d i a t e l y after the su i c ide . M i s s P lende r -

l e i t h — w h o k n e w abou t E u s t a c e ' s b l a c k m a i l a n d h a t e d h i m — q u i c k l y 

r e a r r a n g e d d e t a i l s a t t he s cene of the d e a t h to m a k e it look a s t h o u g h the 

m u r d e r e r h a d t r ied c l u m s i l y to p resen t the dea th a s su ic ide , so that 

Eus t ace w o u l d be ful ly p u n i s h e d for d r i v i n g M r s Al l en to k i l l herself. The 

s to ry t h u s t u rn s the ques t ion on i ts h e a d : H o w shou ld the incons i s t enc ies 

no ted on the s cene of c r ime be r e a d ? Is it a m u r d e r m a s k e d a s su i c ide or a 

su i c ide m a s k e d a s m u r d e r ? T h e stor^' w o r k s b e c a u s e , i n s t ead of the 

m u r d e r b e i n g cove red u p ( the u s u a l n a r r a t i v e ) , i ts a p p e a r a n c e is s taged , 

that i s , a c r i m e is not c o n c e a l e d bu t f abr ica ted a s a lu re . 

Is th is not w h a t the ins t iga to r s of popul i s t v io l ence d o ? In o rde r to 

( r e ) d i r e c t the w r a t h of the d e c e i v e d c r o w d , t h e y mi scons t rue su i c ide as 

c r ime , in o ther w o r d s , t h e y falsify the c lues so that a ca t a s t rophe w h i c h is 

a " s u i c i d e " ( the resu l t of i m m a n e n t a n t a g o n i s m s ) a p p e a r s a s the w o r k of a 

c r imina l agen t . T h i s is w h y , to p u t it in N i e t z s c h e a n t e rms w h i c h a re he re 

tu l ly app rop r i a t e , the u l t ima te d i f ference b e t w e e n t rue r a d i c a l - e m a n c i 

p a t o r y pol i t ics a n d popul i s t pol i t ics is tha t a u t h e n t i c r a d i c a l pol i t ics is 

ac t ive , impos ing , enforc ing i ts v is ion , w h i l e popu l i sm is f u n d a m e n t a l l y re

active, a r eac t ion to a d i s tu rb ing in t rude r . In o ther w o r d s , popu l i sm 

r e m a i n s a ve r s ion of the po l i t i c s of fear: it mob i l i z e s the c r o w d b y w a y of 

i n v o k i n g the fear of the cor rup t i n t rude r . 

The act 

Is, h o w e v e r , th is c r i t i que of L a c l a u r e a l l y L a c a n i a n ? Y a n n i s S t a v r a k a k i s ' s 

The Lacanian Left, an a t t empt to s u p p l e m e n t L a c l a u ' s a n d Mouffe ' s 

p ro jec t of " r a d i c a l d e m o c r a c y " w i t h L a c a n i a n theory , d i spu t e s it. Ac 

co rd ing to S t a v r a k a k i s , I s t a r t ed off w e l l , b u t then, in m y w o r k , I "move 

con t i nuous ly into m o r e b i za r r e and un fa thomab le d i rec t ions ."^^ T h e k e y 

r e p r o a c h c o n c e r n s m y a l l e g e d idea l i za t ion of An t igone , of the rad ica l 

a u t o n o m y of he r su ic ida l " p u r e " des i r e : such a s t ance e x c l u d e s he r from 

the socio-pol i t ica l field. I c la im that the sub jec t of an ac t " r i s k s " an 

e n c o u n t e r w i t h dea th and " m o m e n t a r i l y " s u s p e n d s the symbol i c / l ega l 
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f r amework , bu t A n t i g o n e c l e a r l y does not mee t these c r i t e r i a —she not 

on ly risks dea th , she des i r e s it: 

R i s k en ta i l s a m i n i m u m of s t r a t eg ic or p r a g m a t i c ca l cu la t ion , w h i c h is 

someth ing a l i en to A n t i g o n e ' s p u r e des i r e . S u s p e n s i o n p r e s u p p o s e s a 

before a n d an after, bu t for An t igone the re is no after. In that sense , 

this w a s n e v e r a case of an ac t effecting a d i s p l a c e m e n t of the s ta tus 

quo . H e r ac t is a one-off a n d she cou ldn ' t ca re less abou t w h a t w i l l 

h a p p e n in the poiLi af ter h e r su i c ide . 

Really"? F a r from jus t t h r o w i n g herse l f into the a r m s of dea th , S o p h o c l e s ' 

An t igone ins is t s up to h e r dea th on pe r fo rming a p r ec i s e s y m b o l i c 

ges tu re : the p rope r bu r i a l of he r b ro ther . L i k e Hamlet, Antigone is a 

d r a m a of a fa i led s y m b o l i c r i tua l — L a c a n ins i s ted on th i s c o n t i n u i t y (he 

a n a l y z e d Hamlet in h is s e m i n a r tha t p r e c e d e s The Ethics of PsychoanalysiS). 

Ant igone does not s t and for some e x t r a - s y m b o l i c rea l , bu t for the p u r e 

s ign i f i e r—her " p u r i t y " is tha t of a s ignif ier . Th i s is w h y , a l t h o u g h h e r ac t 

is su ic ida l , t he s t a k e s a r e s y m b o l i c , a n d h e r pe r s i s t ence t i l l d ea th h a s a 

Cathartic effect not o n l y on u s , the pub l i c , b u t a lso on the T h e b a n p e o p l e 

t h e m s e l v e s e m b o d i e d in the C h o r u s . S t a v r a k a k i s ' s point he re is tha t I 

e l eva te A n t i g o n e ' s r ad i ca l su i c ida l ac t w h i c h e x c l u d e s h e r from the 

symbol i c c o m m u n i t y into the mode l for a pol i t ica l act , t h e r e b y i g n o r i n g 

not o n l y tha t L a c a n n e v e r c o n c e i v e d A n t i g o n e in th is w a y , b u t a l so the 

la te r shifts in h i s posi t ion: 

To focus e x c l u s i v e l y on L a c a n s c o m m e n t a r y of A n t i g o n e w o u l d 

a m o u n t to Ignor ing the r a d i c a l shift in L a c a n s o w n posi t ion fo l lowing 

the Ethics s emina r . C l e a r l y , A n t i g o n e is not L a c a n ' s last^—or most 

i n s i g h t f u l — w o r d on the ques t ion of e th ics a n d a g e n c y . H i s pos i t ion 

con t i nued to d e v e l o p in a d i rec t ion tha t u n d e r m i n e d h is e a r l i e r focus 

on A n t i g o n e ' s p u r e des i r e . [. . . ] a n y o n e t a k i n g s e r i o u s l y the impor t an t 

shift in L a c a n ' s posi t ion h a s to a b a n d o n A n t i g o n e a s a mode l of the 

e th ico-pol i t ica l act , s o m e t h i n g tha t Z i z e k fails to do . 

S t a v r a k a k i s sees a s t r a n g e r eg re s s ion in m y w o r k : in m y e a r l y books , I 

ms i s t ed on the " l a c k in the O t h e r " a s L a c a n ' s k e y Insight, w h i l e in m y 

more recen t w o r k , I c r i t i c ize th is notion as b e l o n g i n g to decons t ruc t ion-

ism, t h u s h a n d i n g over to the la t t e r L a c a n ' s most p r ec ious ins igh t . M y 

notion of the ac t invo lves a m i r a c u l o u s e m e r g e n c e of uncond i t iona l 
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pos i t iv i ty w h i c h s u s p e n d s l ack , tha t is , I r e l y on a "s t r ic t opposi t ion 

b e t w e e n lack , deno t ing finitude a n d n e g a t i v i t y , a n d d iv ine mi rac le , 

d e n o t i n g i m m o r t a l i t y a n d pos i t iv i ty . A s s u m i n g l a c k m e a n s a s s u m i n g 

n e g a t i v i t y and f ini tude, w h i l e I conce ive the ac t a s abso lu te -pos i t ive -

e te rna l , e x t e r n a l to the S y m b o l i c ; or, a s P lu th a n d f i o e n s c la im, quo ted 

a p p r o v i n g l y b y S t a v r a k a k i s , " b y n e g l e c t i n g the i m p o r t a n c e of an ac t ' s 

i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h the symbo l i c , Z i zek s eems to be s a y i n g tha t the rea l of 

an ac t h a p p e n s w i t h o u t the symbol ic . "^^ ( " S e e m s " is a c ruc ia l w o r d here , 

and , a s w e shal l see, m S t a v r a k a k i s ' s book too: it r e g i s t e r s h is o w n doubt 

a b o u t the a c c u r a c y of h is o w n r e a d i n g . ) S u c h an abso lu t i za t ion of the act, 

w h i c h e x t r a c t s it from its soc io - symbol i c t ex tu re , a lso m a k e s it imposs ib le 

to d i s t i ngu i sh b e t w e e n t rue and false ac t s or events , b e t w e e n even t s and 

the i r s i m u l a c r a ( a s t a n d a r d a r g u m e n t a g a i n s t B a d i o u ) . . . a s if I h a v e not 

spen t p a g e s e x p l a i n i n g h o w one can d i s t i ngu i sh an even t from its 

s i m u l a c r u m b y w a y of a n a l y z i n g h o w the even t r e l a t e s to the s y m p t o m a l 

knot , the inscr ip t ion of the lack in a s i tua t ion . 

S o w h i l e S t a v r a k a k i s ' s g e n e r a l l ine of a r g u m e n t a t i o n is tha t I s teer 

a w a y from L a c a n u n d e r the in f luence of Bad iou , the u l t ima t e j o k e is, 

p r e d i c t a b l y , tha t e v e n B a d i o u is more L a c a n i a n than me: w h a t 1 do not 

see ( a n d tha t B a d i o u d o e s ) is that " the t rue pos i t iv i ty of a rea l event 

d e p e n d s on i ts i n e x t r i c a b l e re la t ion to the void of the even ta l site, to a 

r e g i s t e r i n g of n e g a t i v i t y . " ' N o w o n d e r tha t I c r i t i c ize B a d i o u w h e n he 

w a r n s of the to ta l i t a r ian d a n g e r of " en fo rc ing" a t ru th on a s i tuat ion, of 

i g n o r i n g the " n a m e l e s s , " the e x c e s s of the mu l t i p l i c i t y of r e a l i t y w h i c h 

res i s t s b e i n g s u b s u m e d u n d e r a t r u t h - p r o c e d u r e . Th i s is w h a t S t a l i n i s m 

d id : in i m p o s i n g forced co l lec t iv iza t ion a n d a c en t r a l i z ed p l a n n e d econ

omy, it enac t ed i ts vo lun ta r i sm w h i c h i g n o r e d the i ne r t i a of r e a l i t y — a n d , 

in a q u i t e cons is ten t w a y , s ince S t a l i n i s m d i d not a d m i t th is e x c e s s of the 

" n a m e l e s s , " i t h a d to in t e rp re t the r e s i s t ance of r e a l i t y to i ts p ro jec ts as 

in ten t iona l counter-revolution. '*'* A n d , a s e x p e c t e d , for S t a v r a k a k i s , this 

a l so ho lds for m y not ion of the ac t a s uncond i t iona l : insofar a s it k n o w s no 

l imi ta t ion (for w h i c h B a d i o u a l l o w s w h e n he w a r n e d a g a i n s t the e x c e s s ol 

e n f o r c e m e n t ) , it n e c e s s a r i l y l e a d s to a to ta l i t a r ian asser t ion . 

T h e r e a s o n I find B a d i o u p r o b l e m a t i c he re i s that , for me , someth ing is 

w r o n g w i t h the v e r y not ion tha t one can e x c e s s i v e l y "enforce " a t ruth: 

one is a l m o s t t e m p t e d to a p p l y h e r e the log ic of the j o k e q u o t e d by L a c a n 

" m y f iancée is n e v e r la te for an appo in tmen t , b e c a u s e the m o m e n t she is 

la te , she is no longe r m y f i ancée" : a T ru th is n e v e r enforced, b e c a u s e the 

m o m e n t the fidelity' to T ru th funct ions a s an e x c e s s i v e enforcement , w e 
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a re no longe r d e a l i n g w i t h a Tru th , w i t h f idehty to a T ru th -Even t . In the 

case of S t a l i n i sm , i ts p r o b l e m w a s not s i m p l y that of " en fo rc ing" the 

Tru th , r u t h l e s s l y i m p o s i n g it onto the s i tua t ion: the p r o b l e m w a s r a t h e r 

that the "truth" which was enforced—the vis'wn of a centralized planned economy, 

anddo forth —wchi in itself not a Truth, so that the r e s i s t ance of r ea l i t y a g a i n s t 

it w a s a s ign of i ts o w n fals i ty . 

The s to ry g o e s on in a p r e d i c t a b l e w a y : m y not ion of a m o m e n t a r y 

m i r a c u l o u s ac t Impl ies " a n ac t w i t h o u t after,"' '^ tha t i s , 1 ignore the effects 

of the act, i t s inscr ip t ion into the s i tua t ion . . . a s if I h a v e not w r i t t e n 

m a n y p a g e s d e v e l o p i n g h o w w h a t ma t t e r s is not the ac t i tself bu t " the d a y 

af ter ," the w a y an ac t r e a r t i c u l a t e s the s i tua t ion . ( F u r t h e r m o r e , I a m 

accused of p r i v i l e g i n g pos i t iv i ty , of ob l i t e ra t ing n e g a t i v i t y — b u t s u c h an 

"ac t w i t h o u t af ter ," j u s t a r u p t u r e , a cut , w o u l d h a v e been p r e c i s e l y a p u r e 

non -pos i t iv ized n e g a t i v i t y . ) S o I i gno re the "pos i t iv iza t ion / ins t i tu t iona-

l iza t ion of l a c k " : " Z i z e k s e e m s \sii-] to d e n y the v e r y poss ib i l i ty of 

ins t i tu t iona l i z ing l a c k a n d d iv is ion , of a r t i c u l a t i n g a positive pol i t ica l o rde r 

enc i r c l ing —but not n e u t r a l i z i n g — n e g a t i v i t y a n d impossibil i ty"^ '^ . . . a s 

if the w h o l e point of m y r e a d i n g of H e g e l ' s pol i t ica l t h o u g h t is not tha t the 

H e g e l i a n s ta te is a n e g a t i v i t y ins t i tu t iona l ized ! As if m y p r i v i l e g i n g of the 

Len in of 1919—22 ove r the L e n i n of 1917 is not p r e c i s e l y the p r i v i l e g i n g of 

the Len in of the ins t i tu t iona l iza t ion of a n e w o rde r w h i c h pos i t iv izes 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y n e g a t i v i t y ! F u r t h e r m o r e , b e c a u s e I i g n o r e nega t i v i t y , I do 

not see h o w the n e g a t i v e g e s t u r e of c r e a t i n g e m p t y s p a c e is a condi t ion of 

a pos i t ive act: 

Pau l Klee once sa id , s p e a k i n g ol JVlondrian: "To c r e a t e emp t ine s s is the 

p r inc ipa l act . A n d th i s is t rue c rea t ion , b e c a u s e th is emp t ine s s is 

pos i t i ve" [. . . ] . In pol i t ics , th is is the r a d i c a l d e m o c r a t i c strateg^^ 

a n d th is is w h a t Z i z e k s e e m s \sic\ u n a b l e to u n d e r s t a n d . 

As if I h a v e not w r i t t e n p a g e s a n d p a g e s on open ing u p e m p t y space , on 

r e a c h i n g the po in t a t w h i c h rien n'aura eu lieu que le lieu — say , a p r o p o s the 

re la t ion b e t w e e n the dea th d r i v e a n d sub l imat ion ( the n e g a t i v i t y of the 

dea th d r i v e a s the condi t ion of pos i t ive s u b l i m a t i o n ) . . . H o w , then, does 

S t a v r a k a k i s r eac t to the nuusive e v i d e n c e tha t I h a v e a m p l y d e v e l o p e d all 

the po in t s he r e p r o a c h e s m e for i g n o r i n g ( l a c k in the Other , nega t iv i ty , 

symbol i c de t e rmina t ion of the ac t . . . ) ? Ins tead of q u e s t i o n i n g h i s o w n 

r e a d i n g of m y notion of the act, he p r o c l a i m s me a p e r v e r t ( in t h e o r y ) : 

file:///sii-
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1 h a v e no in tent ion to teach Z i z e k L a c a n i a n c o m m o n p l a c e s . 1 t ake it 

for g r a n t e d tha t he k n o w s them v e r y w e l l , be t te r t h a n I do . But th'u U 

exactly why it caiues me great concern when Zizek hinuelf seenu to forget or 

abandon them. It is not b y c o i n c i d e n c e that I h a v e used the p sycho

a n a l y t i c t e rm " d i s a v o w a l " to d e s c r i b e th is a t t i tude . A s is w e l l k n o w n , 

d i s a v o w a l , a s the fundamen ta l ope ra t ion of pe rvers ion , i n v o l v e s the 

s i m u l t a n e o u s recogn i t ion a n d den ia l of some th ing —in the c l in ic , of 

cas t ra t ion . In fact, Z i z e k ' s r e sponse s eems to come u n d e r this 
1 • • 49 

desc r ip t ion . 

T h e s l e igh t of h a n d is he re t r u l y b r e a t h t a k i n g : e v e r y c o u n t e r - a r g u m e n t of 

mine is in a d v a n c e d e v a l u e d . I am a c c u s e d of c l a i m i n g y4; I c i te p roof that I 

a m not c l a i m i n g y l , a n d the a n s w e r is tha t I m e r e l y d i s a v o w m y s t i ck ing to 

A , tha t m y r e a s o n i n g i s : "I k n o w v e r y w e l l tha t A does not hold, but, 

none the less , I con t inue to ac t a s i f / I ho lds . . . " S o w h e n , at the e n d of the 

c h a p t e r d e d i c a t e d to m y w o r k , S t a v r a k a k i s w r i t e s " W h y does [ Z i z e k ] 

b y p a s s the w h o l e L a c a n i a n theor iza t ion of a n o t h e r ( f emin ine ) joaLi-

oancel," t h e r e is no po in t de fend ing m y s e l f b y r e f e r rmg to dozens of 

p a g e s in w h i c h I d e a l p r e c i s e l y w i t h jouuisance féminine — such defense 

w o u l d be in a d v a n c e d e v a l u e d a s a p e r v e r s e " rec i t a l of absurd i ty"" ' ' . . . 

T h e o n l y p e r v e r t he r e is S t a v r a k a k i s himself, w h a t if hi,i u n d e r l y i n g logic 

i s : "I k n o w v e r y w e l l t ha t m y r e p r o a c h e s to Z i zek a r e m e a n i n g l e s s , but 1 

con t inue to s t ick to t h e m " ? W h a t i f h o w e v e r , S t a v r a k a k i s i s s i m p l y right 

in h is c l a i m s abou t m y not ion of the a c t ? O n w h a t e v i d e n c e a re these 

c l a i m s b a s e d ? L le re is a p a s s a g e in w h i c h he a l l e g e d l y d e m o n s t r a t e s how 

m y w o r k d i s p l a y s " the m e c h a n i s m of d i s a v o w a l in i ts u n m i s t a k a b l e 

pu r i t y " : 

C o n s i d e r the fo l lowing t w o quo ta t ions . First , Z i z e k a r g u e s that , " in a 

s i tuat ion l i ke t o d a y ' s , t h e o n l y w a y r e a l l y to r e m a i n open to a revo lu

t i o n a r y o p p o r t u n i t y is to r e n o u n c e facile ca l l s to d i r ec t ac t ion . [. . . ] 

T h e o n l y w a y to l a y the founda t ions for a t rue , r ad i ca l c h a n g e is to 

w i t h d r a w from the c o m p u l s i o n to act, to 'do n o t h i n g ' — t h u s open ing 

u p the space for a d i f ferent k i n d of a c t i v i t y " . [. . . ] T h r e e p a g e s l a te r he 

c o n d e m n s the r e s i s t a n c e to pol i t ica l ac t s a n d the obsess ion w i t h 

" r a d i c a l Evi l" : "It is a s if the s u p r e m e Good t o d a y is tha t no th ing 

should h a p p e n " . [. . . ] W h a t is one s u p p o s e d to c o n c l u d e from th i s? 

S u r e l y "to do n o t h i n g " d o e s not m a k e sense a s a r e m e d y a g a i n s t those 

w h o s u p p o s e d l y a r g u e tha t "no th ing should happen"." 
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W l i a t one r e a l l y c o n c l u d e s from th is p a s s a g e is tha t it exempl i f i e s 

fniireading "in i ts u n m i s t a k a b l e pu r i t y " : the a p p e a r a n c e of con t rad ic t ion 

v a n i s h e s the m o m e n t w e t a k e into a ccoun t the ( r a the r o b v i o u s ) fact tha t I 

ajn s y s t e m a t i c a l l y oppos ing true a c t i v i t y ( f ide l i ty to the ac t p r o p e r ) a n d 

false a c t i v i t y ( w h i c h m e r e l y r e p r o d u c e s the ex i s t i ng cons te l la t ion —plus ça 

change, plu,> ça reste le meine, w e a r e ac t ive a l l the t ime to m a k e su re tha t 

no th ing w i l l c h a n g e ) . T h e condi t ion for t r ue c h a n g e ( a t r ue a c t ) Is to stop 

false ac t iv i ty , or, a s B a d i o u p u t s it in a sen tence 1 quo te r e p e a t e d l y : "It is 

bet te r to do no th ing than to con t r ibu te to the invent ion of formal w a y s of 

r ende r ing v i s ib l e tha t w h i c h E m p i r e a l r e a d y r e c o g n i z e s a s exis tent . " ' ' 

A n o t h e r case : after quo t i ng p a s s a g e s in w h i c h I a s se r t c o n t i n g e n c y 

( e v e r y ac t is " e m b e d d e d " in a con t ingen t h i s to r ica l s i tua t ion ) a n d 

p a s s a g e s in w h i c h I a s se r t the " u n c o n d i t i o n a l " c h a r a c t e r of the act , 

S t a v r a k a k i s a s k s : 

H o w can an a w a r e n e s s of c o n t i n g e n c y be a n e c e s s a r y condi t ion for 

someth ing w h i c h a c t u a l l y p r e s u p p o s e s that w e a b a n d o n it a n d is 

loca ted b e y o n d a n y condi t iona l i ty : the uncondit'wnal revolut'wnary actl^'^ 

Unfor tuna te ly , for m e (as a H e g e l i a n ) , t he re is no con t rad ic t ion he re : 

w h a t I refer to a s the "uncond i t iona l a c t " is not the nonsense i m p u t e d to 

m e ( an ac t ou ts ide h is tory , ou t s ide the s y m b o l i c ) , b u t s i m p l y the act 

irreducible to its conditions. S u c h a n ac t Is not o n l y rooted in i ts con t ingen t 

condi t ions , these v e r y condi t ions m a k e it in to an act : the s a m e ges tu r e , 

per formed a t a w r o n g m o m e n t (too e a r l y or too l a t e ) , i s no l o n g e r an act . 

The p r o p e r l y d i a l ec t i ca l p a r a d o x he re is tha t w h a t m a k e s an ac t "un

cond i t iona l " is its very contingency: if the ac t w e r e n e c e s s a r y , th i s w o u l d 

m e a n tha t it is ful ly d e t e r m i n e d b y i ts condi t ions , tha t it can be d e d u c e d 

from them (as the op t imal ve r s ion a r r i v e d a t t h r o u g h s t r a t eg ic r e a son ing 

Or r a t iona l - cho ice t h e o r y ) . T h e r e is no n e e d even to men t ion H e g e l he re : 

D e r r i d a a n d L a c l a u suffice ( in h i s r e a d i n g of K i e r k e g a a r d , D e r r i d a spoke 

about the " m a d n e s s " of the ac t of c h o i c e / d e c i s i o n ) . T h e l i n k b e t w e e n the 

s i tuat ion a n d the act is t h u s c lea r : far from be ing d e t e r m i n e d b y the 

s i tuat ion (or from i n t e r v e n i n g in it from a mj ' s t e r ious o u t s i d e ) , a c t s a r e 

poss ib le on a c c o u n t of the onto logica l non-c losure , i ncons i s t ency , g a p s , in 

a s i tua t ion . 

F u r t h e r "proof" of m y p rac t i ce of fet ishis t ic d i s a v o w a l is the a l l e g e d 

pe rve r se p a r a d o x " of m y re jec t ion of Utopias w h i l e none the les s c l a i m i n g 

that t o d a y "it i s more Impor tant t h a n e v e r to hold this Utopian p l ace of the 
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g l o b a l a l t e rna t ive o p e n a s if I h a v e not r e p e a t e d l y e l abo ra t ed dif

ferent m e a n i n g s of Utopia: Utopia a s s imple i m a g i n a r y imposs ib i l i ty ( the 

Utopia of a pe r fec ted h a r m o n i o u s social o r d e r w i t h o u t a n t a g o n i s m s , the 

c o n s u m e r i s t Utopia of c o n t e m p o r a r y c a p i t a l i s m ) , a n d Utopia in the more 

r a d i c a l sense of e n a c t i n g w h a t , within the framework of the exioting Mcial 

rcLatioiu, a p p e a r s a s " i m p o s s i b l e " —this s econd Utopia i s " a - t o p i c " on ly 

w i t h r e g a r d to these relat ions.^^ A n d so on — a l l S t a v r a k a k i s ' s "proofs" 

r e l y on such m i s r e a d i n g s . C o m m e n t i n g on m y " c l a i m that , in L a c a n ' s la ter 

ve r s i ons of the act, th is m o m e n t of ' m a d n e s s ' b e y o n d s t r a t eg ic in te rven

tion r e m a i n s , " he w r i t e s : "Is th i s i d e a of the s u p p o s e d l y uncondi t iona l real 

act , of a n ac t u n b o u n d b y a n y re la t ion to the s y m b o l i c field, w h a t def ines 

L a c a n ' s notion of the a c t ? " Note the b r e a t h t a k i n g l y false p a r a p h r a s e : 

from the c la im tha t al l au then t i c ac t s conta in a " m o m e n t of ' m a d n e s s ' 

b e y o n d s t ra teg ic i n t e rven t ion , " a c l a im found a l so in D e r r i d a or L a c l a u , 

he j u m p s to "an ac t u n b o u n d b y a n y re la t ion to the s y m b o l i c field " . . . 

w i t h such paraphrases, a n y t h i n g can be proven! 

S i n c e S t a v r a k a k i s a l so a c c u s e s m e of to ta l ly i gno r ing the h i s t o r y of 

M a r x r s m , let m e reca l l Kar l K a u t s k y ' s defense of m u l t i - p a r t y d e m o c r a c y : 

K a u t s k y conce ived the v i c t o r y of soc ia l i sm a s the p a r l i a m e n t a r y victor^' of 

the S o c i a l - D e m o c r a t i c P a r l y , a n d even s u g g e s t e d tha t the app rop r i a t e 

po l i t i ca l form of the p a s s a g e from cap i t a l i sm to soc ia l i sm w o u l d be the 

p a r l i a m e n t a r y coa l i t ion of p r o g r e s s i v e b o u r g e o i s p a r t i e s a n d social is t 

p a r t i e s . ( O n e is t empted to p u s h th i s log ic to the b r i nk a n d s u g g e s t that, 

for K a u t s k y , the o n l y a c c e p t a b l e revo lu t ion w o u l d be one that took p l ace 

after a r e f e r e n d u m in w h i c h at l eas t 51 pe r cen t of vo te rs a p p r o v e d i t . ) In 

h i s w r i t i n g s of 1917 , Len in s a v e d h is u tmos t a c e r b i c i r o n y for those w h o 

e n g a g e in the e n d l e s s s ea r ch for some k i n d of " g u a r a n t e e " for the 

revo lu t ion . This g u a r a n t e e a s s u m e s two m a i n forms: e i the r the reified 

not ion of social N e c e s s i t y (one shou ld not r i sk the r evo lu t ion too ea r ly ; 

one h a s to w a i t for the r i gh t moment , w h e n the s i tua t ion is " m a t u r e " w i th 

r e g a r d to the l a w s of h is tor ica l deve lopmen t : "i t is too e a r l y for the 

soc ia l i s t revolu t ion , the w o r k i n g c lass is not y e t m a t u r e " ) or no rma t ive 

( " d e m o c r a t i c " ) l e g i t i m a c y ("the ma jo r i t y of the popu la t i on is not on our 

s ide , so the r evo lu t ion w o u l d not r e a l l y be d e m o c r a t i c " ) . A s Len in 

r e p e a t e d l y p u t s it in o ther w o r d s , it is a s if, before the r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

a g e n t risks the s e i zu re of s ta te power , it shou ld g e t p e r m i s s i o n from some 

figure of the b ig O t h e r ( o r g a n i z e a r e f e r e n d u m w h i c h w i l l a s ce r t a in that 

the ma jo r i t y suppor t s the r e v o l u t i o n ) . W i t h Len in , a s w i th L a c a n , the 

point is tha t a revolu t ion ne d'autorise que d'elle-même: one shou ld accep t the 
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r e v o l u t i o n a r y act not c o v e r e d b y the b ig O t h e r — t h e fear of t a k i n g p o w e r 

" p r e m a t u r e l y , " the s ea r ch for the g u a r a n t e e , is the fear of the a b y s s of the 

act . 

D e m o c r a c y is thus not o n l y the " ins t i tu t iona l iza t ion of the l a c k in the 

O t h e r " ( i nc iden t a l l y , the w h o l e po in t of H e g e l ' s t h e o r y of cons t i tu t iona l 

j n o n a r c h y is tha t it is a l so e x a c t l y the s a m e ) . B y ins t i t u t ionahz ing the l a c k , 

i t neu t r a l i z e s — n o r m a l i z e s — i t , so tha t the i n e x i s t e n c e of the big O t h e r 

( L a c a n ' s d n'y a pas de grand Autre) i s a g a i n s u s p e n d e d : the b ig O t h e r is 

a g a i n h e r e In the g u i s e of the d e m o c r a t i c l eg l t imiza t lon /au tho r i za t ion of 

our acts—^in a d e m o c r a c y , m y ac t s a r e " c o v e r e d " a s l e g i t i m a t e ac t s w h i c h 

c a r r y out the w i l l of the major i ty . In con t ras t to th i s log ic , the ro le of 

e m a n c i p a t o r y forces is not to p a s s i v e l y " re f lec t" the opin ion of the 

major i ty , bu t to ins t iga te the w o r k i n g c l a s se s to mobi l i ze the i r forces 

a n d thus to create a n e w ma jo r i t y —or, a s T r o t s k y p u t it in Terrorism and 

Communia m: 

If the p a r l i a m e n t a r y r e g i m e , even in the pe r iod of "peace fu l , " s tab le 

deve lopmen t , w a s a r a t h e r c r u d e m e t h o d of d i s c o v e r i n g the op in ion of 

the coun t ry , a n d in the epoch of r e v o l u t i o n a r y s torm c o m p l e t e l y lost i ts 

c a p a c i t y to follow the c o u r s e of the s t r u g g l e a n d the d e v e l o p m e n t of 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y consc iousness , the S o v i e t r e g i m e , w h i c h is more c lose ly , 

s t ra igh t ly , hones t ly b o u n d u p w i t h the to l l ing ma jo r i ty of the peop le , 

does a c h i e v e m e a n i n g , not in dtatically reflecting a majority, but in 

dynamically creating it. 

This las t po in t r e l i e s on a c ruc i a l ph i lo soph ica l p r e m i s e w h i c h r e n d e r s 

d e e p l y p r o b l e m a t i c the s t a n d a r d d i a l ec t i c a l -ma te r i a l i s t t h e o r y of k n o w l 

e d g e a s " re f lec t ion" ( p r o p a g a t e d b y L e n i n h imse l f in h i s Materialism and 

EmpiriocriticMm). K a u t s k y ' s w o r r y that the R u s s i a n w o r k i n g c l a s s took 

p o w e r "too e a r l y " i m p l i e s the posi t iv is t v i s ion of h i s to ry a s an " o b j e c t i v e " 

p rocess w h i c h d e t e r m i n e s in a d v a n c e the poss ib le coo rd ina t e s of pol i t ica l 

m t e i v e n t i o n s ; w i t h i n th i s hor izon, it is u n i m a g i n a b l e tha t a r ad i ca l 

pol i t ica l in te rven t ion w o u l d c h a n g e these v e r y " o b j e c t i v e " coo rd ina t e s 

a n d t hus , in a w a y , c r ea t e the cond i t ions for i ts o w n success . A n ac t 

p r o p e r is not j u s t a s t r a t eg i c in te rven t ion in to a s i tua t ion , b o u n d b y i ts 

condi t ions —it r e t roac t i ve ly c r e a t e s i ts o w n condi t ions . R e c a l l B o r g e s ' s 

p rec i se formula t ion of the r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n Kafka a n d the m u l t i t u d e 

of his p r e c u r s o r s , from a n c i e n t C h i n e s e a u t h o r s to R o b e r t B r o w n i n g : 



Kafka ' s i d i o s y n c r a s y , in g r e a t e r or l e s se r d e g r e e , is p r e sen t in each of 

these w r i t i n g s , bu t if Kafka h a d not w r i t t e n w e w o u l d not p e r c e i v e it; 

that is to say , it w o u l d not exis t . [. . . ] [ E ] a c h w r i t e r creates his 

p r e c u r s o r s . H i s w o r k modif ies o u r concep t ion of the past , a s it wi l l 

modi fy the future.^^ 

T h e p r o p e r l y d ia lec t i ca l solut ion of the d i l e m m a of "Is it r e a l l y the re , in 

the source , or d i d w e o n l y r e a d it into the s o u r c e ? " is thus : it is there , bu t 

w e can o n l y p e r c e i v e a n d s ta te th is r e t roac t ive ly , from t o d a y ' s pe r spec 

t ive . T h i s r e t roac t iv i t y w a s a r t i c u l a t e d b y D e l e u z e . W h e n D e l e u z e t a lks 

a b o u t g e n e s i s (of the ac tua l out of the v i r t u a l ) , he does not m e a n 

t e m p o r a l - e v o l u t i o n a r y g e n e s i s , the p r o c e s s of the spa t io - t empora l becom

ing of a th ing , b u t a " g e n e s i s w i t h o u t d y n a m i s m , evo lv ing n e c e s s a r i l y in 

the e l e m e n t of a supra -h i s to r i c i ty , astatic genesis."^'^ Th i s s ta t ic c h a r a c t e r 

of the v i r t u a l field finds i ts most r a d i c a l exp re s s ion in D e l e u z e ' s notion of 

a pure past: a v i r t u a l pas t w h i c h a l r e a d y con ta ins t h i n g s still p resen t . A 

p r e s e n t c a n b e c o m e pas t b e c a u s e in a w a y it is a l r e a d y ; it c an p e r c e i v e 

i tself a s pa r t of the p a s t — " w h a t w e a r e do ing n o w is (wi l l h a v e b e c o m e ) 

h i s to ry" : 

It is w i t h r e spec t to the p u r e e l emen t of the past , u n d e r s t o o d a s the pas t 

in g e n e r a l , a s an a p r io r i past , tha t a g i v e n former p r e sen t is repro

d u c i b l e a n d the p r e sen t p r e sen t is ab l e to reflect itself.*''' 

D o e s th is m e a n tha t this p u r e p a s t i nvo lves a t h o r o u g h l y de te rmin i s t i c 

notion of the u n i v e r s e in w h i c h e v e r y t h i n g to h a p p e n (to c o m e ) , a l l ac tua l 

spa t io - t empora l d e p l o y m e n t , is a l r e a d y p a r t of an i m m e m o r i a l / a t e m p o r a l 

v i r t u a l n e t w o r k ? No, a n d for a v e r y p rec i se r eason : b e c a u s e the pu re pas t 

m u s t be " a m e n a b l e to c h a n g e t h r o u g h the o c c u r r e n c e of a n y n e w 

p re sen t . " It w a s none o ther t han T . S . Eliot w h o first c l e a r l y formula ted 

th is l ink b e t w e e n our d e p e n d e n c e on t rad i t ion a n d our p o w e r to c h a n g e 

the pas t : 

[ t r a d i t i o n ] canno t be inher i t ed , a n d if y o u w a n t it y o u mus t ob ta in it by 

g r e a t l abor . It invo lves , in the first p l ace , the h i s to r ica l sense , w h i c h w e 

m a y cal l n e a r l y i nd i spensab l e to a n y o n e w h o w o u l d con t inue to be a 

poet b e y o n d h is twenty-f i f th year; a n d the h is tor ica l sense invo lves a 

pe rcep t ion , not on ly of the pas tnes s of the pas t , b u t of i ts p r e s e n c e ; the 

h is tor ica l sense compe l s a m a n to w r i t e not m e r e l y w i th h is own 

312 
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gene ra t i on in h is bones , but w i t h a feehng tha t the w h o l e of the 

h t e r a tu r e of E u r o p e from H o m e r a n d w i t h i n it t he w h o l e of the 

l i t e ra tu re of h is o w n c o u n t r y h a s a s i m u l t a n e o u s ex i s t ence a n d 

composes a s i m u l t a n e o u s o rder . [. . . ] [ W ] h a t h a p p e n s w h e n a n e w 

w o r k of a r t is c r ea t ed is someth ing tha t h a p p e n s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y to a l l 

the w o r k s of a r t w h i c h p r e c e d e d it. T h e ex i s t ing m o n u m e n t s form an 

idea l o rde r a m o n g t h e m s e l v e s , w h i c h is modi f ied b y the in t roduc t ion of 

the n e w ( the r e a l l y n e w ) w o r k of a r t a m o n g them. T h e ex i s t i ng o r d e r is 

comple te before the n e w w o r k a r r i v e s ; for o rde r to pers i s t after the 

supe rven t ion of nove l ty , the whole ex i s t i ng o r d e r m u s t be , if e v e r so 

s l igh t ly , a l t e red ; a n d so the re la t ions , p ropor t ions , v a l u e s of each w o r k 

of art t o w a r d the w h o l e a r e read jus ted ; a n d th is is conformi ty b e t w e e n 

the old a n d the n e w . W h o e v e r h a s a p p r o v e d th is i d e a of order , of the 

form of E u r o p e a n , of Eng l i sh l i t e ra tu re , w i l l not fmd it p r e p o s t e r o u s 

that the pas t shou ld be a l t e r e d b y the p r e sen t a s m u c h a s the p re sen t is 

d i r ec ted b y the past.*^*^ 

W h e n Eliot w r i t e s that , w h e n j u d g i n g a l i v ing poet, "you mudt set hun 

among the dead," h e p r o v i d e s a p rec i se e x a m p l e of D e l e u z e ' s p u r e pas t . 

W h e n he w r i t e s that " the ex i s t i ng o rde r is comple te before the n e w w o r k 

i i t r ives; for o r d e r to pers i s t af ter the supe rven t ion of nove l ty , the whole 

existing o r d e r mus t be , if e v e r so s l igh t ly , a l t e r e d , " he no l e s s c l e a r l y 

formulates the p a r a d o x i c a l l i n k b e t w e e n the c o m p l e t e n e s s of the pas t a n d 

pur c a p a c i t y to c h a n g e it r e t roac t ive ly : p r e c i s e l y b e c a u s e the pu re pas t is 

complete , e a c h n e w w o r k r e a r r a n g e s i ts en t i re b a l a n c e . Reca l l B o r g e s ' s 

i dea of h o w Kafka c r e a t e d h i s p r e d e c e s s o r s — such r e t roac t ive c a u s a l i t y 

exe r t ed b y the effect i tself upon its c a u s e s , is the m i n i m a l sine qiui non of 

freedom. 

; Th i s is w h e r e P e t e r H a l l w a r d falls short in h is o t h e r w i s e exce l l en t Out 

of This World, w h e r e he s t resses o n l y the a spec t of the p u r e pas t a s the 

Virtual f ield in w h i c h the fate of all a c t u a l even t s is s ea l ed in a d v a n c e , 

Smce " e v e r y t h i n g is a l r e a d y w r i t t e n " in it. A t th is po in t w h e r e w e v i e w 

rea l i ty sub specie aeternitatis, abso lu t e f reedom co inc ides w i t h abso lu t e 

necess i ty a n d i ts p u r e a u t o m a t i s m : to be free m e a n s to le t onese l f f ree ly 

flow in /wi th the subs t an t i a l neces s i ty . B u t w h i l e H a l l w a r d is r i gh t to 

emphas i ze that , for De l euze , f reedom "Isn't a ma t t e r of h u m a n l i b e r t y b u t 

of l ibera t ion from humanlty,"^ '^ of fully s u b m e r g i n g onese l f in the c r e a t i v e 

flux of the abso lu t e Life, h i s pol i t ica l conc lus ion from th is s eems too 

facile: 
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s ince a free mode or m o n a d is s i m p l y one that h a s e l i m i n a t e d its 

r e s i s t ance to the sove re ign w i l l tha t w o r k s t h r o u g h it, so then it fol lows 

that the m o r e abso lu t e the s o v e r e i g n ' s power , the more " f ree" a r e those 
1 • - 6 4 

subjec t to It. 

H a l l w a r d i g n o r e s the r e t roac t ive m o v e m e n t on w h i c h D e l e u z e also 

ins is ts , the w a y th i s e t e rna l p u r e pas t w h i c h ful ly d e t e r m i n e s u s is i tself 

sub j ec t ed to r e t roac t ive c h a n g e . W e a r e thus s i m u l t a n e o u s l y less free and 

m o r e free than w e th ink : w e a re t h o r o u g h l y pass ive , d e t e r m i n e d b y a n d 

d e p e n d e n t on the past , b u t w e h a v e the f reedom to def ine the scope of this 

de t e rmina t ion , tha t is , to ( o v e r ) d e t e r m i n e the pas t w h i c h wi l l de t e rmine 

u s . D e l e u z e is he r e u n e x p e c t e d l y close to Kant , for w h o m I a m deter

m i n e d b y c a u s e s , bu t I ( c a n ) r e t r o a c t i v e l y d e t e r m i n e w h i c h c a u s e s wi l l 

d e t e r m i n e m e : w e , subjec ts , a r e p a s s i v e l y affected b y pa tho log i ca l objects 

a n d mot iva t ions ; but, in a re f lex ive w a y , w e o u r s e l v e s h a v e the m i n i m a l 

p o w e r to a c c e p t (or r e j ec t ) be ing affected in th i s w a y , in o ther w o r d s , w e 

r e t r o a c t i v e l y d e t e r m i n e the c a u s e s a l l o w e d to d e t e r m i n e us , or, a t least , 

the mode of th i s l i n e a r de t e rmina t ion . " F r e e d o m " is t h u s i n h e r e n t l y 

r e t roac t ive : a t i t s most e l e m e n t a r y , it is not a free ac t w h i c h , out of 

n o w h e r e , s ta r t s a n e w c a u s a l l ink , bu t a r e t roac t ive ac t of endor s ing 

w h i c h l i n k / s e q u e n c e of necess i t i e s w i l l d e t e r m i n e me. Here , one should 

a d d a H e g e l i a n twis t to S p i n o z a : f reedom is not s i m p l y " r e c o g n i z e d / 

k n o w n n e c e s s i t y , " b u t r e c o g n i z e d / a s s u m e d necess i ty , the n e c e s s i t y con

s t i t u t ed / ac tua l i zed t h r o u g h this r ecogn i t ion . So , w h e n D e l e u z e refers to 

Prous t ' s desc r ip t ion of V in t eu i l ' s m u s i c tha t h a u n t s S w a n n — " a s if the 

pe r fo rmers not so m u c h p l a y e d the l i t t le p h r a s e a s e x e c u t e d the rites 

n e c e s s a r y for it to a p p e a r " —he i s e v o k i n g the n e c e s s a r y i l lus ion : gen

e r a t i n g the sense -even t is e x p e r i e n c e d a s a r i tua l i s t i c evoca t ion of a 

p r e e x i s t i n g event , a s if the even t w a s a l r e a d y there , w a i t i n g for our cal l m 

its v i r t u a l p r e sence . 

W h a t d i r e c t l y r e sona t e s in th i s topic i s , of course , the Pro tes tan t t rope 

of p redes t ina t ion : far from b e i n g a r e a c t i o n a r y theo log ica l t rope, p re

des t ina t ion is a k e y e l e m e n t of the ma te r i a l i s t t h e o r y of s e n s e — o n 

condi t ion that w e r e a d it a l o n g the l ines of the D e l e u z i a n opposi t ion 

b e t w e e n the v i r t u a l a n d the ac tua l . Tha t i s to say , p redes t ina t ion does not 

m e a n tha t our fate is s ea l ed in an a c t u a l t ex t ex i s t ing for e t e rn i ty in the 

d iv ine mind ; the t ex tu r e w h i c h p r e d e s t i n e s u s b e l o n g s to the p u r e l y 

v i r t u a l e t e rna l pas t w h i c h , a s such , can be r e t r o a c t i v e l y r ewr i t t en b y our 

act . Th is , p e r h a p s , i s the u l t ima t e m e a n i n g of the s i n g u l a r i t y of Chr i s t ' s 
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i nca rna t ion : it is an ac t w h i c h r a d i c a l l y c h a n g e s our des t iny . P r io r to 

Chris t , w e w e r e d e t e r m i n e d b y fate, c a u g h t in the c y c l e of sin and i ts 

p a y m e n t , w h i l e Chr i s t ' s e r a s u r e of our pas t s ins m e a n s p r e c i s e l y tha t h is 

sacr if ice c h a n g e s our v i r tua l pas t and t h u s sets u s free. W h e n D e l e u z e 

w r i t e s tha t " m y w o u n d e x i s t e d before me; I w a s born to e m b o d y i t , " d o e s 

th is va r i a t i on on the theme of the C h e s h i r e ca t a n d Its smi le from Alice in 

WonderLind ( the ca t w a s bo rn to e m b o d y i ts s m i l e ) not p rov ide a perfect 

fo rmula of Chr i s t ' s sacr i f ice : Ch r i s t w a s born to e m b o d y his w o u n d , to be 

crucified'? T h e p r o b l e m is the l i t e ra l t e leo log ica l r e a d i n g of th is propos i 

t ion: a s if the a c t u a l d e e d s of a person m e r e l y a c t u a l i z e i ts a t e m p o r a l -

e terna l fate i n sc r ibed in i ts v i r t u a l idea : 

C a e s a r ' s o n l y rea l t a sk is to b e c o m e w o r t h y of the even t s he h a s b e e n 

c r ea t ed to e m b o d y . Amor fati. W h a t C a e s a r a c t u a l l y does a d d s 

no th ing to w h a t he v i r t u a l l y i s . W h e n C a e s a r a c t u a l l y c rosses the 

R u b i c o n th is i nvo lves no de l ibe ra t i on or cho ice s ince i t is s i m p l y p a r t 

of the en t i re , i m m e d i a t e exp re s s ion of C a e s a r n e s s , it s i m p l y u n r o l l s or 

"un fo lds" some th ing tha t w a s e n c o m p a s s e d for a l l t imes in the not ion 

of Caesar . ' ' ^ 

H o w e v e r , w h a t abou t the r e t roac t i v i t y of a g e s t u r e w h i c h ( r e )cons t i t u t e s 

this pas t i t se l f? Th is , p e r h a p s , is the most succ inc t déf ini t ion of w h a t an 

au then t i c act i s : in o u r o r d i n a r y ac t iv i ty , w e effect ively ju s t follow the 

(v i r tua l - f an ta sma t i c ) coo rd ina t e s of o u r iden t i ty , w h i l e an ac t p r o p e r is 

the p a r a d o x of an ac tua l m o v e w h i c h ( r e t r o a c t i v e l y ) c h a n g e s the v e r y 

v i r tua l " t r a n s c e n d e n t a l " coo rd ina t e s of i ts a g e n t ' s b e i n g —or, in F r e u d i a n 

terms, w h i c h not o n l y c h a n g e s the a c t u a l i t y of our w o r l d , bu t a l so " r o u s e s 

Its infernal r e g i o n s . " W e h a v e t h u s a k i n d of re f l ex ive "folding b a c k of the 

condi t ion onto the g i v e n it w a s the condi t ion for":^^ w h i l e the p u r e pas t is 

the t r anscenden ta l condi t ion for our ac ts , our ac t s not o n l y c r ea t e an 

ac tua l n e w rea l i ty , t h e y a l so r e t r o a c t i v e l y c h a n g e th is v e r y condi t ion . In 

p redes t ina t ion , fate is subs t an t i a l i zed into a dec is ion tha t p r e c e d e s the 

process , so tha t the s t ake of i n d i v i d u a l s ' ac t iv i t i e s is not to p e r f o r m a t i v e l y 

const i tu te the i r fate, bu t to d i scove r (or g u e s s ) one ' s p r e e x i s t i n g fate. 

W h a t is t h e r e b y obfusca ted is the d i a l ec t i ca l r e v e r s a l of c o n t i n g e n c y into 

necess i ty , or, the w a y the ou tcome of a con t ingen t p r o c e s s is the 

a p p e a r a n c e of necess i ty : t h i n g s r e t roac t i ve ly " w i l l h a v e b e e n " n e c e s s a r y . 

Th i s r e v e r s a l w a s d e s c r i b e d b y J e a n - P i e r r e D u p u y : 



IN D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

316 

T h e ca t a s t roph ic event is i n sc r ibed into the future a s a des t iny , for 

su re , bu t a l so a s a con t ingen t acc iden t : it cou ld not h a v e t aken p lace , 

even if, in futur antérieur, it a p p e a r s a s n e c e s s a r y . [. . . ] [ I ] f an out

s t a n d i n g even t t a k e s p l ace , a ca ta s t rophe , for e x a m p l e , it cou ld not not 

h a v e t a k e n p l a c e ; none the les s , Insofar a s it d id not t a k e p lace , it is not 

i nev i t ab l e . It is t hus the even t ' s a c t u a l i z a t i o n — t h e fact tha t it t akes 

p l a c e — w h i c h r e t r o a c t i v e l y c r e a t e s i ts necess i ty . 

D u p u y t a k e s a s an e x a m p l e the F rench p re s iden t i a l e lec t ions in M a y 

1995; he r e is the J a n u a r y forecas t of the m a i n pol l ing ins t i tu te : " I f on 

n e x t M a y 8, M r B a l l a d u r is e lec ted , one can s a y that the pr 'esidential 

e lec t ion w a s d e c i d e d before i t even took p l a c e . " I f — a c c i d e n t a l l y — an 

even t t a k e s p l a c e , it c r e a t e s the p r e c e d i n g cha in w h i c h m a k e s it appea r 

inev i t ab le : this, not the c o m m o n p l a c e s r e g a r d i n g h o w the u n d e r l y i n g 

n e c e s s i t y e x p r e s s e s i tself in a n d t h r o u g h the a c c i d e n t a l p l a y of appea r 

a n c e s , is in nuee the H e g e h a n d ia l ec t i c of c o n t i n g e n c y a n d necess i ty . The 

same goes for the O c t o b e r R e v o l u t i o n (once the B o l s h e v i k s w o n and 

s tab i l i zed the i r hold on power , t h e i r v i c t o r y a p p e a r e d a s an ou tcome and 

e x p r e s s i o n of a d e e p e r h i s to r ica l n e c e s s i t y ) , a n d e v e n of B u s h ' s m u c h 

contes ted first U S p re s iden t i a l v i c t o r y (after the con t ingen t a n d contes ted 

F l o r i d a majority', h is v i c t o r y r e t roac t i ve ly a p p e a r s a s an exp re s s ion of a 

d e e p e r U S pol i t ica l t r e n d ) . In th i s sense , a l t h o u g h w e a r e d e t e r m i n e d by 

des t iny , w e a r e none the les s free to choooe our destiny. Th i s , a c c o r d i n g to 

D u p u y , i s a l so h o w w e shou ld a p p r o a c h the eco log ica l c r i s i s : not to 

" r e a l i s t i c a l l y " a p p r a i s e the poss ib i l i t i es of the ca tas t rophe , b u t to accep t it 

a s D e s t i n y in the p rec i se H e g e l i a n sense : l i ke the e lec t ion of B a l l a d u r , " i l 

the ca t a s t rophe h a p p e n s , one c a n s a y that i ts o c c u r r e n c e w a s dec ided 

before it even took p l a c e . " D e s t i n y a n d free ac t ion ( b l o c k i n g the " i f " ) 

t h u s g o h a n d in h a n d : f reedom i s a t i t s most r a d i c a l the f reedom to c h a n g e 

one ' s D e s t i n y . 

The Real 

T h e r e is ano the r c u r i o u s po in t tha t should be m e n t i o n e d he re : S t a v r a 

k a k i s ' s r e p r o a c h tha t I ob l i t e ra te n e g a t i v i t y ( in m y w o r k , nega t i v i t y 

m a g i c a l l y d i s a p p e a r s in the pos i t iv i ty of the A c t ) , is , a s S t a v r a k a k i s 

h imse l f notes , the e x a c t opposi te of Pe t e r H a l l w a r d ' s c r i t i que of m y w o r k : 

H a l l w a r d ' s r ep roach c o n c e r n s m y a l l e g e d m o r b i d fasc inat ion w i th neg

a t iv i ty , the dea th dr ive , a n d so on, w h i c h misses the pos i t iv i ty of the 
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g y e n t . Is this not s t r a n g e : t w o cr i t ica l r e a d i n g s of the s a m e w o r k w h i c h 

a t t r ibute to m e e x a c t l y opposi te pos i t ions? Is the conc lus ion that i m p o s e s 

itself not that both of m y c r i t i c s m e r e l y use m y t h e o r y a s a k ind of t oken to 

(ill in a p r e e s t a b h s h e d p l a c e in the i r m a t r i x of " w r o n g " posidons?*"^ 

, W h y , then, does S t a v r a k a k i s h a v e to s t ick so s t u b b o r n l y to the 

r id icu lous not ion of the ac t i m p u t e d to m e ? O b v i o u s l y , it is not the case 

(hat the dif ference is o n l y v e rb a l , a m e r e m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g — i t is not that 

g t a v r a k a k i s and I c l a i m the s a m e th ing a n d that he h a s m e r e l y m i s r e a d 

l^e. H i s p e r v e r s i o n Is cond i t ioned b y a w e a k n e s s in h i s ba s i c theore t ica l 

a p p a r a t u s , a fault l ine w h i c h a l so p r e v e n t s h im from a r t i c u l a t i n g a v i a b l e 

pol i t ical project , so tha t al l he offers is a n e w vers ion of the old F r e u d o -

JWarxist p l a t i t u d e s . Th i s b a s i c w e a k n e s s i s d i s ce rn ib l e a l r e a d y in h is br ief 

jne thodologica l ref lect ion in the " In t roduc t ion , " w h e r e he d r a w s a t ten

tion to the c i r c u l a r i t y of pos i t ive s c i ences w h i c h c la im tha t the i r theor ies 

fully reflect r e a l i t y a n d a re p roven b y facts, t h e r e b y n e g l e c t i n g h o w the 

"object ive f ac t s " to w h i c h t h e y refer a r e not the d i r ec t p r e - S y m b o l i c R e a l , 

bu t a R e a l w h i c h is a l r e a d y m e d i a t e d / c o n s t r u c t e d b y the S y m b o l i c : 

c o n t r a r y to a p o p u l a r uncond i t iona l E n l i g h t e n m e n t op t imism, k n o w l 

edge in g e n e r a l is n e v e r a d e q u a t e ; some th ing a l w a y s e s c a p e s . It l ooks 

a s if t h e o r y is a s t r a i t j acke t u n a b l e to conta in o u r v ib r an t a n d 

u n p r e d i c t a b l e field of r ea l e x p e r i e n c e . 

The u n d e r l y i n g p r e m i s e is he r e the ident i f ica t ion of the coup le k n o w l 

e d g e - e x p e r i e n c e w i t h the c o u p l e Symbol ic—Real : one shou ld asse r t the 

"cons t i tu t ive tens ion b e t w e e n k n o w l e d g e a n d e x p e r i e n c e , s y m b o l i c a n d 

real ." ' '^ The L a c a n i a n coup le S y m b o l i c / R e a l is t h u s r e d u c e d to the 

common-sense empi r i c i s t mot i f " theor ies a r e g r e y , w h i l e the t ree of life 

IS g r een" : o u r k n o w l e d g e is a l w a y s l imi ted , it canno t e v e r fully e n c o m p a s s 

a n d a c c o u n t for the w e a l t h of e x p e r i e n c e . S i n c e , h o w e v e r , one canno t 

s tep out of k n o w l e d g e a n d d i r e c t l y g r a s p the Rea l , one shou ld g o on, 

p u r s u i n g the e n d l e s s t ask of s y m b o l i z i n g the R e a l w i t h the full a w a r e n e s s 

that e v e r y d e t e r m i n a t e s y m b o l l z a t l o n is uns t ab le , t e m p o r a r y , tha t it w i l l 

b e sooner or l a t e r d e s t a b i l i z e d t h r o u g h some t r a u m a t i c e n c o u n t e r w i t h 

the R e a l : 

In the face of the i r r e d u c i b i l i t y of the rea l of e x p e r i e n c e , w e s e e m to 

h a v e no o ther opt ion bu t to symbo l i ze , to k e e p on symbo l i z ing , t r y i n g 

to enac t a pos i t ive e n c i r c l i n g of n e g a t i v i t y . Bu t th i s should not be a 
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fan tasmat ic symbol i za t ion a t t emp t ing to mort i fy the rea l of e x p e r i e n c e 

[. . . ] It w i l l h a v e to a r t i c u l a t e a set of s y m b o l i c g e s t u r e s (pos i t iv iza -

t ions ) that w i l l i n c l u d e a r ecogn i t ion of the real l imi ts of the s y m b o l i c , 

the r ea l l imi t s of theory , a n d a t t emp t s s y m b o l i c a l l y to " i n s t i t u t i ona l i ze " 

r ea l l ack , the ( n e g a t i v e ) t r a c e of e x p e r i e n c e , or r a the r of our fa i lu re to 

neu t r a l i ze e x p e r i e n c e . 

W e t h u s e n d w i t h w h a t H e g e l c a l l e d " s p u r i o u s inf in i ty" : the sub jec t 

s t r ives to fill in h i s cons t i tu t ive l a c k a n d p r o v i d e an iden t i t y for i tself 

t h r o u g h S y m b o l i c a n d I m a g i n a r y ident i f ica t ions ; h o w e v e r , no ident i f ica

t ion can p r o d u c e a full ident i ty , l a ck a l w a y s r e e m e r g e s . . . S t a v r a k a k i s is 

he r e not r a d i c a l e n o u g h in p u r s u i n g h i s o w n p r e m i s e : every S y m b o l i c field 

n e e d s a s igni f ier of l a c k to su tu r e i t s e l f—as S p i n o z a a l r e a d y r e c o g n i z e d , 

in t rad i t iona l re l ig ion , " G o d " is such a s igni f ie r (from the s t andpo in t of 

t rue k n o w l e d g e , " G o d " h a s no pos i t ive content , the s igni f ie r m e r e l y 

pos i t iv izes our i g n o r a n c e ) . In short , a l t h o u g h S t a v r a k a k i s e n d l e s s l y 

v a r i e s the motif of h o w I do not t a k e in to a c c o u n t the poss ib i l i t y of l a c k 

i tself be ing symbolized—posit ivized—insti tut ionalized, he h imse l f d o e s not 

see it w h e r e it a l r e a d y opera te s . 

T h e r e i s no th ing i n h e r e n t l y " s u b v e r s i v e " or " p r o g r e s s i v e " in the 

not ion of the " s ign i f i e r of l a c k " . Is the figure of the J e w in an t i -

S e m i t i s m not i ts s u p r e m e ideo log ica l e x a m p l e ? Th i s figure h a s no 

cons i s ten t pos i t ive c o n t e n t — w h a t ho lds it t oge the r is the name " J e w " 

a s the e m p t y s ignif ier . Tha t i s to say , the s t r uc tu r e is he r e the s a m e a s 

tha t of the g o o d old Pol ish a n t i - C o m m u n i s t j o k e from the epoch of 

" r e a l l y - e x i s t i n g soc ia l i sm" : " S o c i a l i s m is the syn thes i s of the g r e a t e s t 

a c h i e v e m e n t s of al l p r e v i o u s m o d e s of p roduc t ion : from p r e - c l a s s t r iba l 

soc ie ty it t a k e s p r imi t iv i sm, from the As i a t i c m o d e of p roduc t ion it t a k e s 

despo t i sm, from A n t i q u i t y it t a k e s s l ave ry , from feuda l i sm it t a k e s the 

social domina t ion of lo rds ove r serfs, from cap i t a l i sm it t a k e s exp lo i t a 

tion, a n d from soc ia l i sm it t a k e s the n a m e . " T h e a n t i - S e m i t i c f igure of 

the J e w t a k e s from g r e a t cap i t a l i s t s t he i r w e a l t h a n d socia l control , 

from the hedon i s t s s e x u a l d e b a u c h e r y , from c o m m e r c i a l i z e d p o p u l a r 

c u l t u r e a n d the y e l l o w p r e s s the i r v u l g a r i t y , from the l o w e r c l a s se s the i r 

filth a n d b a d smel l , fi-om in t e l l ec tua l s the i r c o r r u p t e d sophis t ry , and from 

Jews their name. It is th i s in te rven t ion of the p u r e / e m p t y s ignif ier w h i c h 

e n g e n d e r s the m y s t e r i o u s X, the je ne sais quoi w h i c h m a k e s J e w s J e w s : 

for a t rue a n t i - S e m i t e , a J e w is not s i m p l y corrupt , p romi scuous , a n d so 

on —he is cor rup t , p r o m i s c u o u s , etc . , becauoe he Li a Jew. In this sense , 

318 
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" J e w " i s — w i t h i n the a n t i - S e m i t i c d i s c o u r s e — c l e a r l y a s igni f ier of l ack , 

the l a c k in the Other . 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , S t a v r a k a k i s ' s equa t i on of the R e a l w i t h the e x p e r i e n c e 

of the e x c e s s of r e a l i t y ove r i ts symbo l i za t i on h a s n o t h m g to do w i t h the 

L a c a n i a n (or, for that mat te r , L a c l a u i a n ) R e a l . The L a c l a u i a n " a n t a g o n 

i s m " is not the pos i t iv i ty of the R e a l ou t s ide the S y m b o l i c , it is to ta l ly 

inheren t to the S y m b o l i c , i ts i m m a n e n t c r a c k or imposs ib i l i ty . T h e R e a l is 

not the t r a n s c e n d e n t subs t an t i a l r e a l i t y w h i c h from ou t s ide d i s t u r b s the 

S3mibolic b a l a n c e , bu t the i m m a n e n t obs tac le , s t u m b l i n g b lock , of the 

S y m b o l i c o r d e r itself. Th i s empi r i c i s t m i s r e a d i n g of the L a c a n i a n R e a l 

a ccoun t s for S t a v r a k a k i s ' s s t r a n g e u se of " n e g a t i v i t y " : the R e a l a s the 

e x c e s s of e x p e r i e n c e ove r i ts symbo l i za t i on is " n e g a t i v e " o n l y in the 

superf ic ia l s ense that it u n d e r m i n e s symbol iza t ion , s ince it funct ions a s 

the O t h e r n e s s w h i c h res i s t s it; in itself, h o w e v e r , th is R e a l is a pos i t iv i ty 

of the e x u b e r a n t w e a l t h of e x p e r i e n c e . F o r I^acan, t h i n g s a r e e x a c t l y 

opposi te . It is t r ue tha t the e a r l y L/acan (in h is first s e m i n a r s ) some t imes 

u se s " the R e a l " to d e s i g n a t e p r e - S y m b o l i c r ea l i ty ; h o w e v e r , th is R e a l is 

the p u r e pos i t iv i ty of be ing w i t h o u t a n y l a c k — a s L a c a n r e p e a t s a g a i n a n d 

a g a i n in these y e a r s , rien ne manque dans le réel, l a c k is i n t r o d u c e d o n l y b y 

the S y m b o l i c . Th i s is w h y , for L a c a n , n e g a t i v i t y is not the R e a l u n d e r 

m i n i n g the S y m b o l i c from outs ide , bu t the S y m b o l i c itself, the p rocess of 

symbol i za t ion w i t h i ts v io len t abs t rac t ion , r educ t ion of the w e a l t h of 

e x p e r i e n c e to the s ign i fy ing trait unaire. L a c a n q u o t e s F lege l : a w o r d Is the 

m u r d e r of the th ing it d e s i g n a t e s , i t s mort i f ica t ion. 

For L a c a n , the e l e m e n t a r y form of n e g a t i v i t y is t hus not the e x c e s s of 

e x p e r i e n c e ove r its symbo l i za t ion , bu t the v e r y g a p tha t s e p a r a t e s 

symbo l i za t i on from e x p e r i e n c e d r ea l i t y . R e c a l l the b ig photo of a n 

e l ephan t on the cove r of the F r e n c h edi t ion of L a c a n ' s first s emina r : 

the e l e p h a n t is he re in i ts s ignif ier , e v e n if the re is no " rea l e l e p h a n t " 

r o a m i n g a r o u n d — t h i s b ru t a l r educ t ion of the " r e a l " e l e p h a n t to i ts 

s igni f ier is n e g a t i v i t y (or the dea th d r i v e ) a t i ts pures t . A l t h o u g h L a c a n 

la te r shifts h i s posi t ion ( the "dea th d r i v e " is l a t e r def ined a s the S y m b o l i c 

s y s t e m i tself w h i c h ope ra t e s a u t o n o m o u s l y . Ignor ing rea l i ty ; finally, the 

"dea th d r i v e " is c o n c e i v e d a s the Rea l w h i c h res i s t s s y m b o l i z a t i o n ) , the 

R e a l r e m a i n s i m m a n e n t to the S y m b o l i c , i ts i nhe ren t t r a u m a t i c core : 

the re is no Rea l w i t h o u t the S y m b o l i c , it is the e m e r g e n c e of the S y m b o l i c 

w h i c h i n t r o d u c e s into r ea l i t y the g a p of the R e a l . 

It is t h u s t ouch ing to find someone w h o can still ( th ink a n d ) w r i t e a s if 

H e g e l h a d not existed' ' '^ — a n d not o n l y H e g e l : w h a t abou t L a c a n ' s notion 
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of the inatheme, of the scient if ic rea l a s the set of m a t h e m a t i z e d fo rmulae 

opposed to i m a g i n a r y e x p e r i e n c e ? Th i s is w h y L a c a n s t r i c t ly opposes 

scient if ic " k n o w l e d g e in the r e a l " to i m a g i n a r y h e r m e n e u t i c u n d e r s t a n d 

ing . F u r t h e r m o r e , S t a v r a k a k i s ' s a p p r o a c h a l so m i s s e s the p r o p e r l y d i a 

lec t ica l r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n t h e o r y a n d p r a c t i c e in p s y c h o a n a l y s i s . 

F r e u d ' s c l a im w a s tha t p s y c h o a n a l y s i s w o u l d on ly be ful ly poss ib le in 

a soc ie ty w h i c h w o u l d no l o n g e r need it, so tha t p s y c h o a n a l y t i c t h e o r y is 

not o n l y the t h e o r y of w h a t goes on In the a n a l \ t i c p rac t i ce , the t h e o r y of 

the condi t ions of poss ib i l i t y of p rac t i ce , b u t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the theo ry of 

its imposs ib i l i ty , of w h y p r a c t i c e is a l w a y s open to fa i lure , e v e n doomed to 

fall. In th is sense , it is not s i m p l y p r a c t i c e w h i c h is in e x c e s s ove r theory , it 

is t h e o r y w h i c h c o n c e p t u a l i z e s the l imi t of p rac t i ce , i ts Real. 

B e c a u s e he n e g l e c t s th is real (not m e r e l y s y m b o l i c ) s t a tus of scientif ic 

k n o w l e d g e , S t a v r a k a k i s Identifies k n o w l e d g e a n d u n d e r s t a n d m g : in the 

s a m e l ine of t hough t r e g a r d i n g the l imitat ion of k n o w l e d g e , he men t ions 

L a c a n ' s w a r n i n g tha t "one of the t h i n g s w e m u s t g u a r d most a g a i n s t i s to 

u n d e r s t a n d too m u c h . " H o w e v e r , L a c a n ' s point he re is not, a s S t a v r a 

k a k i s c l a ims , tha t " the r eg i s t e r i ng of the l imi t s of u n d e r s t a n d i n g a l l o w s for 

a bet ter , or r a t h e r a different, t y p e of understanding."^"^ W h e n L a c a n 

t a l k s abou t " a k i n d of refusal of u n d e r s t a n d i n g , " he opposes unde r 

s t and ing a n d a n a l y t i c k n o w l e d g e : the a i m of a n a l y s i s is not to u n d e r s t a n d 

the pat ient , to p r o v i d e the h idden m e a n i n g s of h i s s igni f iers , but, on the 

c o n t r a i y , to r e d u c e m e a n i n g to the " s ign i fy ing non - sense , " a s he pu t s it in 

h i s Seminar XI. 

The k e y point he re is that the L a c a n i a n Rea l , in its oppos i t ion to the 

S y m b o l i c , h a s no th ing w h a t s o e v e r to do w i t h the s t a n d a r d empi r i c i s t (or 

phenomeno log i ca l , or his tor ic is t , or Leheruiphilûdophie) top ic of the w e a l t h 

of r e a l i t y tha t c anno t be r e d u c e d to a b s t r a c t c o n c e p t u a l de t e rmina t ions . 

T h e L a c a n i a n R e a l is e v e n m o r e " r educ t i on i s t " t h a n a n y symbo l i c 

s t ruc tu re : w e t ouch it w h e n w e sub t r ac t from a symbo l i c field al l the 

w e a l t h of its d i f ferences , r e d u c i n g it to a m i n i m u m of a n t a g o n i s m . It is 

b e c a u s e of th is " m i n i m a l i s t " — p u r e l y formal a n d insubstantial—^ s ta tus of 

the R e a l that , for L a c a n , répétition precedes repression—oc, a s D e l e u z e p u t it 

succ inc t ly : " W e do not r e p e a t b e c a u s e w e rep ress , w e r e p r e s s b e c a u s e w e 

r e p e a t . " It is not that , first, w e r ep re s s some t r a u m a t i c content , and 

then, s ince w e a r e u n a b l e to r e m e m b e r it a n d thus to c la r i fy our 

r e l a t ionsh ip to it, th is content con t inues to h a u n t us , r e p e a t i n g i t se l l In 

d i s g u i s e d forms. If the R e a l is a min ima l difference, then repet i t ion ( that 

e s t ab l i shes this d i f fe rence) is p r imord i a l ; the p r i m a c y of repress ion 
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e m e r g e s w i t h the " re i f i ca t ion" of the R e a l into a T h i n g tha t res is ts 

symbol i za t ion — o n l y then does it a p p e a r tha t the e x c l u d e d / r e p r e s s e d 

Rea l ins is t s a n d r e p e a t s itself. The R e a l is p r i m o r d i a l l y no th ing bu t the 

g a p tha t s e p a r a t e s a th ing from itself, the g a p of repe t i t ion . T h e con

s e q u e n c e of this is a l so the invers ion of the r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n repe t i 

t ion a n d r e -memor i a l i za t i on . F r e u d ' s f amous motto " w h a t w e d o not 

r e m e m b e r , w e a r e c o m p e l l e d to r e p e a t " shou ld t h u s be t u r n e d u p s i d e 

d o w n : what we are uiiahU to repeat, we are haunted hy and are compelled to 

remember. T h e w a y to g e t r id of a pas t t r a u m a is not to r e m e m b e r it, bu t to 

fi i l ly repeal it in the K i e r k e g a a r d i a n sense . 

W h a t is D e l e u z i a n " p u r e d i f fe rence" a t i ts pures t , if w e m a y p u t it in 

this t au to log ica l w a y ? It is the p u r e l y v i r t ua l difference of an en t i t y w h i c h 

r e p e a t s i tself a s to ta l ly iden t ica l w i th r e g a r d to i ts a c t u a l p rope r t i e s : 

the re a r e s igni f icant d i f ferences in the v i r t u a l in tens i t i es e x p r e s s e d in 

our a c t u a l sensa t ions . These d i f ferences do not c o r r e s p o n d to ac tua l 

r e c o g n i z a b l e d i f fe rences . Tha t the s h a d e of p i n k h a s c h a n g e d in an 

ident i f iable w a y is not a l l - impor tan t . It is tha t the c h a n g e is a s i gn of a 

r e a r r a n g e m e n t of an inf in i ty of o ther ac tua l a n d v i r t u a l r e la t ions . 

Is not such a p u r e dif ference w h a t t a k e s p l a c e in the repe t i t ion of the s a m e 

ac tua l m e l o d i c l ine in R o b e r t S c h u m a n n ' s " H u m o r e s q u e " ? Th i s p i ece is 

to be r e a d a g a i n s t the b a c k g r o u n d of the g r a d u a l loss of the vo ice in 

S c h u m a n n ' s songs : it is not a s imple p i a n o p iece , but a song w i t h o u t the 

voca l l ine , w i t h the voca l l ine r e d u c e d to s i lence , so tha t all w e in fact h e a r 

is the p i a n o a c c o m p a n i m e n t . Th i s is h o w one should r ead the famous 

" inne r v o i c e " {innere Stimme) a d d e d b y S c h u m a n n (in the w r i t t e n s co re ) 

as a th i rd l ine b e t w e e n the t w o p i a n o l ines , h i g h e r a n d lower : a s the voca l 

me lod ic l ine w h i c h r e m a i n s a non -voca l i zed " i nne r v o i c e " ( w h i c h ex i s t s 

on ly a&Augenmiuik, m u s i c for the e y e s on ly , in the g u i s e of wr i t t en n o t e s ) . 

Th is a b s e n t m e l o d y is to be r econs t ruc t ed on the bas i s of the fact tha t the 

first a n d t h i rd l eve l s ( the right- a n d the lef t -hand p i a n o l i ne s ) do not 

re la te to e a c h o ther d i r ec t ly , that is , t he i r r e l a t ionsh ip is not tha t of an 

i m m e d i a t e mi r ro r ing : in o r d e r to a c c o u n t for the i r in te rconnec t ion , one is 

t h u s compe l l ed to ( r e ) c o n s t r u c t a th i rd , " v i r t u a l " In te rmedia te level 

(me lod ic l i n e ) w h i c h , for s t ruc tu ra l r ea sons , cannot be p l a y e d . S c h u m a n n 

b r i n g s th is p r o c e d u r e of absen t m e l o d y to an a p p a r e n t l y a b s u r d self-

re fe rence w h e n , l a te r in the s a m e f ragment of " H u m o r e s q u e , " he r e p e a t s 

the s a m e t w o effect ively p l a y e d me lod ic l ines , y e t th is t ime the score 



con ta ins no t h i rd a b s e n t me lod ic l ine , no i n n e r vo ice —^what i s absen t he re 

is the absen t m e l o d y , n a m e l y a b s e n c e itself. H o w a r e w e to p l a y these 

notes w h e n , a t the l eve l of w h a t i s in fact to be p l a y e d , t h e y e x a c t l y r e p e a t 

the p r e v i o u s no t e s? The effect ively p l a y e d notes a r e d e p r i v e d o n l y of 

w h a t is not there , of the i r cons t i tu t ive l ack , or, to refer to the Bib le , t h e y 

lose even tha t w h i c h t h e y n e v e r had . T h e t rue p ian i s t s h o u l d t h u s h a v e 

the savoir-faire to p l a y the ex i s t ing , pos i t ive , notes in such a w a y tha t one 

w o u l d be ab l e to d i sce rn the echo of the a c c o m p a n y i n g n o n - p l a y e d 

" s i l en t " v i r t ua l no te s or t he i r a b s e n c e . . . Th i s , then , i s p u r e difference: 

the no th ing -ac tua l , the v i r t u a l b a c k g r o u n d , w h i c h a c c o u n t s for the 

d i f ference of the t w o me lod ic l ines . 

T h i s log ic of v i r t ua l di f ference can a l so be d i s c e r n e d in ano the r 

p a r a d o x . The c i n e m a t i c ve r s ion of E d g a r Doc to row ' s Billy Bathgate is 

b a s i c a l l y a fa i lure , b u t an in te res t ing one: a fa i lure w h i c h none the l e s s 

e v o k e s in the v i e w e r the spec t e r of the m u c h be t t e r novel . H o w e v e r , 

w h e n one then goes on to r e a d the novel on w h i c h the film is based , one is 

d i s a p p o i n t e d —this i s not t he novel the film e v o k e d a s the s t a n d a r d w i t h 

r e g a r d to w h i c h it fa i led. T h e repe t i t ion (of a fa i led novel in the fai led 

film) t h u s g i v e s r i se to a th i rd , p u r e l y v i r t ua l , e lement , the be t te r novel . 

T h i s is a n e x e m p l a r y case of w h a t D e l e u z e d e p l o y s in the c ruc ia l p a g e s of 

h i s Difference and Repetition: 

w h i l e it m a y s e e m tha t the t w o p r e s e n t s a r e succes s ive , a t a v a r i a b l e 

d i s t ance a p a r t in the se r i e s of r ea l s , in fact t h e y form, ra the r , two real 

serieii which coexist in relation to a virtual object of another kind, one w h i c h 

cons t an t ly c i r c u l a t e s a n d is d i sp l aced in t hem. [. . . ] Repe t i t ion is 

cons t i tu ted not from one p re sen t to ano ther , bu t b e t w e e n the t w o 

coex is ten t se r ies tha t these p resen t s form in funct ion of the v i r tua l 

object (object = 'xjJ^ 

W i t h r e g a r d to Billy Bathgate: the film does not " r e p e a t " the novel on 

w h i c h it is based ; ra ther , t h e y both " r e p e a t " the u n r e p e a t a b l e v i r tua l x , 

the " t r u e " novel w h o s e spec te r is e n g e n d e r e d in the p a s s a g e from the 

a c t u a l novel to the film. The u n d e r l y i n g m o v e m e n t is he r e m o r e c o m p l e x 

t h a n it m a y a p p e a r . It is not that w e shou ld s i m p l y conce ive the s t a r t ing 

point ( the n o v e l ) a s an "open w o r k , " full of poss ib i l i t i es w h i c h can be 

d e p l o y e d la ter , a c t u a l i z e d in l a t e r ve r s ions ; o r — e v e n w o r s e —that w e 

shou ld conce ive the o r ig ina l w o r k a s a p re - t ex t w h i c h can la te r be 

i nco rpo ra t ed in o the r con- tex t s and g i v e n a m e a n i n g to t a l ly different 
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from the o r ig ina l one . W h a t is m i s s i n g he re is the re t roac t ive , b a c k w a r d s , 

m o v e m e n t that w a s first d e s c r i b e d b y H e n r i Be rgson , a k e y re fe rence for 

D e l e u z e . In h is " T w o S o u r c e s of M o r a l i t y and R e l i g i o n , " B e r g s o n 

d e s c r i b e s the s t r a n g e sensa t ion he e x p e r i e n c e d on A u g u s t 4, 1914, w h e n 

w a r w a s d e c l a r e d b e t w e e n F r a n c e a n d G e r m a n y : 

In spi te of m y turmoi l , a n d a l t h o u g h a w a r , even a v i c to r ious one, 

a p p e a r e d to m e a s a ca tas t rophe , 1 e x p e r i e n c e d w h a t [ W i l l i a m ] J a m e s 

spoke about , a feel ing of a d m i r a t i o n for the fac i l i ty of the p a s s a g e from 

the a b s t r a c t to the concre te ; w h o w o u l d h a v e t h o u g h t that such a 

fo rmidab le even t c an e m e r g e in r e a l i t y w i th so l i t t le fuss? ' ' ^ 

C r u c i a l is he r e the m o d a l i t y of the b r e a k b e t w e e n before a n d after: before 

i ts outburs t , the w a r a p p e a r e d to B e r g s o n "simaitaneoiuiy probable and 

Impodsihle: a c o m p l e x a n d c o n t r a d i c t o r y not ion w h i c h pe r s i s t ed to the 

end"; ' '^ af ter i ts ou tburs t , it a l l of a s u d d e n b e c o m e s real and poss ib le , a n d 

the p a r a d o x r e s ides in th is r e t roac t ive a p p e a r a n c e of p robab i l i t y ; 

I n e v e r p r e t e n d e d tha t one can inser t r e a l i t y into the pas t and t h u s 

w o r k b a c k w a r d s in t ime . H o w e v e r , one can w i t h o u t a n y doub t inser t 

t he re the poss ib le , or, r a the r , a t e v e r y m o m e n t the poss ib le inse r t s i tself 

there . Insofar a s u n p r e d i c t a b l e a n d n e w r e a l i t y c r e a t e s itself. Its Image 

ref lects i tself b e h i n d i tself in the indef in i te past : th i s n e w r e a l i t y finds 

i tself a l l the t ime h a v i n g b e e n poss ib le ; bu t rt is o n l y at the p rec i se 

m o m e n t of i ts a c t u a l e m e r g e n c e tha t it begiiw to always have been, and th is 

i s w h y I s a y tha t i ts poss ib i l i ty , w h i c h d o e s not p r e c e d e i t s r ea l i t y , w i l l 

h a v e p r e c e d e d it once th is r e a l i t y e m e r g e s . 

A n d thLi i s w h a t t a k e s p l a c e in the e x a m p l e of Billy Bathgate: t he film 

inser t s b a c k in to the novel the poss ib i l i t y of a different, m u c h bet ter , 

novel . A n d do w e not e n c o u n t e r a s imi l a r log ic in the r e l a t ionsh ip 

b e t w e e n S t a l i n i s m a n d L e n i n i s m ? H e r e a lso , three m o m e n t s a re in p l ay ; 

L e n i n ' s pol i t ics before the S t a l i n i s t t akeove r ; S t a l m i s t pol i t ics ; the spec te r 

of " L e n i n i s m " r e t r o a c t i v e l y g e n e r a t e d b y S t a l i n i s m (in i ts official S ta l in i s t 

vers ion , bu t also in the ve rs ion cr i t ica l of S t a l i n i sm , a s w h e n . In the 

p roces s of " d e - S t a l i n l z a t l o n " in the U S S R , the mot to e v o k e d w a s that of 

the " re tu rn to o r ig ina l Len in i s t p r i n c i p l e s " ) . O n e should therefore stop 

the r i d i c u l o u s g a m e of oppos ing the S ta l in i s t t e r ro r to the " a u t h e n t i c " 

Len in i s t l e g a c y b e t r a y e d b y S t a l i n i sm: " L e n i n i s m " is a t h o r o u g h l y 



IN DEFENSE OF LOST C A U S E S 

The vacuity of the politicj of jouuMance 

The shor t -c i rcu i t b e t w e e n S t a v r a k a k i s ' s on to logy a n d pol i t ics is not 

difficult to g u e s s : the a c c e p t a n c e of the cons t i tu t ive hole in the SvTnbolic, 

the " l a c k in the O the r , " p r o v i d e s the space for theor iz ing d e m o c r a c y a s 

the ins t i tu t iona l iza t ion of c o n t i n g e n c y . T h i s b r i n g s u s to the pol i t ica l 

w a g e r of S t a v r a k a k i s ' s book: 

[ t o ] c o m b i n e an e th ica l a t t i t ude tha t r e i n v i g o r a t e s m o d e r n d e m o c r a c y 

w i t h a rea l pa s s ion for t ransformat ion , c a p a b l e of s t imu la t ing the b o d y 

pol i t ic w i t h o u t r e o c c u p y i n g the obsole te u top i an i sm of the t r ad i t iona l 

Left.^' ' 

S u c h a combina t ion has to enac t a "de l i ca t e b a l a n c i n g act,"®' a v o i d i n g 

both e x t r e m e s of pass ion less e g a l i t a r i a n d e m o c r a c y À la H a b e r m a s a n d of 

pas s iona te to ta l i ta r ian e n g a g e m e n t . The b a l a n c e is b e t w e e n l ack and 
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StalinUit notion. The g e s t u r e of p ro jec t ing the e m a n c i p a t o r y - u t o p i a n 

potent ia l of S t a l i n i s m b a c k w a r d s , into a p r e c e d i n g t ime, s i g n a l s the 

i n c a p a c i t y of the l ine of t hough t in e n d u r i n g the "abso lu te con t r ad ic t ion , " 

the u n b e a r a b l e tens ion, i nhe ren t to the S ta l in i s t p ro jec t itself. It is 

therefore c ruc ia l to d i s t ingu i sh " L e n i n i s m " ( a s the a u t h e n t i c core of 

S t a l i n i s m ) from the ac tua l po l i t ica l p rac t i ce and i d e o l o g y of L e n i n ' s 

pe r iod : the ac tua l g r e a t n e s s of L e n i n is not the s ame a s the S ta l in i s t 

a u t h e n t i c m y t h of L e n i n i s m . 

A n d the i r o n y is tha t th is log ic of repet i t ion , e l abora ted b y D e l e u z e , the 

a n t i - H e g e l i a n par excellence, i s at the v e r y core of the H e g e l i a n d ia lec t i c : it 

r e l i e s on the p r o p e r l y d ia l ec t i ca l r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n t empora l r e a l i t y 

a n d the e te rna l abso lu te . The e te rna l abso lu t e is the Immobi le po in t of 

re fe rence a r o u n d w h i c h t e m p o r a l figurations c i r cu la te , t he i r p r e suppos i 

tion; howeve r , p r e c i s e l y a s such , it is pos i t ed b y these t empora l figura

t ions , s ince it does not p r eex i s t t hem: it e m e r g e s in the g a p b e t w e e n the 

first a n d the second —in the case oî Billy Bathgate, b e t w e e n the novel a n d 

i ts r epe t i t ion in the film. Or, b a c k to " H u m o r e s q u e " : the e te rna l abso lu te 

is t he th i rd u n - p l a y e d m e l o d i c l ine , the po in t of r e fe rence of the t w o l ines 

p l a y e d in r ea l i ty . It is abso lu te , bu t f ragi le —if the t w o pos i t ive l ines a r e 

p l a y e d w r o n g l y , it d i s a p p e a r s . . . T h i s is w h a t one is t e m p t e d to call 

"ma te r i a l i s t t heo logy" : the notion tha t t empora l success ion i tself c r ea t e s 

e te rn i ty . 
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e x c e s s : l a ck is a r t i c u l a t e d in d i s cou r se theory , w h i l e e x c e s s poin ts 

t o w a r d s en joymen t a s A po l i t ica l F A C T O R . For e x a m p l e , in r ecen t d e b a t e s 

abou t E u r o p e a n ident i ty , " the neg l ec t of the affective s ide of ident i f ica

tion l e a d s to A d i s p l a c e m e n t of ca thec t i c e n e r g y w h i c h is n o w inves t ed in 

an t i -Eu ropean pol i t ica l a n d ideo log ica l d iscourses ."^^ 

M o d e r n soc ie ty is def ined b y the l a c k of an u l t ima te t r a n s c e n d e n t a l 

g u a r a n t e e , or, I N l ib id ina l t e rms , of total joiuAiance. T h e r e a r e th ree ma in 

w a y s to cope w i t h this nega t iv i ty : U T O P I A N , d e m o c r a t i c , a n d pos t -demo

cra t i c . T h e first ( to ta l i t a r i an i sm, f u n d a m e n t a l i s m ) t r i e s to r e o c c u p y the 

g r o u n d of abso lu t e jouLiMnce b y a t t a in ing a U T O P I A N and h a r m o n i o u s 

soc ie ty w h i c h e l imina t e s nega t iv i t y . T h e second, the d e m o c r a t i c , e n a c t s A 

pol i t ica l e q u i v a l e n t of " t r ave r s ing the fan tasy" : it ins t i tu t iona l i zes the l a c k 

itself b y c r e a t i n g the S P A C E for pol i t ica l a n t a g o n i s m s . The th i rd , con-

sumer i s t pos t -democ racy , t r i e s to neu t r a l i z e n e g a t i v i t y by t r ans fo rming 

pol i t ics in to apol i t ica l admin i s t r a t ion : i n d i v i d u a l s p u r s u e the i r consumer -

ist f an tas ies in the space r e g u l a t e d by e x p e r t social admin i s t r a t i on . T o d a y , 

w h e n d e m o c r a c y is g r a d u a l l y evo lv ing into consumer i s t p o s t - d e m o c r a c y , 

one shou ld Insist tha t the d e m o c r a t i c po ten t ia l is not e x h a u s t e d — "de

m o c r a c y a s an unf in ished p ro j ec t " cou ld h a v e been S t a v r a k a k i s ' s mot to 

here . The k e y to the r e susc i t a t ion of th is d e m o c r a t i c po ten t ia l is to re -

mobi l ize en joyment : " W h a t is needed , in o ther w o r d s , is an enjoyable 

democratic ethics of the polilical."^^ 

It i s d e e p l y s y m p t o m a t i c tha t S t a v r a k a k i s is s i lent a b o u t a k e y shift in 

L a c l a u ' s w r i t i n g s ove r the las t few y e a r s : in h i s Populist Reason, L a c l a u 

c l e a r l y c h a n g e d h i s pos i t ion from " r a d i c a l d e m o c r a c y " to popu l i sm, 

r e d u c i n g d e m o c r a c y to the m o m e n t of d e m o c r a t i c d e m a n d within the 

sys t em. T h i s shift h a s c l e a r po l i t ica l g r o u n d s a n d Impl ica t ions — suffice it 

to ment ion L a c l a u ' s suppor t for H u g o C h a v e z . O n e can e a s i l y i m a g i n e a 

s i tua t ion d e t e r m i n e d b y a tens ion b e t w e e n the ins t i tu t iona l i zed d e m o 

cra t ic p o w e r b loc a n d the opposi t ional popu l i s t b loc , in w h i c h L a c l a u 

(and , le t m e a d d to avo id A m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , he re I w o u l d s ide w i t h h i m ) 

w o u l d opt for the popu l i s t b l o c — w h e n S t a v r a k a k i s c r i t i c izes m y c l a i m 

tha t a "p rog re s s ive m i l i t a r y d i c t a t o r s h i p " can p l a y a pos i t ive role, he is 

o b v i o u s l y not a w a r e of m y impl ic i t r e fe rence to Lac lau .^^ 

B u t the k e y ques t ion he re is , of course , what kind of en joymen t a r e w e 

t a l k i n g a b o u t ? 

L i b i d i n a l i n v e s t m e n t a n d the mobi l i za t ion of jouissance a r e the neces 

s a r y p r e r e q u i s i t e for a n y su s t a inab l e ident i f ica t ion (from na t i onahsm 



to c o n s u m e r i s m ) . Th i s a l so app l i e s to the r a d i c a l d e m o c r a t i c e th ics of 

the pol i t i ca l . B u t the type of i nves tmen t i nvo lved h a s stil l to be 

decided.^-' ' 

S t a v r a k a k i s ' s so lu t ion i s : ne i the r the phallic e n j o y m e n t of p o w e r nor the 

Utopia of the i n c e s t u o u s full en joyment , bu t a non-phallic ( non -a l l ) partial 

en joyment . P r e d i c t a b l y , I fit in to th is s c h e m e a s a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the 

i n c e s t u o u s utopla , a m o n g the "d i s i l l u s ioned leftists w h o , u n a b l e to mourn 

' p ro le ta r i an revo lu t ion ' a n d 'u topia ' , opt for a nos ta lg ic r e tu rn to the old — 

defea ted and d a n g e r o u s — pol i t ics of r e o c c u p a t i o n " —^again, a s if m y 

L e n i n book, RevoLdion at the Gates, i s not p r e c i s e l y a book of m o u r n i n g — 

not of m e l a n c h o l i c a t t achment , bu t of p a r t i n g w i t h Len in : 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , to R E P E A T L e n i n d o e s N O T m e a n a R E T U R N to 

Len in —to repeat Lenin ui to accept that "Lenin is dead, " tha t h is p a r t i c u l a r 

solut ion fai led, even fai led mons t rous ly , bu t that t he re w a s a Utopian 

s p a r k in it w o r t h sav ing . To r e p e a t L e n i n m e a n s tha t one h a s to 

d i s t i ngu i sh b e t w e e n w h a t Len in effect ively d id a n d the field of 

poss ib i l i t i es that he o p e n e d up , the tens ion in L e n i n b e t w e e n w h a t 

he effect ively d i d a n d ano the r d imens ion , w h a t w a s "in Len in more 

than Len in h i m s e l f " To r e p e a t Len in is to r e p e a t not w h a t Len in D I D , 

b u t w h a t he F A I L E D T O D O , h i s M I S S E D opportunifies.®^ 

In the las t p a g e s of h is book, t i y i n g to d e m o n s t r a t e h o w " d e m o c r a t i c 

sub jec t iv i ty is c a p a b l e of i n sp i r i ng h igh passions,"^® S t a v r a k a k i s refers to 

the o the r L a c a n i a n jouiooance, " a jouLioance b e y o n d a c c u m u l a t i o n , dom

ina t ion and fantasy , an en joymen t of the not-al l or not-whole."®^ H o w do 

w e a c h i e v e th is jouüsancel B y w a y of a c c o m p l i s h i n g " the sacr i f ice of the 

fan tasmat ic objet petit a" w h i c h c a n on ly " m a k e th i s o ther jouLi<iance 

attainable":^*' 

The cen t ra l t a s k in p s y c h o a n a l y s i s — a n d p o l i t i c s — i s to de tach the objet 

petit a from the s igni f ier of the l a c k in the O t h e r [. . . ] to de t ach (ant i 

d e m o c r a t i c a n d p o s t - d e m o c r a t i c ) f an tasy from the d e m o c r a t i c Insti

tu t iona l iza t ion of l ack , m a k i n g poss ib l e the a c c e s s to a pa r t i a l enjoy

men t b e y o n d fantasy . [. . . ] O n l y t h u s sha l l w e be ab l e to r e a l l y enjoy 

our par t ia l en joyment , w i t h o u t s u b o r d i n a t i n g It to the c a t a c l y s m i c 

des i r e of fan tasy . B e y o n d i ts d i a l ec t i c s of d i s a v o w a l , th i s i s the concre te 

c h a l l e n g e the L a c a n i a n Left a d d r e s s e s to u s . 
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T h e u n d e r l y i n g i d e a is a s t o n i s h i n g l y s impl is t ic : in total con t rad ic t ion to 

L a c a n , S t a v r a k a k i s r e d u c e s the objet petit a to its role in f a n t a s y — t h e objet 

a is tha t exces s ive X w h i c h m a g i c a l l y t r ans forms the pa r t i a l objects w h i c h 

o c c u p y the p lace of the l a c k in the O the r into the Utopian p romise of the 

imposs ib le fu l lness jouusance. W h a t S t a v r a k a k i s p roposes is t h u s the 

v is ion of a soc ie ty in w h i c h des i r e funct ions w i t h o u t an objet a, w i t h o u t the 

des t ab i l i z ing e x c e s s w h i c h t rans forms it into a " c a t a c l y s m i c des i r e of 

f an t a sy" — a s S t a v r a k a k i s p u t s it in a s y m p t o m a t i c a l l y t au to log ica l w a y , 

w e shou ld l e a r n to " r e a l l y en joy o u r par t ia l e n j o y m e n t . " 

For L a c a n , on the con t r a ry , the objet a i s a ( n o t h e r ) n a m e for the 

F r e u d i a n "pa r t i a l objec t , " w h i c h is w h y it canno t be r e d u c e d to i ts ro le in 

fan tasy w h i c h sus ta ins des i r e ; it is for th is r eason that , a s L a c a n 

e m p h a s i z e s , one shou ld d i s t i n g u i s h its ro le in des i r e a n d in the d r i v e . 

F o l l o w i n g J a c q u e s - A l a i n M i l l e r , a d is t inc t ion h a s to be i n t r o d u c e d he re 

b e t w e e n t w o t y p e s of l ack , the l a c k p r o p e r a n d the hole : l a c k is spat ia l , 

d e s i g n a t i n g a void within a space , w h i l e the hole is more r ad i ca l , it 

d e s i g n a t e s the point a t w h i c h th i s spa t ia l o r d e r i tself b r e a k s d o w n ( a s 

in the " b l a c k h o l e " in p h y s i c s ) . The re in r e s i d e s the difference b e t w e e n 

des i r e a n d d r ive : de s i r e is g r o u n d e d in its cons t i tu t ive l ack , w h i l e d r i v e 

c i r cu l a t e s a r o u n d a hole, a g a p in the o rde r of be ing . In o the r w o r d s , the 

c i r c u l a r m o v e m e n t of the d r i v e o b e y s the w e i r d log ic of the c u r v e d space 

in w h i c h the shor tes t d i s t ance b e t w e e n the t w o poin t s is not a s t r a igh t 

l ine , b u t a c u r v e : the d r ive " k n o w s " tha t the shor tes t w a y to a t ta in i ts a i m 

is to c i r cu l a t e a r o u n d i ts goa l -objec t . ( O n e shou ld b e a r in m i n d he re 

L a c a n ' s w e l l - k n o w n d is t inc t ion b e t w e e n the a i m a n d the goa l of the d r ive : 

w h i l e the goal is the object a r o u n d w h i c h the d r ive c i r cu l a t e s , i ts ( t r u e ) 

a i m is the end le s s con t inua t ion of this c i rcu la t ion a s such . ) 

M i l l e r a l so p r o p o s e d a B e n j a m i n i a n d is t inc t ion b e t w e e n "cons t i tu ted 

a n x i e t y " a n d "cons t i tuen t a n x i e t y , " w h i c h is c ruc i a l w i t h r e g a r d to the 

shift from des i r e to d r ive : w h i l e the first d e s i g n a t e s the s t a n d a r d not ion of 

the t e r r i fy ing a n d fasc ina t ing a b y s s of a n x i e t y w h i c h h a u n t s us , i ts 

infernal c i r c l e w h i c h t h r ea t ens to d r a w us in, the s e c o n d s t ands for 

the " p u r e " confrontat ion w i t h the objet petit a a s cons t i tu ted in i ts v e r y 

loss. ' ' ' ' M i l l e r is r igh t to e m p h a s i z e he re t w o fea tures : the difference w h i c h 

s e p a r a t e s cons t i tu ted from cons t i tuen t a n x i e t y c o n c e r n s the s ta tus of the 

object w i t h r e g a r d to fan tasy . In a c a se of cons t i tu ted a n x i e t y , the object 

d w e l l s w i t h i n the conf ines of a fantasy , w h e r e a s w e g e t the cons t i tuen t 

a n x i e t y o n l y w h e n the subjec t " t r a v e r s e s the f a n t a s y " a n d confronts the 

void, the g a p , filled u p b y the fan tasmat ic object. H o w e v e r , c l e a r a n d 



c o n v i n c i n g a s it i s , th i s fo rmula of M i l l e r ' s mi s ses the t rue p a r a d o x or, 

ra ther , the a m b i g u i t y of the objet a. W h e n he def ines the objet a a s the 

object w h i c h ove r l aps w i t h i ts loss , w h i c h e m e r g e s at the v e r y m o m e n t of 

its loss (so that a l l i ts fan tasmat ic inca rna t ions , from b r e a s t s to vo ice and 

g a z e , a r e m é t o n y m i e figurations of the void , of n o t h i n g ) , he r e m a i n s 

w i t h i n the hor izon of àe<>ire—ihe t r ue ob jec t -cause of d e s i r e is the void 

filled in b y i ts fan tasmat ic i n c a r n a t i o n s . W h i l e , a s L a c a n e m p h a s i z e s , t he 

objet a is a lso the object of the d r ive , the re l a t ionsh ip is he re t h o r o u g h l y 

different: a l though , in both cases , the l ink b e t w e e n object a n d loss is 

c ruc i a l , in the case of the objet a a s the ob jec t -cause of deoire, w e h a v e an 

object w h i c h is o r i g i n a l l y lost, w h i c h co inc ides w i t h i ts o w n loss , w h i c h 

e m e r g e s a s lost, w h i l e , m the case of the objet a a s the objec t o l the d r ive , 

the "ob jec t " io directly the bdd iLtelf—m t he shift from d e s i r e to d r i v e , w e 

p a s s from the lost object to IOM itdelf ao an object. Tha t is to say , the w e i r d 

m o v e m e n t c a l l e d "d r ive " is not d r i v e n b y the " i m p o s s i b l e " q u e s t for the 

lost object; it is a push to directly enact the "loo/'—the gap, cut, diitance —itjelf. 

T h e r e is t h u s a double d is t inc t ion to be d r a w n he re : not on ly b e t w e e n the 

objet a in i ts f an tasmat ic and pos t - fan tasmat ic s ta tus , bu t a l so , w i t h i n this 

pos t - fan tasmat ic d o m a i n itself, b e t w e e n the lost ob jec t -cause of des i r e 

a n d the object- loss of dr ive .^ 

T h e s ta r t l ing th ing is that S t a v r a k a k i s ' s i d e a of s u s t a i n i n g des i r e 

w i t h o u t the objet a con t rad ic t s not on ly L a c a n , bu t a l so L a c l a u ' s not ion 

of h e g e m o n y : l a c l a u is on the r igh t t r a c k w h e n he e m p h a s i z e s the 

n e c e s s a r y ro le of the objet a in r e n d e r i n g a n ideo log ica l edif ice ope ra t i ve . 

In h e g e m o n y , a p a r t i c u l a r empi r i ca l object is " e l e v a t e d to the d i g n i t y of 

the Th ing" ; i t s ta r t s to function a s the s tand- in for, the e m b o d i m e n t of, the 

imposs ib le ful lness of S o c i e t y . A s w e h a v e noted, he refers to J o a n 

Copjec , c o m p a r i n g h e g e m o n y to the " b r e a s t - v a l u e " a t t ached to pa r t i a l 

objec ts w h i c h s t and in for the i n c e s t u o u s ma te rna l T h i n g ( b r e a s t ) . L a c l a u 

shou ld in fact be c r i t i c ized he re for confound ing des i r e ( s u s t a i n e d b y 

f a n t a s y ) w i th d r i v e (one of w h o s e def in i t ions is a lso " tha t w h i c h r e m a i n s 

of des i r e after i ts sub jec t t r a v e r s e s the f a n t a s y " ) : for h im, w e a re 

c o n d e m n e d to s e a r c h i n g for imposs ib l e ful lness . D r i v e — i n w h i c h w e 

d i r e c t l y en joy l a c k i t s e l f—s imply d o e s not a p p e a r on h i s hor izon . H o w 

ever , th is in no w a y en ta i l s that , in dr ive , w e " r e a l l y en joy o u r pa r t i a l 

e n j o y m e n t , " w i t h o u t the d i s t u r b i n g e x c e s s : for L a c a n , l a c k a n d e x c e s s a r e 

s t r ic t ly cor re la t ive , the t w o s ides of the s a m e coin. P r e c i s e l y insofar a s it 

c i r c u l a t e s a r o u n d a hole, the d r ive i s the n a m e of the e x c e s s tha t p e r t a i n s 

to h u m a n be ing , it i s the " t o o - m u c h - n e s s " of s t r iv ing w h i c h ins i s t s b e y o n d 
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life a n d dea th ( th i s is w h y L a c a n some t imes even d i r e c t l y ident i f ies the 

d r ive w i t h the objet a a s s u r p l u s - e n j o y m e n t . ) 

B e c a u s e he Ignores this e x c e s s of d r ive , S t a v r a k a k i s a l so o p e r a t e s w i t h 

a s impli f ied notion of " t r ave r s ing the f a n t a s y " — a s If f an tasy is a k i n d of 

i l l u so ry sc reen b l u r r i n g o u r re la t ion to pa r t i a l objec ts . Th i s not ion fits 

pe r fec t ly w i t h the common- sense i d e a of w h a t p s y c h o a n a l y s i s s h o u l d do: 

of cour se It shou ld l ibe ra t e u s from the hold of i d i o s y n c r a t i c fantas ies and 

enab l e u s to confront r e a l i t y the w a y It ef fect ively is . . . bu t th is , 

p r ec i s e ly . Is w h a t L a c a n does not h a v e In m i n d — w h a t he a i m s a t is 

a lmos t the e x a c t oppos i te . In o u r d a i l y ex i s t ence , w e a re i m m e r s e d In 

" r e a l i t y " ( s t r u c t u r e d - s u p p o r t e d b y the f a n t a s y ) , a n d this Immers ion is 

d i s tu rbed b y s y m p t o m s w h i c h b e a r w i t n e s s to the fact tha t a n o t h e r 

r e p r e s s e d level of o u r p s y c h e res i s t s th is Immers ion. To " t r a v e r s e the 

f an t a sy" therefore p a r a d o x i c a l l y m e a n s fully identifying oneself with the 

fantasy— namely w i t h the fan tasy w h i c h s t ruc tu r e s the e x c e s s res i s t ing 

our immers ion into d a i l y reaHty, or, to quo te a succ inc t formula t ion b y 

R i c h a r d Boo thby : 

" T r a v e r s i n g the f a n t a s y " t h u s does not m e a n tha t the sub jec t s o m e h o w 

a b a n d o n s i ts i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h fanciful c a p r i c e s a n d a c c o m m o d a t e s 

itself to a p r a g m a t i c " r e a l i t y , " bu t p r e c i s e l y the opposi te : the subjec t Is 

submi t t ed to that effect of the s y m b o l i c l a c k that r e v e a l s the l imi t of 

e v e r y d a y r ea l i t y . To t r a v e r s e the fan tasy in the L a c a n i a n sense is to be 

m o r e p ro found ly c l a i m e d b y the fan tasy than ever . In the sense of 

be ing b r o u g h t into an eve r more in t ima te re la t ion w i t h that r ea l core of 

the f an t a sy tha t t r a n s c e n d s imaging .^ ' ' 

B o o t h b y Is right to e m p h a s i z e the J a n u s - l i k e s t r uc tu r e of a fantasy: a 

f an tasy is s i m u l t a n e o u s l y pac i fy ing , d i s a r m i n g (p rov id ing a n I m a g i n a r y 

scena r io w h i c h e n a b l e s u s to e n d u r e the a b y s s of the Othe r ' s d e s i r e ) an? 

sha t te r ing , d i s tu rb ing , Inass lmi lab le into o u r r ea l i t y . The ideo log ico-

pol i t ica l d imens ion of th i s not ion of " t r a v e r s i n g the f a n t a s y " w a s r e n d e r e d 

c l e a r b y the u n i q u e role the r o c k g r o u p Top Lyta Nadrealuta (The Top List 

of the SurrealLüS) p l a y e d d u r i n g the B o s n i a n w a r in b e s i e g e d S a r a j e v o : 

the i r Ironic p e r f o r m a n c e s w h i c h , in the mids t of the w a r a n d h u n g e r , 

sa t i r i zed the p r e d i c a m e n t of the S a r a j e v o popu la t ion , a c q u i r e d a cul t 

s t a tus not o n l y In coun t e r cu l t u r e , b u t a l so a m o n g the c i t i zens of S a r a j e v o 

In g e n e r a l ( the g r o u p ' s w e e k l y T V s h o w w e n t on t h r o u g h o u t the w a r a n d 

w a s e x t r e m e l y p o p u l a r ) . Ins tead of b e m o a n i n g the t r ag i c fate of the 



B o s n i a n s , t h e y d a r i n g l y m o b i l i z e d al l the c l i chés abou t the "s tup id 

B o s n i a n s " w h i c h w e r e a c o m m o n p l a c e in Y u g o s l a v i a , ful ly i d e n t i l y i n g 

w i t h t hem —the point t h u s m a d e w a s tha t the pa th of t rue so l ida r i t y l e a d s 

t h r o u g h d i r ec t confrontat ion w i t h the obscene rac i s t fan tas ies w h i c h 

c i r c u l a t e d in the s y m b o l i c space of Bosn ia , t h r o u g h p layfu l ident i f ica t ion 

w i t h them, not t h r o u g h the d e n i a l of these obscen i t i es in the n a m e of 

" w h a t peop le a r e r e a l l y l i k e . " 

N o w o n d e r , then, that , w h e n S t a v r a k a k i s t r i e s to p r o v i d e some 

conc re t e e x a m p l e s of t h i s n e w poHtics of pa r t i a l en joyment , t h i n g s 

b e c o m e r e a l l y " b i z a r r e . " H e s t a r t s w i t h M a r s h a l l S a h l i n s ' s thes i s that 

the Pa leo l i th ic c o m m u n i t i e s fo l lowed " a Zen road to af f luence" : a l t h o u g h 

d e e p l y m a r k e d b y d iv i s ions , e x c h a n g e , s e x u a l difference, v io l ence a n d 

w a r , t h e y l a c k the " shr ine of the U n a t t a i n a b l e , " of "infini te N e e d s , " and 

t h u s the "des i r e for a c c u m u l a t i o n " . In them, 

en joymen t s e e m s to be h a d w i t h o u t the med ia t ion of fan tas ies of 

a c c u m u l a t i o n , ful lness a n d e x c e s s . [. . . ] [ T ] h e y do s h o w tha t a n o t h e r 

w o r l d m a y , in p r i nc ip l e , be poss ib le insofar a s a d e t a c h m e n t of ( p a r t i a l ) 

e n j o y m e n t from d r e a m s of comple t enes s a n d fan tasmat ic de s i r e is 

enac t ed . [. . . ] Doesn ' t s o m e t h i n g s imi l a r h a p p e n in the p s y c h o a n a l y t i c 

c l i n i c ? A n d isn ' t th is a l so the c h a l l e n g e for r a d i c a l d e m o c r a t i c e t h i c s ? 

A g a i n , is the i d e a he re not p r e c i s e l y tha t of a soc ie ty w i t h o u t l a c k ? T h e 

w a y the Pa leo l i th i c t r i be smen a v o i d e d a c c u m u l a t i o n w a s to c a n c e l l a c k 

Itself—it is the i d e a of s u c h a soc ie ty w i t h o u t the e x c e s s of " infini te 

N e e d s " w h i c h is p r o p e r l y Utopian, the u l t ima te fantasy , the f an tasy of a 

soc ie ty before the Fal l . W h a t t hen fo l lows is a se r ies of e x a m p l e s of h o w 

"pol i t ica l theor is t s a n d a n a l y s t s , economis ts , a n d ac t ive c i t i zens ^—some of 

t hem d i r e c t l y in sp i r ed b y L a c a n i a n t h e o r y — a r e c u r r e n t l y t r y i n g to pu t 

th is r a d i c a l d e m o c r a t i c or ien ta t ion to w o r k in a mu l t i t ude of e m p i r i c a l 

contexts."^® For e x a m p l e : "A g r o u p of coope ra t i ve w o r k e r s [ B y r n e and 

H e a l y ] h a v e e x a m i n e d a n d t r i ed to r e s t ruc tu r e the i r en joymen t in a non-

fan tasmat ic w a y " ' ' ^ — it w o u l d be c e r t a i n l y in t e res t ing to h e a r in deta i l 

h o w th is " r e s t r u c t u r i n g " w a s c a r r i e d out! Then c o m e s R o b i n B l a c k b u r n ' s 

p roposa l for the d e m o c r a t i z a t i o n of pens ion funds, R o b e r t o U n g e r ' s 

p roposa l to p a s s from a f a m i l y to a social i n h e r i t a n c e sys t em, Toni 

N e g r i ' s p roposa l for a m i n i m u m c i t i zensh ip income, the pro jec ts of 

p a r t i c i p a t o r y b u d g e t s in B r a z i l . . .""^ — w h a t al l th is h a s to d o w i t h 

jûuùkiance féminine r e m a i n s a m y s t e r y . T h e v a g u e u n d e r l y i n g i d e a i s that , in 
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al l these cases , w e a r e d e a l i n g w i t h modes t p r a g m a t i c p roposa l s , w i th 

pa r t i a l so lu t ions w h i c h avo id the e x c e s s of r a d i c a l Utopian r e - founda

t i on—def in i t e ly not e n o u g h to qua l i fy t h e m a s c a s e s of jouuMiince féminine 

w h i c h is p r e c i s e l y L a c a n ' s n a m e for abso lu te e x c e s s . 

S t a v r a k a k i s ' s a t t empt to re la te L a c a n i a n concep t s l i ke feminine jouii-

sance, the s igni f ier of the l a c k in the Other , a n d so on, to concre te socio

pol i t ica l e x a m p l e s is t hus t h o r o u g h l y u n c o n v i n c i n g . W h e n he quo te s 

J o a n Cop jec ' s p rec i se thes i s on \\ow diippléance "al lows us to s p e a k w e l l of 

our des i r e not b y tVAnslating jouissance into l a n g u a g e , bu t b y fo rmal iz ing it 

in a s igni f ie r tha t does not m e a n it bu t is , ra ther , d i r e c t l y e n j o y e d , " he 

r e a d s it a s a " w a y to t h ink of en joymen t a n d the p roduc t i on of a s igni f ier 

of l ack in a d e m o c r a t i c p e r s p e c t i v e " —but does Cop jec ' s desc r ip t ion 

not a l so pe r fec t ly fit n a t i o n a l i s m ? Is the n a m e of the na t ion not such a 

suppléancel W h e n a pa s s iona t e pa t r io t e x c l a i m s " A m e r i c a ! " does he 

t h e r e b y not p r o d u c e a s ignif ier w h i c h "does not t r ans l a t e jouissance into 

l a n g u a g e , b u t fo rmal izes i t in a s igni f ier tha t does not m e a n it bu t i s , 

ra ther , d i r e c t l y e n j o y e d " ? 

S t a v r a k a k i s ' s pol i t ica l v i s ion is v a c u o u s . It is not tha t h i s ca l l for more 

pass ion in pol i t ics is in i tself m e a n i n g l e s s (of cou r se the c o n t e m p o r a r y 

Left n e e d s m o r e p a s s i o n ) ; the p r o b l e m is r a t h e r tha t it r e s e m b l e s a l l too 

m u c h the j o k e q u o t e d b y L a c a n abou t a doc tor a s k e d b y a friend for free 

m e d i c a l a d v i c e — u n w i l l i n g to g i v e h i s s e rv i ce s w i t h o u t p a y m e n t , the 

doctor e x a m i n e s the fr iend a n d t hen c a l m l y s ta tes : " Y o u need med ica l 

a d v i c e ! " P a r a d o x i c a l l y , for al l h is ( jus t i f ied) c r i t i que of F r e u d o - M a r x i s m , 

S t a v r a k a k i s ' s pos i t ion can be d e s i g n a t e d a s " F r e u d o - r a d i c a l d e m o c r a c y " : 

he r e m a i n s w i t h i n F r e u d o - M a r x i s m , e x p e c t i n g p s y c h o a n a l y s i s to supp le 

men t the theo ry of r a d i c a l d e m o c r a c y in the s a m e w a y W i l h e l m Re ich , 

a m o n g s t o thers , e x p e c t e d p s y c h o a n a l y s i s to s u p p l e m e n t M a r x i s m . In 

both cases , the p r o b l e m is e x a c t l y the s ame : w e h a v e the a p p r o p r i a t e 

social theory , but w h a t is mi s s ing is the " sub jec t ive f a c t o r " — h o w a r e w e 

to mobi l i ze peop le so that t h e y w i l l e n g a g e in pa s s iona t e pol i t ica l 

s t r u g g l e ? H e r e p s y c h o a n a l y s i s en te r s , e x p l a i n i n g w h a t hb id ina l m e c h a n 

i sms the e n e m y is u s i n g ( R e i c h t r i ed to do th is for fascism, S t a v r a k a k i s for 

c o n s u m e r i s m a n d n a t i o n a l i s m ) , a n d h o w the Left can p r a c t i c e its o w n 

"pol i t i cs of jouiisance." T h e p r o b l e m is that such an a p p r o a c h is an e r sa t z 

pol i t ica l a n a l y s i s : the l a c k of pass ion in pol i t ica l p r a x i s and t h e o r y shou ld 

be e x p l a i n e d in i ts o w n te rms , tha t is , in the t e rms of pol i t ica l a n a l y s i s 

itself. T h e t rue ques t ion i s : W h a t is t he re to be pa s s iona t e a b o u t ? W h i c h 

pol i t ica l cho ices fit peop le ' s e x p e r i e n c e a s " r ea l i s t i c " a n d feas ib le? 

331 



T h e m o m e n t w e pose the ques t ion m th is w a y , the con tours of o u r 

Ideological cons te l la t ion a p p e a r in a different manne r , u n d e r l i n i n g W . B. 

Y e a t s ' s famous l ines " T h e bes t l a c k all convic t ion , w h i l e the w o r s t a re full 

of pas s iona te in tens i ty . " These l ines seem to offer a perfect desc r ip t ion of 

the c u r r e n t spl i t b e t w e e n a n e m i c l i be ra l s and impas s ioned fundamen

ta l i s t s (" the bes t " a r e no l o n g e r ab l e fu l ly to e n g a g e , w h i l e " the w o r s t " 

e n g a g e in racis t , r e l ig ious , sex is t f ana t i c i sm) . A r e , h o w e v e r , the te r ror is t 

fundamenta l i s t s , be t h e y C h r i s t i a n or M u s l i m , r e a l l y fundamen ta l i s t s in 

the a u t h e n t i c sense of the t e r m ? D o t h e y r e a l l y b e l i e v e ? W h a t t h e y l a c k is 

a fea ture tha t is e a s y to d i sce rn in all au then t i c fundamenta l i s t s , from 

T ibe tan B u d d h i s t s to the Amish in the U S : the a b s e n c e of r e sen tmen t and 

envy , d e e p indif ference t o w a r d s the non-be l i eve r ' s w a y of life. If t o d a y ' s 

so -ca l l ed fundamenta l i s t s r e a l l y be l i eve tha t t h e y have found the i r w a y to 

Tru th , w h y should t h e y feel t h r e a t e n e d b y non-be l i eve r s , w h y should 

t h e y e n v y t h e m ? W h e n a B u d d h i s t encoun t e r s a W e s t e r n hedonis t , he 

h a r d l y c o n d e m n s the la t ter . H e ju s t b e n e v o l e n t l y notes tha t the hedonis t ' s 

s ea rch for h a p p i n e s s is se l f -defeat ing. In con t ras t to t rue fundamenta l i s t s , 

t e r ro r i s t p seudo- fundamen ta l i s t s a r e d e e p l y bothered , i n t r i gued , fasci

na ted , b y the sinful life of non -be l i eve r s . O n e senses that , in fighting the 

sinful other , t h e y a r e fighting the i r o w n tempta t ion . Th i s i s w h y the so-

ca l l ed C h r i s t i a n or M u s l i m fundamenta l i s t s a r e a d i s g r a c e to t rue 

fundamen ta l i sm . 

It is he r e tha t Y e a t s ' s d i agnos i s falls shor t of the p re sen t p r e d i c a m e n t : 

the pas s iona te i n t ens i t y of a m o b b e a r s w i t n e s s to a l a c k of t r ue 

convic t ion . D e e p in s ide t hemse lves , t e r ror i s t fundamenta l i s t s a l so l a c k 

t rue conv i c t i on—the i r v io len t ou tbu r s t s a r e proof. H o w fragi le the be l ie f 

of a M u s l i m m u s t be , if he feels t h r e a t e n e d b y a s tup id c a r i c a t u r e in a low-

c i rcu la t ion D a n i s h n e w s p a p e r ? F u n d a m e n t a l i s t I s lamic is t t e r ro r is not 

g r o u n d e d in the t e r ro r i s t s ' convic t ion of the i r s u p e r i o r i t y a n d in the i r 

des i r e to s a f e g u a r d the i r c u l t u r a l - r e l i g i o u s i d e n t i t y from the o n s l a u g h t ol 

g l o b a l consumer i s t c iv i l i za t ion . T h e p r o b l e m w i t h fundamenta l i s t s is not 

tha t w e cons ide r t h e m infer ior to us , but , r a the r , t ha t they themjeiveJ 

sec re t l y cons ide r t h e m s e l v e s inferior . T h i s is w h y our c o n d e s c e n d i n g 

p o l i t i c a l l y co r rec t a s s u r a n c e s tha t w e feel no s u p e r i o r i t y t o w a r d s them 

o n l y m a k e s t hem m o r e fur ious a n d feeds the i r r e sen tmen t . T h e p r o b l e m is 

not c u l t u r a l d i f ference ( the i r effort to p r e s e r v e the i r i d e n t i t y ) , bu t the 

oppos i te fact tha t the fundamen ta l i s t s a r e a l r e a d y l ike u s , that , sec re t ly , 

t h e y h a v e a l r e a d y i n t e r n a l i z e d our s t a n d a r d s a n d m e a s u r e t h e m s e l v e s b y 

them. (Th i s c l e a r l y goes for the D a l a i L a m a w h o jus t i f ies T ibe t an 
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B u d d h i s m in the W e s t e r n t e rms of the pu r su i t of h a p p i n e s s a n d the 

a v o i d a n c e of p a i n . ) P a r a d o x i c a l l y , w h a t fundamenta l i s t s r e a l l y l a c k is 

p r e c i s e l y a dose o f t h a t t rue " r a c i s t " convic t ion of one ' s o w n supe r io r i ty . 

It w o u l d be ins t ruc t ive to refer he re to R o u s s e a u , w h o d e s c r i b e d the 

invers ion of the l ib id ina l i nves tmen t from the objec t to the obs tac le w h i c h 

p reven t s o u r a c c e s s to the object . T h i s is w h y e g a l i t a r i a n i s m i tself shou ld 

neve r be a c c e p t e d a t face v a l u e : the notion ( a n d p r a c t i c e ) of e g a l i t a r i a n 

jus t i ce , insofar a s it is s u s t a m e d b y envy , re l i es on the invers ion of the 

s t anda rd r enunc i a t i on a c c o m p l i s h e d to benefi t o thers : "I a m r e a d y to 

r enounce it, so that otherö will (aUo) not (be able to) have it\" F a r from b e i n g 

opposed to the spir i t of sacr i f ice . Evi l is t h u s the v e r y spir i t of sacr i f ice 

itself, r e a d y to i gno re one ' s o w n w e l l b e i n g —if, t h r o u g h m y sacr i f ice , 1 c an 

dep r ive the O t h e r of h i s jouiMance . . . A n d do w e not e n c o u n t e r the 

same n e g a t i v e pass ion a l so in po l i t i ca l ly cor rec t m u l t i c u l t u r a l l i b e r a l i s m ? 

Is i ts inqu i s i to r i a l p u r s u i t of the t r a c e s of r ac i sm a n d s ex i sm in the de t a i l s 

of persona l b e h a v i o r not in i tself i n d i c a t i v e of the pass ion of r e s e n t m e n t ? 

F u n d a m e n t a l i s m ' s pass ion is a false one, w h i l e a n e m i c l ibe ra l t o l e rance 

re l ies on a d i s a v o w e d p e r v e r s e pass ion . The d is t inc t ion b e t w e e n funda

men ta l i sm a n d l i be r a l i sm is s u s t a i n e d b y a s h a r e d u n d e r l y i n g feature: 

t h e y a r e both p e r m e a t e d b y the n e g a t i v e pass ion of r e sen tmen t . 



WHAT IS TO BE DONE? 



7 The Crisis of Determinate Negation 

B a c k in the 1950s and 1960s , w h e n the F rank fu r t Schoo l a d o p t e d an 

i n c r e a s i n g l y c r i t i ca l a t t i t ude t o w a r d s the c l a s s i ca l M a r x i s t not ion of the 

his tor ica l n e c e s s i t y of revolu t ion , th is c r i t i que a l so c u l m i n a t e d in the i r 

a b a n d o n m e n t of the H e g e l i a n not ion of " d e t e r m i n a t e n e g a t i o n , " the 

obverse of w h i c h is the r i se of the notion of the " w h o l l y O t h e r " (aw 

ganx Andere) a s the p rospec t of the Utopian o v e r c o m i n g of the g loba l 

t echno-cap i t a l i s t o rder . The i d e a is that , w i t h the "d i a l ec t i c of Enl ight 

e n m e n t " w h i c h t ends t o w a r d s the zero-poin t of the to ta l ly " a d m i n i s t e r e d " 

society, one can no l o n g e r concep tua l i z e b r e a k i n g out of the d e a d l y spira l 

of th is d i a l ec t i c b y m e a n s of the c l a s s i ca l M a r x i s t not ion a c c o r d i n g to 

w h i c h the N e w w i l l e m e r g e from the v e r y con t r ad ic t ions of the p resen t 

society, t h r o u g h i ts i m m a n e n t se l f -overcoming: the i m p e t u s for such an 

o v e r c o m i n g can on ly come from an u n m e d i a t e d O u t s i d e . ' 

Th i s a b a n d o n m e n t of " d e t e r m i n a t e n e g a t i o n " is , of course , the obve r se 

of a c c e p t i n g cap i t a l i sm ' s t r iumph . As w e h a v e a l r e a d y noted, the most 

r e l i ab le s ign of c ap i t a l i sm ' s ideo log ica l t r i u m p h w a s the v i r t u a l d i s a p 

p e a r a n c e of the v e r y t e rm over the las t t w o or t h r ee decades . ^ 

The c o n t e m p o r a r y Left h a s r eac t ed in a w i d e s p e c t r u m of m o d e s 

( w h i c h p a r t i a l l y o v e r l a p ) to the full h e g e m o n y of g loba l cap i t a l i sm a n d i ts 

pol i t ica l supp lemen t , l i be ra l d e m o c r a c y : 

1. full a c c e p t a n c e of th is f r a m e w o r k : con t inu ing to t ight for e m a n c i 

pa t ion within i t s r u l e s ( T h i r d W a y social d e m o c r a c y ) ; 

2. a c c e p t a n c e of th i s f r a m e w o r k a s someth ing tha t is he r e to s tay , but 

w h i c h one shou ld none the l e s s resist , w i t h d r a w i n g from its scope 

a n d o p e r a t i n g from its " i n t e r s t i c e s " ( S i m o n C r i t c h l e y is an e x e m 

p l a r of th i s pos i t i on ) ; 

3. a c c e p t a n c e of the fut i l i ty of a l l s t rugg le , s ince the f r a m e w o r k is 

t o d a y a l l - encompass ing , co inc id ing w i t h its opposi te ( the logic ol 

concen t ra t ion c a m p s , the p e r m a n e n t s tate of e m e r g e n c y ) , so noth-
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i ng c a n r e a l l y be done , one can o n l y w a i t for an ou tbur s t of "d iv ine 

v i o l e n c e " — a r e v o l u t i o n a r y ve r s ion of H e i d e g g e r ' s " o n l y God can 

still s a v e u s " ( a p e r s p e c t i v e e m b o d i e d t o d a y b y Giorg io A g a m b e n 

a n d in a w a y , before h im, b y the la te A d o r n o ) ; 

4. a c c e p t a n c e of the t e m p o r a r y fut i l i ty of s t r u g g l e ("in t o d a y ' s t r i u m p h 

of g l o b a l cap i t a l i sm, t r ue r e s i s t ance is not poss ib le , a t leas t not in the 

me t ropo l i s of cap i t a l i sm, so al l w e can do till the r e n e w a l of the 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y spi r i t in the g loba l w o r k i n g c lass is to defend w h a t 

t he r e stil l is of the w e l f a r e state, b o m b a r d i n g those in p o w e r w i th 

d e m a n d s w e k n o w t h e y canno t fulfill, a n d o t h e r w i s e w i t h d r a w into 

c u l t u r a l s tud ies , w h e r e one can s i l en t ly p u r s u e c r i t ica l w o r k " ) ; 

5. e m p h a s i s on the fact tha t the p r o b l e m is a more fundamenta l one, 

tha t g l o b a l cap i t a l i sm is u l t i m a t e l y an ont ic effect of the u n d e r l y i n g 

on to log ica l p r inc ip l e of t e c h n o l o g y or " i n s t rumen ta l r e a s o n " ( f i e i -

d e g g e r , but , in a w a y , a g a i n a l so A d o r n o ) ; 

6. be l i e f tha t one can u n d e r m i n e g loba l cap i t a l i sm a n d s ta te power , 

h o w e v e r , not b y w a y of d i r e c t l y a t t a c k i n g them, b u t b y re focus ing 

the field of s t rugg le on e v e r y d a y p r a c t i c e s , w h e r e one can " b u i l d a 

n e w w o r l d " —in th is w a y , the foundat ions of the p o w e r of cap i ta l 

a n d the s ta te w i l l be g r a d u a l l y u n d e r m i n e d , and , a t some point, the 

s ta te w i l l co l l apse l i ke a ca t h o v e r i n g ove r the p r e c i p i c e in the 

c a r t o o n s (one t h i n k s he re of the Z a p a t i s t a m o v e m e n t ) ; 

7. a " p o s t m o d e r n " shift of the a c c e n t from an t i - cap i t a l i s t s t r u g g l e to 

the m u l t i p l e forms of the po l i t i co- ideo log ica l s t r u g g l e for h e g e m o n y , 

c o n c e p t u a l i z e d a s a con t ingen t p roces s of d i s c u r s i v e r ea r t i cu l a t ion 

( E r n e s t o L a c l a u ) ; 

8. a w a g e r tha t one can r epea t a t the pos tmode rn l eve l the c lass ica l 

M a r x i s t g e s t u r e a n d enac t the " d e t e r m i n a t e n e g a t i o n " of cap i t a l i sm: 

w i t h t o d a y ' s r i se of "cogn i t ive w o r k , " the con t rad ic t ion b e t w e e n 

soc ia l p r o d u c t i o n a n d cap i ta l i s t r e l a t i ons h a s r e a c h e d an u n p r e c e 

d e n t e d he igh t , r e n d e r i n g "abso lu te d e m o c r a c y " poss ib le for the first 

t ime ( H a r d t a n d N e g r i ) . 

O n e is t e m p t e d to ca t egor i ze these ve r s ions a s so m a n y m o d e s of the 

n e g a t i o n s of po l i t i c s p roper , w h i c h follow the different m o d e s of a v o i d i n g 

a t r a u m a t i c R e a l in p s y c h o a n a l y s i s : a c c e p t a n c e - t h r o u g h - d e n i a l {Vertui-

nuiig: a v e r s i o n of " w h o e v e r tha t w o m a n in m y d r e a m is , it is not m y 

m o t h e r " — " w h a t e v e r the n e w a n t a g o n i s m s a re , t h e y a r e not c l a s s s t rug

g l e " ) , p s y c h o t i c forec losure {Verwerfung: the forec losed c lass s t r u g g l e 



THE CRISIS OF D E T E R M I N A T E N E G A T I O N 

The hiunorom .niperego . . . 

A fear is h a u n t i n g ( w h a t e v e r r e m a i n s of) the c o n t e m p o r a r y Left: the fear 

of d i r e c t l y confront ing state p o w e r . Those w h o still insist on f ight ing state 

power , let a lone d i r e c t l y t a k i n g it over , a re i m m e d i a t e l y a c c u s e d of be ing 

s tuck in the "old p a r a d i g m " : the t a s k t o d a y is to res is t s ta te p o w e r b y 

w i t h d r a w i n g from i ts scope, sub t r ac t i ng onesel f from it, c r e a t i n g n e w 

s p a c e s ou ts ide i ts control . Th i s d o g m a of the c o n t e m p o r a r y a c a d e m i c Left 

is bes t e n c a p s u l a t e d b y the ti t le of N e g r i ' s i n t e rv i ew-book : Goodbye Miüer 

SoclalLim. T h e idea is tha t the t ime of the old Left in i ts t w o ve r s ions , 

reformist a n d r evo lu t iona ry , w h i c h both a i m e d a t t a k i n g over s ta te p o w e r 

a n d p ro tec t ing the w o r k i n g c lass ' s co rpora te r igh t s , is over . T o d a y , the 

p r e d o m i n a n t form of exp lo i ta t ion is the exp lo i ta t ion of k n o w l e d g e , and so 

on a n d so forth — there is a n e w " p o s t m o d e r n " social d e v e l o p m e n t go ing 

on w h i c h the old Left refuses to t a k e into account , and , in o rde r to 

r enova t e itself, the I^f t h a s to . . . r e a d D e l e u z e a n d N e g r i a n d s tar t to 

p r ac t i c e n o m a d i c r e s i s t ance , follow the t h e o r y of h e g e m o n y , a n d so on. 

B u t w h a t if th is v e r y m o d e of def in ing the p r o b l e m is p a r t of the p r o b l e m ? 

S i n c e the ins t i tu t iona l i zed Left ( the T h i r d W a y social democra t s , the 

t r a d e un ions , and o t h e r s ) so pe r s i s t en t l y refuses to l e a r n th is lesson, the 

p r o b l e m mus t ( a l so ) r e s ide w i t h its " p o s t m o d e r n " c r i t i cs . 

W i t h i n th is " p o s t m o d e r n " field, S i m o n CritcUey's /nflnllelg Demanding 

IS an a lmos t perfect e m b o d i m e n t of the posi t ion to w h i c h m y w o r k is 

a b s o l u t e l y opposed,'^ a n d tha t at t w o dis t inct , bu t in t e rconnec ted , l eve l s : 
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r e t u r n s in the rea l , in the p a r a n o i d g u i s e of an inv i s ib le a n d a l l -power fu l 

E n e m y , l ike the " J e w i s h p l o t " ) , neuro t i c r ep ress ion {Verdrängung: the 

r e p r e s s e d c lass s t r u g g l e r e tu rns in the g u i s e of a m u l t i p l i c i t y of " n e w 

a n t a g o n i s m s " ) , a n d fet ishis t ic d i s a v o w a l {Verleugnung: the e leva t ion into 

the p r inc ipa l C a u s e of some fet ishis t ic e r sa t z of the c l a s s s t r u g g l e a s " the 

last t h ing w h i c h w e s e e " p r io r to confront ing the c lass a n t a g o n i s m ) . 

W e a r e not d e a l i n g h e r e w i t h a se r ies of a v o i d a n c e s of some " t r u e " 

r ad i ca l leftist pos i t ion —the t r a u m a these a v o i d a n c e s t r y to b l u r is r a the r 

the l a c k of such a posi t ion. T h e lesson of the las t d e c a d e s , if t he re is one, is 

the i ndes t ruc t i b i l i t y of c a p i t a l i s m — w h e n ( a l r e a d y ) M a r x c o m p a r e d it to a 

v a m p i r e , w e shou ld b e a r in mind the l i v i n g - d e a d aspec t of v a m p i r e s : t h e y 

a l w a y s r ise up a g a i n a n d a g a i n after b e i n g s t abbed to dea th . Even the 

r ad ica l M a o i s t a t t empt in the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion to w i p e out the t r aces 

of c a p i t a l i s m e n d e d u p w i t h i ts t r i u m p h a n t r e tu rn . 



tha t of the accoun t of sub jec t iv i ty a s a r i s ing out of e th ica l c o m m i t m e n t to 

a Good, and tha t of the p roposed pol i t ics of r e s i s t ance . W h e n he i n c l u d e s 

h imse l f a m o n g the "cr i t ica l , secu la r , w e l l - d r e s s e d m e t r o - s e x u a l post-

Kantians, '"^ the i r o n y of th is se l f -charac te r iza t ion o c c l u d e s i ts s e r ious 

n e s s — no w o n d e r C r i t c h l e y i n c l u d e d in the list of those w h o " r e s i s t " the 

c lu t ches of s ta te p o w e r P r inces s D i a n a herself.'' ' 

C r i t c h l e y ' s s t a r t ing point is the "mot iva t iona l def ic i t" of our l ibe ra l -

d e m o c r a t i c ins t i tu t ions . Th i s defici t sus t a ins t w o m a i n pol i t ica l a t t i tudes , 

those of " p a s s i v e " a n d " a c t i v e " n ih i l i sm: on the one hand , c y n i c a l 

indif ference, e s c a p e into consumer i s t hedon i sm, a n d so on, and , on 

the o ther hand , v io lent f undamen ta l i sm w h i c h a i m s a t d e s t r o y i n g the 

co r rup t l i be ra l u n i v e r s e . C r i t c h l e y ' s p rob lem is h o w to b r e a k out of this 

d e a d l o c k , h o w to r e susc i t a t e e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ica l pass ion . T h i s p ro 

b l e m IS a real one — in our a l l e g e d l y "pos t - i deo log ica l " e ra , af ter the self-

p r o c l a i m e d end of g r e a t e m a n c i p a t o r y projects , the g a p b e t w e e n m e a n i n g 

a n d t ru th s e e m s i n s u r m o u n t a b l e : w h o still d a r e s to c la im a c c e s s to a 

"cogn i t ive m a p p i n g " of our cons te l la t ion tha t w o u l d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y open 

u p space for a mean ing fu l r ad i ca l socia l t r ans fo rma t ion? C o n s e q u e n t l y , 

today , the v e r y i d e a of a "pol i t i cs of t r u t h " is d i smis sed a s to ta l i t a r i an — 

a b o v e a n d b e y o n d efficient socia l admin i s t r a t ion , the m a i n a c c e p t a b l e 

pol i t ica l g o a l s a r e n e g a t i v e : to p r e v e n t pa in a n d suffering, to e s t ab l i sh the 

m i n i m a l cond i t ions for the to le ra t ion of different w a y s of life . . . To e a c h 

the i r o w n t ruth, a n d the t a sk of pol i t ics is seen a s the a r t of p r a g m a t i c 

compromise , of the coord ina t ion of in te res ts , of g u a r a n t e e i n g the peacefu l 

coex i s t ence of w a y s of life — a s if e conomic un i fo rmi ty a n d c u l t u r a l 

d i v e r s i t y w e r e the t w o s ides of the s a m e p roces s . H o w e v e r , th i s l i be ra l -

democra t i c p rospec t r e m a i n s h a u n t e d b y the spec t e r of " fundamen ta l 

i s m . " R e c a l l the p u b l i c reac t ion to the pope ' s dea th . W h o w o u l d l i ke to 

l ive in a s ta te w h i c h p roh ib i t s abor t ion a n d d i v o r c e ? A n d y e t the dame 

peop le w h o re ject the pope ' s v i e w s a d m i r e h im for h is firm, p r inc ip l ed , 

e th ica l s t ance a n d h i s m e s s a g e of hope, t h e r e b y d i s p l a y i n g the need for a 

firm s t a n d a r d of T r u t h b e y o n d p r a g m a t i c r e l a t iv i sm. 

H o w , then, to b r e a k out of th i s d e a d l o c k ? C r i t c h l e y p r o c e e d s in t w o 

s teps . First , in a combina t i on of L e v i n a s , B a d i o u , a n d L a c a n , he d e p l o y s 

the not ion of the sub jec t as cons t i tu ted b y its recogni t ion in an uncond i 

t ional e th ica l Cal l e n g e n d e r e d b y the e x p e r i e n c e of in jus t ice a n d w r o n g s . 

T h e n he p r o p o s e s a not ion of pol i t ics a s r e s i s t ance to s ta te p o w e r on 

beha l f of th i s e th ica l Ca l l . 

T h e sub jec t e m e r g e s a s a reac t ion to the t r a u m a t i c e n c o u n t e r of the 
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he lp le s s suffer ing O t h e r ( N e i g h b o r ) , w h i c h is w h y it is cons t i tu t ive ly 

decen te red , not au tonomous , bu t spl i t b y the e thical Ca l l , " a sub jec t 

def ined b y the e x p e r i e n c e of an in t e rna l i zed d e m a n d that it can n e v e r 

meet , a d e m a n d that e x c e e d s it"; the p a r a d o x cons t i tu t ive of the sub jec t 

is t h u s the d e m a n d tha t the sub jec t canno t meet , so tha t the subjec t is 

cons t i tu t ive ly d iv ided , i ts a u t o n o m y " a l w a y s u s u r p e d b y the he te rono-

m o u s e x p e r i e n c e of the o ther ' s d e m a n d . " O n l y an omnipo ten t a n d 

infinite God w o u l d h a v e b e e n ab l e to mee t such a d e m a n d ; so, " k n o w i n g 

that t he re is no God, w e h a v e to sub jec t o u r s e l v e s to the d e m a n d to be 

God- l ike , k n o w i n g tha t w e a r e su re to fail b e c a u s e of o u r finite cond i 

tion."^ C r i t c h l e y refers he re to L e v i n a s ' s c l a i m tha t 

m y re la t ion to the o ther is not some b e n i g n benevo l ence , compass io 

na te c a r e or r e spec t for the o ther ' s au tonomy , bu t is the obsess ive 

e x p e r i e n c e of a r e spons ib i l i t y tha t p e r s e c u t e s m e w i t h i ts shee r w e i g h t . 

I a m the o ther ' s hos t age . 

How, then, c an the sub jec t a t t enua t e the c r u s h i n g w e i g h t of the super 

e g o ? " H o w can I r e s p o n d in inf ini te r e spons ib i l i t y to the o ther w i t h o u t 

e x t i n g u i s h i n g m y s e l f a s a s u b j e c t ? " C r i t c h l e y t u r n s he re to L a c a n , to the 

w a y L a c a n e l a b o r a t e d F r e u d ' s not ion of sub l ima t ion : aes the t i c sub l ima

tion e n a b l e s the sub jec t to a c h i e v e a m i n i m u m of h a p p i n e s s . " The 

Beaut i fu l in te rposes i tself b e t w e e n the subjec t a n d the Good, it " p l a c e s 

the sub jec t in re la t ion to the sou rce of the e th ica l d e m a n d , bu t w h i c h 

pro tec t s the subjec t from the d i r ec t g l a r e of the T h i n g . " 

C r i t c h l e y a d d s h u m o r to the list of sub l ima t ions a s the benevo len t 

a spec t of the s u p e r e g o : in con t ras t to the evil , p u n i s h i n g supe rego , the 

severe j u d g e w h i c h c r u s h e s u s w i t h the w e i g h t of inf ini te gu i l t on a c c o u n t 

of our fa i lu re to l ive u p to i ts Ca l l , in h u m o r — i n w h i c h w e a l so obse rve 

our finitude a n d r i d i c u l o u s fa i lure from the s t andpo in t of the s u p e r e g o — 

our finitude a p p e a r s a s funny, r i d i c u l o u s in i ts fa i lures . Ins tead of 

ins t a l l ing a n g u i s h a n d despa i r , th is s u p e r e g o e n a b l e s u s to l a u g h at 

o u r l imi ta t ions , fa i lu res , and false p re t ens ions . W h a t C r i t c h l e y s t r a n g e l y 

l e a v e s out of cons ide ra t ion is the brutal "éadùitlc" a^ipect of humor lUelf: 

h u m o r can be e x t r e m e l y c rue l and d e n i g r a t i n g . L e t us t a k e an e x t r e m e 

e x a m p l e : the in famous "Arbe i t m a c h t frei ! " ove r the g a t e s of A u s c h w i t z is 

no a r g u m e n t a g a i n s t the d i g n i t y of w o r k . W o r k t ru ly m a k e s u s free, a s 

H e g e l p u t it in the f amous p a s s a g e of h is Phenomenology of Spirit on M a s t e r 

a n d S e r v a n t ; w h a t the N a z i s d id w i t h the motto at the g a t e s of A u s c h w i t z 
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is s i m p l y an act of c rue l m o c k e r y a n a l o g o u s to r a p i n g s o m e o n e w h i l e 

w e a r i n g a T-shir t s a y i n g " S e x b r i n g s p l e a s u r e ! " 

C r i t c h l e y ' s c l a i m tha t " [ s ] o m e ve r s ions of p s y c h o a n a l y s i s , p a r t i c u l a r l y 

L a c a n s, h a v e a p r o b l e m w i t h the s u p e r e g o " i s t h u s odd : L a c a n w a s 

fu l ly a w a r e not o n l y of the l i n k b e t w e e n h u m o r a n d the s u p e r e g o , but also 

of the b ru ta l - sad i s t i c a spec t of humor . T h e M a r x B r o t h e r s ' Duck Soup, 

the i r m a s t e r p i e c e , is r e g a r d e d a s a w o r k tha t m a k e s fun of r i d i c u l o u s 

to ta l i t a r i an s ta te rituals, d e n o u n c i n g the i r e m p t y pos tu r i ng , a n d so on: 

l a u g h t e r is the migh t i e s t w e a p o n , no w o n d e r tha t t o t a l i t a r i an r e g i m e s 

found it so t h r e a t e n i n g . . . T h i s c o m m o n p l a c e shou ld be t u r n e d u p s i d e 

d o w n : the power fu l effect o£Duvk Soup does not r e s ide in i ts m o c k e r y of 

the to ta l i ta r ian s ta te ' s m a c h i n e r y a n d p a r a p h e r n a l i a , b u t in o p e n l y 

d i s p l a y i n g the m a d n e s s , the "fun," the c rue l i rony , w h i c h a r e already 

prejenl in the to ta l i t a r i an s ta te . T h e M a r x b r o t h e r s ' " c a r n i v a l " is the 

ca rn iva l of to t a l i t a r i an i sm itself. 

W h a t is the s u p e r e g o ? R e c a l l the s t r a n g e fact, r e g u l a r l y e v o k e d b y 

P r i m o L e v i a n d o ther f fo locaus t su rv ivor s , r e g a r d i n g h o w t h e i r in t imate 

r eac t ion to the i r su rv iva l w a s m a r k e d b y a d e e p split : c o n s c i o u s l y , t h e y 

w e r e fully a w a r e tha t the i r su rv iva l w a s ju s t a m e a n i n g l e s s a c c i d e n t , that 

t h e y w e r e not in a n y w a y respons ib le for it, tha t t he o n l y g u i l t y 

pe rpe t r a to r s w e r e the i r N a z i to r tu re r s ; a t the s a m e t ime, t h e y w e r e (more 

than m i l d l y ) h a u n t e d b y the " i r r a t i o n a l " feel ing of gu i l t , a s if t h e y h a d 

s u r v i v e d a t the e x p e n s e of o the rs w h o h a d d i e d a n d w e r e t h u s s o m e h o w 

respons ib le for the i r d e a t h s — a s is w e l l - k n o w n , th is u n b e a r a b l e feel ing of 

gu i l t d rove m a n y of the s u r v i v o r s to su i c ide . T h i s feel ing of g u i l t d i s p l a y s 

the a g e n c y of the s u p e r e g o a t its pures t : the obscene a g e n c y w h i c h 

m a n i p u l a t e s u s in to a sp i r a l i ng m o v e m e n t of se l f -des t ruc t ion . W h a t this 

m e a n s is tha t the function of the s u p e r e g o is p r e c i s e l y to obfusca te the 

c a u s e of the t e r ro r cons t i tu t ive of our b e i n g h u m a n , the i n h u m a n core of 

b e i n g h u m a n , the d imens ion of w h a t the G e r m a n Idea l i s t s c a l l e d n e g a 

t iv i ty a n d w h a t F r e u d c a l l e d the dea th d r ive . F a r from b e i n g the 

t r a u m a t i c h a r d core of the R e a l from w h i c h s u b l i m a t i o n s p ro t ec t us, 

the s u p e r e g o is i tself the m a s k s c r e e n i n g the R e a l . 

T h e h u m o r o u s supe rego is the cruel a n d insa t iab le a g e n c y w h i c h bom

b a r d s m e wi th imposs ib le d e m a n d s a n d w h i c h m o c k s m y fa i led a t t empts to 

mee t them, the a g e n c y in the e y e s of w h i c h I a m all the more g u i l t y , the more 1 

t r y to suppress m y "sinful" s t r iv ings and mee t its d e m a n d s . A s I h a v e noted, 

the cyn ica l S ta l in i s t motto abou t the a c c u s e d a t the s h o w t r ia ls w h o professed 

the i r innocence ("the more t h e y a re innocent, the more t h e y d e s e r v e to be 
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shot") is the supe rego at i ts pures t . Consequen t ly , for Lacan , the s u p e r e g o 

"has noth ing to do w i t h mora l consc ience a s far a s its most ob l iga to ry 

d e m a n d s a re concerned:" ' '* the supe rego is, on the cont ra ry , the ant i -e th ical 

agency , the s t igmat iza t ion of our e thical b e t r a y a l . A s such, the s u p e r e g o is, a t 

its most e l emen ta ry , not a prohibi t ive , bu t a p roduc t ive a g e n c y : "Noth ing 

forces a n y o n e to enjoy excep t the superego . T h e s u p e r e g o is the impera t ive 

oijouL)Mnce— ^n)oy\" ' A l t h o u g h jouldMnce can be t r ans l a t ed a s "en joy

ment , " t r ans l a to r s of L a c a n often l e a v e it in F r e n c h in o rde r to r e n d e r 

p a l p a b l e i ts exces s ive , p r o p e r l y t r a u m a t i c cha rac t e r : w e a r e not d e a l i n g 

w i t h s imple p l e a s u r e s , bu t w i t h a v io len t in t rus ion tha t b r i n g s more pa in 

than p l e a s u r e . N o w o n d e r , then, tha t L a c a n pos i t ed an equa t i on b e t w e e n 

jouMdance a n d the s u p e r e g o : to en joy is not a m a t t e r of fo l lowing one ' s 

spon taneous t e n d e n c i e s ; it is r a the r someth ing w e do a s a k i n d of w e i r d a n d 

tw i s t ed e th ica l d u t y . 

W h e n , fo l lowing B a d i o u , C r i t c h l e y def ines the sub jec t a s someth ing 

tha t e m e r g e s t h r o u g h fidelity to the Good ( "A subjec t i s the n a m e for the 

w a y in w h i c h a self b i n d s i tself to some concept ion of the g o o d a n d s h a p e s 

i ts sub jec t iv i ty in re la t ion to tha t g o o d " ) , ' ^ from a str ict L a c a n i a n 

pe r spec t ive , he is confus ing sub jec t a n d sub jec t iv iza t ion . L a c a n is he r e 

to be opposed to the d i s cou r se - t heo ry doxa abou t the sub jec t a s an effect 

o f the p r o c e s s of sub jec t iv iza t ion : for L a c a n , the sub jec t preceded sub 

jec t iv iza t ion , sub jec t iv iza t ion ( the cons t i tu t ion of the sub jec t ' s " i n n e r l i f e " 

o f e x p e r i e n c e ) is a defense a g a i n s t the subject . A s such, the sub jec t is a 

(p re )cond i t ion of the p roces s of sub jec t iv iza t ion , in the s ame sense in 

w h i c h , b a c k in the 1960s , H e r b e r t M a r c u s e c l a i m e d tha t f reedom is the 

condi t ion of l ibe ra t ion . Insofar as , in a w a y , the subject , in i ts content , " i s " 

no th ing pos i t i ve ly b u t the resu l t of the p rocess of sub jec t iv iza t ion , one 

can a l so s a y tha t the sub jec t precedes ihielf—'m o r d e r to b e c o m e subject , it 

a l r e a d y h a s to be subject , so that, in i ts p rocess of becoming , it b e c o m e s 

w h a t it a l r e a d y i s . ( A n d , i nc iden ta l ly , th is fea ture d i s t i n g u i s h e s the 

p r o p e r l y H e g e l i a n d ia l ec t i ca l p roces s from p s e u d o - H e g e l i a n "d i a l ec t i ca l 

evo lu t ion . " ) T h e obv ious c o u n t e r - a r g u m e n t to th i s is tha t w e a re d e a l i n g 

he re w i t h the a r c h e t y p a l case of ideo log ica l i l lus ion: the re is no sub jec t 

p r io r to the p rocess of sub jec t iv iza t ion , i ts p r é e x i s t e n c e is p r e c i s e l y the 

invers ion that b e a r s w i t n e s s to the s u c c e s s of the ideo log ica l cons t i tu t ion 

o f the subject ; once cons t i tu ted , the sub jec t n e c e s s a r i l y e x p e r i e n c e s i tself 

a s the c a u s e of the v e r y p r o c e s s tha t cons t i tu tes it, t ha t is , it p e r c e i v e s th is 

p rocess a s i ts " e x p r e s s i o n . " This , p rec i se ly , is the r e a s o n i n g one should 

re ject —but w h y e x a c t l y ? 
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Let us r e tu rn for a br ief momen t to A l thusse r . In A l t h u s s e r i a n t e rms , 

the subjec t is cons t i tu ted t h r o u g h its a s sumpt ion of an ideo log ica l Ca l l , 

t h rough r e c o g n i z i n g i tself in ideo log ica l i n t e rpe l l a t i on—th i s r ecogn i t ion 

sub jec t iv i zes the p r e - ideo log i ca l i n d i v i d u a l . Of course , a s is c l e a r to 

Cr i t ch l ey , th is in te rpe l la t ion , the a s sumpt ion of the cal l of the Good, 

u l t i m a t e l y a l w a y s fails , the sub jec t canno t e v e r ac t a t the leve l of th is ca l l , 

i ts e n d e a v o r s a l w a y s fall short . It is he r e that , from the L a c a n i a n 

pe r spec t ive , one shou ld s u p p l e m e n t the A l thus se r i an accoun t : the subjec t 

in a w a y w the fa i lure ot sub jec t iv iza t ion , the fa i lure of a s s u m i n g the 

s y m b o l i c m a n d a t e , of ful ly iden t i fy ing w i t h the e th ica l Ca l l . To p a r a 

p h r a s e A l thus se r ' s c e l e b r a t e d formula : an i n d i v i d u a l Is i n t e rpe l l a t ed into 

subjec thood, th is in te rpe l la t ion fails , a n d the '\iul)ject" Li thU failure. T h i s is 

w h y the sub jec t is i r r e d u c i b l y d iv ided : d i v i d e d b e t w e e n i ts t a sk a n d the 

fa i lure to r ema in faithful to it. It is in th is sense that , for L a c a n , the subjec t 

is <iuch hys t e r i ca l : h y s t e r i a i s , a t i ts mos t e l e m e n t a r y , the fa i lure of 

in te rpe l la t ion , the g n a w i n g w o r m q u e s t i o n i n g the i den t i t y Imposed on the 

sub jec t b y in te rpe l la t ion — " W h y a m I tha t n a m e ? " , w h y a m I w h a t the 

b ig O t h e r c l a i m s I a m ? 

W h e n C r i t c h l e y e m p h a s i z e s h o w the sub jec t a l w a y s fails w i t h r e g a r d to 

the Ca l l of the e th ica l Thing , he s eems to ful ly e n d o r s e th is d imens ion , 

th is fa i lure a s cons t i tu t ive of sub jec t iv i ty . T h e r e is , h o w e v e r , a c ruc ia l 

a c c e n t to be a d d e d he re : it is t o t a l ly w r o n g to d i r e c t l y ident i fy th is fa i lure 

of i n t e rpe l l a t i on—the fact tha t the subjec t n e v e r r i ses to the level of its 

r e spons ib i l i t y t o w a r d s the Ca l l of the Good—^with the subject . W h a t 

a c c o u n t s for this fa i lure is not s i m p l y the l imi ta t ion of the sub jec t ' s 

finitude, i ts i n a d e q u a c y to the " inf in i te ly d e m a n d i n g " t a sk ; tha t i s , w e a r e 

not d e a l i n g w i t h the s imple g a p b e t w e e n the subjec t ' s inf ini te e th ica l t a sk 

and i ts finite r e a l i t y w h i c h m a k e s it forever i n a d e q u a t e to th i s t ask . The 

" sub jec t before sub jec t iv i za t ion" is a pos i t ive force in itself, t he m i i n i t e 

force of n e g a t i v i t y ca l l ed b y F r e u d the " d e a t h d r i v e . " W h i c h is w h y , from 

the L a c a n i a n pe r spec t ive , it is p rob l ema t i c to c la im tha t w e h u m a n s " s eem 

to h a v e e n o r m o u s diff icul ty in a c c e p t i n g our l im i t edness , our finiteness, 

a n d this fa i lure is a c a u s e of m u c h t r a g e d y " : on the con t ra ry , w e h u m a n s 

h a v e e n o r m o u s diff icul ty in a c c e p t i n g the " in f in i ty" ( u n d e a d n e s s , e x c e s s 

of l i fe) in the v e r y core of o u r be ing , the s t r a n g e " i m m o r t a l i t y " w h o s e 

F r e u d i a n n a m e is the dea th d r ive . 

The e th ica l Ca l l does not i n t e rvene d i r e c t l y upon the h u m a n an ima l , 

d i s t u r b i n g i ts b a l a n c e w i t h its " in f in i te ly d e m a n d i n g " in junct ion; the 

e th ica l Ca l l , on the con t ra ry , a l r e a d y p r e s u p p o s e s that the b a l a n c e of 
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an ima l r ep roduc t ion is t h r o w n off the r a i l s , b e c o m e s out of jo int , t h r o u g h 

the t rans format ion of the a n i m a l ins t inc t into the dea th d r i v e . Conse 

quen t l y , e th ics is , for L a c a n , not d i r e c t l y the ze ro- leve l of the e n c o u n t e r 

w i th the R e a l Th ing ; it i s , r a the r , a l r e a d y a sc reen w h i c h p ro tec t s u s from 

the de s t ruc t i ve i m p a c t of the R e a l . It is he r e tha t C r i t c h l e y falsifies in a 

s t r ange w a y L a c a n ' s not ions of the Good a n d the Beau t i fu l from The 

Ethkd of Pdychnanalydid in tha t he posi ts the Beaut i fu l a s the s c reen tha t 

p ro tec t s u s from the d i r ec t e x p o s u r e to the R e a l Th ing , w h e r e a s for 

L a c a n , the Good occup i e s p r e c i s e l y the s ame s t ruc tu ra l p l ace , tha t is , it is 

not the R e a l T h i n g itself, bu t a sc reen p ro tec t ing u s from its b l i nd ing 

impact . 

For C r i t c h l e y , the t r a u m a t i c in t rus ion of the r a d i c a l l y h e t e r o g e n e o u s 

Rea l T h i n g w h i c h d e c e n t e r s the sub jec t is identical with the e th ica l Ca l l of 

the Good, w h i l e , for L a c a n , the r a d i c a l l y h e t e r o g e n e o u s T h m g w h o s e 

t r a u m a t i c i m p a c t d e c e n t e r s the sub jec t is , on the con t r a ry , the p r i m o r d i a l 

"evi l T h i n g , " some th ing that canno t e v e r be s u b l a t e d (aufgehoben) into a 

ve r s ion of the Good, some th ing w h i c h forever r e m a i n s a d i s t u r b i n g cut . 

Th is is w h e r e C r i t c h l e y ' s r e fe rence to S a d e falls short: he c l a i m s tha t the 

S a d e a n pro jec t still fits the coo rd ina t e s of the c o m m i t m e n t to the Good — 

S a d e s i m p l y pu t s w h a t w e p e r c e i v e a s to i ts content a s " e v i l " a t the p l ace 

of the Good; in o the r w o r d s , for S a d e , the u n b r i d l e d u s e of o the rs a s a 

m e a n s of s e x u a l en joymen t is h is Good to w h i c h he is to ta l ly commi t t ed 

(or, to quo te S a t a n from M i l t o n ' s Paradise Loot: "Evi l , be thou m y 

G o o d ! " ) . O n e should r a t h e r Invert th is not ion that " e v i l " is a conten t 

w h o s e v e r y form ( the uncondi t iona l e th ica l c o m m i t m e n t ) r e m a i n s that of 

the Good: the dif ference b e t w e e n Good and Evi l is not tha t of content , 

bu t tha t of form — but, a g a i n , not m the sense tha t Good is the form of 

uncond i t i ona l c o m m i t m e n t to a C a u s e , a n d Evi l the b e t r a y a l of th is 

commi tmen t . It i s , on the con t r a ry , the v e r y uncond i t i ona l " f ana t i ca l " 

c o m m i t m e n t to a C a u s e w h i c h is the " d e a t h d r i v e " a t i ts p u r e s t and , as 

such, the p r imord ia l form of Evi l : i t i n t r o d u c e s in to the flow of ( soc ia l ) 

life a v io l en t cu t tha t t h r o w s it out of joint . T h e Good c o m e s a f t e r w a r d s , it 

is an a t t emp t to "gen t r l fy , " to domes t i ca t e , the t r a u m a t i c i m p a c t of the 

Evil Th ing , In short, the Good i s the s c r e e n e d / d o m e s t i c a t e d Evi l . ( W a s 

Kant h imse l f not on the t r a c k s of th is p a r a d o x in the d e a d l o c k of h i s 

no t ion ( s ) of r ad i ca l and d iabo l i ca l E v i l ? ) 

R o u s s e a u h a d a l r e a d y noted tha t e g o i s m or the conce rn for one ' s o w n 

Wellbelng is not opposed to the c o m m o n good, s ince a l t ru i s t i c n o r m s can 

e a s i l y be d e d u c e d from egot is t ic conce rns . I n d i v i d u a l i s m v e r s u s com-

345 
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m u n i t a r i a n i s m , u t i l i t a r i an i sm v e r s u s the asse r t ion of u n i v e r s a l norms , a re 

faLe opposi t ions , s ince the t w o opposed opt ions a m o u n t to the s a m e in 

t he i r r e s u l t — t h e cr i t ics w h o compla in how, in t o d a y ' s hedonis t i c -ego t i s t i c 

soc ie ty , t rue v a l u e s a re l a c k i n g to t a l ly mis s the point . T h e t rue opposi te of 

egot is t ic self- love is not a l t ru i sm, a conce rn for the c o m m o n Good, bu t 

envy , reMcntbrunt, w h i c h m a k e s m e ac t agaiiut m y o w n in te res t s . The 

conse rva t i ve or c o m m u n i t a r i a n c r i t i cs compla in that the " e t h i c s " one can 

g e n e r a t e from u t i l i t a r i an Ind iv idua l i s t p r e m i s e s can on ly be a "pac t 

b e t w e e n w o l v e s " w h o c o n c l u d e it is in the bes t in te res t of each of t hem 

to cons t ra in the i r a g g r e s s i v i t y , r a t h e r t han g e n u i n e so l ida r i t y a n d a l t ru 

i sm. But t h e y m i s s the i ron ic point : w h a t u t i l i t a r i an e th ics canno t p r o p e r l y 

accoun t for i s not the t rue Good, but Evi l itself, w h i c h is u l t i m a t e l y 

a g a i n s t m y l o n g - t e r m in te res t s . 

. . . and lté politico of re<iùitanc£ 

W h i c h form of pol i t ical p r ac t i c e bes t fits th is not ion of s u b j e c t i v i t y ? 

S i n c e , on the one hand , the l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c s tate is he r e to s tay , tha t is, 

s m c e the a t t empts to abo l i sh the s ta te fai led m i s e r a b l y , and , s ince , on the 

o the r hand , the mot iva t iona l defici t w i t h r e g a r d to the ins t i tu t ions of 

l ibera l d e m o c r a c y Is I r reduc ib le , the n e w pol i t ics h a s to be loca ted a t a 

d i s t ance from the state, a po l i t i c s of r e s i s t ance to the state, of b o m b a r d i n g 

the s ta te w i t h imposs ib le d e m a n d s , of d e n o u n c i n g the l imi ta t ions of s tate 

m e c h a n i s m s . T h e ma in a r g u m e n t for the ex t ra - s ta ta l s t a tus of the pol i t ics 

of r e s i s t ance i s Its l ink to the meta -po l i t i ca l e th ica l d i m e n s i o n of the 

"Infini tely d e m a n d i n g " cal l for j u s t i c e : e v e r y s ta te po l i t i cs h a s to b e t r a y 

th i s infini ty, s ince its u l t ima te goa l is the " r ea l -po l i r i ca l " one of s e c u r i n g 

the s ta te ' s r ep roduc t ion (i ts economic g r o w t h , pub l i c safety, a n d so o n ) . 

Th i s Is A n t i g o n e v e r s u s Creon : C r e o n s t ands for the raléon d'etat, h is 

concern is a t o t a l ly r e spec t ab l e one, tha t of p r e v e n t i n g a n o t h e r round of 

c ivi l w a r w h i c h m a y d e s t r o y the c i ty; a s such , he h a s to oppose An t igone 

w h o s e uncond i t i ona l e thical d e m a n d Ignores the mor ta l t h r ea t Its fulfill

men t poses to the c i ty . 

C r i t c h l e y refers pos i t i ve ly to the y o u n g M a r x ' s c r i t i que of Hege l , 

w h e r e M a r x opposes the " t rue d e m o c r a c y " of the socia l l i nk of free 

peop le to the s ta te a s the Imposed u n i t y ; h o w e v e r , in con t ras t to M a r x , 

w h o s e a i m is to abol i sh the s tate for th i s reason , for C r i t c h l e y , t rue 

d e m o c r a c y is o n l y poss ib le " a s the in ters t i t ia l d i s t ance w i t h i n the s t a t e " — 

such a t rue d e m o c r a c y 
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ca l l s the State into ques t ion a n d ca l l s the e s t ab l i shed o r d e r to accoun t , 

not in o r d e r to do a w a y w i t h the s tate , d e s i r a b l e t h o u g h tha t m i g h t w e l l 

be in some Utopian sense , bu t in o r d e r to be t t e r it or a t t enua t e its 

ma l i c ious effect. 

S u c h pol i t ics is n e g a t i v e in the sense tha t 

it shou ld not s eek to set i tself u p as the n e w h e g e m o n i c p r i nc ip l e of 

pol i t ica l o rgan iza t ion , bu t r e m a i n s the nega t i on of to ta l i ty a n d not the 

aff i rmation of a n e w to ta l i ty . A n a r c h y is a r a d i c a l d i s t u r b a n c e of the 

state, a d i s rup t ion of the s ta te ' s a t t empt to set i tself u p or e rec t i tself 

into a w h o l e . 

Thus , d e m o c r a c y is not a fixed pol i t ica l form of socie ty , b u t r a t h e r 

[. . . ] the deformation of soc ie ty from i tself t h r o u g h the ac t of m a t e r i a l 

po l i t ica l mani fes ta t ion . 

If, then , pol i t ics ( a s the a e s t h e t i c - c a r n i v a l e s q u e mani fes ta t ion of the 

a n a r c h i c demod) a n d d e m o c r a c y a r e " two n a m e s for the s a m e th ing , " 

w h a t does th i s m e a n for d e m o c r a c y a s the s ta te fo rm? W h e n C r i t c h l e y 

w r i t e s tha t the mot iva t iona l defici t w i t h r e g a r d to the ins t i tu t ions of 

l ibe ra l d e m o c r a c y ( the g r o w i n g indif ference t o w a r d s e lec t ions , a n d so o n ) 

"has a l so h a d pos i t ive effects, "^^ g i v i n g r ise to a se r ies of non-e lec tora l 

pol i t ica l ac t iv i t i es , of N G O s , of social m o v e m e n t s such a s the ant i -

g loba l i za t ion movemen t , the i n d i g e n o u s - r i g h t s m o v e m e n t s in M e x i c o 

a n d A u s t r a l i a , a n d so forth, h is pos i t ion b e c o m e s a m b i g u o u s : is it a c t u a l l y 

better for e m a n c i p a t o r y po l i t i cs if people a re not commi t t ed to the 

democra t i c ins t i tu t ions? S o w h a t then should , s a y , the D e m o c r a t s do 

in the U S ? S h o u l d t h e y w i t h d r a w ( " sub t r ac t " t h e m s e l v e s ) from compet 

ing for the s ta te p o w e r into the in te r s t i ces ol s tate, l e a v i n g s ta te p o w e r to 

R e p u b l i c a n s and e n g a g e in ana rch i s t i c r e s i s t ance to i t ? 

Of course , h i s to ry is h a b i t u a l l y w r i t t e n b y the peop le w i t h the g u n s a n d 

s t i cks and one canno t e x p e c t to defeat t hem w i t h m o c k i n g sa t i re and 

fea ther dus t e r s . Ye t , a s the h i s to ry of ul t ra- lef t is t ac t ive n ih i l i sm 

e l o q u e n t l y s h o w s , one is lost the m o m e n t one p i c k s u p the g u n s 

a n d s t i cks . A n a r c h i c pol i t ical r e s i s t ance should not s e e k to m i m i c 

a n d mi r ro r the a r c h i e v io lent s o v e r e i g n t y it opposes . ' 
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B u t C r i t c h l e y w o u l d c e r t a i n l y suppor t " p i c k i n g u p the g u n s a n d s t i c k s " 

w h e n one faces an a d v e r s a r y l i ke Fli t ler , w o u l d he n o t ? S u r e l y in th is case 

one shou ld " m i m i c a n d m i r r o r the a r c h i e v io len t s o v e r e i g n t y one op

p o s e s " ? S o w h a t shou ld the Left do —dis t ingu i sh the cases w h e n one 

jo ins forces w i t h the s ta te in r e so r t ing to v io l ence from the c a s e s w h e n all 

one can a n d shou ld do is u se " m o c k i n g sa t i re a n d fea ther d u s t e r s " ? 

W h e n C r i t c h l e y w r i t e s tha t "one s h o u l d a p p r o a c h a l - O a e d a w i t h the 

w o r d s a n d ac t ions of b in L a d e n r e sona t ing a g a i n s t those of Len in , 

B l a n q u i , Mao,"^** a n d m a k e s the s a m e poin t a t the book ' s conclus ion 

w i t h the c l a i m tha t " n e o - L e n i n i s m [. . . ] is p r a c t i c a l l y e x p r e s s e d in the 

v a n g u a r d i s m of g r o u p s l ike al-Qaeda,"^"^ he e n g a g e s in the pures t 

i deo log ica l formal ism, b l u r r i n g the c r u c i a l difference b e t w e e n t w o op

p o s e d pol i t ica l log ics : r a d i c a l e g a l i t a r i a n v io l ence ( w h a t B a d i o u ca l l s the 

"e te rna l I d e a " of the po l i t i c s of r e v o l u t i o n a r y j u s t i c e a t w o r k from the 

a n c i e n t C h i n e s e " l e g i s t s " t h r o u g h J a c o b i n s to Len in a n d M a o ) , a n d ant i -

m o d e r n i s t " f u n d a m e n t a l i s t " v io l ence — a n e w ve r s ion of the old l ibe ra l -

conse rva t ive ident i f ica t ion of r i gh t a n d left " t o t a l i t a r i an i sm." 

F u r t h e r m o r e , a c c o r d i n g to C r i t c h l e y , not o n l y is the s ta te h e r e to 

s t a y — t h e s a m e ho lds for c a p i t a l i s m itself: 

Cap i t a l i s t d is locat ion , in i ts ru th l e s s des t ruc t ion of the b o n d s of 

t rad i t ion , loca l be long ing , f ami ly a n d k i n s h i p s t r u c t u r e s tha t one might 

h a v e c o n s i d e r e d na tu ra l , r e v e a l s the c o n t i n g e n c y of social life, t ha t is , 

i ts s t r u c t u r e d cha rac t e r , w h i c h is to s a y , i ts poUticai a r t i cu la t ion . [. . . ] 

O n c e the ideo log ica l i l l u s ions of the na tu ra l h a v e been s t r ipped a w a y 

a n d r e v e a l e d a s con t ingen t format ions b y cap i ta l i s t d i s loca t ion , w h e r e 

freedom, for e x a m p l e , b e c o m e s the p r e c a r i o u s e x p e r i e n c e ol i n s e c u r i t y 

w h e n one se l ls onese l f on the l abo r m a r k e t , then the o n l y c e m e n t tha t 

ho lds po l i t i ca l i den t i t i e s t oge the r i s a h e g e m o n i c link."^*^ 

T h e ( u n i n t e n d e d ) impl ica t ion of th is r e a s o n i n g is tha t the v e r y "ant i -

e s sen t i a l i s t " e x p e r i e n c e of social life a s cont ingent , w i t h e v e r y iden t i t y the 

resu l t of d i s c u r s i v e a r t i cu la t ion , the ou tcome of an open s t r u g g l e for 

h e g e m o n y , i s g r o u n d e d in the "e s sen t i a l l s t " p r e d o m i n a n c e of cap i t a l i sm, 

w h i c h , itself, no l onge r a p p e a r s a s one of poss ib le m o d e s of p roduc t ion , 

b u t a s s i m p l y the neu t r a l " b a c k g r o u n d " of the open p r o c e s s of con t ingen t 

( r e ) a r t i cu 1 at ion s. 

A c c o r d i n g to th is v i e w , cap i t a l i sm m e a n s p e r m a n e n t mul t ip l e d i s loca

t ions, and th is d is loca t ion opens u p the space for the formation of n e w 
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pol i t ica l sub jec t iv i t i es ; h o w e v e r , it is no l o n g e r poss ib le to con ta in these 

sub jec t iv i t i es u n d e r the h e a d i n g of the "p ro l e t a r i a t . " M u l t i p l e d i s loca t ions 

c l ea r the s p a c e for mul t ip l e sub jec t iv i t i e s ( t h r ea t ened i n d i g e n o u s popu l a 

t ions, s e x u a l and e thn ic minor i t i es , s l u m - d w e l l e r s , and so o n ) , a n d w h a t 

w e shou ld a i m a t is the "cha in of e q u i v a l e n c e s " b e t w e e n these se r ies of 

d e m a n d s - g r i e v a n c e s . A s an e x e m p l a r y case of c r e a t i n g a n e w pol i t ica l 

sub jec t iv i ty t h r o u g h a n ac t of n a m i n g , C r i t c h l e y c e l e b r a t e s the impove r 

i shed M e x i c a n p e a s a n t s ' r e inven t ion a s " i n d i g e n o u s " peop le . Is it not, 

howeve r , that h is e x a m p l e d e m o n s t r a t e s its o w n l im i t a t i ons? As h is o w n 

a n a l y s i s m a k e s c lear , the poor p e a s a n t s h a d to r e m v e n t / r e n a m e them

se lves a s the " i n d i g e n o u s " people , b e c a u s e the successfu l neo l ibe ra l 

ideologica l offensive h a d m a d e a d i r ec t r e fe rence to the economic pos i t ion 

of b e i n g exp lo i t ed u n t e n a b l e , meffect ive: in o u r "pos t -pol i t ica l " epoch of 

the cu l tu r a l i za t i on of the pol i t ica l , the o n l y w a y to formula te one ' s 

compla in t is a t the leve l of c u l t u r a l a n d / o r e thn ic d e m a n d s : exp lo i t ed 

w o r k e r s b e c o m e i m m i g r a n t s w h o s e " o t h e r n e s s " is oppres sed , a n d so 

forth. T h e p r i c e w e p a y for th is ope ra t ion is a t l eas t a m i n i m a l l eve l of 

ideologica l mys t i f ica t ion : w h a t the poor p e a s a n t s a r e de fend ing a p p e a r s 

as the i r " n a t u r a l " ( e t h n i c ) subs t an t i a l iden t i ty . 

The c o n t e m p o r a r y l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c s ta te a n d the " in f in i te ly d e m a n d 

i n g " a n a r c h i s t i c pol i t ics a r e t h u s e n g a g e d in a r e l a t ionsh ip of m u t u a l 

pa ras i t i sm: the s tate e x t e r n a l i z e s i ts e th ica l se l f -consc iousness in an ex t r a -

s ta ta l e th ico-pol i t ica l a g e n c y , a n d th is a g e n c y e x t e r n a l i z e s i ts c l a i m to 

effect iveness in the s ta te — a n a r c h i c a g e n t s do the ethiced t h i n k i n g for the 

state, a n d the s tate does the w o r k of r e a l l y r u n n i n g a n d r e g u l a t i n g soc ie ty . 

T h e w a y C r i t c h l e y ' s a n a r c h i c e th ico-pol i t ica l a g e n t r e l a t e s to the 

s u p e r e g o is doub le : not o n l y is it c r u s h e d b y the supe rego , it a l so ac t s 

Itself l i ke a s u p e r e g o agen t , comfor tab ly b o m b a r d i n g the s tate w i t h 

s u p e r e g o d e m a n d s — a n d the s ta te i s a l l the m o r e gu i l t y , the more it t r i e s 

to c o m p l y w i t h i ts d e m a n d s . ( In c o m p l i a n c e w i t h th is s u p e r e g o log ic , the 

a n a r c h i c ex t r a - s t a t a l a g e n t s focus the i r p ro tes t s not on open d ic ta tor 

sh ips , bu t on the h y p o c r i s y of l i be ra l d e m o c r a c i e s , w h i c h a r e a c c u s e d of 

not fo l lowing cons i s t en t ly the i r o w n ideo log ica l no rms . ) W h a t C r i t c h l e y 

offers is t hus l i b e r a l - c a p i t a l i s t - d e m o c r a c y w i t h a h u m a n face — w e r e m a i n 

f i rmly w i t h m the F u k u y a m a u n i v e r s e . Or, to p a r a p h r a s e T h o m a s D e 

Q u i n c e y ' s " S i m p l e A r t of M u r d e r " : look h o w m a n y peop le s t a r t ed w i t h a 

w r o n g r e a d i n g of L a c a n a n d e n d e d up c e l e b r a t i n g P r i n c e s s D i a n a a s a 

f igure of I n s u r g e n c y . . . 

The lesson he re is that the t r u l y s u b v e r s i v e th ing is not to ins is t on 
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"Goodbye Mutter ReöUting Nomad" 

In cont ras t to C r i t c h l e y , Ton i N e g r i is the most r ep r e sen t a t i ve vers ion of 

the he ro ic a t t emp t to s t ick to fundamen ta l M a r x i s t coo rd ina t e s and to 

d e m o n s t r a t e h o w the v e r y " p o s t m o d e r n " tu rn of cap i t a l i sm, the r ise of the 

"pos t i ndus t r i a l " soc ie ty w i t h its shift t o w a r d s informat ional w o r k , c r ea t e s 

the cond i t ions for r evo lu t ion iz ing soc ie ty e v e n more r a d i c a l l y than M a r x 

i m a g i n e d it, o p e n i n g u p the poss ib i l i ty of "abso lu te d e m o c r a c y . " 

N e g r i ' s s t a r t ing point is a r a t h e r s t a n d a r d one: today , immate r i a l 

cogn i t ive w o r k p l a y s the k e y role m c r e a t i n g n e w v a l u e ; and s ince these 

cogn i t ive a spec t s of w o r k p r e d o m i n a t e , one can no l o n g e r m e a s u r e v a l u e 

w i t h rime ( l a b o r - t i m e ) , so the M a r x i s t not ion of explo i ta t ion is no longe r 

ope ra t ive : 

N o w , it h a s to be no ted i m m e d i a t e l y tha t t o d a y t he r e i s no p roduc t ion 

of v a l u e if not immate r i a l v a l u e , w h i c h is c a r r i ed out b y free b r a i n s 

c a p a b l e of innovat ion; f reedom is the o n l y v a l u e tha t doesn ' t s i m p l y 

r e p r o d u c e w e a l t h bu t that p u t s it into c i rcu la t ion . 

T o d a y ' s bas ic p r o d u c t i v e force is t h u s the " c o g n i t a r i a t , " the m u l t i t u d e ol 

cogn i t i ve w o r k e r s ; the i r w o r k p r o d u c e s f reedom, a n d the i r f reedom is 

p r o d u c t i v e . " F r e e d o m is the fixed cap i t a l t ha t is ins ide the b r a i n of the 

p e o p l e . " This , then, is o u r s i tua t ion: 

the suba l t e rn c l a s se s a r e a l r e a d y c l a s se s w i t h a fixed cap i t a l r i c h e r t han 

tha t of the bosses , a sp i r i t ua l p a t r i m o n y m o r e impor t an t t h a n w h a t the 

o thers boast , a n d an abso lu te w e a p o n : the k n o w l e d g e essen t ia l for the 

r ep roduc t ion of the w o r l d . ' " 

Ins tead , today , w h e n the G e n e r a l In te l lec t b e c o m e s h e g e m o n i c in 

cap i ta l i s t p roduc t ion , w h e n , that is , i m m a t e r i a l and cogn i t ive l abor 
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" in f in i t e" d e m a n d s w e k n o w those in p o w e r canno t fiilfill ( s ince t h e y a lso 

k n o w it tha t w e k n o w it, such an " inf in i te ly d e m a n d i n g " a t t i tude i s e a s i l y 

a c c e p t a b l e for those in p o w e r : "so w o n d e r f u l that , w i t h y o u r c r i t ica l 

d e m a n d s , y o u r e m i n d us w h a t k i n d of w o r l d w e w o u l d al l l ike to l ive in ~ 

unfor tuna te ly , h o w e v e r , w e l ive in the rea l w o r l d , w h e r e w e a r e jus t 

hones t l y d o i n g w h a t is p o s s i b l e " ) , but , on the con t ra ry , to b o m b a r d those 

in p o w e r w i t h s t r a t e g i c a l l y w e l l - s e l e c t e d precuie, flnile d e m a n d s w h i c h 

canno t a l l o w for the s a m e e x c u s e . 
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b e c o m e i m m e d i a t e l y p roduc t ive , in te l l ec tua l l a b o r - p o w e r n o w frees 

i tself from th i s re la t ion of subjec t ion a n d the p r o d u c t i v e subjec t 

a p p r o p r i a t e s for Itself those l abo r i n s t rumen t s tha t capi ta l p recons t i -

t u t ed before. W e can s a y that v a r i a b l e capi ta l r e p r e s e n t s i tself a s f ixed 

cap i ta l . [ . . . ] ! a m p roduc t i ve ou t s ide of m y re la t ion w i t h cap i ta l , a n d 

the flow of cogn i t ive a n d social cap i t a l no l o n g e r h a s a n y t h i n g to do 

w i t h cap i t a l a s a p h y s i c a l s t ruc tu re in the h a n d s of the bosses.'^^ 

The i d e a is t h u s tha t , w i t h the h e g e m o n i c ro le of the g e n e r a l in te l lec t , 

c ap i t a l l o ses i ts funct ion of s o c i a l l y o r g a n i z i n g p r o d u c t i o n , of b r i n g i n g 

t o g e t h e r f ixed a n d v a r i a b l e cap i t a l , t he m e a n s of p r o d u c t i o n , and the 

l abo r force: i ts funct ion is n o w p u r e l y p a r a s i t i c , w h i c h is w h y it f ina l ly 

b e c o m e s poss ib le to lop it off. It is no l o n g e r e v e n a q u e s t i o n of a 

v io len t cu t in to the soc ia l t e x t u r e : s ince p r o d u c t i o n a n d ( s o c i a l ) life 

i t se l f a r e p r o g r e s s i v e l y o r g a n i z e d , the m u l t i t u d e h a s s i m p l y to p u r s u e 

i ts w o r k of se l f -o rgan iza t ion , a n d cap i ta l w i l l all of a s u d d e n not ice 

tha t it is s u s p e n d e d in the a i r a n d w i l l c r a s h d o w n , l i k e the ca r toon ca t 

w a l k i n g in the a i r a b o v e a p r e c i p i c e a n d fa l l ing in to the a b y s s b e n e a t h 

i ts feet w h e n it l o o k s d o w n a n d no t i ces t ha t the g r o u n d is no l o n g e r 

the re . 

T h e k e y c a t e g o r y he re is that of the formal a n d r ea l s u b s u m p t i o n of 

p roduc t ion u n d e r cap i t a l . In c l e a r con t ras t to the e v o l u t i o n a r y logic of the 

c h a n g e s in re la t ions of p roduc t i on fo l lowing the d e v e l o p m e n t of the 

m e a n s of p roduc t ion , M a r x e m p h a s i z e s h o w formal s u b s u m p t i o n p r e 

c e d e s the rea l form: cap i t a l i s t s first o n l y fo rma l ly s u b s u m e d the p r o d u c 

tion p r o c e s s to the i r ru le ( p r o v i d i n g r a w m a t e r i a l s a n d b u y i n g the 

p roduc t from i n d i v i d u a l a r t i s a n s w h o con t inued to p r o d u c e the w a y 

t h e y d id before th is s u b s u m p t i o n ) ; it is on ly a f t e r w a r d s tha t the sub 

sumpt ion becomes ma te r i a l , that is , tha t the m e a n s a n d o rgan i za t i on of 

p roduc t ion a r e d i r e c t l y formed b y cap i t a l ( the in t roduc t ion of m a c h i n e r y , 

the fac tory d iv is ion of labor . Ford i sm, a n d so o n ) . Th i s p roces s r e a c h e s its 

cu lmina t ion in l a r g e - s c a l e m e c h a n i z e d fac tory produc t ion , in w h i c h the 

subord ina t ion of the w o r k e r to cap i t a l is d i r e c t l y r e p r o d u c e d in the v e r y 

ma te r i a l o rgan iza t i on of the p roduc t ion process : the w o r k e r is m a t e r i a l l y 

r e d u c e d to a cog in the m a c h i n e , pe r fo rming a p a r t i c u l a r t ask , w i t h no 

o v e r v i e w of the ent i re p roduc t ion p roces s a n d no i d e a of the scient if ic 

k n o w l e d g e tha t su s t a in s it —both k n o w l e d g e a n d o rgan iza t i on a r e on the 

s ide of cap i ta l ; he r e is M a r x ' s descr ip t ion from his Grundriue: 



IN D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

T h e a c c u m u l a t i o n of k n o w l e d g e and of ski l l , of the g e n e r a l p r o d u c t i v e 

forces of the social b ra in , is t h u s a b s o r b e d into cap i ta l , a s opposed to 

labor , and hence a p p e a r s a s an a t t r ibu te of cap i ta l , a n d m o r e speci 

fically of fixed capi ta l , in so far a s it en te r s in to the p roduc t i on process 

a s a m e a n s of p roduc t ion proper . M a c h i n e r y a p p e a r s , then, a s the most 

a d e q u a t e form of fixed cap i ta l , and fixed capi ta l , in so far a s cap i t a l ' s 

r e l a t ions w i t h Itself a r e c o n c e r n e d , a p p e a r s as the most a d e q u a t e form 

of cap i t a l a s such . 

H o w e v e r , w i th the pos t -Ford i s t shift to the h e g e m o n i c role of cogn i t ive 

labor , k n o w l e d g e and o rgan iza t i on a r e a g a i n r e a p p r o p r i a t e d b y the 

co l lec t ive of w o r k e r s , so that , in a k i n d of "nega t ion of the n e g a t i o n , " 

cap i t a l once a g a i n s u b s u m e s p roduc t ion in a p u r e l y formal w a y : its role is 

m o r e a n d more p u r e l y pa ra s i t i c , t r y i n g to control a n d r e g u l a t e a p rocess 

fully ab l e to run i t se l f . . . T h e p rob l em w i t h N e g r i a n d H a r d t he re is that 

t h e y a r e too M a r x i s t , t a k i n g over the u n d e r l y i n g M a r x i s t s c h e m a of 

h is tor ica l p r o g r e s s : l i ke M a r x , t h e y ce l eb ra t e the " d e t e r r i t o r i a l i z i n g " 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y potent ia l of cap i t a l i sm; l i k e M a r x , t h e y loca te the cont ra 

d ic t ion w i t h i n cap i t a l i sm in the g a p b e t w e e n th is po ten t ia l a n d the form of 

capi ta l , of the p r i v a t e - p r o p e r t y app rop r i a t i on of the s u r p l u s . In short, 

t h e y r ehab i l i t a t e the old M a r x i s t notion of the tens ion b e t w e e n p r o d u c 

t ive forces a n d the re la t ions of p roduc t ion : cap i t a l i sm a l r e a d y g e n e r a t e s 

the " g e r m s of the future n e w forms of l i fe , " it i n c e s s a n t l y p r o d u c e s the 

n e w " c o m m o n s , " so that , in a r e v o l u t i o n a r y explos ion , th i s N e w is s i m p l y 

to be l i b e r a t e d from the old socia l form. H e r e , t h e y r ema in D e l e u z i a n : 

w h e n D e l e u z e a n d Gua t t a r i w r i t e m Anti-Oedipiu that , b y s t r iv ing to r each 

the furthest l imi t of de te r r i to r ia l i za t ion , a s ch i zophren i c " s e e k s out the 

v e r y l imi t of cap i t a l i sm: he is i ts i n h e r e n t t e n d e n c y b r o u g h t to fulfill

m e n t , " do t h e y t h e r e b y not conf i rm tha t the i r o w n socio-pol i t ica l 

p ro jec t is a d e s p e r a t e a t t emp t to r ea l i ze cap i t a l i sm ' s o w n inhe ren t fantasy , 

its v i r t ua l c o o r d i n a t e s ? Is c o m m u n i s m t h e r e b y not r e d u c e d to w h a t none 

o the r than Bi l l Ga te s ca l l ed "f r ic t ionless c a p i t a l i s m , " c a p i t a l i s m e l eva t ed 

a n d in tens i f ied to the inf ini te s p e e d of c i r c u l a t i o n ? N o w o n d e r tha t N e g r i 

h a s r e c e n t l y p r a i s e d " p o s t m o d e r n " d ig i t a l cap i t a l i sm, c l a i m i n g that it is 

a l r e a d y c o m m u n i s t a n d that it n e e d s ju s t a l i t t le push , a formal g e s t u r e , to 

o p e n l y become such . T h e bas ic s t r a t e g y of c o n t e m p o r a r y cap i ta l is to 

c o v e r u p i ts supe r f luousness b y finding n e w s w a y s to once a g a i n s u b s u m e 

the free p r o d u c t i v e mu l t i t ude : 
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If f ixed cap i t a l is n o w s i n g u l a r l y c a p a b l e of imag ina t ion , in o r d e r to p u t 

it to w o r k the re is the n e e d of a n e w mach ine . Th i s is the p a r a d o x i c a l 

" c o m m u n i s m of c a p i t a l , " the a t t empt to close b y m e a n s of financiahza-

t ion the g loba l m a c h i n e of p roduc t ion above a n d b e y o n d the p r o d u c 

t ive s i ngu l a r i t i e s tha t compose it. It is the a t t empt to s u b s u m e the 

m u l t i t u d e . 

T h e r e is a feature of th is a c c o u n t w h i c h cannot bu t s t r ike the e y e . 

A c c o r d i n g to ph i losoph ica l common sense , w h e n one n e g l e c t s ph i loso

ph ica l ref lect ion, the resu l t is tha t one f inds oneself r e l y i n g on the w o r s t 

a n d most n a i v e ph i losoph ica l f r amework . MutalLi nmtandLi, the s a m e ru l e 

ho lds for ferocious a n t i - H e g e l i a n s : it is a s if the r e v e n g e for the i r total 

re jec t ion of H e g e l is tha t t h e y u n k n o w i n g l y use the most super f ic ia l 

H e g e l i a n ca tegor ies ." This a c c o u n t s for a de ta i l w h i c h ef fec t ive ly func

t ions as a s y m p t o m of N e g r i ' s w o r k : h is u n c o n s t r a i n e d a n d un re f l ex lve 

(one is a lmos t t e m p t e d to s a y " w i l d , " in the sense of " w i l d p s y c h o 

a n a l y s i s " ) u se of H e g e l i a n ca t ego r i e s , w h i c h so b l a t a n t l y con t rad ic t s h is 

professed an t i -Hege l ian i sm." ' For e x a m p l e , the c o n t e m p o r a r y mu l t i t ude 

is in itself, bu t not for itself, and the t rans i t ion isn ' t e a sy . It is a n 

a l t e rna t ion of momen t s , of t a k i n g consc ience of some a n d not of o thers , 

of a to ta l i ty of t r ans i t ions , i n t e r rup t i ons of t endenc i e s a n d of drifts.^*' 

Is th is not a s t r ange r e l i ance on the H e g e l i a n couple t of the In-i tself a n d 

the For - l t se l f? 

S h o u l d , then, w e be s u r p r i s e d that , when , in the i r Empire, Negr i a n d 

H a r d t refer to B a r t l e b y a s the f igure of r e s i s t ance , of the N o ! to the 

ex i s t ing u n i v e r s e of social m a c h i n e r y , t h e y in te rpre t B a r t l e b y ' s "I w o u l d 

prefer not t o " a s m e r e l y the first m o v e of, a s it w e r e , c l e a r i n g the d e c k s , of 

a c q u i r i n g a d i s t ance t o w a r d s the ex i s t i ng social u n i v e r s e ? W h a t is t hen 

n e e d e d is a m o v e t o w a r d s the l ong - t e rm w o r k of cons t ruc t ing a n e w 

c o m m u n i t y — i f w e r e m a i n s tuck a t the B a r t l e b y s tage , w e end u p in a 

su i c ida l m a r g i n a l pos i t ion w i t h no c o n s e q u e n c e s . . . in short, for them, 

B a r t l e b y ' s "I w o u l d p re fe r not t o " is a H e g e l i a n " abs t r ac t n e g a t i o n " 

w h i c h shou ld then be o v e r c o m e b y the pa t i en t pos i t ive w o r k of the 

" d e t e r m i n a t e n e g a t i o n " of the ex i s t i ng social u n i v e r s e . T h e po in t ednes s of 

this H e g e l i a n formulat ion is in ten t iona l : Negr i and Hard t , the t w o g r e a t 

a n t i - H e g e l i a n s , m a k e ap ropos B a r t l e b y the most s t a n d a r d ( p s e u d o - ) 

H e g e l i a n cr i t ica l point . 



T h e i r o n y is that N e g r i refers he re to the p rocess w h i c h the ideo log is t s 

of c o n t e m p o r a r y " p o s t m o d e r n " cap i t a l i sm t h e m s e l v e s ce l eb ra t e a s the 

p a s s a g e from ma te r i a l to s y m b o l i c p roduc t ion , from the cen t ra l i s t -h ie r 

a r c h i c a l log ic to the log ic ol au topo ie t i c se l f -organiza t ion , mu l t i - cen t e r ed 

coopera t ion , a n d so forth. N e g r i is he r e Indeed faithful to M a r x : w h a t he 

t r i e s to p r o v e i s tha t M a r x w a s right, tha t the r ise of the " g e n e r a l in te l l ec t " 

is in the long t e rm incompa t ib l e w i t h cap i t a l i sm . T h e ideologis t s of 

pos tmodern cap i t a l i sm m a k e the e x a c t l y opposi te c l a im: it is M a r x i s t 

t h e o r y ( a n d p r a c t i c e ) w h i c h r e m a i n s w i t h i n the cons t ra in t s of h i e r a r ch 

ical , c en t r a l i z ed s ta te-control log ic , a n d t h u s canno t cope w i t h the social 

effects of the n e w informat ional r evo lu t ion . The re a r e good empi r i ca l 

r e a s o n s for th is c l a im: a g a i n , the s u p r e m e i rony of h i s tory is tha t the 

d i s in t eg ra t i on of C o m m u n i s m is the most c o n v i n c i n g e x a m p l e of the 

v a l i d i t y of the t r ad i t iona l M a r x i s t d i a l ec t i c of forces a n d r e l a t ions of 

p roduc t ion , a d i a l ec t i c on w h i c h M a r x i s m coun ted in i ts e n d e a v o r to 

o v e r c o m e cap i t a l i sm. W h a t i n d e e d r u i n e d the C o m m u n i s t r e g i m e s w a s 

t he i r i nab i l i t y to a c c o m m o d a t e the n e w socia l log ic s u s t a i n e d b y the 

" informat ional r evo lu t ion" : t h e y t r ied to s teer this revo lu t ion a s y e t 

a n o t h e r l a r g e - s c a l e , c en t r a l i z ed s t a t e -p l ann ing project . The p a r a d o x is 

thus tha t w h a t N e g r i c e l e b r a t e s a s the u n i q u e c h a n c e for o v e r c o m i n g 

cap i t a l i sm , the ideo log is t s of " informat ional r evo lu t i on" eu log ize a s the 

r ise of the n e w " f r ic t ion less" cap i t a l i sm . 

W h o , then , is r i gh t h e r e ? W h a t i s the ro le of capi ta l in " informat ional 

s o c i e t y " ? N e g r i ' s ba s i c re ference , the famous p a s s a g e s a b o u t the " g e n e r a l 

i n t e l l ec t " from M a r x ' s Grundruiée, is w o r t h quo t i ng in extenM; in it, M a r x 

d e p l o y s a log ic of the se l f -overcoming of cap i t a l i sm w h i c h he to ta l ly 

ab s t r ac t s from the ac t ive r e v o l u t i o n a r y s t r u g g l e ^—it is fo rmula ted in 

p u r e l y economic t e rms : 

C a p i t a l i tself is the m o v i n g con t rad ic t ion , [ i n ] that it p r e s s e s to r e d u c e 

l abor t ime to a m i n i m u m , w h i l e it pos i t s l abo r t ime , on the o the r s ide , a s 

sole m e a s u r e a n d source of w e a l t h . T h e " c o n t r a d i c t i o n " w h i c h w i l l r u m 

cap i t a l i sm is t h u s the con t rad ic t ion b e t w e e n the cap i t a l i s t exp lo i ta t ion 

w h i c h r e l i e s on l abo r t ime a s the sole sou rce of v a l u e ( a n d thus the sole 

source of s u r p l u s - v a l u e ) , a n d the sc ien t i f ic - technologica l p r o g r e s s 

w h i c h l e a d s to quan t i t a t i ve a n d qua l i t a t i ve r educ t ion of the role of 

d i rec t labor; th i s l abo r is r e d u c e d both quan t i t a t i ve ly , to a s m a l l e r 

propor t ion , a n d qua l i t a t i ve ly , a s an , of course , i n d i s p e n s a b l e b u t 

subo rd ina t e moment , c o m p a r e d to g e n e r a l scient if ic labor , t echnolo-
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gica l app l ica t ion of n a t u r a l s c i ences , on one s ide , a n d to the g e n e r a l 

p r o d u c t i v e force a r i s i n g from socia l combina t ion [Gliederung] in total 

p roduc t ion on the o ther s i d e — a combina t ion w h i c h a p p e a r s a s a 

n a t u r a l fruit of socia l l abor ( a l t h o u g h it is a h is tor ic p r o d u c t ) . C a p i t a l 

t hus w o r k s t o w a r d s i ts o w n d isso lu t ion a s the form d o m i n a t i n g 

p roduc t ion . [. . . ] 

To the d e g r e e tha t l a r g e i n d u s t r y deve lops , the c rea t ion of rea l 

w e a l t h c o m e s to d e p e n d less on l abo r t ime a n d on the a m o u n t of l abor 

e m p l o y e d t h a n on the p o w e r of the a g e n c i e s set in mot ion d u r i n g l abo r 

t ime, w h o s e "powerfu l e f fec t iveness" is i tself in tu rn out of al l 

p ropor t ion to the d i r ec t l a b o r t ime spent on the i r p roduc t ion , b u t 

d e p e n d s r a t h e r on the g e n e r a l s ta te of sc ience a n d on the p r o g r e s s of 

t echno logy , or the app l i ca t i on of th is s c i ence to p roduc t ion . 

A l a r x ' s v i s ion is he r e tha t of a fu l ly a u t o m a t e d p roduc t ion p roces s in 

w h i c h the h u m a n b e i n g ( the w o r k e r ) " comes to re la te m o r e a s w a t c h m a n 

a n d r e g u l a t o r to the p roduc t ion p roces s itself": 

N o l o n g e r does the w o r k e r inser t a modif ied na tu ra l t h ing \Naturgegen-

dtandl a s m i d d l e l i n k b e t w e e n the object [Objekt] a n d himself; ra ther , he 

inse r t s the p roces s of na tu re , t r ans fo rmed into an indus t r i a l p rocess , a s 

a m e a n s b e t w e e n h imse l f a n d i n o r g a n i c na tu re , m a s t e r i n g it. H e s teps 

to the s ide of the p roduc t i on p r o c e s s i n s t ead of b e i n g i ts ch ief ac tor . In 

th is t ransformat ion , it is ne i the r the d i r ec t h u m a n l abor he h imse l f 

pe r forms , nor the t ime d u r i n g w h i c h he w o r k s , bu t r a the r the app ro 

pr ia t ion of h is o w n g e n e r a l p r o d u c t i v e power , h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of 

n a t u r e a n d h is m a s t e r y ove r it b y v i r t ue of h i s p r e s e n c e a s a social 

b o d y — i t is , in a w o r d , the d e v e l o p m e n t of the socia l i n d i v i d u a l w h i c h 

a p p e a r s a s the g r e a t foundat ion-s tone of p roduc t ion a n d of w e a l t h . T h e 

theft of a l ien l abo r t ime , on w h i c h the p r e sen t w e a l t h is ba sed , a p p e a r s 

a m i s e r a b l e founda t ion in face of th is n e w one, c r e a t e d b y l a r g e - s c a l e 

i n d u s t r y itself. 

A s soon a s l abo r in the d i rec t form h a s c e a s e d to be the g r e a t w e l l -

sp r ing of w e a l t h , l abo r t ime c e a s e s and m u s t cease to be i ts m e a s u r e . 

C r u c i a l IS he re the r ad i ca l t ransformat ion of the s ta tus of " f ixed cap i t a l " : 

The d e v e l o p m e n t of f ixed cap i t a l i nd i ca t e s to w h a t d e g r e e g e n e r a l 

social k n o w l e d g e h a s b e c o m e a d i r ec t force of p roduc t ion , a n d to w h a t 
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d e g r e e , hence , the cond i t ions of the p r o c e s s of socia l life Itself h a v e 

c o m e u n d e r the control of the g e n e r a l in te l lec t and been t r ans fo rmed in 

a c c o r d a n c e w i t h it. To w h a t d e g r e e the p o w e r s of social p roduc t i on 

h a v e been p r o d u c e d , not on ly in the form of k n o w l e d g e , but a l so a s 

i m m e d i a t e o r g a n s of socia l p rac t i ce , of the r ea l life p rocess . 

W h a t this m e a n s is that, w i t h the d e v e l o p m e n t of g e n e r a l socia l k n o w l 

e d g e , the " p r o d u c t i v e p o w e r of l a b o r " i s " i t se l f the g r e a t e s t p r o d u c t i v e 

p o w e r . F rom the s t andpo in t of the d i r ec t p roduc t ion p roces s it can be 

r e g a r d e d as the p roduc t ion of fixed cap i ta l , th is f ixed cap i t a l b e i n g m a n 

himself ." And , a g a i n , s ince cap i t a l o r g a n i z e s i ts exp lo i t a t ion b y a p p e a r 

ing a s " f ixed c a p i t a l " a g a i n s t l i v ing labor , t he m o m e n t the k e y componen t 

of fixed cap i ta l is "man himself ," i ts " g e n e r a l social k n o w l e d g e , " the v e r y 

socia l foundat ion of cap i t a l i s t exp lo i t a t ion is u n d e r m i n e d , a n d the role of 

cap i t a l b e c o m e s p u r e l y pa ra s i t i c : 

T o d a y cap i t a l can no l o n g e r exp lo i t the w o r k e r ; it can o n l y exp lo i t 

coopera t ion a m o n g s t w o r k e r s , a m o n g s t l abo re r s . T o d a y cap i ta l h a s no 

l o n g e r that in te rna l funct ion for w h i c h it b e c a m e the soul of common 

labor , w h i c h p r o d u c e d tha t abs t r ac t ion w i t h i n w h i c h p r o g r e s s w a s 

m a d e . T o d a y cap i t a l i s pa ra s i t i ca l b e c a u s e it is no longe r ins ide ; i t is 

ou t s ide of the c r ea t ive c a p a c i t y of the m u l t i t u d e . 

N e g r i ' s i d e a is tha t th i s i m m a t e r i a l l a b o r opens u p the poss ib i l i t y of 

" abso lu t e d e m o c r a c y , " it canno t be ens l aved , b e c a u s e U if immediately, in 

itcteif, the form (andpractice) ofMcialfreedom. In it, form a n d conten t co inc ide : it 

is i m m e d i a t e l y free ( inven t ive , c rea t ive , an e x p r e s s i o n of the sub jec t ' s 

p roduc t iv i t y , ac t ive , not r e - a c t i v e ) a n d soc ia l i zed ( a l w a y s p a r t i c i p a t i n g in 

common, coope ra t ive in i ts v e r y c o n t e n t ) . Th i s is w h y it r e n d e r s cap i t a l 

pa ras i t i ca l : s ince it is d i r e c t l y soc ia l ized , it no l o n g e r n e e d s cap i t a l to confer 

on it t he form of u n i v e r s a l i t y . Exp lo i t a t ion is t o d a y e s sen t i a l l y " the 

cap i ta l i s t expropr i a t ion of the coope ra t ive p o w e r tha t the s i ngu l a r i t i e s 

of cogn i t ive l a b o u r d e p l o y in the social p roce s s . It isn ' t c ap i t a l a n y m o r e tha t 

o r g a n i z e s labor , bu t l abo r that o r g a n i z e s i tself in itself." T h i s notion of the 

d i r ec t p r o d u c t i v i t y of socia l life i tself l e a d s N e g r i to asser t "b iopol i t ics , " in 

m a n n e r different from A g a m b e n : "b iopol i t i cs " m e a n s that h u m a n life i tself 

is the d i r ec t top ic a n d p r o d u c t of co l lec t ive l abor . It is p r e c i s e l y th is d i r e c t l y 

biopoHtical c h a r a c t e r of p r o d u c t i o n w h i c h e n a b l e s "abso lu te d e m o c r a c y " : 

"Biopo l i t i ca l p o w e r [potenza] i s therefore con t ra s t ed to b i o p o w e r . " 
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A s w e h a v e noted, is th is g e s t u r e of N e g r i not the las t in the long 

M a r x i s t se r i es of ident i f ica t ions of a m o m e n t in the social r e l a t ions ol 

p roduc t i on and /o r of t e c h n o l o g y i tself a s the m o m e n t tha t cap i t a l i sm wi l l 

no l o n g e r be ab l e to i n t eg ra t e and , consequen t l y , w h i c h w i l l in the long 

t e r m l ead to i ts d e m i s e ? For Negr i , w h a t is n e w in the " p o s t m o d e r n " 

cap i t a l i sm of t o d a y is the v e r y d i r ec t o v e r l a p p i n g of the t w o d i m e n s i o n s 

(ma te r i a l p roduc t i on a n d its socia l f o rm) : n e w social r e l a t ions a r e the 

e s sence a n d goa l of p roduc t ion . In o ther w o r d s , p roduc t ion is i n c r e a s 

i n g l y " d i r e c t l y " soc ia l ized , soc ia l i zed in i ts v e r y content , w h i c h is w h y it 

no l o n g e r n e e d s the social form of cap i t a l i m p o s e d onto it. N e g r i p a s s e s al l 

too q u i c k l y ove r the fact that w h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e s our t ime is hiocapitalLim, 

w h i c h , in the n a r r o w e r sense , d e s i g n a t e s the i m m e n s e field of n e w 

capi ta l i s t i nves tmen t s in to the d i r ec t p roduc t i on of n e w forms of biolo

g ica l life (from g e n e t i c a l l y modif ied c rops to the h u m a n g e n o m e ) . 

S u r e l y , the first t a s k ol the M a r x i s t a p p r o a c h he re should be to 

redef ine in m o r e s t r i ngen t t e r m s the not ion of the explo i ta t ion of 

" in te l l ec tua l l a b o r " ? In w h a t p r e c i s e theore t ica l sense is , s ay . Bil l Ga te s 

" e x p l o i t i n g " t h o u s a n d s of p r o g r a m m e r s w h o w o r k for h im, if h is e x 

plo i ta t ion is no l o n g e r the "theft of a l i en l abo r t i m e " ? Is h i s role r e a l l y 

p u r e l y " p a r a s i t i c a l " upon the se l f -organiza t ion of the p r o g r a m m e r s ? 

Does h i s cap i t a l not, in a more subs t an t i a l w a y , p rov ide the v e r y social 

space for t he i r c o o p e r a t i o n ? A n d in w h a t p rec i se sense is the in te l l ec tua l 

l abor the " source of v a l u e , " i f the u l t ima te m e a s u r e of v a l u e is no longer 

t i m e ? Is the c a t e g o r y of v a l u e still a p p l i c a b l e h e r e ? 

N e g r i ' s thesis , r e d u c e d to i ts core , is t hus that , w i t h the d e v e l o p m e n t of 

c y b e r - t e c h n o l o g i e s , the p r i m a r y m e a n s of p roduc t ion of profit is no 

l o n g e r the exp lo i t a t ion of labor , b u t the " h a r v e s t i n g " of informat ion; 

w i t h th i s shift, it b e c o m e s poss ib le to l ibe ra te l a b o r / m w within the l imi ts of 

cap i ta l i s t p roduc t ion , s ince the e x c h a n g e of " h a r v e s t e d " informat ion on 

the m a r k e t no l o n g e r r e l i e s on the explo i ta t ion of labor , t ha t is , on the 

app rop r i a t i on of s u r p l u s - v a l u e : 

T h e c u r r e n t p r o b l e m of pol i t ica l e c o n o m y is to cons ide r h u m a n b e i n g s 

w h e n t h e y l ive a n d not o n l y w h e n t h e y w o r k , a s h u m a n b e i n g s a r e 

a l w a y s p r o d u c e r s . A l w a y s , t ha t is , in a n y m o m e n t of life. H o w is the 

explo i ta t ion of life t h i n k a b l e ? It is not. 

W i t h t o d a y ' s g loba l i n t e r ac t ive med ia , c r ea t i ve i n v e n t i v e n e s s is no l o n g e r 

i nd iv idua l , it is i m m e d i a t e l y co l l ec t iv ized , pa r t of the " c o m m o n s , " so a n y 

ÎS7 
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a t t empt to p r i va t i z e it t h r o u g h c o p y r i g h t i n g is p r o b l e m a t i c — more a n d 

m o r e l i t e ra l ly , " p r o p e r t y is theft" he re . S o w h a t abou t a c o m p a n y l ike 

Microsof t w h i c h d o e s p r e c i s e l y th i s — o r g a n i z i n g a n d exp lo i t i ng the 

col lec t ive s y n e r g y of c r ea t i ve cogn i t ive s i n g u l a r i t i e s ? T h e o n l y r e m a i n i n g 

t a sk is t h u s to c o n c e i v e of h o w cogn i t ive w o r k e r s w i l l "be ab l e to b l o w the 

bosses a w a y , b e c a u s e the i ndus t r i a l c o m m a n d of cogn i t ive l abor i s 

c o m p l e t e l y dépiuidé."'^'^ W h a t n e w social m o v e m e n t s s igna l is tha t 

the epoch of w a g e - l a b o r is f inished, a n d tha t the s t r u g g l e h a s moved 

from the l eve l of a fight b e t w e e n l abo r a n d cap i t a l r e g a r d i n g the w a g e 

to a fight b e t w e e n the mu l t i t ude a n d the s ta te a r o u n d the c i t i zen ' s 
44 

m c o m e . 

The re in r e s i d e s the ba s i c fea ture of " t o d a y ' s social r e v o l u t i o n a r y t rans i 

t ion": " T h e r e i s the n e e d to m a k e cap i t a l a w a r e of the c o m m o n good, a n d 

i f it doesn ' t w a n t to u n d e r s t a n d it, it is n e c e s s a r y to impose i t ." ' (Note 

N e g r i ' s p r ec i s e fo rmula t ion : not abo l i sh capi ta l , bu t compe l it to r ecog

n ize the c o m m o n g o o d —one r e m a i n s t h u s within c a p i t a l i s m . ) 

F r o m th is b r i e f desc r ip t ion , one can see the p r o x i m i t y a s w e l l a s the 

dif ference b e t w e e n M a r x a n d Negr i . W h a t is not In M a r x , w h a t N e g r i 

p ro jec t s onto M a r x ' s " g e n e r a l in te l l ec t , " i s h is o w n cen t r a l not ion of 

"b iopo l i t i c s " a s the d i r e c t p roduc t i on of life Itself in i ts social d imens ion . 

W h e r e N e g r i sees a d i r ec t ( w i t h "cogn i t ive w o r k , " the u l t ima te 

objects of p r o d u c t i o n a re social r e l a t ions t h e m s e l v e s ) , M a r x pos i t s a 

r a d i c a l gap, the e x c l u s i o n of the w o r k e r from the p roduc t ion p rocess : 

M a r x e n v i s a g e s a fu l ly a u t o m a t e d p roduc t ion p roces s in w h i c h the 

w o r k e r " s t eps to one s i d e " and is r e d u c e d to its " w a t c h m a n a n d 

r egu la to r " ; w h a t th i s u n e q u i v o c a l l y m e a n s is that the u n d e r l y i n g log ic 

i s he r e tha t of the " C u n n i n g of R e a s o n " : i n s t e a d of e n g a g i n g h imse l f 

d i r e c t l y in the p r o d u c t i o n p rocess , m a n s teps a s i d e a n d le t s n a t u r e w o r k 

upon itself. W h e n the w o r k e r no l o n g e r " inse r t s a modif ied n a t u r a l th ing 

a s m i d d l e l i n k b e t w e e n the objec t a n d himself ," tha t i s , w h e n he no l o n g e r 

u s e s tools to w o r k on the objec ts he w a n t s to t ransform; w h e n . Instead, he 

" inse r t s the p roces s of n a t u r e , t r ans fo rmed Into an indus t r i a l p rocess , a s a 

m e a n s b e t w e e n h i m s e l f a n d i n o r g a n i c n a t u r e , m a s t e r i n g it, " he t u r n s into 

a w i s e man ipu l a to r , r e g u l a t i n g the p roduc t i on p r o c e s s from a safe 

d i s t ance . M a r x ' s s y s t e m a t i c use of the s i n g u l a r ( " m a n , " the " w o r k e r " ) 

is a k e y Indicator of h o w the " g e n e r a l i n t e l l ec t " is not in t e r sub jec t ive , it is 

"mono log ica l . " T h i s is w h y , in th is M a r x i a n vision, the objects of the 
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produc t ion p roces s a re p r e c i s e l y not social r e l a t ions t h e m s e l v e s : the 

"admin i s t r a t ion of t h i n g s " (control of a n d domina t ion ove r n a t u r e ) is 

he re s e p a r a t e d from the re la t ions b e t w e e n people , it cons t i tu tes a d o m a i n 

of the "admin i s t r a t i on of t h i n g s " w h i c h no l o n g e r h a s to r e l y on the 

domina t ion over peop le . 

F r o m a " p o s t m o d e r n " v i e w , it w o u l d be t emp t ing to r e a d th is d i s 

c r e p a n c y b e t w e e n M a r x a n d Neg r i a s an ind ica t ion of h o w M a r x 

r e m a i n e d s t uck in the "old p a r a d i g m " of cen t r a l i z ed " in s t rumen ta l 

r e a s o n " w h i c h cont ro l s a n d r e g u l a t e s the p roduc t ion p roces s from the 

outs ide; h o w e v e r , the re is a l so a m o m e n t of t ru th in M a r x ' s desc r ip t ion 

w h i c h is obfusca ted b y Negr i : the r e m a i n i n g r ad i ca l duality of the 

p roduc t ion p roces s . Today , th is d u a l i t y h a s a c q u i r e d a form w h i c h 

w a s not e n v i s a g e d b y M a r x : the " k i n g d o m of f r eedom," the d o m a i n of 

"cogn i t ive w o r k , " a n d the " k i n g d o m of n e c e s s i t y , " the d o m a i n of mate r ia l 

p roduc t ion , a re p h y s i c a l l y s epa ra t ed , often even by s ta te bo rde r s . O n the 

one s ide a re the " p o s t m o d e r n " c o m p a n i e s tha t exempl i fy N e g r i ' s c r i t e r i a 

(free c o m m u n i t i e s of " e x p r e s s i v e m u l t i t u d e s " w h i c h i m m e d i a t e l y p r o d u c e 

life-forms, a n d so o n ) ; on the o the r s ide, t he r e is the ma te r i a l p roduc t ion 

p rocess w h e r e full au toma t i za t ion is far from a c h i e v e d , so tha t w e h a v e — 

often l i t e r a l l y on the o ther s ide of the wor ld—^sweatshops w i t h a str ict 

"Ford i s t " o rgan iza t i on of labor , w h e r e t h o u s a n d s a s s e m b l e c o m p u t e r s 

a n d t oys , p i c k b a n a n a s or coffee b e a n s , mine for coal or d i a m o n d s , and so 

forth. T h e r e is no " t e l e o l o g y " he re , no p rospec t of s w e a t s h o p s b e c o m i n g 

g r a d u a l l y i n t e g r a t e d in to the free s p a c e of " cogn i t i ve w o r k . " O u t s o u r c i n g 

b e i n g m o r e ru le t han excep t ion , the t w o s ides do not even d i r e c t l y re la te 

to e a c h other : t h e y a r e b r o u g h t together , " m e d i a t e d , " p r e c i s e l y b y capital. 

For e a c h s ide, the opposi te s ide a p p e a r s a s Cap i t a l : for the c r o w d s in the 

swea t shops , C a p i t a l is the p o w e r w h i c h , on beha l f of "cogn i t ive w o r k , " 

e m p l o y s t h e m to ma te r i a l i z e i ts r e su l t s ; for the "cogn i t ive w o r k e r s , " 

C a p i t a l is the p o w e r w h i c h e m p l o y s t h e m in o r d e r to use the i r r e su l t s a s 

the b luep r in t s for m a t e r i a l p roduc t ion . It is b e c a u s e of th is d u a l i t y 

neg lec t ed b y Neg r i tha t C a p i t a l is not y e t p u r e l y pa ras i t i c , bu t still p l a y s 

a k e y role in the o rgan iza t ion of p roduc t ion : it b r i n g s the t w o s ides 

toge ther . 

Negri In Daiw 

N e g r i is r igh t a p r o p o s forums such a s D a v o s : t hey a re the e n l i g h t e n e d 

cap i t a l i s t s ' " g e n e r a l in te l lec t , " the space for fo rmula t ing the i r gene ra l 
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interest , the space to "hs ten to o ther vo ices , " to confront eco logy , pove r ty , 

a n d so on, to e x p o u n d on p r o b l e m s of s p i r i t u a l i t y a n d the rest, -with a view-

to c o m b i n i n g the s t rugg le a g a i n s t po l lu t ion a n d pover ty , or w h a t e v e r it 

m a y be, w i t h cap i t a l i sm . T h i s r e a l l y is " c o m m u n i s t c ap i t a l i sm" ; cap i t a l i sm 

w h i c h t r ies to i n c l u d e the c o m m u n i s t top ic of the e n d a n g e r e d commons . 

The v e r y fact of the i m p o r t a n c e of D a v o s F o r u m (much m o r e t h a n the old 

Tr i l a t e ra l Commiss ion , i ts p r e d e c e s s o r ) , t he neeà for a forum l ike Davos , 

is proof of the c r i s i s of cap i t a l i sm, of the t h r ea t of the commons . D a v o s is 

the Col lec t ive B r a i n of the E m p i r e , i ts " th ink t a n k . " N e g r i even p r o p o s e d 

to D a v o s a s t r a t eg ic p a c t a g a i n s t the A m e r i c a n project : a l t hough , in the 

long term, the mul t i tude a n d D a v o s a r e enemies , in the shor t t e rm, they 

s h a r e the in te res t of de fea t ing the U S coup detat a g a i n s t t he g loba l 

E m p i r e . A s t r a n g e logic i n d e e d ! In s t ead of exp lo i t i ng the i ncons i s t ency 

ol the e n e m y , one he lps h im es tab l i sh the most effective form . . . To p u t it 

in o the r w o r d s , w h a t if the v e r y i d e a of a " p u r e " E m p i r e w h i c h l e a v e s 

b e h i n d the na t ion-s ta te form, a n d in w h i c h the cap i ta l i s t g e n e r a l in te l lec t 

r u n s t h ings d i r ec t ly , is an imposs ib l e a b s t r a c t i o n ? W h a t if the role of 

na t ion-s ta tes is i r r e d u c i b l e a n d c ruc i a l ( and , w i t h it, the t empta t ion of 

some na t i on - s t a t e ( s ) to c a r t y out coup.i è'état a g a i n s t the E m p i r e ) , so that 

the e x c e p t i o n — t h e exces s ive ro le of a na t ion-s ta te in the E m p i r e — i s in 

fact the r u l e ? 

N e g r i he re i s not Len in i s t e n o u g h . To p u t it in D e l e u z i a n t e r m s a l r e a d y 

evoked , L e n i n ' s m o m e n t is the " d a r k p r e c u r s o r , " the v a n i s h i n g media tor , 

the d i s p l a c e d object neve r in its o w n p lace , b e t w e e n the two ser ies , the 

ini t ia l "o r thodox" M a r x i a n se r i e s of revo lu t ion in the most d e v e l o p e d 

coun t r i e s , a n d the n e w " o r t h o d o x " se r i e s of S ta l in i s t " soc ia l i sm in one 

c o u n t r y " a n d then the M a o i s t ident i f ica t ion of the T h i r d W o r l d na t ions 

w i t h the n e w w o r l d p ro le ta r i a t . T h e shift from L e n i n to S t a l i n i s m is he re 

c l e a r a n d e a s y to de t e rmine : L e n i n p e r c e i v e d the s i tua t ion a s de spe ra t e , 

u n e x p e c t e d , bu t a s such one w h i c h had to be c r e a t i v e l y exp lo i t ed for n e w 

pol i t i ca l cho ices ; vrith the not ion of " soc i a l i sm in one c o u n t r y , " S t a l i n re -

n o r m a l i z e d the s i tua t ion in to a n e w n a r r a t i v e of l i n e a r d e v e l o p m e n t in 

" s t a g e s . " Tha t is to say , w h i l e L e n i n w a s ful ly a w a r e tha t an " a n o m a l y " 

had h a p p e n e d ( revo lu t ion in a c o u n t r y w h i c h does not h a v e the p r e 

suppos i t ions for d e v e l o p i n g a social is t s o c i e t y ) , he re j ec ted the v u l g a r 

evolu t ion is t conc lus ion that r evo lu t ion h a d t a k e n p l a c e " p r e m a t u r e l y , " so 

tha t one shou ld t a k e a s tep b a c k in o r d e r to d e v e l o p a m o d e r n democra t i c 

cap i ta l i s t soc ie ty , w h i c h w o u l d then s l o w l y c rea te the cond i t ions for 

socia l is t revolu t ion , c l a i m i n g tha t—to refer b a c k to the c ruc ia l p a s s a g e w e 
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q u o t e d e a r l i e r — t h i s v e r y "comple t e hope l e s snes s of the s i tua t ion" offers 

" the oppo r tun i t y to c rea te the fundamen ta l r equ i s i t e s of c iv i l i za t ion in a 

different w a y from tha t of the W e s t E u r o p e a n countr ies ."^^ W h a t Len in 

is p ropos ing he re is ef fect ively an impl ic i t t h e o r y of "a l t e rna te h i s tory" : 

u n d e r the " p r e m a t u r e " domina t ion of the force of the future, the s a m e 

" n e c e s s a r y " h is tor ica l p r o c e s s (of m o d e r n c iv i l i za t i on ) c an be ( r e ) r u n in a 

different w a y . 

P e r h a p s th is a t t i tude is t o d a y m o r e r e l e v a n t t han ever : the s i tua t ion is 

" c o m p l e t e l y h o p e l e s s , " w i t h no c l e a r " r e a l i s t i c " r e v o l u t i o n a r y p e r s p e c 

t ive; bu t does th i s not g i v e u s a k i n d of s t r a n g e freedom, a freedom to 

experiment! O n e h a s o n l y to t h r o w a w a y the de te rmin i s t i c mode l of 

"objec t ive n e c e s s i t i e s " a n d o b l i g a t o r y " s t a g e s " of d e v e l o p m e n t ? O n e 

h a s t h u s to sus ta in a m i n i m u m of an t i - de t e rmin i sm: no th ing is ever 

wr i t t en off, in an "objec t ive s i t u a t i o n " w h i c h p r e c l u d e s a n y act, w h i c h 

c o n d e m n s us fully to b iopol i t i ca l vege t a t i on . T h e r e is alwayd a space to 

be c r e a t e d for an a c t — p r e c i s e l y b e c a u s e , to p a r a p h r a s e R o s a L u x e m 

b u r g ' s c r i t i que of re formism, it is not e n o u g h to w a i t p a t i e n t l y for the 

" r igh t m o m e n t " of the revo lu t ion . If one m e r e l y w a i t s for it, it w i l l n e v e r 

come, for one h a s to s tar t w i t h " p r e m a t u r e " a t t emp t s w h i c h - t h e r e i n 

r e s ides the " p e d a g o g y of the r e v o l u t i o n " —in the i r v e r y fa i lure to 

a c h i e v e t he i r professed goa l c r ea t e the ( sub j ec t i ve ) cond i t ions for the 

" r i g h t " momen t . R e c a l l M a o ' s s logan "from defea t to defeat , to the final 

v i c t o r y , " w h i c h echoes in B e c k e t t ' s a l r e a d y - q u o t e d motto: " T r y a g a i n . 

Fai l a g a i n . Fai l be t t e r . " 

In th is p r ec i s e sense , L e n i n w a s a B e c k e t t l a n amnt Li lettre: w h a t he 

b a s i c a l l y p r o p o s e d that the B o l s h e v i k s shou ld do in the d e s p e r a t e 

s i tua t ion a t the e n d of the Civi l W a r w a s not to d i r e c t l y "cons t ruc t 

soc i a l i sm , " b u t to fall better t han a " n o r m a l " b o u r g e o i s s ta te . It ho lds a l so 

for the r e v o l u t i o n a r y p roces s that, to p a r a p h r a s e D e r r i d a ' s w e l l - k n o w n 

d i c tum once a g a i n , the condi t ion of i m p o s s i b i l i t y is the condi t ion of 

poss ib i l i ty : the condi t ion of i m p o s s i b i l i t y - R u s s i a n b a c k w a r d n e s s a n d 

isolat ion w h i c h m a d e socialrsm imposs ib l e — is p a r t of the s a m e e x c e p 

t ional s i tua t ion w h i c h m a d e the first soc ia l i s t revo lu t ion poss ib le . In o ther 

w o r d s , in s t ead of b e m o a n i n g the h is tor ica l a n o m a l y of a revolu t ion in an 

excep t iona l a n d " i m m a t u r e " s i tua t ion (w i th the expec t a t i on tha t the 

revo lu t ion w o u l d s tar t in the mos t d e v e l o p e d cap i t a l i s t c o u n t r i e s ) , one 

should b e a r in m i n d that r evo lu t ion n e v e r a r r i v e s "on t i m e , " w h e n the 

object ive social p r o c e s s g e n e r a t e s the " m a t u r e " cond i t ions for it —the 

point of L e n i n ' s f amous not ion of the " w e a k e s t l i nk in the c h a i n " is, a g a i n , 
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tha t one shou ld use the " a n o m a l y " a s a l eve r to e x a c e r b a t e the a n t a g o n 

i sms so that t h e y r e n d e r poss ib le a r e v o l u t i o n a r y explosion."^^ 

N e g r i is a lso r igh t to po in t out that , in th i s n e w g loba l order , w a r s in the 

old sense of the t e r m a r e less a n d less feasible: w h a t w e refer to a s " w a r s " 

a re pol ice in te rven t ions of a " g l o b a l " s ta te in to an a r e a w h i c h is expe r i 

e n c e d a s a t h r ea t to the g loba l o rder . W a r a n d pol i t ics a re c o m b i n e d in 

m i l i t a r y "po l i c ing , " in i m p o s i n g o r d e r in a chao t ic a r e a . It i s , p a r a d o x i 

ca l ly . B u s h ' s po l i t i cs w h i c h h a s con t inued the t radi t ion of old w a r s , be ing 

an a t t empt b y a na t ion-s ta te to c a r r y out a coup d'étal a g a i n s t the Empi re , 

to s u b o r d i n a t e the E m p i r e . W i t h r e g a r d to the Empi re , it is the U S w h i c h 

is the " b a n a n a r e p u b l i c . " H e r e , h o w e v e r , N e g r i b e c o m e s a m b i g u o u s : on 

the one hand , he is c l ea r that the cap i ta l i s t g e n e r a l in te l lec t is , in the long 

term, the t r ue e n e m y ; on the o ther hand , a p r o p o s Lu l a , he suppor t s the 

po l ic ies w h i c h a im a t b r e a k i n g U S h e g e m o n y a n d a t e s t ab l i sh ing a 

p lu r i c en t r i c g loba l cap i t a l i sm ( the U S , Europe w i t h , m a y b e , Russ i a , 

C h i n a a n d the F a r East , La t i n A m e r i c a , a n d so o n ) . 

C o n t r a r y to m i s l e a d i n g a p p e a r a n c e s , the " A m e r i c a n c e n t u r y " is over 

and w e a r e a l r e a d y e n t e r i n g the pe r iod of the formation of mul t ip le 

c e n t e r s of g loba l c ap i t a l i sm . Is the fact that , on h is v is i t to the U S in Apr i l 

2 0 0 6 , the C h i n e s e P re s iden t w a s first the g u e s t of Bi l l Ga te s not a s ign of 

these n e w t i m e s ? So , p e r h a p s , in th i s n e w era , each of the n e w cen te r s 

w i l l s t and for cap i t a l i sm w i t h a specif ic twis t : the U S for neo l ibera l 

cap i t a l i sm; E u r o p e (wi th , m a y b e , R u s s i a ) for w h a t r e m a i n s of the we l f a r e 

s tate; C h i n a for "Eas t e rn V a l u e s " a n d au tho r i t a r i an cap i t a l i sm; La t in 

A m e r i c a for popu l i s t cap i t a l i sm . . . After the fa i lure of the U S a t t emp t to 

impose i tself a s the sole s u p e r p o w e r ( the u n i v e r s a l p o l i c e m a n ) , t he re is 

n o w the n e e d to es tab l i sh the ru l e s of in terac t ion b e t w e e n these local 

c en t e r s in case of conf l ic t ing in te res t s . ' 

A l t h o u g h E m m a n u e l T o d d ' s vis ion of the c o n t e m p o r a r y g loba l o r d e r is 

c l e a r l y one-s ided , it is difficult to d e n y i ts m o m e n t of t ru th : that the U S 

is an e m p i r e in dec l ine . Its g r o w i n g n e g a t i v e b a l a n c e of t r a d e d e m o n 

s t ra tes tha t the U S is the u n p r o d u c t i v e p reda to r : it h a s to s u c k u p an 

in f lux of 1 bi l l ion do l l a r s a d a y from other na t ions to mee t i ts consumpt ion 

n e e d s a n d is , a s such , the u n i v e r s a l K e y n e s i a n c o n s u m e r that k e e p s the 

w o r l d e c o n o m y r u n n i n g . ( S o m u c h for the a n t i - K e y n e s i a n economic 

i d e o l o g y tha t s e e m s to p r e d o m i n a t e t o d a y ! ) Th i s inf lux, w h i c h is effec

t i v e l y l i ke the t i the p a i d to R o m e in An t iqu i t y , r e l i e s on a complex 

economic m e c h a n i s m : the U S is " t r u s t e d " a s the safe a n d s tab le center , so 

tha t al l o thers , from the o i l -p roduc ing A r a b coun t r i e s to W e s t e r n Europe 
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a n d J a p a n , a n d n o w even C h i n a , inves t the i r s u r p l u s profi ts in the U S . 

S i n c e th i s " t rus t " is p r i m a r i l y ideo log ica l a n d mi l i t a ry , not economic , the 

p r o b l e m for the U S is h o w to jus t i fy i ts impe r i a l ro le —it n e e d s a 

p e r m a n e n t s tate of w a r , so it h a d to inven t the " W a r on T e r r o r , " offering 

i tself a s the un ive r sa l p ro tec to r of al l o ther " n o r m a l " ( n o n - " r o g u e " ) s ta tes . 

T h e en t i r e g lobe t h u s t ends to function a s a un ive r sa l S p a r t a w i t h th ree 

c lasses , n o w e m e r g i n g a s the First , S e c o n d , a n d T h i r d W o r l d s : ( 1 ) the U S 

a s the mi l i t a ry -po l i t i ca l - ideo log ica l p o w e r ; ( 2 ) Europe a n d p a r t s of A s i a 

a n d La t in A m e r i c a a s the i n d u s t r i a l - m a n u f a c t u r i n g reg ion ( c ruc i a l he r e 

a re G e r m a n y a n d J a p a n , the w o r l d ' s l e a d i n g expor t e r s , p l u s rising 

C h i n a ) ; ( 3 ) the u n d e v e l o p e d rest , t o d a y ' s he lo ts . In o ther w o r d s , g loba l 

cap i t a l i sm h a s b r o u g h t abou t a n e w g e n e r a l t r end t o w a r d s o l iga rchy , 

m a s k e d a s the ce l eb ra t ion of the " d i v e r s i t y of c u l t u r e s " : e q u a l i t y a n d 

u n i v e r s a l i s m a r e r a p i d l y d i s a p p e a r i n g a s a c t u a l pol i t ical p r inc ip l e s . . . 

H o w e v e r , even before it h a s fu l ly e s t ab l i shed itself, th is n e o - S p a r t a n 

w o r l d s y s t e m is b r e a k i n g d o w n : in con t ras t to 1945, the w o r l d does not 

n e e d the U S , it is the U S w h i c h n e e d s the w o r l d . S i n c e the w o r l d of t o d a y 

is composed of too m a n y r e g i o n a l c en t e r s w h i c h canno t be cont ro l led , the 

on ly th ing the U S can do to a s se r t i tself a s the g l o b a l m i l i t a r y p o w e r is to 

e n g a g e in t hea t r i ca l w a r s or " c r i s e s " w i t h w e a k a d v e r s a r i e s ( I raq , C u b a , 

Korea, I ran . . . ) , not w i t h t r ue a l t e rna t ive cen te r s of p o w e r ( C h i n a , 

R u s s i a ) . T h e v io len t ou tbu r s t s of the recen t B u s h admin i s t r a t i on a r e t h u s 

not e x e r c i s e s in p o w e r , bu t r a t h e r e x e r c i s e s in pan i c , i r r a t iona l pcuöaqed à 

L'acte^'' 

P e r h a p s , th is focus on t h w a r t i n g the U S coup d'etat a g a i n s t E m p i r e 

accoun t s for N e g r i ' s s t r a n g e e leva t ion of L u l a a t the e x p e n s e of C h a v e z : 

T h e r e doesn ' t ex i s t in La t in A m e r i c a an a l t e r n a t i v e to the pol i t ica l 

p ro jec t p romised b y L u l a a n d the B r a z i l i a n PT . N o w , a b o v e al l 

r ecen t ly , the B o l i v a r i a n V e n e z u e l a of [ H u g o ] C h a v e z w a s p r e s e n t e d 

a s an a l t e rna t ive to the pro jec t of L u l a . But , it is obv ious tha t th is 

a l t e r n a t i v e is p u r e l y ideo log ica l , v e r y abs t r ac t . [. . . ] In V e n e z u e l a in 

p a r t i c u l a r the r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n pol i t ical p o w e r a n d the c a p a c i t y of 

d e v e l o p i n g economic -p roduc t i ve a l t e rna t i ve s still s eems to be in 

deficit.'^-' 

S o w h a t a r e these a c h r e v e m e n t s of L u l a ' s ? N e g r i men t ions o n l y two: tha t 

L u l a g o v e r n s in a d i r ec t d i a l o g u e w i t h the movemen t s , a n d tha t he is 

p r a c t i c i n g n e w m e a s u r e s ( p a y i n g off the I M F deb t a n d so on) to e n s u r e 
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the g o v e r n m e n t ' s a u t o n o m y from ( i n t e r n a t i o n a l ) cap i t a l ; N e g r i h imse l f 
a d m i t s that th is goa l of e s t ab l i sh ing a n e w in te rna t iona l e q u i l i b r i u m h a s 
p r i o r i t y ove r the s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t social inequali t ies.^ '^ 

S o w h a t wi l l h a p p e n w h e n the U S coup d'etat i s de fea ted a n d the g e n e r a l 

Intel lect w i l l run the E m p i r e ? H e r e en t e r s ano the r w e i r d feature , N e g r i ' s 

u n e x p e c t e d Eurocen t r i sm: 

In a s u b s e q u e n t per iod , w h e n g loba l mu l t i l a t e r a l i sm is s t ab i l i zed a n d 

a r i s toc ra t i c g loba l r ep re sen t a t i ons a r e d e t e r m i n e d on a cont inen ta l 

bas i s , Eu rope w i l l b e c o m e the o n l y d e m o c r a t i c m e d i a t o r w i t h i n th is 

n e w g loba l const i tu t ion . W e n e e d E u r o p e b e c a u s e of th is . [. . . ] 

E u r o p e is the on ly occas ion for a p lu ra l i s t a n d democratic p u s h of rea l 

and d y n a m i c t rans format ion a t the g l o b a l level . ' ' 

T h e p rob lem here is not E u r o c e n t r i s m a s such, bu t r a t h e r the l a c k of 

concep tua l jus t i f ica t ion: w h y , e x a c t l y , is o n l y E u r o p e c a p a b l e of t r i gge r 

ing " a p lu ra l i s t and d e m o c r a t i c push of rea l a n d d y n a m i c t rans format ion 

a t the g lova l l e v e l " ? 

Deleuzt without Negri 

N e g r i ' s E u r o c e n t r i s m is d i s ce rn ib l e a l r e a d y in the opposi t ion b e t w e e n 

exp re s s ion and rep resen ta t ion , on w h i c h h is en t i re t hough t is b a s e d : the 

log ic of po l i t i ca l r ep resen ta t ion ( the s ta te —or pol i t ica l pa r t i e s — a s re 

p r e s e n t i n g p e o p l e ) v e r s u s the log ic of e x p r e s s i o n ( soc ia l m o v e m e n t s 

e x p r e s s i n g the free c r e a t i v i t y of the m u l t i t u d e ) . Rep re sen t a t i on d e a l s 

w i t h i n d i v i d u a l s w h o a r e " r e p r e s e n t e d " in the u n i v e r s a l sphere , m a r k e d 

b y the g a p b e t w e e n the i r emp i r i ca l p a r t i c u l a r i t y a n d the i r t r a n s c e n d e n t a l 

or l ega l un ive r sa l i t y ; s i n g u l a r i t i e s a re a t o m s w h i c h a r e d i r e c t l y i n t e r ac t ive 

and p r o d u c t i v e , e x p r e s s i n g the i r c r e a t i v e p o w e r . Ph i losoph ica l ly , th i s 

m e a n s D e s c a r t e s / K a n t v e r s u s S p i n o z a . ( T h e r e a r e c l e a r l y d i s c e r n i b l e 

echoes he re of S a r t r e ' s not ion of the "p ra t i co - ine r t , " d e v e l o p e d in h i s 

CritUjuc of Diakcikal Rexuon^ The theore t i ca l p r o b l e m he re i s : c a n one 

i m a g i n e a soc ie ty fully o r g a n i z e d in t e r m s of e x p r e s s i o n of the m u l t i t u d e , 

a soc ie ty of "abso lu t e d e m o c r a c y , " a soc ie ty w i t h o u t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ? A 

soc ie ty of p e r m a n e n t mobi l i za t ion , a soc ie ty in w h i c h e v e r y objec t ive 

s t ruc tu re is a d i rec t exp re s s ion of sub jec t ive p r o d u c t i v i t y ? W h a t w e 

e n c o u n t e r he re is the old ph i losoph ica l log ic of B e c o m i n g v e r s u s B e i n g 

( l iv ing p r o d u c t i v i t y v e r s u s the steril i ty ' of an ine r t s t ruc tu re of r e -
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p r e s e n t a t i o n ) , w h e r e e v e r y re -p resen ta t ion is p a r a s i t i c a l upon p r o d u c t i v e 

e x p r e s s i v i t y . 

P e r h a p s one shou ld shift the a c c e n t he re : from "no r ep resen ta t ion 

w i t h o u t e x p r e s s i v e p r o d u c t i v i t y " to "no e x p r e s s i v e p r o d u c t i v i t y w i t h o u t 

r ep re sen t a t i on . " It i s s t r u c t u r a l l y imposs ib le to " to t a l i ze" the mu l t i t ude of 

m o v e m e n t s : " abso lu t e d e m o c r a c y , " the full and d i r ec t r e i g n of mu l t i t ude , 

i s a p e r s p e c t i v a l i l lus ion , a compos i t e i m a g e of the false o v e r l a p p i n g of 

t w o h e t e r o g e n e o u s d imens ions . T a r k o v s k y ' s Solari) e n d s w i t h the d i r ec 

tor ' s a r c h e t y p a l f an t a sy of c o m b i n i n g w i t h i n the s a m e shot the O t h e r n e s s 

into w h i c h the h e r o is t h r o w n ( the chao t i c sur face of S o l a r i s ) a n d the 

object of h is nos t a lg i c long ing , the h o m e d a c h a to w h i c h he longs to 

re turn , the house w h o s e con tou r s a re enc i r c l ed b y the m a l l e a b l e s l ime of 

S o l a r i s ' s s u r f a c e — w i t h i n r a d i c a l O the rnes s , w e d i s cove r the lost object 

o f ou r i nne rmos t l ong ing . The s a m e fan tasmat i c s t a g i n g c o n c l u d e s 

T a r k o v s k y ' s Nodtalgia: in the mids t of the I ta l ian c o u n t r y s i d e enc i r c l ed 

b y the f r agmen t s of a c a t h e d r a l in ru ins , tha t i s , of the p l a c e in w h i c h the 

he ro is adrift , cu t off from h i s roots , t he re s t ands an e l emen t to ta l ly out of 

p l ace , the R u s s i a n d a c h a , the stuff of the he ro ' s d r e a m s ; he re , too, the shot 

b e g i n s w i t h a c lose -up of on ly the r e c u m b e n t he ro in front of h i s d a c h a , so 

that , for a momen t , it m a y s e e m tha t he h a s in fact r e t u r n e d home; the 

c a m e r a then s l o w l y p u l l s b a c k to d i v u l g e the p r o p e r l y f an tasmat i c se t t ing 

o f the d a c h a a g a i n s t the b a c k d r o p of the I ta l ian c o u n t r y s i d e . Th i s 

c o n c l u d i n g fan tasy is an ar t i f ic ia l condensa t i on of opposed , i n c o m p a t i b l e 

pe r spec t ive s , s o m e h o w l ike the s t a n d a r d op t i c i an ' s test in w h i c h w e see 

t h r o u g h one e y e a c a g e , t h r o u g h the o ther e y e a par ro t , and , if o u r t w o 

e y e s a r e w e l l c o o r d i n a t e d in the i r a x e s , w h e n w e open both e y e s , w e 

shou ld see the pa r ro t in the c a g e . A n d w h a t if it is the s a m e w i t h N e g r i ' s 

" abso lu t e d e m o c r a c y , " for the m u l t i t u d e d i r e c t l y r u l i n g i t se l f? W h a t if the 

g a p b e t w e e n the m u l t i t u d e a n d p o w e r is h e r e to s t a y ? 

T h i s d o e s not m e a n tha t w e shou ld a b a n d o n D e l e u z e — w h a t w e shou ld 

a b a n d o n is m e r e l y N e g r i ' s one - s ided a p p r o p r i a t i o n of D e l e u z e , a n 
app rop r i a t i on w h i c h l e a v e s out the r a d i c a l d u a l i t y o f D e l e u z e ' s thought . 

T h e r e a r e t w o i n c o m p a t i b l e on to log ies at w o r k in D e l e u z e : the D e l e u z e 

w h o c e l e b r a t e s the p roduc t i ve p o w e r o f the v i r t u a l flow i s forever 

h a u n t e d b y the D e l e u z e w h o conce ives the v i r t ua l flow o f sense a s a 

s ter i le i m m a t e r i a l effect, pos i t ing an i r r e d u c i b l e g a p b e t w e e n ma te r i a l 

p r o d u c t i v i t y a n d the v i r t u a l flow of S e n s e . 

T h e e l e m e n t a r y coo rd ina t e s o f D e l e u z e ' s on to logy a r e p r o v i d e d by the 

Oppos i t ion b e t w e e n the V i r t u a l a n d a n d the A c t u a l : the space o f the a c t u a l 
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( rea l ac t s in the present , e x p e r i e n c e d rea l i ty , a n d sub jec t s a s p e r s o n s qua 

formed i n d i v i d u a l s ) a c c o m p a n i e d b y i ts v i r t u a l s h a d o w (the field of 

p ro to- rea l i ty , of mu l t i p l e s ingu la r i t i e s , impe r sona l e l e m e n t s l a t e r s y n t h e -

t ized into o u r e x p e r i e n c e of r e a l i t y ) . Th i s is the D e l e u z e of " t r anscen 

d e n t a l e m p i r i c i s m , " the D e l e u z e w h o g i v e s to Kan t ' s t r a n s c e n d e n t a l h is 

u n i q u e twis t : the p r o p e r t r a n s c e n d e n t a l s p a c e is the v i r t u a l space of 

mul t ip l e s i n g u l a r potent ia l i t ies , of " p u r e " i m p e r s o n a l s i n g u l a r ge s tu r e s , 

affects, a n d p e r c e p t i o n s that a r e not y e t the ges tu res -a f fec t s -percep t ions 

of a p r eex i s t i ng , s tab le , a n d se l f - ident ica l subjec t . Th i s is w h y , for 

e x a m p l e , D e l e u z e c e l e b r a t e s the a r t of c i nema : it " l i b e r a t e s " the g a z e , 

i m a g e s , m o v e m e n t s , and , u l t ima te ly , t ime i tself from the i r a t t r ibu t ion to a 

g i v e n subject—^when w e w a t c h a movie , w e see the flow of Images from 

the pe r spec t i ve of the " m e c h a n i c a l " c a m e r a , a p e r s p e c t i v e w h i c h does not 

be long to a n y subject ; t h rough the a r t of m o n t a g e , m o v e m e n t i s a lso 

a b s t r a c t e d / l i b e r a t e d from i ts a t t r ibu t ion to a g i v e n sub jec t or object —it is 

an imper sona l m o v e m e n t w h i c h is o n l y s econda r i l y , a podterwn, a t t r ibu ted 

to some pos i t ive ent i t ies . 

H e r e , h o w e v e r , the first c r a c k in th is edif ice a p p e a r s : in a m o v e w h i c h 

is far from self-evident , D e l e u z e l i n k s th is concep tua l space to the 

t rad i t iona l opposi t ion b e t w e e n p r o d u c t i o n a n d r ep resen ta t ion . The v i r 

tual field is ( r e ) i n t e r p r e t e d a s tha t of gene ra t i ve , p roduc t i ve forces, 

opposed to the space of r ep re sen t a t i ons . H e r e w e face al l the s t a n d a r d 

t op i c s of the m o l e c u l a r mu l t i p l e s i tes of p r o d u c t i v i t y c o n s t r a i n e d b y the 

m o l a r to ta l iz ing o rgan i za t i ons , and so on a n d so forth. U n d e r the h e a d i n g 

of the opposi t ion b e t w e e n b e c o m i n g a n d be ing , D e l e u z e t h u s s e e m s to 

ident i fy these t w o logics , a l t h o u g h t h e y a r e f u n d a m e n t a l l y i ncompa t ib l e 

(one is t e m p t e d to a t t r ibu te the " b a d " in f luence w h i c h p u s h e d h im 

t o w a r d s the second logic to F é l i x Guattari" '^) . T h e p r o p e r si te ol 

p roduc t ion is not the v i r tua l space a s such , but, r a the r , the v e r y pa^Lnige 

from it to cons t i tu ted r ea l i ty , the co l l apse of the m u l t i t u d e a n d its 

osc i l la t ions into one r e a l i t y — p r o d u c t i o n is f u n d a m e n t a l y a l imi ta t ion 

of the open s p a c e of v i r tua l i t i e s , t he de t e rmina t ion /nega t ion of the v i r tua l 

m u l t i t u d e ( th is is how D e l e u z e r e a d s S p i n o z a ' s omni determinatw eöt negatio 

a g a i n s t H e g e l ) . 

The l ine of D e l e u z e p rope r is tha t of the g r e a t e a r l y m o n o g r a p h s ( the 

k e y ones b e i n g Difference and Repetition a n d The Logic of Sende) a s w e l l a s 

some of the shor te r i n t r o d u c t o r y w r i t i n g s ( l ike Prou.)t and Signd a n d the 

Introduction to Sacher-Ma,wch). In h is la te w o r k , it is the t w o c i n e m a books 

w h i c h m a r k the r e tu rn to the top ics of The Logic of Seruie. Th is s e r i e s is to 
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be d i s t i n g u i s h e d from the books D e l e u z e a n d Gua t t a r i co -wro te , a n d one 

can o n l y r e g r e t tha t the A n g l o - S a x o n recep t ion of D e l e u z e ( and , a lso, the 

pol i t ic ia l i m p a c t of D e l e u z e ) is p r e d o m i n a n t l y tha t of a " G u a t t a r i z e d " 

D e l e u z e . It is c ruc ia l to note tha t not a s ing le one of D e l e u z e ' s o w n t ex t s is 

In a n y w a y d i r e c t l y pol i t ica l ; D e l e u z e "in himself" w a s a h i g h l y el i t is t 

au thor , indifferent to po l i t i cs . T h e on ly se r ious ph i losoph ica l ques t ion is 

thus : w h a t Inherent impas se c a u s e d D e l e u z e to tu rn t o w a r d s G u a t t a r i ? Is 

Anti-Oedipiu, a r g u a b l y D e l e u z e ' s wor s t book, not the resu l t of e s c a p i n g 

the full confrontat ion of a d e a d l o c k v i a a s impl i f ied "f la t" solut ion, 

homologous to S c h e l l i n g e s c a p i n g the d e a d l o c k of his Weltalter p ro jec t 

v i a h i s shift to the d u a l i t y of "pos i t i ve" a n d " n e g a t i v e " ph i losophy , or 

H a b e r m a s e s c a p i n g the d e a d l o c k of the "d ia l ec t i c of E n l i g h t e n m e n t " v i a 

his shift to the d u a l i t y of Ins t rumenta l a n d c o m m u n i c a t i v e r e a s o n ? O u r 

t ask i s to confront a g a i n th i s d e a d l o c k . W a s , therefore , D e l e u z e not 

p u s h e d t o w a r d s Gua t t a r i b e c a u s e Gua t t a r i p r e s e n t e d a n a l ib i , an e a s y 

e scape from the d e a d l o c k of h i s p r e v i o u s pos i t ion? D o e s D e l e u z e ' s 

concep tua l s t ruc tu re not r e l y on two log ics , on two concep tua l oppos i t ions , 

w h i c h coex i s t in h is w o r k ? Th i s i n s igh t s eems so obv ious , s ta t ing it so 

close to w h a t the F r e n c h ca l l a LipaVtMade, tha t one is s u r p r i s e d it h a s not 

ye t b e e n g e n e r a l l y p e r c e i v e d : 

First , on the one h a n d , the log ic of sense , of i m m a t e r i a l b e c o m i n g a s the 

sense-event , a s the effect of b o d i l y - m a t e r i a l p r o c e s s e s - c a u s e s , the logic of 

the r ad i ca l g a p b e t w e e n the g e n e r a t i v e p rocess a n d i ts i m m a t e r i a l s ense -

effect: 

mul t ip l i c i t i e s , b e i n g incorporea l effects of m a t e r i a l c a u s e s , a r e i m p a s 

s ib le or c a u s a l l y s ter i le en t i t l es . T h e t ime of a p u r e becoming , a l w a y s 

a l r e a d y p a s s e d a n d e t e rneJ ly y e t to come, forms the t e m p o r a l d imen

sion of th is i m p a s s i b i l i t y or s te r i l i ty of mul t ip l i c i t i e s . 

A n d is c i n e m a not the u l t ima te case of the s ter i le f low of sur face 

b e c o m i n g ? The c inema t i c i m a g e is Inhe ren t ly s te r i le a n d Impass ive , 

the p u r e effect of co rporea l c a u s e s , a l t h o u g h none the l e s s a c q u i r i n g i ts 

p s e u d o - a u t o n o m y . 

S e c o n d , on the o the r hand , the log ic of b e c o m i n g a s the production of 

B e i n g s : 

the e m e r g e n c e of me t r i c or e x t e n s i v e p rope r t i e s shou ld be t r ea t ed a s a 

s ing le p rocess in w h i c h a con t inuous virtual jpacetlnie p r o g r e s s i v e l y 
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dif ferent ia tes i tself into a c t u a l d i s c o n t i n u o u s spa t io - t empora l s t ruc 

tures.^^ 

In, say , h is a n a l y s e s of films a n d l i t e r a tu re , D e l e u z e e m p h a s i z e s the 

desubs t an t i a l i za t i on of affects: in a w o r k of art , an affect (boredom, for 

i n s t a n c e ) is no l o n g e r a t t r i b u t a b l e to a c t u a l pe r sons , but b e c o m e s a free-

floating even t . H o w , then, d o e s th i s i m p e r s o n a l i n t ens i t y of a n affect-

even t re la te to bod ie s or p e r s o n s ? H e r e , w e e n c o u n t e r the s a m e ambi 

g u i t y : e i the r th is i m m a t e r i a l affect is g e n e r a t e d by in t e r ac t i ng bod ie s a s a 

s ter i le sur face of p u r e B e c o m i n g , or it is p a r t of the v i r t u a l in tens i t i es out 

of w h i c h bod ies e m e r g e t h r o u g h ac tua l i za t i on ( the p a s s a g e from B e c o m 

ing to B e i n g ) . 

And , is this opposi t ion not, y e t a g a i n , tha t of m a t e r i a l i s m v e r s u s 

i d e a l i s m ? In De l euze , th is m e a n s : The Logic of Seiwe v e r s u s Aiiti-OexHpiu. 

Ei ther the Sense -Even t , the flow of p u r e B e c o m i n g , is the immate r i a l 

effect (neu t ra l , ne i the r ac t ive nor p a s s i v e ) of the in t r ica t ion of bod i ly -

ma te r i a l causes , or the pos i t ive b o d i l y en t i t i e s a r e t h e m s e l v e s the p r o d u c t 

of the p u r e flow of B e c o m i n g . E i the r the infini te field of v i r tua l i ty is an 

i m m a t e r i a l effect of i n t e r ac t ing bodies , or the bod ies t hemse lves e m e r g e , 

a c t u a l i z e t hemse lves , from th is field of v i r tua l i t y . In The Logic of Se/ue, 

D e l e u z e h imse l f deve lops th is opposi t ion in the g u i s e of t w o poss ib le 

m o d e s of the g e n e s i s of r ea l i ty : the formal g e n e s i s ( the e m e r g e n c e of 

r e a l i t y out of the i m m a n e n c e of i m p e r s o n a l consc iousnes s a s the p u r e flow 

of B e c o m i n g ) is s u p p l e m e n t e d b y the real genes i s , the la t t e r a c c o u n t i n g 

for the e m e r g e n c e of the i m m a t e r i a l even t - su r face i tself out of bod i ly 

in te rac t ion . 

Is th is opposi t ion of the v i r t ua l a s the si te of p roduc t i ve B e c o m i n g and 

the v i r t ua l a s the site of the s ter i le S e n s e - E v e n t not, a t the s a m e t ime, the 

opposi t ion of the " b o d y w i t h o u t o r g a n s " ( B w O ) a n d " o r g a n s w i t h o u t a 

b o d y " ( O w a B ) ? Is, on the one hand , the p r o d u c t i v e flux of p u r e 

B e c o m i n g not the B w O , the b o d y not y e t s t r u c t u r e d or d e t e r m i n e d as 

funct ional o r g a n s ? A n d , on the o ther hand , a r e the O w a B not the 

v i r t u a l i t y of the p u r e affect e x t r a c t e d from its e m b e d d e d n e s s in a body , 

l i k e the smi le in A/ice in Wonderland tha t pers i s t s a lone , even w h e n the 

C h e s h i r e ca t ' s b o d y is no longe r p r e s e n t ? 

"Al l r ight , " sa id the Cat ; a n d th is t ime it v a n i s h e d qu i t e s lowly , 

b e g i n n i n g w i t h the e n d of the tai l , and e n d i n g w i th the g r in , w h i c h 

r e m a i n e d some t ime after the rest of it h a d gone . " W e l l ! I 've often seen 
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a cat w i t h o u t a g r i n , " t hough t Ahce ; "bu t a g r in w i t h o u t a ca t ! It 's the 

most c u r i o u s th ing I eve r s a w in m y l i f e ! " 

This not ion of e x t r a c t e d O w a B r e e m e r g e s forceful ly in The Time-Image, in 

the g u i s e of the gaze^ i tself a s such an a u t o n o m o u s o rgan no l o n g e r 

a t t a c h e d to a b o d y . These t w o log ics (Even t a s the p o w e r w h i c h g e n e r a t e s 

rea l i ty ; Even t a s the s ter i le , p u r e effect of b o d i l y i n t e r ac t i ons ) a l so invo lve 

t w o p r i v i l e g e d p s y c h o l o g i c a l s t a n c e s : the g e n e r a t i v e E v e n t of B e c o m i n g 

re l ies on the p r o d u c t i v e force of the " s c h i z o , " th is exp los ion of the un i f ied 

subjec t in the i m p e r s o n a l mu l t i t ude of des i r i ng in tens i t i es , in tens i t i es tha t 

a re s u b s e q u e n t l y c o n s t r a i n e d by the O e d i p a l ma t r ix ; the Even t a s s ter i le , 

immate r i a l effect r e l i e s on the f igure of the masoch i s t w h o finds sa t is fac

tion in the ted ious , r epe t i t ive g a m e of s t aged rituals w h o s e function is to 

pos tpone forever the s e x u a l pa^htage à l'acte. C a n one effect ively i m a g i n e a 

s t ronger cont ras t than that of the sch izo t h r o w i n g h imse l f w i t h o u t a n y 

rese rva t ion into the f lux of m u l t i p l e pass ions , a n d of the masoch i s t 

c l i ng ing to the t hea t e r of s h a d o w s in w h i c h h i s m e t i c u l o u s l y s t aged 

pe r fo rmances r epea t a g a i n a n d a g a i n the s a m e s ter i le g e s t u r e ? 

So , w h a t if w e conce ive D e l e u z e ' s opposi t ion of the i n t e r m i x i n g of 

ma te r i a l bod i e s a n d the immate r i a l effect of sense a l o n g the l ines of the 

M a r x i s t opposi t ion of b a s e a n d s u p e r s t r u c t u r e ? Is not the flow of 

b e c o m i n g the s u p e r s t r u c t u r e par excellence — the s ter i le t hea t e r of s h a d o w s 

on to log ica l ly cu t off from the si te of mate r ia l p roduc t ion , a n d p r e c i s e l y 

as such the o n l y poss ib le s p a c e of the E v e n t ? The tens ion b e t w e e n 

D e l e u z e ' s t w o on to log ies c l e a r l y t r ans l a t e s into t w o different pol i t ica l 

logics a n d p r a c t i c e s . T h e on to logy of p r o d u c t i v e B e c o m i n g c l e a r l y l e a d s 

to the leftist topic of the se l f -organiza t ion of the m u l t i t u d e of m o l e c u l a r 

g r o u p s w h i c h res is t a n d u n d e r m i n e the molar , to ta l i z ing s y s t e m s of 

p o w e r — t h e old not ion of the spon taneous , non -h i e r a r ch i ca l , l i v ing 

mu l t i t ude oppos ing the oppress ive , re if ied sys t em, the e x e m p l a r y case 

of leftist r a d i c a l i s m l i n k e d to ph i losoph ica l idea l i s t sub jec t iv i sm. The 

p r o b l e m is that th is is the on ly mode l of the po l l t i c iza t ion of D e l e u z e ' s 

t hough t a v a i l a b l e : the other on to logy , tha t of the s t e r lh ty of the S e n s e -

Event , a p p e a r s " apo l i t i c a l . " H o w e v e r , w h a t if th is o ther on to logy a l so 

invo lves a pol i t ica l log ic and p r a c t i c e of i ts own , of w h i c h D e l e u z e h imse l f 

W a s u n a w a r e ? S h o u l d w e not, then , p r o c e e d l i ke L e n i n in 1915 w h e n , in 

o rder to g r o u n d a n e w r e v o l u t i o n a r y p rac t i ce , he r e t u r n e d to H e g e l — n o t 

to h i s d i r e c t l y pol i t ica l w r i t i n g s , but, p r i m a r i l y , to h i s Litglcl W h a t if, in 

the s a m e w a y , there is ano the r D e l e u z l a n pol i t ics to be d i s c o v e r e d h e r e ? 
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T h e first h int in th is d i rec t ion m a y be p r o v i d e d b y the a l r e a d y - m e n t i o n e d 

pa r a l l e l b e t w e e n the coup le corporeal caïuied/imniaterialj'Lm of heconung and 

the old M a r x i s t coup le ba^ehiuperjlructure: such a pol i t ics w o u l d t a k e into 

a c c o u n t both the i r r e d u c i b l e d u a l i t y of " o b j e c t i v e " mate r ia l / soc io -eco

nomic p roces se s t a k i n g p l ace in r e a l i t y as w e l l a s the exp los ion of 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y Even t s , of the pol i t ica l log ic p roper . W h a t if t he domain 

of pol i t ics is Inheren t ly " s t e r i l e , " the d o m a i n of p s e u d o - c a u s e s , a s h a d o w 

thea te r , b u t none the les s c ruc ia l in t r ans fo rming r e a l i t y ? 

W h a t th i s m e a n s i s tha t one should a c c e p t the g a p b e t w e e n s ter i le v i r tua l 

m o v e m e n t s and the a c t u a l i t y of p o w e r . Th i s so lu t ion is more p a r a d o x i c a l 

than it m a y a p p e a r : one shou ld b e a r in m ind tha t v i r t u a l i t y s t ands for 

e x p r e s s i v e p roduc t iv i ty , w h i l e a c t u a l s ta te p o w e r ope ra t e s a t the level of 

r ep resen ta t ion : p r o d u c t i v i t y is " r e a l , " the s tate is r ep re sen t a t i ve . This is the 

w a y to b r e a k out of the ph i losoph ica l p a r a d i g m of p r o d u c t i v i t y v e r s u s the 

pos i t ive o rde r of Be ing : the t r ue g a p is not tha t b e t w e e n r ea l i t y and its 

r ep resen ta t ion ; r e a l i t y a n d r ep re sen t a t i on a re not opposed but on the same 

s ide , t hey form the s a m e o r d e r of pos i t ive B e i n g . P r o d u c t i v i t y is t h u s not the 

m e t a p h y s i c a l p r inc ip le or source of r ea l i ty , to be opposed to the mere 

a p p e a r a n c e of subs tan t ia l B e i n g : subs tan t i a l B e i n g is "a l l t he re r e a l l y i s , " 

w h i l e the c a u s a l i t y of p r o d u c t i v i t y i s a p s e u d o - c a u s a l i t y , s ince p roduc t iv i ty 

ope ra t e s in a " s t e r i l e " s h a d o w y v i r t u a l d o m a i n . 

Is th is d u a l i t y not p r e f i g u r e d in the H e i d e g g e r i a n s t r u g g l e be tween 

W o r l d a n d Ear th , w h i c h w e encoun te r , t oday , in the a n t i n o m y that 

def ines o u r e x p e r i e n c e ? O n the one hand , t he re is the fluidification 

(vo la t i l i za t ion ) of our e x p e r i e n c e , its desubs tan t i a l i za t ion ; th is exponen 

t i a l l y e x p l o d i n g " l i gh tne s s of b e i n g " c u l m i n a t e s in the c y b e r - d r e a m of the 

t ransformat ion of o u r v e r y i den t i t y a s a h u m a n be ing from h a r d w a r e to 

sof tware , to a p r o g r a m ab l e to be r e l o a d e d from one to a n o t h e r h a r d w a r e . 

R e a l i t y is he r e v i r tua l i zed , a n y fa i lure can be u n d o n e b y r e w i n d i n g and 

h a v i n g ano the r t r y a t it. H o w e v e r , th is v i r tua l i zed w o r l d in w h i c h w e 

d w e l l is t h r e a t e n e d b y the s h a d o w of w h a t w e u s u a l l y d e s i g n a t e a s the 

p rospec t of eco log ica l c a t a s t r o p h e — t h e i m p o n d e r a b l e h e a v i n e s s a n d 

complex i ty , the ine r t i a of Ear th c a t c h i n g up , r e m i n d i n g u s of the fragi le 

equ iHbr ium w h i c h forms the inv i s ib le b a c k g r o u n d founda t ion of our 

su rv iva l on Ea r th and w h i c h w e can d e s t r o y ( a n d t h u s d e s t r o y our

s e l v e s ) — t h r o u g h g loba l w a r m i n g , t h r o u g h n e w v i ru se s , t h rough a g i 

g a n t i c as te ro id h i t t ing the Ea r th . . . N e v e r in the h i s to ry of h u m a n i t y w a s 

the tension so p a l p a b l e b e t w e e n the u n b e a r a b l e l i gh tnes s of our be ing 

( the m e d i a p r o v i d i n g us w i t h the s t r anges t sensa t ions w i t h a c l ick , cu t t ing 
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t h r o u g h the r e s i s t ance of reaUty, p r o m i s i n g a " f r i c t ion less" w o r l d ) a n d the 

u n p r e d i c t a b l e b a c k g r o u n d of the Ear th . 

At the pol i t ica l l eve l p roper , is not N e g r i h imse l f on the t r a c k s of th is 

solut ion of a s se r t i ng the i r r e d u c i b l e g a p w h e n he p roposes the fo rmula of 

" g o v e r n a n c e " a s the t ens ion /d i a logue b e t w e e n s ta te p o w e r a n d the self-

o r g a n i z e d mu l t i t ude ' s m o v e m e n t s ? M a o w a s w e l l a w a r e of th is dua l i t y , 

w h i c h is w h y he i n t e r v e n e d a t the c l i m a x of the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion , 

tvhen the S h a n g h a i c o m m u n e a t t emp ted to ge t r id of the party—state 

j^ppara tus i tself a n d r e p l a c e it w i t h c o m m u n a l se l f -o rgan iza t ion —such an 

organ iza t ion , he w a r n e d , is "too w e a k w h e n it c o m e s to s u p p r e s s i n g 

c o u n t e r - r e v o l u t i o n w h e n it c o m e s to th is threat , one n e e d s p u r e and 

r a w p o w e r : 

Of al l impor t an t t h ings , the possess ion of p o w e r is the most impor tan t . 

S u c h b e i n g the case , the r e v o l u t i o n a r y m a s s e s , w i t h a d e e p ha t r ed for 

t h e c l a s s e n e m y , m a k e u p the i r m i n d s to uni te , form a g r e a t a l l i ance , 

a n d se ize p o w e r ! S e i z e p o w e r ! S e i z e p o w e r ! ! ! Al l the p a r t y p o w e r , 

pol i t ical p o w e r , a n d f inancia l p o w e r u s u r p e d b y the coun te r r evo lu 

t i o n a r y rev i s ion i s t s a n d those d i e h a r d s w h o pe r s i s t en t ly c l ing to the 

b o u r g e o i s r e a c t i o n a r y l ine m u s t be r e c a p t u r e d . 

This In tervent ion b y M a o is u s u a l l y q u o t e d a s the proof of h is ru th l e s s 

man ipu l a t i on of the R e d G u a r d s : he o n l y n e e d e d them to c rush h i s 

opponents w i t h i n the p a r t y nonunklatura, so tha t the m o m e n t th i s job w a s 

done a n d the G u a r d l s t s pers i s ted , w a n t i n g to d i s so lve the p a r t y - s t a t e 

a p p a r a t u s a n d effect ively t a k e it over , he i n s t ruc t ed the a r m y , the on ly 

Stable s ta te a p p a r a t u s still funct ioning, to i n t e rvene , c r u s h i n g the R e d 

G u a r d s ' r e s i s t ance a n d s e n d i n g mi l l ions of the G u a r d l s t s to the coun t ry 

side to " r e e d u c a t e " t h e m . . . W h a t if, h o w e v e r , such a r e a d i n g is a l l too 

s imp le and mis ses the po in t ? W h a t if M a o w a s a w a r e tha t the v e r y 

flourishing of m o v e m e n t s of the mu l t i t ude a l w a y s - a l r e a d y h a d to r e l y on 

some didpo.iitif of P o w e r w h i c h s t ruc tu r e s and sus t a in s the v e r y space 

w i t h i n w h i c h t h e y o p e r a t e ? T o d a y , the m o v e m e n t s for g a y r igh t s , h u m a n 

r ights , a n d so on, a l l r e l y on state a p p a r a t u s e s , w h i c h a r e not o n l y the 

a d d r e s s e e of the i r d e m a n d s , bu t a l so p r o v i d e the f r a m e w o r k for the i r 

ac t iv i ty ( s tab le civi l l i f e ) . 

The m o r e fundamen ta l r e p r o a c h to M a o is the s t anda rd one of the 

pos tmodern Left to t rad i t iona l " L e n i n i s t " M a r x i s t s ; tha t t h e y a l l focus on 

state power , on t a k i n g over s ta te p o w e r . H o w e v e r , the v a r i o u s s u c c e s s e s 
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in t a k i n g s ta te p o w e r m i s e r a b l y fa i led in the i r goa l s , so the Left shou ld 

adop t a different, a p p a r e n t l y more modes t , bu t in fact m u c h more rad ica l 

s t r a t egy : to w i t h d r a w from state p o w e r and focus on d i r e c t l y t ransform

ing the v e r y t ex tu r e of socia l life, e v e r y d a y p rac t i ce s w h i c h sus ta in the 

ent i re social s t ruc tu re . This posi t ion w a s g i v e n i ts most e l a b o r a t e d form 

b y J o h n f i o l l o w a y : Change the World without Taking Power.^'^ T h e con

t i n u a l l y con tes t ed sepa ra t ion of " d o i n g " ( h u m a n ac t iv i ty , l i v ing l abo r ) 

a n d " the d o n e " ( d e a d labor , c a p i t a l ) m e a n s tha t r e l a t i ons b e t w e e n people 

a r e r e d u c e d to re la t ions b e t w e e n th ings . T h e social flow of doing, w h a t 

H o l l o w a y t e r m s h u m a n " p o w e r - t o , " is b r o k e n b y " p o w e r - o v e r . " O u r 

e v e r y d a y ex i s t ence is a s e r i e s of s t r u g g l e s , h i d d e n a n d open, v io len t a n d 

suppres sed , consc ious a n d unconsc ious . " W e a re not a S l e e p i n g B e a u t y , a 

h u m a n i t y frozen in our a l i ena t ion unt i l o u r p r i n c e - p a r t y comes to k i s s us, 

w e l ive r a the r in cons tan t s t r u g g l e to free ou r se lve s Irom the curse ." ' '^ 

A n y r ad i ca l social c h a n g e mus t therefore be ant i - fe t i shis t ic in i ts ap 

p roach , b u t the v e r y opposi te of fe t ishism is p r e c i s e l y the " d a r k vo id" 

w h i c h cannot be seen or plot ted, the pa th w e m a k e b y t r ead ing , the 

ques t i ons w e a s k in a s k i n g itself. 

T h e r e is a m o m e n t of t ru th in th i s a p p r o a c h —this t ru th is the t ru th first 

g i v e n i ts c l a s s i c fo rmula t ion b y L a Boe t i e in h i s t r ea t i se on v o l u n t a r y 

s e rv i t ude : our pa s s ive e n d u r e m e n t of p o w e r cons t i tu tes it, w e do not obey 

a n d i e a r p o w e r b e c a u s e it is in i tself so power fu l ; on the con t ra ry , p o w e r 

a p p e a r s powerfu l b e c a u s e w e t rea t it a s such . T h i s fact opens u p the space 

for a m a g i c a l pa s s ive r evo lu t ion w h i c h , i n s t ead of d i r e c t l y confront ing 

power , g r a d u a l l y u n d e r m i n e s it t h r o u g h the s u b t e r r a n e a n d i g g i n g of the 

mole , t h r o u g h a b s t a i n i n g from pa r t i c ipa t i on in the e v e r y d a y r i t u a l s a n d 

p r a c t i c e s tha t sus ta in it. In a w a y , w a s M a h a t m a G a n d h i not do ing 

e x a c t l y this , w h e n he led the an t i -Br i t i sh r e s i s t ance in I n d i a ? Ins tead of 

d i r e c t l y a t t a c k i n g the co lon ia l s ta te , he o r g a n i z e d m o v e m e n t s of civi l 

d i sobed ience , of boyco t t i ng Br i t i sh p roduc t s , of c r e a t i n g a socia l space 

ou t s ide the scope of the colonia l s ta te . 

Ano the r field of such u n d e r m i n i n g of the ru l e of cap i ta l is c o n s u m e r s ' 

se l f -o rgan iza t ion . On this v i e w , one shou ld d rop the t rad i t iona l leftist 

p r i v i l e g i n g of p roduc t ion a s the o n l y subs t an t i a l r e a l i t y of social life: the 

posi t ion of the w o r k e r - p r o d u c e r a n d that of c o n s u m e r shou ld be sus 

t a ined as i r r e d u c i b l e in the i r d i v e r g e n c e , w i t h o u t p r i v i l e g i n g one a s the 

" d e e p e r t r u t h " of the o t h e r . V a l u e is c r e a t e d in the p roduc t i on process ; 

h o w e v e r , it is , a s it w e r e , c r ea t ed the re o n l y po ten t ia l ly , s ince it is o n l y 

actualized a s v a l u e w h e n the p r o d u c e d commodi ty ' is sold and the c i rc le 
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J V i - C - M ' is t h u s comple ted . C r u c i a l is th is t empora l gap b e t w e e n the 

p roduc t ion of v a l u e a n d its ac tua l i za t ion : e v e n if v a l u e is p r o d u c e d in 

p roduc t ion , w i t h o u t the successfu l comple t ion of the p roces s of c i r cu l a 

tion, t he r e is dtricto deiuti no v a l u e — the t e m p o r a l i t y is h e r e tha t of the futur 

antérieur, in o ther w o r d s , v a l u e " i s " not i m m e d i a t e l y , it on ly " w i l l h a v e 

b e e n , " it is r e t r o a c t i v e l y a c t u a l i z e d , pe r fo rma t ive ly enac t ed . In p r o d u c 

tion, v a l u e is g e n e r a t e d " in itself," w h i l e o n l y t h r o u g h the c o m p l e t e d 

c i rcu la t ion p roces s d o e s it b e c o m e "for itself." Th i s is h o w Kojin K a r a t a n i 

reso lves the Kan t i an a n t i n o m y of v a l u e w h i c h LJ and id not g e n e r a t e d in the 

p rocess of p roduc t ion : it is g e n e r a t e d the re o n l y "in itself." A n d it is 

b e c a u s e of this g a p b e t w e e n in- a n d for-itself t ha t cap i t a l i sm n e e d s formal 

d e m o c r a c y a n d e q u a b l y : 

W h a t p r e c i s e l y d i s t i n g u i s h e s cap i ta l from the master—slave re la t ion is 

tha t the w o r k e r confronts h i m a s c o n s u m e r a n d possessor of e x c h a n g e 

v a l u e s , a n d tha t in the form of the possesso r of m o n e y , in the form of 

m o n e y he b e c o m e s a s imple c e n t e r of c i r cu la t ion —one of i ts inf in i te ly 

m a n y cen te r s , in w h i c h h i s spec i f ic i ty as w o r k e r is e x t i n g u i s h e d . 

W h a t th i s m e a n s is that, in o r d e r to comple t e the c i r c l e of i ts r e p r o d u c 

tion, cap i ta l h a s to p a s s t h r o u g h th i s c r i t ica l point a t w h i c h the ro les a r e 

inver ted : " [ . . . ] s u r p l u s v a l u e is r ea l i z ed in p r i nc ip l e o n l y b y w o r k e r s in 

totality b u y i n g b a c k w h a t t h e y p r o d u c e . " Th i s point is c ruc ia l for 

Kara tan i : it p r o v i d e s the k e y l e v e r a g e from w h i c h to oppose the ru le 

of cap i t a l t oday : is it not n a t u r a l tha t the p r o l e t a r i a n s shou ld focus t he i r 

a t t ack on tha t u n i q u e po in t a t w h i c h t h e y a p p r o a c h cap i t a l from the 

posi t ion of a buye r , and , consequen t l y , at w h i c h it is cap i t a l w h i c h is 

forced to cour t t h e m ? — . . ] if w o r k e r s can b e c o m e sub jec t s at a l l , it is 

on ly a s consumers."^ '^ 

Today , th is k e y role of consumpt ion h a s r ea s se r t ed i tself in an 

u n e x p e c t e d w a y . Re fe r r i ng to G e o r g e s B a t a i l l e ' s not ion of the " g e n e r a l 

e c o n o m y " of sove re ign e x p e n d i t u r e , w h i c h he opposes to the " r e s t r a ined 

e c o n o m y " of cap i t a l i sm ' s e n d l e s s prof i teer ing , the G e r m a n pos t -human i s t 

ph i losopher P e t e r S l o t e r d i j k p rov ides the ou t l ines of cap i t a l i sm ' s spl i t 

from itself, its i m m a n e n t se l f -overcoming: cap i t a l i sm c u l m i n a t e s w h e n it 

c rea te s out of i tself its o w n mos t r ad i ca l —and the o n l y fruitful — 

opposi te , to ta l ly different from w h a t the c lass ica l Left, c a u g h t in i ts 

rn iserabi l i sm, w a s ab l e to d r e a m abou t . " H i s pos i t ive men t ion of 

A n d r e w C a r n e g i e s h o w s the w a y : the sove re ign se l f -nega t ing g e s t u r e 
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of the e n d l e s s a c c u m u l a t i o n of w e a l t h is to s p e n d th is w e a l t h on th ings 

b e y o n d p r i ce , a n d ou t s ide m a r k e t c i r cu la t ion : the p u b l i c good , the ar ts 

a n d sc i ences , hea l th , a n d so on. Th i s c o n c l u d i n g " s o v e r e i g n " g e s t u r e 

e n a b l e s the cap i ta l i s t to b r e a k out of the v i c ious c y c l e of e n d l e s s e x p a n d e d 

rep roduc t ion , of g a i n i n g m o n e y in o r d e r to ea rn m o r e m o n e y . W h e n he 

dona te s h i s a c c u m u l a t e d w e a l t h to the pub l i c good , the cap i t a l i s t self-

n e g a t e s h imse l f a s the m e r e personi f ica t ion of cap i t a l and i ts r ep roduc t i ve 

c i r cu la t ion : h i s life a c q u i r e s m e a n i n g . It is no l o n g e r j u s t e x p a n d e d 

r ep roduc t ion a s an au to te l i c goa l . F u r t h e r m o r e , t he cap i ta l i s t t hus 

a c c o m p l i s h e s the shift from eros to thynwd, from the p e r v e r t e d "e ro t i c " 

log ic of a c c u m u l a t i o n to p u b l i c r ecogn i t ion a n d repu ta t ion . W h a t this 

a m o u n t s to is no th ing less t han e l e v a t i n g figures such a s S o r o s or Ga te s to 

person i f ica t ions of the i n h e r e n t se l f -negat ion of the cap i ta l i s t p rocess 

itself: t he i r w o r k of c h a r i t y — t h e i r i m m e n s e dona t ions to p u b l i c w e l f a r e — 

is not j u s t a pe r sona l i d i o s y n c r a s y . W h e t h e r s ince re or hypoc r i t i ca l , it is 

the log ica l c o n c l u d i n g po in t of cap i ta l i s t c i rcu la t ion , n e c e s s a r y from the 

s t r i c t ly e c o n o m i c s tandpoin t , s ince it a l l o w s the cap i t a l i s t sy s t em to 

pos tpone its c r i s i s . It r e e s t ab l i she s b a l a n c e — a k i n d ol r ed i s t r ibu t ion of 

w e a l t h to the t r u l y n e e d y — w i t h o u t fa l l ing into a fatal t r ap : the des t ruc 

t ive log ic of r e sen tmen t a n d enforced s tat is t r ed i s t r ibu t ion of w e a l t h 

w h i c h can o n l y end in g e n e r a l i z e d mi se ry . It a lso a v o i d s , one m i g h t add, 

the o ther m o d e of r ee s t ab l i sh ing a k i n d of b a l a n c e a n d as se r t ing thymod 

t h r o u g h s o v e r e i g n e x p e n d i t u r e , n a m e l y w a r s . . . Th i s p a r a d o x s i gna l s a 

sad p r e d i c a m e n t of ours : c o n t e m p o r a r y cap i t a l i sm canno t r e p r o d u c e itself 

on its own . It n e e d s e x t r a - e c o n o m i c c h a r i l y to sus t a in the c y c l e of social 

r ep roduc t ion . 

Governance and nuweinentd 

E v e r y revolu t ion thus cons is t s of t w o different a spec t s : factual revolu t ion 

p l u s sp i r i tua l reform, n a m e l y , ac tua l s t r u g g l e for s ta te p o w e r p l u s the 

v i r t u a l s t r u g g l e for the t r ans fo rmat ion of cus toms , of the s u b s t a n c e of 

e v e r y d a y l i f e — w h a t H e g e l ca l l ed the "s i len t w e a v i n g of the Sp i r i t , ' 

w h i c h u n d e r m i n e s the inv i s ib le founda t ions of p o w e r , so tha t the formal 

c h a n g e is the final ac t of t a k i n g note of w h a t h a s a l r e a d y t a k e n p lace , for 

one h a s o n l y to r emind the d e a d form tha t it is d e a d , a n d it d i s in t eg ra t e s . 

In h i s Phenomenology, a g a i n , H e g e l q u o t e s the famous p a s s a g e from 

Dide ro t ' s Nephew of Rameau abou t the "si lent , c ea se l e s s w e a v i n g of the 

Sp i r i t in the s imple i n w a r d n e s s of its subs t ance" : 

374 
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[. . . ] it inf i l t ra tes the noble p a r t s t h r o u g h a n d t h r o u g h a n d soon has 

t a k e n comple te possess ion of al l the v i t a l s a n d m e m b e r s of the 

u n c o n s c i o u s idol; t hen "one fine m o r n i n g it g i v e s i ts c o m r a d e a shove 

w i t h the e lbow, and b a n g ! c r a s h ! the idol l ies on the floor." On "one 

fine m o r n i n g " w h o s e noon is b lood less if the infect ion h a s p e n e t r a t e d 

to e v e r y o r g a n of sp i r i tua l life. 

This , h o w e v e r , is not H e g e l ' s final w o r d : he goes on to po in t ou t tha t th is 

" S p i r i t c o n c e a l i n g i ts ac t ion from itself, i s o n l y one s ide of the rea l i za t ion 

o f p u r e ins igh t" : a t the s a m e t ime, b e i n g a consc ious act , this S p i r i t "mus t 

g i v e i t s m o m e n t s a def ini te mani fes t ex i s t ence a n d m u s t a p p e a r on the 

scene a s a shee r u p r o a r a n d a v io len t s t r u g g l e w i t h i ts ant i - thes is ." ' ' ' ' In 

t h e t rans i t ion to the N e w , the re is a pa s s iona t e s t r u g g l e g o i n g on, w h i c h is 

o v e r once the oppos ing force no t ices h o w its v e r y opposi t ion is a l r e a d y 

i m p r e g n a t e d w i t h the opponen t ' s l o g i c . T h i s , then , is h o w w e a re to r e a d 

t h e t w o a p p a r e n t l y opposed fea tu res ( the p r io r i t y of the form; the "s i len t 

w e a v i n g of the S p i r i t " ) toge ther : the la t te r does not conce rn content , bu t 

t h e form i t s e l f—aga in , in the c a s e of a t e l evange l i s t p r e a c h e r , th i s "s i lent 

w e a v i n g " u n d e r m i n e s h is m e s s a g e a t the level of i ts own form ( the w a y he 

de l ive r s the m e s s a g e s u b v e r t s i t s c o n t e n t ) . 

The lesson of fa i lures such a s the Cu l tu r a l Revo lu t ion is that the focus 

should be shifted from the Utopian goa l of the full r e ign of p r o d u c t i v e 

exp re s s iv i t y tha t no l o n g e r n e e d s rep resen ta t ion , s ta te order , cap i ta l , and 

So forth, to the ques t ion , " W h a t k i n d of r ep re sen ta t i on shou ld r e p l a c e the 

ex is t ing l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c r ep r e sen t a t i ve s t a t e? " Is N e g r i ' s p roposa l of a 

"c i t i zen ' s i n c o m e " not an ind ica t ion in th is s e n s e ? It is an ins t i tu t iona l -

r ep resen ta t ive m e a s u r e (not for homini Mcer, for full c i t i zens —it i m p l i e s 

state r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ) ; it is not l i nked to an i n d i v i d u a l ' s p roduc t iv i t y , bu t is 

t h e r ep r e sen t a t i ve condltwn and framework for open ing u p the poss ib le 

Space of e x p r e s s i v e p r o d u c t i v i t y . 

N e g r i c h a r a c t e r i z e s the c o n t e m p o r a r y s i tua t ion a s one of " p e r m a n e n t 

g o v e r n a n c e " : 

P o w e r IS b r o k e n in two . In o r d e r to be r ea l i zed , it no l o n g e r h a s the 

poss ib i l i ty of d e t e r m i n i n g a norm, then e x e c u t i n g it s u b s e q u e n t l y in a 

concre te a d m i n i s t r a t i v e act . The norm can ' t be r ea l i z ed w i t h o u t 

consensus , w h i c h h a s to be seen a s the pa r t i c ipa t ion of sub jec t s . 

Inc iden ta l ly , th is not ion of "dua l p o w e r , " of " g o v e r n a n c e " a s the in ter -
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act ion b e t w e e n r ep re sen t a t i ve s tate p o w e r a n d counc i l s of " e x p r e s s i v e " 

m o v e m e n t s , h a s a long t rad i t ion on the Left — a m o n g others , it w a s 

a d v o c a t e d b y Kar l K a u t s k y in 1 9 1 8 - 1 9 , w h e n he re jec ted the e x c l u s i v e 

a l t e rna t ive "e i the r the na t iona l a s s e m b l y or the counci l a s s e m b l y , " 

s e e k i n g the i r in tegra t ion , w i t h e a c h of them fulfil l ing different and 

specif ic t a s k s : 

The counc i l s , K a u t s k y a r g u e d , o u g h t not to be chosen a s the sole form 

of e lec tora l r ep resen ta t ion even if t h e y en joyed the suppor t of the 

ma jo r i t y of the popula t ion , for t h e y w e r e def ic ient both t e c h n i c a l l y and 

po l i t i ca l ly . To opt e x c l u s i v e l y for the counc i l form w o u l d be to 

i n t roduce a sy s t em b a s e d on w o r k p l a c e and occupa t ion , tha t w o u l d 

e x a c t p a r t i c u l a r i s t a n d corpora t i s t t e n d e n c i e s . [. . . ] In p a r l i a m e n t a r y 

e lec t ions to a na t iona l a s s e m b l y , on the o ther h a n d , social in te res t s 

w e r e h o m o g e n i z e d a n d g r e a t po l i t ica l pa r t i e s c a m e to the fore.'^^ 

Trotsky , the t a rge t of K a u t s k y ' s c r i t i que , a d v o c a t e s the s a m e dualit:}' 

w h e n he m a k e s a p l e a for the i n t e r p l a y b e t w e e n c l a s s se l f -organiza t ion 

a n d pol i t ical l e a d e r s h i p of the r e v o l u t i o n a r y v a n g u a r d party.'^^ 

T h e m a i n form of d i r ec t d e m o c r a c y of the " e x p r e s s i v e " mu l t i t ude in the 

t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y w e r e so -ca l l ed counc i l s ( " sov ie t s " ) — (a lmos t ) e v e r y 

b o d y in the W e s t l oved them, i n c l u d i n g l ibe ra l s such a s H a n n a h A r e n d t 

w h o p e r c e i v e d in t hem the e c h o of the anc i en t G r e e k life of the polit. 

T h r o u g h o u t the epoch o l " r e a l l y - e x i s t i n g s o c i a l i s m , " the secre t hope ol 

" d e m o c r a t i c soc i a l i s t s " w a s the d i rec t d e m o c r a c y of the " sov i e t s , " the 

local counc i l s a s the form of se l f -organiza t ion of the peop le ; and it is 

d e e p l y s y m p t o m a t i c how, w i t h the d e c l i n e of " r e a l l y - e x i s t i n g soc i a l i sm , " 

th i s e m a n c i p a t o r y s h a d o w w h i c h h a u n t e d it a l l the t ime h a s a l so d i s 

appeared^— is th is not the u l t ima te conf i rmat ion of the fact tha t the 

concr l ia r mode l of " d e m o c r a t i c s o c i a l i s m " w a s jus t a spec t ra l doub le ot 

" b u r e a u c r a t i c " " r e a l l y - e x i s t i n g s o c i a l i s m , " i ts i n h e r e n t t r ansg re s s ion w i th 

no subs tan t i a l pos i t ive conten t of i ts o w n , that is, u n a b l e to s e rve a s the 

p e r m a n e n t b a s i c o r g a n i z i n g p r i nc ip l e of a s o c i e t y ? W h a t both " r e a l l y -

e x i s t m g s o c i a l i s m " a n d conc i l i a r d e m o c r a c y sha red w a s the belief in the 

poss ib i l i t y of a se l f - t ransparen t o rgan iza t i on of soc ie ty w h i c h w o u l d 

p r e c l u d e pol i t ica l " a l i e n a t i o n " (s ta te a p p a r a t u s e s , ins t i tu t iona l i zed ru le s 

of po l i t ica l life, l e g a l order , the pol ice , a n d so o n ) — a n d is the bas ic 

e x p e r i e n c e of the e n d of " r e a l l y - e x i s t i n g s o c i a l i s m " not p r e c i s e l y the 

re ject ion of th is éhareè fea ture , the r e s i g n e d " p o s t m o d e r n " a c c e p t a n c e of 
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the fact tha t soc ie ty i s a c o m p l e x n e t w o r k of " s u b s y s t e m s , " w h i c h is w h y a 

cer ta in level of " a l i e n a t i o n " is cons t i tu t ive of social life, so that a to ta l ly 

se l f - t ransparen t soc ie ty is a Utopia w i t h to ta l i t a r i an potential? '^^ N o 

w o n d e r , then , that the s a m e ho lds for t o d a y ' s p r a c t i c e s of "d i rec t 

d e m o c r a c y , " from the fave las to " p o s t i n d u s t r i a l " d ig i t a l c u l t u r e (do 

the desc r ip t ions of the n e w " t r i b a l " c o m m u n i t i e s of c o m p u t e r - h a c k e r s 

not often e v o k e the log ic of conc i l i a r d e m o c r a c y ? ) : t h e y al l h a v e to r e l y on 

a s tate a p p a r a t u s , t ha t is , for s t ruc tu ra l r ea sons , t h e y canno t t a k e ove r the 

ent i re f ield. 

N e g r i ' s mot to "no g o v e r n i n g w i t h o u t m o v e m e n t s ' shou ld therefore be 

c o u n t e r e d w i t h "no m o v e m e n t s w i t h o u t g o v e r n i n g , " w i t h o u t a s tate 

p o w e r su s t a in ing the space for m o v e m e n t s . N e g r i d i smi s se s the r ep re 

sen t a t i ve -democra t i c sy s t em: " T h e pa r l i amen ta ry ' sys t em of r ep re sen t a 

tion h a s g o n e bad—you can ' t do a n j ^ h i n g there . W e n e e d to i nven t n e w 

t h i n g s . " H o w e v e r , insofar a s " e x p r e s s i v e " m o v e m e n t s h a v e to r e l y on a 

p r e s u p p o s e d Ground , one can defend d e m o c r a c y (not the d i r ec t form, 

bu t p r e c i s e l y the r ep re sen t a t i ve form) a s p r o v i d i n g the n e c e s s a r y Ground 

for the m o v e m e n t s ' e x e r c i s e of e x p r e s s i v e freedom: i ts a b s t r a c t - u n i v e r s a l 

formal c h a r a c t e r (one person one vo te and so o n ) is the on ly a p p r o p r i a t e 

one for p r o v i d i n g such a neu t r a l g r o u n d . 

It is the tens ion b e t w e e n r ep re sen t a t i ve d e m o c r a c y and the "move

m e n t ' s " d i r ec t e x p r e s s i o n tha t a l l o w s u s to fo rmula te the dif ference 

b e t w e e n an o r d i n a r y d e m o c r a t i c pol i t ica l p a r t y and the " s t r o n g e r " 

( u p p e r - c a s e ) P a r t y ( a s in C o m m u n i s t P a r t y ) : an o r d i n a r y po l i t i ca l p a r t y 

fully a s s u m e s the r ep r e sen t a t i ve function, i ts en t i re l eg i t imiza t ion is 

p r o v i d e d by e lec t ions , w h i l e the P a r t y cons ide r s the formal p r o c e d u r e 

of d e m o c r a t i c e lec t ions s e c o n d a r y a s r e g a r d s the r ea l po l i t ica l d y n a m i c s 

of m o v e m e n t s " e x p r e s s i n g " the i r force. Th is , of course , does not m e a n 

tha t t he P a r t y looks for i ts l eg i t imiza t ion in m o v e m e n t s w h i c h a r e 

e x t e r n a l to it; the P a r t y r a t h e r pe rce ives /pos i t s i tself a s the m o v e m e n t s ' 

Selbàt-Aufhebung ( se l f - sub la t ion) : it does not n ego t i a t e w i t h movemen t s , it 

is a m o v e m e n t t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t e d in to the form of pol i t ica l u n i v e r s a l i t y , 

r e a d y to a s s u m e full s tate power , a n d w h i c h , a s such, ne /autorue que de 

lui-même. 

W h e r e d e m o c r a c y is not e n o u g h is w i t h r e g a r d to w h a t B a d i o u c a l l e d 

the cons t i tu t ive e x c e s s of r ep re sen ta t i on ove r the r e p r e s e n t e d . A t the 

level of the L a w , s ta te p o w e r o n l y r ep re sen t s the in te res t s a n d so on of i ts 

sub jec ts , it s e rves them, it is r e spons ib le to them and is i t se l f sub j ec t ed to 

the i r control ; h o w e v e r , at the level of the s u p e r e g o u n d e r s i d e , the pub l i c 
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m e s s a g e of r e spons ib i l i t y a n d the rest is s u p p l e m e n t e d by the obscene 

m e s s a g e of uncond i t i ona l e x e r c i s e of P o w e r : l a w s do not r e a l l y b ind me, I 

c an do to y o u whatever I want, I can t rea t y o u as g u i l t y if I d e c i d e so, 1 can 

des t roy y o u if I s a y so . . . Th i s obscene e x c e s s is a necedJary cons t i tuen t of 

the not ion ol s o v e r e i g n t y ( w h o s e s igni f ier i s the M a s t e r - S l g n i f i e r ) —the 

a s y m m e t r y is he r e s t ruc tu ra l , tha t is , the l a w can on ly sus ta in its au tho r i t y 

if sub jec t s h e a r in it the echo of the obscene uncond i t i ona l self-asser t ion. 

D e m o c r a c y p r e s u p p o s e s a m i n i m u m of a l i ena t ion : those w h o exer t 

p o w e r can o n l y be he ld r e spons ib le to the peop le if t he r e is a min ima l 

d i s t ance of r e -p resen ta t ion b e t w e e n t h e m a n d the peop le . In " totahtar-

i a n i s m , " th i s d i s t ance is c a n c e l e d , the L e a d e r is s u p p o s e d to d i r ec t l y 

p r e sen t the w i l l of the p e o p l e — a n d the resu l t is , of course , that the 

( e m p i r i c a l ) peop le a r e even more r a d i c a l l y a l i e n a t e d in the i r L e a d e r : he 

d i r ec t l y Lt w h a t t h e y " r e a l l y a r e , " the i r t r ue iden t i ty , the i r t rue w i s h e s and 

in te res t s , a s opposed to the i r confused " e m p i r i c a l " w i s h e s a n d in te res t s . 

In cont ras t to the au tho r i t a r i an p o w e r a l i e n a t e d from its sub jec ts , the 

people , h e r e the " e m p i r i c a l " people , a r e a l i e n a t e d / rom themMh'ed. 

This , o l course , in no w a y i m p l i e s a s imple p l e a for d e m o c r a c y and 

re ject ion of " to t a l i t a r i an i sm" : the re w, on the con t ra ry , a m o m e n t of t ruth 

in " t o t a l i t a r i an i sm." H e g e l h a d a l r e a d y po in ted out h o w pol i t ica l r ep re 

senta t ion does not m e a n tha t peop le a l r e a d y k n o w in a d v a n c e w h a t t h e y 

w a n t a n d t hen c h a r g e the i r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s w i t h a d v o c a t i n g the i r inter

e s t s — t h e y o n l y k n o w them "in t hemse lves" ; it is the i r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e w h o 

formula tes t he i r in te res t s a n d g o a l s for them, m a k i n g t h e m "for- them-

s e l v e s . " The " to t a l i t a r i an" log ic thus m a k e s expl ic i t , pos i t s " a s s u c h , " a 

spl i t w h i c h a l w a y s - a l r e a d y cu t s from w i t h i n the r e p r e s e n t e d "peop l e . " 

O n e shou ld not be a f ra id he re to d r a w the r ad i ca l conc lus ion con

c e r n i n g the f igure of the l eade r : d e m o c r a c y a s a r u l e canno t r e a c h beyond 

p r a g m a t i c u t i l i t a r ian iner t ia , i t c anno t s u s p e n d the l og i c of the " se rv i c ing 

of g o o d s " Çderviee dcd bletu"); consequen t l y , in the s a m e w a y tha t the re is 

no se l f -ana lys i s , s ince the a n a l y t i c c h a n g e can o n l y o c c u r t h r o u g h the 

t ransferent ia l r e l a t ionsh ip onto the e x t e r n a l f igure of the ana ly s t , a l e a d e r 

IS n e c e s s a r y to t r i g g e r the e n t h u s i a s m for a C a u s e , to b r ing a b o u t the 

r a d i c a l c h a n g e in the sub jec t ive pos i t ion of h is fo l lowers , to " t r a n s u b 

s t a n t i a t e " the i r identity.'^^ 

W h a t th is m e a n s is that the u l t ima te ques t ion of p o w e r is not " i s it 

d e m o c r a t i c a l l y l eg i t imized or no t" but : what Li the specific character (the 

"doc'uil content") of the "totalitarian exceed" that pertaind to dovereign power ad 

dach, independently of itd democrat^ or non-democratic character? It is at this 
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level tha t the concep t of the "d ic t a to r sh ip of the p r o l e t a r i a t " funct ions: in 

it, the " to ta l i t a r i an e x c e s s " of p o w e r is on the s ide of the "pa r t of no-par t , " 

not on the s ide of the h i e r a r c h i c a l social o r d e r —to p u t it b lun t ly , 

u l t ima te ly , the peop le a r e in p o w e r in the full sove re ign sense of the 

term, in o the r w o r d s , it is not on ly that the i r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s t e m p o r a r i l y 

o c c u p y the e m p t y p l a c e of power , but, m u c h more r a d i c a l l y , t h e y " t w i s t " 

the v e r y s p a c e of s ta te r ep resen ta t ion in the i r d i rec t ion . 

O n e cou ld a r g u e tha t C h a v e z a n d M o r a l e s a r e c o m i n g c lose to w h a t 

could be the c o n t e m p o r a r y form of the "d i c t a to r sh ip of the p ro le ta r i a t " : 

a l t hough in t e r ac t ing w i t h m a n y a g e n t s a n d m o v e m e n t s , d r a w i n g on the i r 

support , the i r g o v e r n m e n t s o b v i o u s l y have p r i v i l e g e d l i n k s w i t h the 

d i spossessed of the fave las — C h a v e z is u l t i m a t e l y their p res iden t , they 

a re the h e g e m o n i c force b e h i n d h is ru le , a n d a l t h o u g h C h a v e z still 

r e spec t s the d e m o c r a t i c e lec tora l p roces s , it is c l ea r that h i s fundamen ta l 

commi tmen t a n d source of l eg i t imiza t ion is not there , bu t in the pr iv i 

l e g e d r e l a t ionsh ip w i t h the poor. T h i s is the "d ic ta to r sh ip of the p ro l e 

t a r i a t " in the form of d e m o c r a c y . 

A c o n v i n c i n g s to ry can be told abou t the h y p o c r i s y of the W e s t e r n Left 

w h i c h to a l a r g e ex t en t i g n o r e s the s t r i k ing " l ibe ra l r e n a i s s a n c e " that is 

go ing on in I ran ' s c ivi l socie ty: s ince the W e s t e r n in te l l ec tua l r e fe rences 

of th is " r e n a i s s a n c e " a r e figures s u c h a s ITabermas , Arend t , a n d R o r t y — 

even Giddens—^not the u s u a l g a n g of an t i - imper i a l i s t " r a d i c a l s , " the Left 

m a k e s no fuss w h e n l e a d i n g figures of this m o v e m e n t lose the i r j obs and 

a r e a r re s t ed , a n d so on. W i t h the i r a d v o c a c y of the " b o r i n g " topics of the 

divis ion of p o w e r s , of d e m o c r a t i c l eg i t imiza t ion , of the l e g a l defense of 

h u m a n r igh t s , a n d so forth, t h e y a r e v i e w e d w i t h s u s p i c i o n — t h e y do not 

a p p e a r a s suff ic ient ly " a n t l - i m p e r a l i s t " a n d a n t i - A m e r i c a n . H o w e v e r , 

one s h o u l d none the l e s s r a i se the m o r e fundamen ta l ques t ion ; is b r i n g i n g 

W e s t e r n l ibe ra l d e m o c r a c y the rea l solut ion for g e t t i n g r id of the 

r e l ig ious - fundamen ta l i s t r e g i m e s , or a r e these r e g i m e s r a t h e r a symptom 

of l ibe ra l d e m o c r a c y i tself? W h a t to do in c a s e s l i ke those of A l g e r i a or the 

Pa le s t in i an te r r i tor ies , w h e r e a "free " d e m o c r a t i c e lec t ion b r i n g s "fun

d a m e n t a l i s t s " to p o w e r ? 

W h e n R o s a L u x e m b u r g w r o t e tha t "d ic t a to r sh ip cons is t s in the way in 

which d e m o c r a c y is uM() and not in i ts ahoiilum," h e r point w a s not tha t 

d e m o c r a c y is an e m p t y f r a m e w o r k w h i c h can be u s e d by different 

pol i t ica l a g e n t s (H i t l e r a l so c a m e to p o w e r t h r o u g h — m o r e or less —free 

democra t i c e l ec t i ons ) , bu t tha t the re is a " c l a s s b i a s " i n s c r i b e d into th is 

v e r y e m p t y ( p r o c e d u r a l ) frame. T h i s is w h y , w h e n r ad ica l leftists come to 
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p o w e r t h r o u g h e lec t ions , the i r digue de reconnaudcince i s tha t t h e y m o v e to 

" c h a n g e the r u l e s , " to t ransform not o n l y the e lec to ra l a n d o ther state 

m e c h a n i s m s , but a lso the en t i re log ic of the po l i t i ca l space ( r e l y i n g 

d i r e c t l y on the p o w e r of mob i l i zed m o v e m e n t s ; impos ing different forms 

of local se l f -organiza t ion a n d so o n ) , in short , to g u a r a n t e e the h e g e m o n y 

of the i r base , t h e y a re in o r d e r g u i d e d b y a cor rec t in tui t ion r e g a r d i n g the 

" c l a s s b i a s " of the d e m o c r a t i c form. 



8 Alain Badiou 
Or, the Violence of Subtraction 

Materialiini, democratic and dialectical 

In h i s Logiques dcö mondes, B a d i o u p r o v i d e s a succ inc t defini t ion of 

"democra t i c ma te r i aUsm" a n d i ts opposi te , "ma te r i a l i s t d i a l e c t i c s " : the 

ax iom w h i c h c o n d e n s e s the first is "There ù nothing hut bodied and languages 

. . . " to w h i c h ma te r i a l i s t d i a l ec t i c s a d d s ". . . with the exception of truthd." 

This opposi t ion is not so m u c h the opposi t ion of t w o ideo log ies or 

ph i losoph ies as the opposi t ion b e t w e e n non- re f lec ted p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s / 

bel iefs into w h i c h w e a r e " t h r o w n " insofar a s w e a r e i m m e r s e d into our 

l i fe-world , and the re f l ex ive a t t i t ude of t hough t p r o p e r w h i c h e n a b l e s u s 

to sub t r ac t o u r s e l v e s from th i s immers ion ^—to " u n p l u g " ou r se lves , a s 

M o r p h e u s w o u l d h a v e pu t it in The Matrix, a film m u c h a p p r e c i a t e d b y 

Bad iou , in w h i c h one a l so finds a p r ec i s e a c c o u n t of the need , e v o k e d b y 

Bad iou , to control onese l f ( w h e n M o r p h e u s e x p l a i n s to N e o the lot of 

o r d i n a r y peop le to ta l ly c a u g h t in [ " p l u g g e d i n t o " ] the M a t r i x , he s a y s : 

" E v e r y o n e w h o is not u n p l u g g e d is a po ten t ia l a g e n t . " ) . Th i s is w h y 

B a d i o u ' s a x i o m of " d e m o c r a t i c m a t e r i a l i s m " is h is a n s w e r to the ques t ion 

of o u r s p o n t a n e o u s (non- re f l ex ive ) ideo log ica l bel iefs : " W h a t do I t h ink 

w h e n I a m outs ide m y o w n con t ro l? Or, ra ther , " w h a t is o u r ( m y ) 

spon t aneous b e l i e f ? " F u r t h e r m o r e , th is opposi t ion is i m m e d i a t e l y l i n k e d 

to w h a t one ( o n c e ) c a l l e d the " c l a s s s t r u g g l e in phr losophy ," the or ien ta 

tion most ident i f ied b y the n a m e s of Len in , M a o Zedong , and A l t h u s -

s e r — l e t u s r eca l l M a o ' s succ inc t formulat ion: "It is o n l y w h e n the re is 

c lass s t rugg le tha t t he re can be p h i l o s o p h y . " T h e r u l i n g c lass ( w h o s e 

i d e a s a r e those of the ru l i ng i d e a s ) is r e p r e s e n t e d b y spon t aneous 

Ideology, w h i l e the d o m i n a t e d c l a s s h a s to fight its w a y t h r o u g h Intense 

concep tua l w o r k , w h i c h is w h y , for B a d i o u , the k e y re fe rence is he r e 

Plato^—^not the c a r i c a t u r a l P la to , the a n t i - d e m o c r a t i c ph i lo sophe r of 

a r i s toc ra t i c reac t ion a g a i n s t A t h e n i a n d e m o c r a c y , but the P la to w h o 
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w a s the first to c l e a r l y a s se r t the field of r a t i ona l i t y freed from inher i t ed 

bel iefs . After a l l the n e g a t i v e j u d g m e n t s of the "phono- logocen t r i c " 

c h a r a c t e r of P la to ' s c r i t i c i sm of w r i t i n g , it is p e r h a p s t ime to a s se r t its 

pos i t ive , e g a l i t a r i a n - d e m o c r a t i c , aspec t : in the p r e - d e m o c r a t i c despot ic 

s tate, w r i t i n g w a s the m o n o p o l y of the r u l i n g el i te , i ts c h a r a c t e r w a s 

sac red , "so it is w r i t t e n " w a s the u l t ima t e seal of au thor i ty , the pre

s u p p o s e d m y s t e r i o u s m e a n i n g of the w r i t t e n tex t w a s the object of be l ie f 

par excdleiicc. T h e a i m of P la to ' s c r i t i que of w r i t i n g w a s thus doub le : to 

d e p r i v e w r i t i n g of i ts s a c r e d cha rac t e r , a n d to asser t the field of r a t iona l i ty 

freed from bel iefs , in o the r w o r d s , to d i s t i ngu i sh logoé ( the d o m a i n of 

d ia l ec t i c s , of ra t iona l r e a s o n i n g w h i c h a d m i t s no e x t e r n a l a u t h o r i t y ) from 

mytho,i ( t rad i t iona l be l i e f s ) : 

T h e s ign i f i cance of P la to ' s c r i t i c i sm t h u s a p p e a r s : to remove from writing 

itd docred character. The w a y to t ru th is not w r i t i n g bu t d i a l ec t i c s , i .e . the 

spoken w o r d w i t h i ts impl ica t ion of t w o or r a t h e r th ree pa r t i e s : the 

speake r , the l i s t ener a n d the l a n g u a g e t h e y sha re . W i t h h is cr i t ic ism, 

Pla to , for the first t ime in m a n ' s h is tory , d i s t i l l ed the not ion of 

r a t i ona l i t y a s such , free from al l m i x t u r e w i t h belief. 

T h e fur ther p a r a d o x he re is tha t the not ion of the p u r e se l f -present Voice 

r ep re sen t ed / cop i ed b y w r i t i n g , th is u l t ima t e suppor t of the " m e t a p h y s i c s 

of p r e s e n c e " tha t is the object of D e r r i d a ' s decons t ruc t ion , is i tself a 

p r o d u c t of w r i t i n g : w h e n ph i lo sophe r s w e r e a t t a c k i n g the P la tonic 

p r i m a c y of speech over w r i t i n g 

t h e y w e r e c r i t i c iz ing a b y - p r o d u c t of phone t i c w r i t i n g . It is s ca rce ly 

poss ib le to i m a g i n e a p h i l o s o p h y such a s P l a ton i sm e m e r g i n g m an oral 

cu l tu re . It is e q u a l l y difficult to i m a g i n e it in S u m e r i a . H o w cou ld a 

w o r l d of bod i l e s s F o r m s be r e p r e s e n t e d in p i c t o g r a m s ? H o w cou ld 

abs t r ac t en t i t i es be r e p r e s e n t e d a s the u l t ima te r ea l i t i e s in a m o d e of 

w r i t i n g that still r e c a l l e d the r e a l m of the s e n s e s ? 

T h e point is not j u s t that speech is a l w a y s - a l r e a d y af fec ted/const i tu ted b y 

w r i t i n g , a n d so on, b u t tha t speech b e c o m e s the m e t a p h y s i c a l W o r d , the 

e the r ea l / pu re m e d i u m of self-affection, of sp i r i tua l se l f -presence , t h r o u g h 

" a b s t r a c t " phone t i c w r i t i n g : p r io r to phone t ic wr i t i ng , s p e e c h is p e r c e i v e d 

a s a p r ac t i c e w h i c h is p a r t of a c o m p l e x ma te r i a l l i f e -wor ld —it is phonet ic 

w r i t i n g tha t "pu r i f i e s " it. (The quahf ica t ion I a m tempted to a d d he re is 
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that, p e r h a p s , one should none the les s s u s p e n d B a d l o u ' s u n d e r s t a n d a b l e 

r e t i cence a p r o p o s "d i a l ec t i ca l m a t e r i a l i s m " a n d inver t the s u b j e c t - p r e 

d ica te r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n the t w o oppos i tes : "ma te r i a l i s t d e m o c r a c y " 

v e r s u s "d i a l ec t i ca l m a t e r i a l i s m . " ) T h e r e is a more cons t r a ined an th ro 

po log ica l vers ion of th is a x i o m : for d e m o c r a t i c m a t e r i a l i s m , "there u 

twthinq but individuaU and communities," to w h i c h ma te r i a l i s t d i a l ec t i c s 

a d d s : "Iiuofar cut there id a truth, a dubject dubtractd itdcif from all community 

and dedtroyd alt individuation.""^ 

The p a s s a g e from the T w o to the T h r e e is c ruc i a l here , a n d one should 

b e a r in m i n d all of i ts P la ton ic , p r o p e r l y m e t a - p h y s i c a l , th rus t in the 

d i rec t ion of w h a t , prinui facie, c anno t b u t a p p e a r as a p ro to - idea l i s t g e s t u r e 

of a s se r t i ng that m a t e r i a l r e a l i t y is not al l tha t there is , that t he r e is a l so 

ano the r leve l of i nco rpo rea l t ru ths . A long these Imes, one is t e m p t e d to 

s u p p l e m e n t B a d i o u in t w o w a y s . Firs t , a r e not bod ies a n d l a n g u a g e s 

s y n o n y m o u s w i t h be ing , i ts mul t ip l i c i ty , a n d w o r l d s ? The Th ree w e a r e 

d e a l i n g w i t h is t hus the T h r e e of be ing , w o r l d s , a n d t ru ths : for d e m o c r a t i c 

ma te r i a l i sm, the re is on ly the mu l t i p l i c i t y of b e i n g ( e n d l e s s l y differen

t i a ted r e a l i t y ) and different w o r l d s — l ingu i s t i c u n i v e r s e s — w i t h i n w h i c h 

i n d i v i d u a l s a n d c o m m u n i t i e s e x p e r i e n c e th i s rea l i ty . ' Is th i s not Indeed 

our spon taneous Ideo logy? T h e r e is an e n d l e s s l y di f ferent ia ted, c o m p l e x 

rea l i ty , w h i c h w e , the i n d i v i d u a l s a n d c o m m u n i t i e s e m b e d d e d in it, 

a l w a y s e x p e r i e n c e from a pa r t i cu l a r , finite pe r spec t ive of our h is tor ica l 

w o r l d . W h a t d e m o c r a t i c m a t e r i a l i s m fur ious ly re jec t s is the not ion tha t 

there can be an infini te u n i v e r s a l T ru th w h i c h cu t s ac ros s th i s mu l t i t ude 

of w o r l d s —in pol i t ics , th is m e a n s " t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m " w h i c h Imposes its 

t ru th a s un ive r sa l . T h i s is w h y one should reject , say , the J a c o b i n s , w h o 

imposed the i r u n i v e r s a l no t ions of e q u a l i t y a n d other t ru ths on the 

p l u r a l i t y of F r e n c h socie ty , a n d t h u s n e c e s s a r i l y e n d e d in t e r ro r . . . 

Th i s b r i n g s u s to the second supp lemen t : t he re is an even m o r e n a r r o w 

pol i t ica l ve r s ion of the d e m o c r a t i c - m a t e r i a l i s t a x i o m : "Al l tha t t a k e s p l ace 

m t o d a y ' s soc ie ty is the d y n a m i c s of pos tmodern g loba l i za t ion , a n d the 

( conse rva t ive -nos t a lg i c , fundamenta l i s t , old leftist, na t ional i s t , r e l i g ious 

• • . ) r eac t ions a n d r e s i s t ances to i t " - t o w h i c h , of course , ma te r i a l i s t 

d i a l ec t i c s a d d s i ts p rov iso : ". . . w i t h the excep t ion of the r a d i c a l -

e m a n c i p a t o r y ( c o m m u n i s t ) po l i t i cs of t ru th . " 

It is he r e tha t the ma te r i a l i s t - d i a l ec t i c p a s s a g e from the T w o to the 

Th ree g a i n s al l its w e i g h t : the a x i o m of c o m m u n i s t pol i t ics is not s i m p l y 

the dua l i s t " c l a s s s t r u g g l e , " but , more p rec i se ly , the T h i r d m o m e n t as the 

sub t rac t ion from the T w o of h e g e m o n i c po l i t i cs . Tha t is to say , the 
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h e g e m o n i c ideo log ica l field imposes on us a field of ( i d e o l o g i c a l ) v i s ib i l i ty 

w i t h i ts o w n "p r inc ipa l c o n t r a d i c t i o n " ( today , it is the opposi t ion of 

m a r k e t - f r e e d o m - d e m o c r a c y a n d tundamenta l i s t - t e r ro r i s t - to t a l i t a r i an -

i sm — " I s l amo- fa sc i sm" a n d so o n ) , a n d the first t h ing w e m u s t do is 

to re ject (to sub t r ac t ou r se lve s f rom) th is opposi t ion, to p e r c e i v e it a s a 

false opposi t ion des t i ned to obfuscate the t rue l ine of d iv i s ion . L a c a n ' s 

fo rmula for th i s r e d o u b l i n g is 1 + 1+a: the "off ic ial" a n t a g o n i s m (the T w o ) 

is a l w a y s s u p p l e m e n t e d b y an " ind iv i s ib l e r e m a i n d e r " w h i c h i nd i ca t e s its 

forec losed d imens ion . In o ther t e rms , the true a n t a g o n i s m is a l w a y s 

re f lex ive , it is the a n t a g o n i s m b e t w e e n the "off ic ia l" a n t a g o n i s m and 

tha t w h i c h is forec losed b y it ( th is is w h y , in L a c a n ' s m a t h e m a t i c s , 1 +1 = 

3 ) . T o d a y , for e x a m p l e , the t rue a n t a g o n i s m is not b e t w e e n l iberal 

m u l t l c u l t u r a l i s m a n d fundamen ta l i sm , b u t b e t w e e n the v e r y field of the i r 

oppos i t ion a n d the e x c l u d e d T h i r d ( r ad i ca l e m a n c i p a t o r y po l i t i c s ) . 

O n e i s even t e m p t e d to l i n k th i s t h r e e s o m e to th ree different m e c h a n 

i s m s of k e e p i n g a social b o d y toge ther : 

1. the t rad i t iona l m a t r i x of a u t h o r i t y in w h i c h a c o m m u n i t y is es tab

l i shed t h r o u g h sacr i f ice or is g r o u n d e d in some p r i m o r d i a l c r ime , so 

that it is gu i l t w h i c h k e e p s the m e m b e r s toge the r a n d s u b o r d i n a t e s 

t h e m to a l eade r ; 

2. the " inv i s ib l e h a n d " of the m a r k e t , n a m e l y , a socia l field in w h i c h , 

b y m e a n s of the C u n n i n g of R e a s o n , the v e r y compet i t ion a m o n g 

i n d i v i d u a l s , e a c h fo l lowing h is or h e r egot is t ic conce rns , r e su l t s in a 

m y s t e r i o u s e q u i l i b r i u m w h i c h w o r k s for the good of a\\; 

3. the open pol i t ica l p r o c e s s of socia l coopera t ion in w h i c h dec i s ions 

a r e ne i t he r m a d e b y the s u p r e m e au thor i ty , n o r a re t h e y the 

ou tcome of a b l i nd m e c h a n i s m , bu t a r e r e a c h e d t h rough the 

consc ious in terac t ion of Ind iv idua l s . 

A n d , fur thermore , do these th ree m o d e s not form a k i n d of Lév i -

S t r a u s s i a n t r i a n g l e ? Bo th m a r k e t l i b e r a l i s m a n d the p r o p e r l y democra t i c 

s p a c e of c ivi l p u b l i c ac t ion a n d p l a n n e d socia l coopera t ion a re m o d e s of 

soc ie ta l se l f -organiza t ion , a s o p p o s e d to e x t e r n a l l y imposed au tho r i ty . 

H o w do these three m o d e s re la te to the th ree sources of social au thor i ty : 

the au thor i t a r i an , the t echnoc ra t i c , t he d e m o c r a t i c ? T e c h n o c r a t i c au thor 

i ty re l i es on qua l i f ica t ion ( those w h o k n o w shou ld e x e r t a u t h o r i t y ) v e r s u s 

both au tho r i t a r i an a n d d e m o c r a t i c forms of au thor i ty , w h i c h l a c k q u a l 

i f icat ions ( a k i n g ru l e s b e c a u s e he w a s born a k ing , not b e c a u s e of h is 
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qua l i t i e s ; in d e m o c r a c y , e v e r y o n e has the right to a s h a r e of p o w e r , 

i n d e p e n d e n t l y of w h a t he or she is or is not ab l e to d o ) . O n the o ther 

hand , both a u t h o r i t a r i a n and e x p e r t forms of a u t h o r i t y a r e se lec t ive ( o n l y 

those w h o a r e qua l i f i ed to ru l e — b y the i r posi t ion or e x p e r t i s e — s h o u l d 

r u l e ) , v e r s u s d e m o c r a c y in w h i c h e v e r y o n e shou ld ru l e . And , las t ly , both 

d e m o c r a c y a n d t echnoc ra t i c r u l e a r e in some sense ega l i t a r i an ,^ in 

cont ras t to t r ad i t iona l a u t h o r i t y w h e r e the w h o l e po in t is tha t it is 

impor tan t who i s c l a i m i n g w h a t . T h e t w o t r i a d s obv ious ly d o not d i r e c t l y 

ove r l ap , w h i c h is w h y one can a r g u e tha t the t r i ang l e shou ld be e x t e n d e d 

into a Gre imas i an semiot ic s q u a r e , s ince the t h i rd m o d e is i tself spl i t 

b e t w e e n d e m o c r a t i c se l f -organiza t ion p r o p e r a n d s ta te p o w e r imposed 

from a b o v e onto soc ie ty— " s e l f - m a n a g e m e n t v e r s u s b u r e a u c r a c y . " T h e 

t w o a x e s of the semiot ic s q u a r e a re t h u s cen t ra l a u t h o r i t y ( t rad i t iona l 

au thor i ty ; s ta te p o w e r ) v e r s u s se l f -o rgan iza t ion from b e l o w ( the m a r k e t , 

s e l f - m a n a g e m e n t ) , a n d e x t e r n a l o rgan iza t ion ( s y m b o l i c au thor i ty , the 

m a r k e t ) v e r s u s d e m o c r a t i c o rgan iza t ion ( m o d e r n state p o w e r , se l f -man

a g e m e n t . ) 

T h i s a l l o w s us a l so to a p p r o a c h in a n e w w a y B a d i o u ' s concep t of the 

"po in t " a s the point of dec is ion , a s the m o m e n t a t w h i c h the c o m p l e x i t y of 

a s i tua t ion is " f i l t e red" t h rough a b i n a r y d ispos i t ion and t h u s r e d u c e d to a 

s imple cho ice : all t h i n g s cons ide red , a r e w e agaiiiat or for ( should w e 

a t t a c k or r e t r e a t ? suppor t tha t p r o c l a m a t i o n or oppose i t ? A n d so o n ) . 

W i t h r e g a r d to the T h i r d m o m e n t as the sub t rac t ion from the T w o of 

h e g e m o n i c pol i t ics , one shou ld a l w a y s b e a r in m ind tha t one of the ba s i c 

ope ra t ions of h e g e m o n i c i d e o l o g y is to enforce a faUe point, to impose on u s 

a false choice — a s w h e n , in the " W a r on Ter ro r , " a n y o n e w h o d r a w s 

a t ten t ion to the c o m p l e x i t y a n d a m b i g u i t y of the s i tuat ion, is sooner or 

l a t e r i n t e r rup t ed b y a b ru ta l vo ice te l l ing h im: "OK, e n o u g h of this 

m u d d l e — w e a r e in the m i d d l e of a difficult s t r u g g l e in w h i c h the fate of 

our free w o r l d is at s t ake , so p lease , m a k e it c l e a r w h e r e y o u r e a l l y s tand: 

do y o u suppor t f reedom a n d d e m o c r a c y or n o t ? T h e obve r se of th is 

impos i t ion of a false choice is , of course , the b l u r r i n g of the t rue l ine of 

d iv i s ion — here , N a z i s m is still u n s u r p a s s e d w i t h i ts d e s i g n a t i o n of the 

J e w i s h e n e m y a s the a g e n t of the " p l u t o c r a t i c - B o l s h e v i k plot ." In th i s 

des igna t ion , the m e c h a n i s m is a lmos t l a id ba re : the t rue opposi t ion 

( "p lu toc ra t s ' v e r s u s " B o l s h e v i k s , " tha t is , cap i t a l i s t s v e r s u s p r o l e t a r i a n s ) 

i s h t e r a l l y ob l i t e ra ted , b l u r r e d into One , a n d the re in r e s ides the function 

of the n a m e " J e w " —to se rve a s the ope ra to r of th is obl i te ra t ion . 

T h e first t a sk of e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ics is therefore to d i s t i ngu i sh 

385 
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b e t w e e n " f a l s e " a n d " t r u e " points , " f a l s e " a n d " t r u e " choices , that is , to 

b r i n g b a c k the th i rd e l e m e n t w h o s e obl i te ra t ion sus t a ins the false 

choice — a s , today , the false choice b e t w e e n " l i be ra l d e m o c r a c y or Isla

mo- f a sc i sm" is su s t a ined b y the occ lus ion of r a d i c a l - s e c u l a r e m a n c i p a t o r y 

pol i t ics . S o one shou ld be c l e a r he re in r e j ec t ing the d a n g e r o u s motto " the 

e n e m y of m y e n e m y is m y f r i end ," w h i c h l e a d s some to d i s cove r a 

" p r o g r e s s i v e " an t i - imper i a l i s t po tent ia l in fundamen ta l i s t I s lamis t move

men t s . The ideo log ica l u n i v e r s e of m o v e m e n t s such a s H e z b o l l a h is based 

on the b l u r r i n g of d i s t inc t ions b e t w e e n cap i ta l i s t neo - lmper i a l i sm and 

s e c u l a r p r o g r e s s i v e emanc ipa t i on : w i t h i n the ideo log ica l s p a c e of H e z 

bol lah , w o m e n ' s emanc ipa t i on , g a y r igh t s , a n d so on, a r e nothing but the 

" d e c a d e n t " m o r a l a spec t of W e s t e r n i m p e r i a l i s m . . . 

This , then, is w h e r e w e s t and today : the a n t a g o n i s m imposed on u s by 

the space of the d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g y is the s e c o n d a r y a n t a g o n i s m b e t w e e n 

( w h a t B a d i o u c a l l s ) " r e a c t i v e " a n d " o b s c u r e " subjec ts , l e a d i n g the i r 

s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t the b a c k g r o u n d of the ob l i t e ra ted Event . W h a t o ther 

r e sponses to an Even t a re p o s s i b l e ? Ins tead of w i t h d r a w i n g from pol i t ica l 

e n g a g e m e n t , one shou ld r e m e m b e r the motto that, b e h i n d e v e r y fascism, 

the re is a fai led revolu t ion — this mot to is w o r t h r e m e m b e r i n g e s p e c i a l l y 

t oday , w h e n w e face w h a t some ca l l " I s l amo- fasc i sm." A g a i n , the 

opposi t ion of l i be ra l d e m o c r a c y a n d r e l i g ious f u n d a m e n t a l i s m is mis 

l ead ing : a th i rd t e r m is mis s ing . 

Re-apoiued to the Eçenl 

In one of the e a r l y nove l s abou t H a n n i b a l Lec te r , the c l a im that 

H a n n i b a l ' s mons t ros i ty is the resu l t of unfor tuna te c i r c u m s t a n c e s is 

re jec ted : "No th ing h a p p e n e d to h im . He h a p p e n e d . " T h i s is the most 

conc i se fo rmula of the Even t in B a d i o u ' s sense , an e m e r g e n c e of the N e w 

w h i c h canno t be r e d u c e d to i ts c a u s e s or condi t ions . Or, to quo te the w i s e 

old s a y i n g w i t h w h i c h one of the Gothic D V D g a m e s s tar t s : " E a c h Even t 

is p r e c e d e d b y P r o p h e c y . B u t w i t h o u t the Hero , t he re is no Even t . " O n e 

can e a s i l y t r ans l a t e th is obscu re w i s d o m into M a r x i s t t e rms : "The g e n e r a l 

ou t l ines of e a c h r e v o l u t i o n a r y even t c an be foretold b y socia l theor is t s ; 

h o w e v e r , th is even t can o n l y r e a l l y t a k e p l ace if t he r e is a r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

sub jec t . " Or, a s B a d i o u migh t p u t it: " O n l y if there i s a subject , can an 

Even t occu r w i t h i n a n even ta l s i te . " W h i c h is w h y , for Bad iou , the 

different m o d e s of sub jec t iv i ty a r e s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the moda l i t i e s b y 

w h i c h the sub jec t r e l a t e s to the Event —echo ing Kant ' s thes is that the 
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condi t ions of o u r e x p e r i e n c e of the object a r e s i m u h a n e o u s l y the con

di t ions of the objec t itself. B a d i o u e l a b o r a t e s four s u c h r e sponses : the 

faithful subject ; the r eac t ive subject ; the o b s c u r e subject ; r e su r rec t ion . 

P e r h a p s , th is l ist shou ld be c o m p l i c a t e d a l i t t le bit, so that t he re a re 

a c t u a l l y s ix r e sponses : 

T h e r e sponses to the F r e u d - E v e n t w e r e : ( 1 ) f ide l i ty ( L a c a n ) ; ( 2 ) 

r eac t ive no rma l i za t ion , r e in teg ra t ion into the p r e d o m i n a n t field ( ego 

p s y c h o l o g y , " d y n a m i c p s y c h o t h e r a p y " ) ; ( 3 ) ou t r igh t d e n i a l (cogni t i -

v i s m ) ; ( 4 ) obscu ran t i s t myst i f ica t ion in a p s e u d o - E v e n t ( J u n g ) ; ( 5 ) total 

enforcement ( R e i c h , F r e u d o - M a r x i s m ) ; ( 6 ) r e su r r ec t ion of the m e s s a g e 

of the " e t e r n a l " F r e u d in v a r i o u s " r e tu rn s to F r e u d . " 

The r e sponses to a love-Even t a r e : ( 1 ) f ideli ty; ( 2 ) normal iza t ion , 

r e in t eg ra t ion ( m a r r i a g e ) ; ( 3 ) ou t r igh t re jec t ion of the even ta l s t a tus 

( l i be r t inage , the t ransformat ion of the Even t into s e x u a l a d v e n t u r e ) ; 

( 4 ) t h o r o u g h g o i n g re jec t ion of s e x u a l love ( a b s t i n e n c e ) ; ( 5 ) obscuran t i s t 

su ic ida l mor ta l pa s s ion à la Tr i s tan ; ( 6 ) r e s u r r e c t e d love ( r e e n c o u n t e r ) . 

T h e r e sponses to the M a r x i s m - E v e n t a r e : ( 1 ) fidelity' ( C o m m u n i s m , 

" L e n i n i s m " ) ; ( 2 ) r e a c t i v e r e in t eg ra t ion (socia l d e m o c r a c y ) ; ( 3 ) ou t r igh t 

den ia l of the even ta l s t a tus ( l i be ra l i sm. F u r e t ) ; ( 4 ) ca t a s t roph ic total 

coun te r a t t a ck m the g u i s e of a p s e u d o - E v e n t ( f a sc i sm) ; ( 5 ) total en

forcement of the Event , w h i c h e n d s u p in an "obscu re d i s a s t e r " ( S t a l i n 

ism, K h m e r R o u g e ) ; ( 6 ) r e n e w a l of M a r x i s m (Len in , M a o . . . ) . 

S o h o w do ( 1 ) a n d ( 6 ) coexis t ( in figures s u c h as L e n i n or L a c a n ) ? 

Th i s b r i n g s us to a fur ther hypo thes i s : an Even t is n e c e s s a r i l y mi s sed the 

first t ime , so tha t t r ue f idel i ty is o n l y poss ib le in the form of r esur rec t ion , 

a s a defense a g a i n s t " r ev i s ion i sm" : F r e u d d id not r ecogn ize the t rue 

d imens ion of h i s d i s cove ry , it w a s o n l y L a c a n ' s " r e tu rn to F r e u d " that 

a l l o w e d u s to d i s c e r n the core of the F r e u d i a n d i scove ry ; or, a s S t a n l e y 

C a v e l l p u t it a p r o p o s the f i o l l 3 ^ o o d c o m e d i e s of r e m a r r i a g e , the o n l y 

t rue m a r r i a g e is the s e c o n d m a r r i a g e ( to the s a m e p e r s o n ) . T h i s point w a s 

r e c e n t l y r e i t e r a t ed b y J a c q u e s - A l a i n Al i l l e r : 

O n e m i g h t be l i eve tha t the re is no h e r e s y w i t h o u t o r thodoxy , bu t one 

often obse rves tha t it is w h e n d i s cou r se s w h i c h w i l l l a t e r be he re t i ca l 

e m e r g e that the future o r thodox ie s come about , and that it is r a the r 

t h r o u g h an af ter- the-fact effect that o r t h o d o x y t a k e s hold.^ 

The po in t is not j u s t tha t o r t h o d o x y is the t r i u m p h a n t he resy , the one 

w h i c h s u c c e e d e d in c r u s h i n g al l o thers , bu t a more c o m p l e x one. W h e n a 
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n e w t each ing , from C h r i s t i a n i t y to M a r x i s m or p s y c h o a n a l y s i s , e m e r g e s , 

t he re is first confusion, b l i n d n e s s a b o u t the t r ue scope of i ts o w n act; 

he r e s i e s a re the a t t emp t s to c la r i fy th is confusion b y r e t r a n s l a t i n g the n e w 

t e a c h i n g into the old coo rdma te s , a n d it is o n l y a g a i n s t th i s b a c k g r o u n d 

that the core of the n e w t e a c h i n g can be formula ted . 

It is aga in s t this b a c k g r o u n d of mul t ip le responses to an Event that 

A d r i a n Johns ton^ r ecen t ly d i sce rned the ideologico-cr i t ica l potent ia l of the 

Bad iou ian topic of eventa l b r e a k s : w h e n the b a l a n c e of an ideological 

s i tuat ion is d i s tu rbed b y the e m e r g e n c e of " symptoma l kno t s , " e lements 

w h i c h , w h i l e formal ly pa r t of the si tuat ion, do not fit into it, the ideological 

defense m e c h a n i s m can adop t two ma in s t ra teg ies — false "eventa l iza t ion" 

of the d3mamics w h i c h r e m a i n s t ho rough ly in t eg ra ted into the exis t ing 

si tuat ion, or d i s avowa l of the s igns w h i c h de l inea te t rue eventa l possibi

l i t ies , the i r r e a d i n g a s mino r acc iden t s or ex te rna l d i s tu rbances : 

one, m a k i n g m e r e modi f ica t ions a p p e a r to p romise even ta l n e w n e s s ( a 

t ac t i c tha t c o m e s to the fore in the i d e o l o g y ol l a t e -cap i t a l i sm, w h o s e 

no i s i l y m a r k e t e d "p e rp e tu a l r evo lu t i on" is r e a l l y j u s t an in s t ance of the 

c l i ché " the m o r e t h i n g s c h a n g e , the m o r e t h e y s t a y the s a m e " —or, as 

B a d i o u p u t s it, " cap i t a l i sm i tself is the obsess ion of nove l ty a n d the 

p e r p e t u a l r enova t ion of fo rms" ) ; two , m a k i n g the s i tes she l t e r ing 

po ten t i a l ly exp los ive even ta l u p h e a v a l s a p p e a r to be, at a m i n i m u m , 

u n r e m a r k a b l e fea tures of the bana l , e v e r y d a y l a n d s c a p e , and , a t most, 

no th ing m o r e than t e m p o r a r y , c o r r e c t a b l e g l i t c h e s in the func t ioning 

of the e s t a b l i s h e d s y s t e m . 

P e r h a p s , th is l ine of t hough t n e e d s j u s t one qua l i f ica t ion : J o h n s t o n w r i t e s 

tha t 

the i d e o l o g y of the w o r l d l y s ta te , t h r o u g h a sort of bluff or m a s q u e r 

ade , d i s g u i s e s i ts non - in t eg ra t ed w e a k e s t points , i ts A c h i l l e s ' hee l s , a s 

fu l ly i n t e g r a t e d cogs a n d componen t s of i ts a l l e g e d l y h a r m o n i o u s 

f u n c t i o n i n g — r a t h e r t han a s loci con t a in ing the po ten t ia l to t h r o w 

m o n k e y w r e n c h e s in i ts g e a r s a n d t h e r e b y g e n e r a t e even ta l dys func

t ions of th is r e g i m e , a r e g i m e tha t is n e v e r so d e e p l y e n t r e n c h e d a s it 

w o u l d l i ke to a p p e a r to be in the e y e s of i ts sub jec t s . 

Is it not r a t h e r tha t one of the ideo log ica l s t r a t eg ie s is to fully a d m i t the 

t h r e a t e n i n g c h a r a c t e r of a dysfunc t ion , a n d to t rea t it a s an e x t e r n a l 
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in t rus ion, not a s the n e c e s s a r y resu l t of the s y s t e m ' s i n n e r d y n a m i c ? The 

m o d e l is he re , of course , the fascist notion of social a n t a g o n i s m s as the 

resul t of a foreign i n t rude r— J e w s — d i s t u r b i n g the o r g a n i c to ta l i ty of the 

socia l edif ice . 

R e c a l l the difference b e t w e e n the s t a n d a r d capi ta l is t and the M a r x i s t 

notion of economic cr is is : for the s t anda rd capi ta l is t v i e w , c r i ses a r e 

" temporary , cor rec tab le g l i t c h e s " in the funct ioning of the sys tem, w h i l e 

from the M a r x i s t perspec t ive , t h e y a re i ts momen t of t ruth, the "excep t ion" 

w h i c h only a l l ows u s to g r a s p the funct ioning of the sys tem (in the s a m e 

w a y that, for F reud , d r e a m s a n d s y m p t o m s a r e not s e c o n d a r y malfunc-

t ionings of our p s y c h i c a p p a r a t u s , bu t momen t s th rough w h i c h one can 

d i scern the r ep re s sed bas ic funct ioning of the p s y c h i c a p p a r a t u s ) . N o 

w o n d e r that J o h n s t o n uses he re the De l euz i an t e rm "min ima l differ

e n c e " — " a min ima l /minuscu l e difference (here cons t rued a s the difference 

b e t w e e n the c h a n g e - c a t e g o r y s ta tuses s imu l t aneous ly a s s igned to a s ingle 

in t ra-s i tuat ional mul t ip le both b y the ideo logy of the s tate and, in opposi

tion, b y another , non-stat is t f r a m e w o r k ) ": w h e n w e pass from the notion of 

cr is is a s occas iona l cont ingent malfunct ioning of the sys t em to the notion of 

cr is is a s the symptoma l point at w h i c h the " t ru th" of the sy s t em becomes 

vis ible , w e are t a l k i n g about one and the same ac tua l even t—the difference 

i s p u r e l y v i r tua l , it does not concern a n y of its ac tua l p roper t ies , bu t on ly 

the w a y this event is supp lemen ted b y the v i r t ua l t apes t ry of i ts ideological 

and not ional b a c k g r o u n d ( l ike S c h u m a n n ' s m e l o d y for p i ano first p l a y e d 

w i th and then w i t h o u t the third l ine of notes wr i t ten o n l y for the e y e s ) . 

J o h n s t o n is r i gh t he re in c r i t i ca l ly not ing 

B a d i o u ' s q u i c k d i smis sa l of a p p a r e n t l y g r a d u a l i s t m e a s u r e s of s e e m 

i n g l y mino r pol i t ica l ad ju s tmen t s a n d re forms ( i .e . , no t -qu i t e -even ta l 

g e s t u r e s ) in the s p h e r e s of l eg i s l a t ion a n d soc io -economics w h i l e 

a w a i t i n g the q u a s i - d i v i n e in t e rven t ion of the sy s t em-sha t t e r i ng even ta l 

r u p t u r e u s h e r i n g in an u n c o m p r o m i s i n g l y "per fec t" r evo lu t ion . But , 

the p r e c e d i n g a n a l y s e s ca l l into ques t ion w h e t h e r he can be e n t i r e l y 

conf ident a n d su re that w h a t a p p e a r s to be g r a d u a l or m ino r r e a l l y is 

so, or, ra ther , s i m p l y s eems th i s w a y so le ly u n d e r the s h a d o w of stat is t 

i d e o l o g y ' s a s s igna t ion of c h a n g e - c a t e g o r y s ta tuses . 

O n e canno t eve r be su re in a d v a n c e if w h a t a p p e a r s ( w i t h i n the r e g i s t e r 

a n d the space of v i s ib i l i t y of the ru l i ng i d e o l o g y ) a s " m i n o r " m e a s u r e s w i l l 

not set in motion a p roces s tha t w i l l l ead to the r a d i c a l ( e v e n t a l ) 
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t r ans format ion of the w h o l e field. T h e r e a r e s i tua t ions in w h i c h a min ima l 

m e a s u r e of social reform can h a v e m u c h s t ronge r l a r g e - s c a l e conse

q u e n c e s than self -professed " r a d i c a l " c h a n g e s , a n d th i s " inhe ren t inca l -

c u l a b i l i t y to the factors Involved in se t t ing the p a c e of the c a d e n c e of 

socio-pol i t ica l c h a n g e " po in t s t o w a r d s the d imens ion of w h a t B a d i o u 

t r i ed to c a p t u r e u n d e r the t i t le of the "ma te r i a l i s t not ion of g r a c e . " 

J o h n s t o n r a i s e s the fo l lowing ques t ion : w h a t if the p re -even ta l ac to r s 

don ' t r e a l l y k n o w e x a c t l y w h a t t h e y ' r e do ing or qu i t e w h e r e t hey ' r e 

g o i n g ? W h a t if, u n d e r the in f luence of s tat is t i deo logy , t h e y an t i c ipa te 

tha t a p a r t i c u l a r g e s t u r e w i l l effectuate a s y s t e m - p r e s e r v i n g modif ica

tion o n l y to find out, af ter- the-fact of this ge s tu r e , tha t the i r inter

ven t ion u n e x p e c t e d l y h a s t e n e d ( r a t h e r t han d e l a y e d ) the d e m i s e of 

th i s v e r y s y s t e m ? 

Is not the first a ssoc ia t ion that c o m e s to mind h e r e tha t of M i k h a i l 

G o r b a c h e v ' s p e r e s t r o ï k a w h i c h , w h i l e a i m i n g a t m ino r i m p r o v e m e n t s 

tha t w o u l d m a k e the s y s t e m more efficient, t r i g g e r e d the p rocess of its 

total d i s i n t e g r a t i o n ? These , then, a r e the t w o e x t r e m e s b e t w e e n w h i c h 

po l i t i ca l i n t e rven t ions h a v e to find the i r w a y : the S c y l l a of "mino r " 

re forms w h i c h e v e n t u a l l y l e a d to total co l l apse ( reca l l a l so the fear — 

jus t i f ied , w e can s a y t o d a y —of M a o Z e d o n g tha t even a min ima l 

compromise w i t h m a r k e t e c o n o m y w o u l d open u p the pa th that ends 

in total s u r r e n d e r to c a p i t a l i s m ) , a n d the C h a r y b d i s of " r a d i c a l " c h a n g e s 

w h i c h in the long r u n m e r e l y fortify the sys t em (Rooseve l t ' s N e w Deal , 

a n d so for th) . 

A m o n g o ther th ings , this a l so opens u p the ques t ion of h o w " r ad i ca l " 

different forms of r e s i s t ance a re : w h a t m a y a p p e a r a s a " r a d i c a l c r i t ica l 

s t a n c e " or a s s u b v e r s i v e ac t i v i t y can in fact funct ion as the sy s t em ' s 

" inhe ren t t r ansg res s ion , " so that , often, a m ino r l e g a l reform w h i c h 

m e r e l y a i m s at b r i n g i n g the sys t em in a c c o r d a n c e w i t h i ts professed 

ideo log ica l g o a l s c an be more s u b v e r s i v e than open ques t i on ing of the 

sy s t em ' s ba s i c p resuppos i t ions . These cons ide ra t ions e n a b l e u s to def ine 

the ar t of a "po l i t i c s of m i n i m a l d i f fe rences" : to be ab l e to ident i fy a n d 

then focus on a min ima l ( ideo log ica l , l eg i s la t ive , a n d so o n ) m e a s u r e 

w h i c h , prima facie, not on ly does not ques t ion the sy s t em ' s p r emi se s , but 

e v e n s eems to m e r e l y a p p l y its o w n p r inc ip l e s to i ts ac tua l funct ioning 

and thus r e n d e r it more cons is tent w i t h itself; h o w e v e r , a c r i t i co-

ideo log ica l " p a r a l l a x v i e w " l e a d s u s to s u r m i s e that th is min ima l m e a s u r e , 
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w h i l e in no w a y d i s tu rb ing the sy s t em ' s exp l i c i t mode of funct ioning, 

effect ively " m o v e s u n d e r g r o u n d , " i n t r o d u c e s a c r a c k in i ts foundat ions . 

Today , more than ever , w e effect ively n e e d w h a t J o h n s t o n ca l l s a "p re -

even ta l d i sc ip l ine of t ime" : 

T h i s o ther sort of t e m p o r a l d i sc ip l ine w o u l d be ne i the r the und i sc i 

p l i ned i m p a t i e n c e of h u r r i e d l y do ing a n y t h i n g a n d e v e r y t h i n g to enac t 

some i l l -def ined, p o o r l y conce ived not ion of m a k i n g t h i n g s different 

nor the qu ie t i s t pa t i en ce of e i the r r e s i g n i n g onese l f to the c u r r e n t s ta te 

of affairs dr i f t ing a long i n t e r m m a b l y and /o r a w a i t i n g the u n p r e d i c t a b l e 

a r r i v a l of a no t - to -be -ac t ive ly -p rec ip i t a t ed " x " s p a r k i n g g e n u i n e 

c h a n g e ( B a d i o u ' s ph i l o sophy some t imes s eems to be in d a n g e r of 

l i c ens ing a ve r s ion of th is l a t t e r mode of q u i e t i s m ) . Those sub jec ted to 

t o d a y ' s f renet ic soc io-economic forms of l a t e - cap i t a l i sm a re cons t an t ly 

at risk of s u c c u m b i n g to v a r i o u s forms of w h a t one cou ld refer to 

loose ly a s "a t tent ion defici t d i s o r d e r , " that is , a frantic , t hough t l e s s 

j u m p i n g from p resen t to e v e r - n e w presen t . At the pol i t ica l leve l , such 

cap i ta l i s t i m p a t i e n c e m u s t be coun te red w i t h the d i sc ip l ine of w h a t 

cou ld be d e s i g n a t e d a s a spec i f i ca l ly c o m m u n i s t p a t i e n c e ( d e s i g n a t e d 

t h u s in l ine w i t h B a d i o u ' s asse r t ion that a l l a u t h e n t i c forms of pol i t ics 

a re " c o m m u n i s t " in the b r o a d sense of b e i n g both e m a n c i p a t o r y a s w e l l 

a s " g e n e r i c " qua r a d i c a l l y e g a l i t a r i a n a n d n o n - i d e n t i t a r i a n ) —not the 

qu ie t i s t pa t i e n ce c o n d e m n e d above , but, ins tead , the c a l m con t empla 

t ion of the de t a i l s of s i tua t ions , s ta tes , a n d w o r l d s w i t h an e y e to the 

d i s c e r n i n g of i d e o l o g i c a l l y v e i l e d w e a k poin ts in the s t ruc tu ra l a r ch i 

t ec tu re of the stat is t s y s t e m . G iven the theore t ica l v a l i d i t y of a s s u m i n g 

tha t these c a m o u f l a g e d A c h i l l e s ' hee l s ( a s h i d d e n even ta l s i t e s ) can a n d 

do ex i s t in one ' s w o r l d l y context , one shou ld be p a t i e n t l y hopeful tha t 

one ' s a p p a r e n t l y mino r g e s t u r e s , c a r r i e d out u n d e r the g u i d a n c e of a 

p re -even ta l s u r v e i l l a n c e of the s i tua t ion in s e a r c h of i ts c o n c e a l e d 

k e r n e l s of r ea l t ransformat ion , m i g h t come to en ta i l ma jo r r e p e r c u s 

s ions for the s ta te-of- the-s i tuat ion a n d / o r t r a n s c e n d e n t a l r e g i m e of the 

w o r l d . 

The re is , h o w e v e r , a l imit to th i s s t r a t egy : if fo l lowed tho rough ly , it e n d s 

u p in a k ind of " ac t i ve q u i e t i s m ": w h i l e forever pos tpon ing the B i g Act , a l l 

one does is to e n g a g e in smal l i n t e rven t ions w i th the sec re t hope tha t 

somehow, i n e x p l i c a b l y , b y m e a n s of a m a g i c " l eap from q u a n t i t y to 

q u a l i t y , " t h e y wi l l l ead to g loba l r a d i c a l c h a n g e . T h i s s t r a t e g y h a s to be 
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s u p p l e m e n t e d b y the r e a d i n e s s a n d a b i l i t y to d i scern the momen t w h e n 

the poss ib i l i ty of the B i g C h a n g e is a p p r o a c h i n g , and , a t that point , to 

q u i c k l y a l t e r the s t r a t egy , t a k e the r i sk and engaige in total s t r ugg l e . In 

o ther w o r d s , one shou ld not forget that , in pol i t ics , "major r e p e r c u s s i o n s " 

do not come b y themse lves : t rue , one h a s to l a y the g r o u n d w o r k for them 

b y m e a n s of pa t i en t w o r k , bu t one shou ld a l so k n o w to se ize the m o m e n t 

w h e n it a r r i v e s . 

The " spec i f i ca l ly c o m m u n i s t form of p a t i e n c e " is not j u s t pa t i en t 

w a i t i n g for the m o m e n t w h e n rad ica l c h a n g e wi l l e x p l o d e in a m a n n e r 

r emin i scen t of w h a t s y s t e m s theo ry ca l l s a n " e m e r g e n t p roper ty" ; it is a lso 

the p a t i e n c e of los ing the ba t t l e s in o rde r to w i n the final fight ( recal l 

a g a i n M a o ' s s logan : "from defeat to defeat , to the final v i c t o r y " ) . Or, to 

p u t it in m o r e B a d i o u i a n t e rms : the fact tha t the even ta l i r rupt ion 

funct ions a s a b r e a k in t ime , i n t r o d u c i n g a to ta l ly different o r d e r of 

t e m p o r a l i t y ( the t e m p o r a l i t y of the " w o r k of l o v e , " fidelity to the e v e n t ) , 

m e a n s that , from the p e r s p e c t i v e of non-even ta l t ime of h is tor ica l 

evolu t ion , t he re is never a " r igh t m o m e n t " for the r e v o l u t i o n a r y event , 

the s i tuat ion is n e v e r " m a t u r e e n o u g h " for a r e v o l u t i o n a r y ac t — the ac t is 

a l w a y s , b y defini t ion, " p r e m a t u r e . " R e c a l l w h a t t r u l y d e s e r v e s the t i t le of 

the répétition of the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion : the H a i t i a n Revo lu t i on led b y 

Toussa in t L ' O u v e r t u r e — it w a s c l e a r l y " a h e a d of i ts t i m e , " " p r e m a t u r e , " 

a n d a s such d o o m e d to fail, y e t , p r e c i s e l y a s such . It w a s p e r h a p s even 

more of an Even t than the F r e n c h Revo lu t i on Itself. These pas t defeats 

a c c u m u l a t e the Utopian e n e r g y w h i c h w i l l exp lode in the final ba t t le : 

" m a t u r a t i o n " Is not w a i t i n g for " o b j e c t i v e " c i r c u m s t a n c e s to r each 

ma tu r i t y , bu t the a c c u m u l a t i o n of defea ts . 

P r o g r e s s i v e l i be ra l s t o d a y often compla in tha t t h e y w o u l d l ike to jo in a 

" revo lu t ion " ( a m o r e r ad i ca l e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ica l m o v e m e n t ) , b u t no 

ma t t e r h o w d e s p e r a t e l y t h e y sea rch for It, t h e y ju s t "do not see i t " ( they 

do not see a n y w h e r e In the social s p a c e a pol i t ica l a g e n t w i t h the wi l l a n d 

s t r eng th to s e r i o u s l y e n g a g e in such a c t i v i t y ) . W h i l e the re is a m o m e n t of 

t ru th here , one shou ld none the l e s s a l so a d d that the v e r y a t t i tude of these 

l i b e r a l s is in i tself pa r t of the p rob lem: if one j u s t w a i t s to " s e e " a 

r e v o l u t i o n ä r movement , it w i l l , of course , n e v e r a r i se , a n d one w i l l n e v e r 

see it. W h a t H e g e l s a y s abou t the cu r t a in t ha t s e p a r a t e s a p p e a r a n c e s from 

t rue r e a l i t y ( b e h i n d the vei l of a p p e a r a n c e the re Is nothing, on ly w h a t the 

subjec t w h o is s e a r c h i n g h a s pu t t h e r e ) , ho lds a l so for a r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

p rocess : " s e e i n g " a n d "des i r e ' a r e he re i n e x t r i c a b l y l i nked , in o ther 

w o r d s , r e v o l u t i o n a r y potent ia l is not there to be d i s c o v e r e d as an 
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objec t ive social fact, one " sees i t " on ly insofar a s one " d e s i r e s " it ( e n g a g e s 

onese l f in the m o v e m e n t ) . N o w o n d e r the M e n s h e v i k s a n d those w h o 

opposed L e n i n ' s ca l l for a r e v o l u t i o n a r y t a k e o v e r in the s u m m e r of 1917 

"d id not s e e " the condi t ions for it a s " r i p e " a n d opposed it a s "p re 

m a t u r e " — t h e y s i m p l y d id not want the revo lu t ion . Ano the r vers ion of th is 

skep t i ca l a r g u m e n t abou t " s e e i n g " is tha t l i b e r a l s c la im that cap i t a l i sm is 

t o d a y so g loba l a n d a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g tha t t h e y cannot " s e e " a n y se r ious 

a l t e rna t ive to it, tha t t h e y canno t i m a g i n e a feasible " o u t s i d e " to it. The 

r e p l y to th is is that , insofar a s th is is t rue , t h e y do not see tout court: the 

t a sk is not to see the outs ide , b u t to see in the first p l ace (to g r a s p the 

n a t u r e of c o n t e m p o r a r y c a p i t a l i s m ) —the M a r x i s t w a g e r is that , w h e n w e 

" s e e " th is , w e see e n o u g h . Inc lud ing h o w to g o b e y o n d i t . . . S o our r e p l y 

to the w o r r i e d p r o g r e s s i v e l i be r a l s , e a g e r to jo in the revolu t ion , a n d j u s t 

not s ee ing it h a v i n g a c h a n c e a n y w h e r e , shou ld be l i ke the a n s w e r to the 

p rove rb i a l ecologls t w o r r i e d a b o u t the p rospec t of ca t a s t rophe : d o not 

w o r r y , the ca t a s t rophe w i l l a r r i v e . . . 

To c o m p l i c a t e the i m a g e further , w e often have an Even t w h i c h 

s u c c e e d s t h rough the se l f -e rasure of its even ta l d imens ion , a s w a s the 

case w i t h the J a c o b i n s in the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion ; once the i r ( n e c e s s a r y ) 

j ob w a s done , t h e y w e r e not o n l y o v e r t h r o w n a n d l i qu ida t ed , t h e y w e r e 

even r e t r o a c t i v e l y d e p r i v e d of the i r even ta l s ta tus , r e d u c e d to a h is tor ica l 

acc iden t , to a f reakish abomina t ion , to an ( a v o i d a b l e ) e x c e s s of h is tor ica l 

d e v e l o p m e n t . " ' T h i s t h e m e w a s often e v o k e d b y M a r x and E n g e l s —^how, 

once " n o r m a l " p r a g m a t i c - u t i l i t a r i a n b o u r g e o i s d a l l y life w a s consol i 

da ted , i ts o w n v io len t he ro ic o r ig ins w e r e d i s a v o w e d . Th i s poss ib i 

l i t y — not on ly the ( o b v i o u s ) poss ib i l i t y of an even ta l s e q u e n c e 

r e a c h i n g i ts end, b u t a m u c h m o r e unse t t l i ng poss ib i l i ty of an Even t 

d i s a v o w i n g itself, e r a s i n g i ts o w n t r aces , a s the u l t ima te Indicat ion of i ts 

t r i umph , is not t a k e n into a c c o u n t b y B a d i o u : 

the poss ib i l i t y a n d ramif ica t ions of t he r e be ing r a d i c a l b r e a k s a n d 

d i scon t inu i t i e s tha t might , in pari: d u e to the i r o w n r e v e r b e r a t i o n s 

unfo ld ing off in to the future, b e c o m e inv is ib le to those l iv ing in 

r ea l i t i e s founded on such ec l ipsed po in t s of or igin . 

S u c h a se l f -e rasure of the Even t opens u p the s p a c e for w h a t , in the 

B e n j a m l n l a n mode , one is t e m p t e d to cal l the leftist pol i t ics of m e l a n 

cho ly . In a first a p p r o a c h , th is t e rm canno t but a p p e a r as an oxymoi 'on : is 

not a r e v o l u t i o n a r y or ien ta t ion t o w a r d s the future the v e r y opposi te of 
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melancho l i c a t t a c h m e n t to the p a s t ? W h a t if, h o w e v e r , the future one 

shou ld b e faithful to is the future of the pch*t ildelf, in o the r w o r d s , the 

e m a n c i p a t o r y potent ia l t ha t w a s not reaHzed d u e to the fa i lure of the pas t 

a t t emp t s and that for th is r eason con t inues to h a u n t u s ? In h is i ronic 

c o m m e n t s on the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion , M a r x opposes the r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

e n t h u s i a s m to the sobe r ing effect of the " m o r n i n g after": the ac tua l resu l t 

o l the s u b l i m e r e v o l u t i o n a r y explos ion , of the Event of f reedom, equa l i t y , 

a n d bro therhood , is the m i s e r a b l e u t i l i t a r i an /ego t i s t i c u n i v e r s e of m a r k e t 

ca l cu la t ion . (And , i nc iden ta l ly , is not th is g a p even w i d e r in the case of 

the Oc tobe r R e v o l u t i o n ? ) H o w e v e r , one should not s i m p l l l y M a r x : his 

po in t i s not the r a the r c o m m o n s e n s i c a l i n s igh t in to h o w the v u l g a r r e a l i t y 

of c o m m e r c e is the " t r u th" of the t hea t e r of r e v o l u t i o n a r y en thus i a sm, 

" w h a t it a l l r e a l l y c a m e d o w n to ." In the r e v o l u t i o n a r y exp los ion a s an 

Event , a n o t h e r Utopian d imens ion sh ines t h rough , the d imens ion of 

u n i v e r s a l emanc ipa t i on w h i c h , p r ec i s e ly , is the e x c e s s b e t r a y e d b y the 

m a r k e t r ea l i t y w h i c h t a k e s over " the d a y af ter" — a s such, th i s e x c e s s is 

not s i m p l y abo l i shed , d i smi s sed as i r r e levan t , but, a s it w e r e , tranépoMc) 

into a virtual Jlate, con t inu ing to h a u n t the e m a n c i p a t o r y i m a g i n a r y l ike a 

d r e a m war t i ng to be r ea l i zed . T h e e x c e s s of r e v o l u t i o n a r y en thus i a sm 

over i ts o w n "ac tua l social b a s e " or s u b s t a n c e is t h u s l i t e r a l l y tha t of the 

future ol7in the past , a spec t ra l E v e n t w a i t i n g for its p rope r embod imen t . 

M o s t of the R o m a n t i c l ibe ra l en thus i a s t s w h o first w e l c o m e d the 

F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n w e r e a p p a l l e d b y the Terror , the "mons t ro s i t y " 

u n l e a s h e d b y the revolu t ion , a n d s t a r t ed to doub t i ts v e r y r a t iona le . 

T h e no tab le excep t ion he re is S h e l l e y w h o r e m a i n e d faithful to t h e 

revo lu t ion to the end, w i t h o u t i d e a l i z i n g it, w i t h o u t b r u s h i n g t e r ro r 

u n d e r the carpet ; in h i s p o e m The Revolt of hUim, he fo rmula ted a re ject ion 

of t h e r e a c t i o n a r y c l a i m tha t the t r ag i c a n d v io len t ou tcome w a s in some 

w a y the " t r u th" of the b r i g h t r e v o l u t i o n a r y hopes a n d i d e a l s of u n i v e r s a l 

f reedom. F o r S h e l l e y , h i s to ry is a se r i e s of poss ib le ou tcomes , poss ib i l i ty 

h a s p r i o r i t y ove r ac tua l i ty , t he re is a s u r p l u s in it b e y o n d its ac tua l i za t ion , 

the s p a r k tha t pers i s t s u n d e r g r o u n d , so that the v e r y i m m e d i a t e fa i lure of 

e m a n c i p a t o r y a t t empts s i g n a l s to those w h o h a r b o r future r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

a sp i r a t i ons t ha t t h e y shou ld be r e p e a t e d more r a d i c a l l y , more c o m p r e h e n 

s ive ly . 

P e r h a p s the reason B a d i o u n e g l e c t s th is d imens ion is h is al l too c r u d e 

oppos i t ion b e t w e e n repet i t ion a n d the cut of the Event , h is d i smis sa l ot 

repe t i t ion a s an obs tac le to the r ise of the N e w , u l t i m a t e l y a s the dea th 

d r ive Itself the morb id a t t a c h m e n t to some obscu re jouiMance w h i c h 
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e n t r a p s the subjec t in the se l f -des t ruc t ive v i c ious c i r c l e . In th is sense , 

" l i f e " a s the sub jec t ive c a t e g o r y of f idel i ty to an Even t " k e e p s a t a 

d i s t ance the conse rva t ion d r i v e ( the m i s n a m e d 'life i n s t i nc t ' ) , a s w e l l a s 

the mor t i fy ing d r ive ( the dea th i n s t i nc t ) . Life is w h a t b r e a k s w i t h the 

d r i v e s . " " W h a t B a d i o u misses he re is the fact tha t the "dea th d r i v e " i s , 

p a r a d o x i c a l l y , the F r e u d i a n n a m e for i ts v e r y opposi te , for the w a y 

i m m o r t a l i t y a p p e a r s w i t h i n p s y c h o a n a l y s i s : for an u n c a n n y e x c e s s of life, 

for a n " u n d e a d " u r g e w h i c h pe r s i s t s b e y o n d the ( b i o l o g i c a l ) c y c l e of life 

a n d dea th , of g e n e r a t i o n a n d cor rup t ion . A s such, the d e a t h d r ive s t ands 

for the v e r y an t i pode of the obscu re t e n d e n c y to se l f -annih i la t ion or self-

des t ruc t ion — a s is r e n d e r e d c l e a r l y in the w o r k of W a g n e r w h o m B a d i o u 

a d m i r e s so m u c h . It is p r e c i s e l y the re fe rence to W a g n e r w h i c h e n a b l e s u s 

to see h o w the F r e u d i a n dea th d r i v e h a s no th ing w h a t s o e v e r to d o w i t h 

the c r a v i n g for se l f -ex te rmina t ion , for a r e t u r n to the i n o r g a n i c a b s e n c e of 

a n y l i fe- tension. T h e dea th d r ive d o e s rwt r e s ide in W a g n e r ' s h e r o e s ' 

l o n g i n g to d ie , to find p e a c e in dea th : it i s , on the con t r a ry , the v e r y 

obverse of d y i n g — a n a m e for the " u n d e a d " e te rna l life itself, for the 

hor r ib le fate of b e i n g c a u g h t in the end les s r epe t i t i ve c y c l e of w a n d e r i n g 

a r o u n d in gu i l t a n d pa in . T h e final p a s s i n g - a w a y of the W a g n e r i a n he ro 

( the dea th of the D u t c h m a n , W o t a n , Tr i s tan , A m f o r t a s ) is therefore the 

m o m e n t of the i r l ibe ra t ion from the c lu t ches of the dea th d r i v e . T r i s t an in 

Ac t III is not d e s p e r a t e b e c a u s e of h is fear of d y i n g : w h a t m a k e s h i m 

d e s p e r a t e is that , w i t h o u t Isolde, he canno t d ie a n d is c o n d e m n e d to 

e te rna l l ong ing —he a n x i o u s l y a w a i t s he r a r r i v a l so as to be ab le to d ie . 

T h e p rospec t he d r e a d s is not tha t of d y i n g w i t h o u t Isolde ( the s t a n d a r d 

compla in t of a l o v e r ) , b u t r a t h e r that of end l e s s life w i t h o u t her . 

T h e u l t ima te lesson of p s y c h o a n a l y s i s is tha t h u m a n life is n e v e r " jus t 

l i fe": h u m a n s a re not s i m p l y a l ive , t h e y a r e possessed b y the s t r a n g e d r ive 

to en joy life to e x c e s s , p a s s i o n a t e l y a t t a c h e d to a s u r p l u s w h i c h s t i cks out 

a n d d e r a i l s the o r d i n a r y run of t h ings . Th i s e x c e s s i n s c r i b e s i tself into the 

h u m a n b o d y m the g u i s e of a w o u n d w h i c h m a k e s the sub jec t " u n d e a d , " 

d e p r i v i n g h i m of the c a p a c i t y to d ie ( apa r t from Tr i s t an ' s a n d Amfor tas ' s 

w o u n d , t he r e is , of course , the w o u n d , the one from Kafka ' s " A C o u n t r y 

D o c t o r " ) : w h e n th i s w o u n d is hea led , the he ro can die in p e a c e . T h i s 

not ion of the d r ive e m b o d i e d in an o rgan a l so a l l o w s us to p ropose a 

cor rec t ion to B a d i o u ' s not ion of the b o d y of a t ru th p r o c e d u r e ; the re a r e 

no bod ie s of t ruth , t ru th h a s i ts o r g a n s ( w i t h o u t b o d i e s ) , in o ther w o r d s , a 

t ru th i n sc r ibes i tself into a b o d y t h r o u g h i ts a u t o n o m i z e d o rgan ( s ) . T h e 

ch i ld ' s w o u n d in the l o w e r ches t in Kafka 's " C o u n t r y Doc to r " is such an 
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organ , p a r t of the b o d y y e t s t i ck ing out of it, l e a d i n g an immor ta l 

( u n d e a d ) life of i ts own , sec re t ing blood al l the t ime y e t , for that v e r y 

reason , p r e v e n t i n g the chi ld from finding p e a c e in dea th . 

It is at th is point tha t one shou ld t u rn to D e l e u z e a g a i n s t B a d i o u , to 

D e l e u z e s p rec i se e l abo ra t ions on repet i t ion a s the v e r y form of the 

e m e r g e n c e of the N e w . O f course , B a d i o u is too ref ined a t h i n k e r not to 

percerve the even ta l d imens ion of repet i t ron: w h e n , in Logujued ded inonàcd, 

he d e p l o y s the three " sub jec t ive d e s t i n a t i o n s " of an even t (faithful, 

r eac t ive , o b s c u r e ) , he a d d s a fourth, that of " resur rec t ion , " the subjec t ive 

reac t iva t ion of an even t w h o s e t r a c e s w e r e ob l i t e ra ted , " r e p r e s s e d " into 

the h i s to r ico- ideo log ica l unconsc ious : " e v e r y faithful sub jec t can thus 

r e incorpora t e into i ts even ta l p r e sen t a t ru th f r agment w h i c h in the old 

p re sen t w a s p u s h e d b e n e a t h the b a r of occu l ta t ion . This re incorpora t ion 

is w h a t w e ca l l r e su r r ec t i on . " ' ^ H i s beau t i fu l ly d e v e l o p e d e x a m p l e is tha t 

of S p a r t a c u s : e r a s e d from official h is tory , h is n a m e w a s r e s u r r e c t e d first 

b y the b l a c k s l a v e s ' rebe l l ion in Ha i t i ( the p r o g r e s s i v e g o v e r n o r L a v e a u x 

ca l l ed Toussa in t L ' O u v e r t u r e " b l a c k S p a r t a c u s " ) , and , a c e n t u r y la ter , by 

the two G e r m a n " S p a r t a k i s t s , " R o s a L u x e m b u r g a n d Karl L i e b k n e c h t . 

W h a t ma t t e r s here , h o w e v e r , is tha t B a d i o u s h i r k s from ca l l i ng this 

r e su r r ec t ion repetition . . . 

Do we need a new world? 

B a d i o u ' s a m b i g u i t y w i t h r e g a r d to th is c r u c i a l point h i n g e s on h is t r i ad 

Being—World—Event, w h i c h funct ions in the s a m e w a y a s K i e r k e g a a r d ' s 

t r i ad of the Aes the t i c—Eth ica l -Re l ig ious : the choice is a l w a y s b e t w e e n 

t w o te rms , an ei ther /or , tha t is , the th ree t e r m s do not ope ra t e a t the s a m e 

ontologica l l eve l . It is the s ame w i t h L a c a n ' s I m a g i n a r y ( I ) / S y m b o l l c ( S ) / 

R e a l ( R ) or w i t h F r e u d ' s E g o / S u p e r e g o / I d : w h e n w e focus on one term, 

the o ther t w o ge t c o n d e n s e d into one ( u n d e r the h e g e m o n y of one of 

t h e m ) . If w e focus on the I m a g i n a r y , the Rea l a n d the S y m b o l i c get 

con t r ac t ed in to the I m a g i n a r y s oppos i te u n d e r the domina t ion of the 

S y m b o l i c ; if w e focus on R, I a n d S a r e con t r ac t ed u n d e r the domina t ion 

of S . (The re in r e s ides the shift in L a c a n ' s w o r k a n n o u n c e d b y h is Seminar 

VII on the e th ics of p s y c h o a n a l y s i s : the shift from the a x i s I—S to the a x i s 

S—R.) Or, in F r e u d ' s case , if w e focus on the Ego , i ts opposi te is the Id 

( w h i c h e n c o m p a s s e s the s u p e r e g o ) ; a n d so on and so forth. 

Logixfiied ded monded e n a c t s the shift i s from the a x i s B e i n g - E v e n t to the 

a x i s W o r l d - E v e n t . W h a t th is m e a n s is tha t Be ing , W o r l d , a n d Even t do 
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not form a t r i ad : w e h a v e e i the r the opposi t ion of B e i n g and W o r l d 

( a p p e a r a n c e ) , or the opposi t ion of W o r l d a n d Event . The re is an 

u n e x p e c t e d conc lus ion to be d r a w n from this : insofar a s ( B a d i o u e m 

p h a s i z e s th is point a g a i n a n d a g a i n ) a t rue Even t is not m e r e l y a n e g a t i v e 

ge s tu r e , bu t opens u p a pos i t ive d imens ion of the N e w , an Even t b the 

imposi t ion of a n e w w o r l d , of a n e w M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r ( a n e w N a m i n g , a s 

B a d i o u p u t s it, or, w h a t L a c a n ca l l ed '\>erd un nouveau signifiant"). T h e t rue 

even ta l c h a n g e is the p a s s a g e from the old to the n e w w o r l d . 

O n e shou ld e v e n go a s tep fur ther a n d m t r o d u c e the d imens ion of 

d i a l ec t i c s he re : an Even t can be a c c o u n t e d for b y the tens ion b e t w e e n the 

mu l t i p l i c i t y of B e i n g a n d the W o r l d , i ts si te is the s y m p t o m a l tors ion of a 

W o r l d , it is g e n e r a t e d b y the e x c e s s of B e i n g over W o r l d (of p r e s e n c e 

ove r r e - p r e s e n t a t i o n ) . T h e p r o p e r l y H e g e l i a n e n i g m a is h e r e not " h o w is 

an Event , the r i se of s o m e t h i n g t r u l y N e w , p o s s i b l e ? " , but , ra ther , h o w do 

w e p a s s from B e i n g to W o r l d , to ( f ini te) a p p e a r a n c e , that is , h o w can 

B e i n g , i ts flat inf ini te mul t ip l i c i ty , appear (to i t se l f )? Is it not tha t th is 

p r e s u p p o s e s a k i n d of " n e g a t i v i t y " tha t h a s to be s o m e h o w opera t ive in 

the mids t of B e i n g Itself, some force of (not infini ty, but , on the c o n t r a r y ) 

finltization, w h a t H e g e l c a l l e d the "abso lu te p o w e r " of t e a r i n g apa r t w h a t 

in r e a l i t y b e l o n g s together , of g i v i n g a u t o n o m y to a p p e a r a n c e . P r io r to 

cmy " s y n t h e s i s , " S p i r i t is w h a t Kant ca l led " t r anscenden t a l i m a g i n a t i o n , " 

the p o w e r to abs t rac t , to s impl i fy /mort i fy , to r e d u c e a t h ing to i ts " u n a r y 

f ea tu r e " (U train unaire; der euizige Zug), to e r a s e i ts e m p i r i c a l r i chnes s . 

Sp i r i t is the p o w e r to say , w h e n it is confronted w i t h the confus ing w e a l t h 

of e m p i r i c a l fea tures : "A l l th i s doesn ' t r e a l l y m a t t e r ! J u s t tell m e if the 

f e a t u r e X l s the re or no t ! " A n d , Insofar a s w o r l d a s such is s u s t a i n e d b y a 

"poin t , " b y such a v io len t impos i t ion of a " u n a r y f ea tu re , " is a poin t - less , 

a tona l w o r l d not a n a m e for w o r l d l e s s n e s s ? B a d i o u h imse l f r e c e n t l y 

c l a i m e d tha t o u r t ime is devout of woridtineM, r e fe r r ing to M a r x ' s w e l l -

k n o w n p a s s a g e from the Communist Manifesto abou t the "de te r r l to r i a l i z -

i n g " force of c a p i t a l i s m w h i c h d i s so lves al l f ixed social forms: 

T h e p a s s a g e w h e r e M a r x s p e a k s of the d e s a c r a l i z a t i o n of all s a c r e d 

b o n d s in the i cy w a t e r s of cap i t a l i sm h a s an en thus ia s t i c tone; it is 

M a r x ' s e n t h u s i a s m for the d i s so lv ing p o w e r of Cap i t a l . The fact tha t 

Cap i t a l r e v e a l e d i tself to be the ma te r i a l p o w e r c a p a b l e of d i s e n c u m 

be r ing us of the " s u p e r e g o " figures of the O n e a n d the s a c r e d b o n d s 

tha t a c c o m p a n y it e f fect ively r ep re sen t s i ts pos i t i ve ly p rog re s s ive 

cha rac t e r , a n d it is some th ing tha t con t inues to unfold to the p r e sen t 

397 
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d a y . H a v i n g sa id that , the g e n e r a h z e d a tomism, the r e c u r r e n t ind iv i -

d u a h s m and , finally, the a b a s e m e n t of t hough t into m e r e p r a c t i c e s of 

admin i s t r a t ion , of the g o v e r n m e n t of t h ings or of t echn ica l m a n i p u l a 

t ion, could n e v e r sat isfy me a s a ph i losopher . I s i m p l y th ink that it is in 

the v e r y e l emen t of de sac ra l l za t i on that w e mus t r e connec t to the 

voca t ion of t h ink ing . 

B a d i o u t h u s r e c o g n i z e s the excep t iona l ontoL>giml s t a tus of cap i t a l i sm 

w h o s e d y n a m i c u n d e r m i n e s e v e r y s t ab le f r a m e w o r k of r ep resen ta t ion : 

the t ask tha t shou ld n o r m a l l y be pe r fo rmed b y cr i t ico-pol i t ica l ac t iv i ty 

( n a m e l y , the t a s k of u n d e r m i n i n g the r ep re sen ta t iona l f rame of the s t a t e ) , 

is a l r e a d y pe r fo rmed b y cap i t a l i sm i t se l f—and, th i s poses a p r o b l e m for 

B a d i o u ' s not ion of " e v e n t a l " pol i t ics . In p re -cap i t a l i s t format ions , e v e r y 

s ta te , e v e r y r ep re sen ta t iona l to ta l iza t ion , Implies a founda t iona l e x c l u 

sion, a point of "s jmip tomal to rs ion ," a "pa r t of no-par t , " an e l emen t 

w h i c h , a l t h o u g h p a r t of the sys tem, d o e s not h a v e a p r o p e r p l a c e w i th in 

it — a n d e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ics h a s to i n t e rvene from th is exces s ive 

( " s u p e r n u m e r a r y " ) e l emen t w h i c h , a l t h o u g h p a r t of the s i tuat ion, cannot 

be accounted for in t e r m s of the s i tua t ion . H o w e v e r , w h a t h a p p e n s w h e n 

the sy s t em no l o n g e r e x c l u d e s the e x c e s s , but d i r e c t l y posi ts it a s its 

d r i v i n g force —^as i s the case in c a p i t a l i s m w h i c h can o n l y r e p r o d u c e i tself 

t h r o u g h i ts cons tan t se l f - revolu t ioniz ing , t h rough the cons tan t ove rcom

ing of its o w n l imi t s? To p u t it in a s impl i f ied w a y : if a pol i t ica l event , a 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y e m a n c i p a t o r y in te rven t ion into a d e t e r m i n a t e h is tor ica l 

w o r l d , is a l w a y s l i nked to the e x c e s s i v e point of i ts " s y m p t o m a l torsion, " 

if it b y defini t ion u n d e r m i n e s the con tours of th is w o r l d , how, then, a re 

w e to def ine the e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ica l in t e rven t ion into a u n i v e r s e w h i c h 

is a l r e a d y in i tself w o r l d - l e s s , w h i c h , for i ts r eproduc t ion , no l o n g e r n e e d s 

to be con ta ined b y the cons t ra in t s of a " w o r l d " ? A s Albe r to Toscano 

no ted in hrs p e r s p i c u o u s a n a l y s i s , B a d i o u g e t s c a u g h t he re in an incon

s i s tency : he d r a w s the " log ica l " conc lus ion that , in a " w o r l d l e s s " u n i v e r s e 

( w h i c h is the c o n t e m p o r a r y u n i v e r s e of g loba l c a p i t a l i s m ) , the a i m ol 

e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ics shou ld be the p rec i se opposi te of i ts " t r ad i t i ona l " 

inodiu operandi~t\ie: t a sk t o d a y is to form a n e w w o r l d , to p ropose n e w 

M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r s that w o u l d p r o v i d e "cogn i t ive m a p p i n g " : 

[. . . ] w h i l s t in B a d i o u ' s theore t ica l w r i t i n g s on the a p p e a r a n c e of 

w o r l d s he c o g e n t l y a r g u e s tha t even t s e n g e n d e r the dydfunction o l 

w o r l d s a n d the i r t r a n s c e n d e n t a l r e g i m e s , in h is "on to logy of the 
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p r e s e n t " B a d i o u a d v o c a t e s the necess i ty , in o u r " m t e r v a l h c ' or w o r l d -

less t imes , of coiutructing a w o r l d , such tha t those n o w e x c l u d e d can 

come to inven t n e w n a m e s , n a m e s c a p a b l e of su s t a in ing n e w t ruth 

p r o c e d u r e s . As he w r i t e s , "I ho ld tha t w e a r e a t a v e r y spec i a l moment , 

a m o m e n t at which there Li not any world" [. . . ] A s a resul t : " P h i l o s o p h y 

h a s no other l eg i t ima te a i m e x c e p t to he lp find the n e w n a m e s tha t w i l l 

b r i n g in to ex i s t ence the u n k n o w n w o r l d that is o n l y w a i t i n g for u s 

b e c a u s e w e a r e w a i t i n g for i t ." In a p e c u l i a r invers ion of some of the 

k e y t r a i t s of h is doc t r ine , it s e e m s tha t B a d i o u is h e r e advoca t ing , to 

some extent , an " o r d e r i n g " t a sk , one tha t w i l l i nev i t ab ly , if p e r h a p s 

m i s t a k e n l y , r e sona te for some w i t h the n o w ub iqur tous s logan " A n 

other W o r l d is Possible" . ' '^ 

This inconsrs tency br rngs u s b a c k to the topic of " d e t e r m i n a t e nega t ion" : 

the " o r d e r i n g " t ask of b u i l d i n g a n e w w o r l d is a k i n d of " r e tu rn of the 

r e p r e s s e d , " not o n l y the r e p r e s s e d of B a d i o u ' s theory , b u t a lso the 

r e p r e s s e d of the pol i t ica l even t i tself w h i c h s e r v e s B a d i o u a s the m a i n 

c o n t e m p o r a r y po in t of re fe rence , a n d w h i c h , a s w e h a v e seen, fai led 

p r e c i s e l y in this t a sk of " o r d e r i n g , " the M a o i s t C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion . 

The leMoru of the Cultural Revolution 

W h a t , then , for B a d i o u is the h i s to r ica l r e su l t ( l e s son) of the C u l t u r a l 

R e v o l u t i o n ? It is difficult to mis s the i r o n y of the fact tha t Bad iou , w h o 

a d a m a n t l y opposes the not ion of the ac t a s n e g a t i v e , loca tes the h is tor ica l 

s ign i f icance of the M a o i s t C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion p r e c i s e l y in s i g n a l i n g 

the end of the p a r t y - s t a t e a s the cen t ra l p roduc t ion of r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

po l i t i ca l ac t iv i ty . M o r e g e n e r a l l y , the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion s h o w e d that 

it w a s no l o n g e r poss ib le to a s s ign e i ther the r e v o l u t i o n a r y m a s s ac t ions 

or the o rgan i za t i ona l p h e n o m e n a to the s t r ic t logic of c l a s s r ep re sen t a 

t ion. Tha t is w h y it r e m a i n s a pol i t ica l ep i sode of the h ighes t im

po r t ance . 

These l ines a r e from B a d i o u ' s "The C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion : T h e Las t 

R e v o l u t i o n ? " , a t ex t w h o s e v e r y t i t le po in t s t o w a r d s an u n e x p e c t e d 

pa ra l l e l w i t h f i e l d e g g e r : the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion ho lds for B a d i o u the 

s a m e s t ruc tu ra l p l ace a s the N a z i Revo lu t ion d id for H e i d e g g e r , tha t of 

the mos t r ad i ca l pol i t ica l e n g a g e m e n t w h o s e fa i lure s i gna l s the e n d of ( the 
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t r ad i t iona l mode o t ) po l i t ica l e n g a g e m e n t a s such . T h e conc lus ion of 

B a d i o u ' s t ex t e m p h a t i c a l l y r e i t e ra t e s th i s point : 

In the end, the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion , even in its v e r y i m p a s s e , b e a r s 

w i t n e s s to the imposs ib i l i t y t r u l y a n d g l o b a l l y to free po l i t i c s from the 

f r a m e w o r k of the pa r ty - s t a t e tha t i m p r i s o n s it. It m a r k s a n i r r e p l a c e 

ab l e e x p e r i e n c e of sa tu ra t ion , b e c a u s e a v io len t w i l l to find a n e w 

pol i t ica l pa th , to r e - l a u n c h the revolu t ion , and to find n e w forms of the 

w o r k e r s ' s t r u g g l e u n d e r the formal cond i t ions of soc ia l i sm, e n d e d u p In 

fai lure w h e n confronted w i t h the n e c e s s a r y m a i n t e n a n c e , for r ea sons 

of p u b l i c o r d e r and the refusal of civi l w a r , of the g e n e r a l f rame of the 

pa r ty - s t a t e . 

T h e k e y Impor tance of the las t t r u l y g r e a t r e v o l u t i o n a r y exp lo s ion of the 

twen t i e th c e n t u r y is thus négative, it r e s i d e s in i ts v e r y fa i lu re w h i c h 

s i g n a l s the e x h a u s t i o n of the pa r ty / s t a t i s t l og ic of t h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

p rocess . H o w e v e r , w h a t if one shou ld he re t a k e a s t ep fur ther and 

conce ive both poles , p resen ta t ion ( "d i r ec t " ex t ra - s ta t i s t se l f -o rgan iza t ion 

of the r e v o l u t i o n a r y m a s s e s ) a n d re -presen ta t ion , a s t w o i n t e r d e p e n d e n t 

po les , so that , in a t r u l y H e g e l i a n p a r a d o x , the e n d of the p a r t y - s t a t e form 

of r e v o l u t i o n a r y a c t i v i t y g u i d e d b y the te los of " t a k i n g o v e r the s ta te 

p o w e r " is s i m u l t a n e o u s l y a l so the end of al l forms of " d i r e c t " (non-

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l ) se l f -organiza t ion ( w o r k e r s ' counc i l s a n d o the r forms of 

"d i r ec t d e m o c r a c y " ) ? 

W h e n , in h i s more r ecen t Log'u]ue<i èed mondes), B a d i o u m a k e s the s a m e 

po in t abou t the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion , h i s accen t c h a n g e s a l m o s t imper 

cep t ib ly : 

T h e C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n in effect t es ted , for a l l of t h e w o r l d ' s 

r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s , the l im i t s of L e n i n i s m . It t a u g h t u s t h a t t h e po l i t i c s 

of e m a n c i p a t i o n can no l o n g e r be sub jec t to the p a r a d i g m of 

r evo lu t ion , or r e m a i n c a p t i v e to the p a r t y - f o r m . S y m m e t r i c a l l y , it 

c a n n o t be i n s c r i b e d in the p a r l i a m e n t a r y a n d e l e c t o r a l a p p a r a t u s . 

E v e r y t h i n g b e g i n s —and th i s is the s o m b r e g e n i u s of t h e C u l t u r a l 

R e v o l u t i o n — w h e n , b y s a t u r a t i n g t h e p r e v i o u s h y p o t h e s e s in the 

r ea l , the h i g h - s c h o o l R e d G u a r d s a n d s t u d e n t s , a n d then the 

w o r k e r s of S h a n g h a i , b e t w e e n 1966 a n d 1968 , p r e s c r i b e d for the 

d e c a d e s to c o m e the affirniatwe reaiuatwn of th is b e g i n n i n g . B u t the i r 

fury w a s still so c a u g h t u p in tha t a g a i n s t w h i c h t h e y w e r e r i s ing u p 
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t ha t t h e y o n l y exp lo r ed th is b e g i n n i n g from the s t andpo in t of p u r e 

nega t ion . 

The re is a tens ion b e t w e e n these t w o in te rp re ta t ions . A c c o r d i n g to " T h e 

C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion : The Las t R e v o l u t i o n ? " , the fa i lure of the C u l t u r a l 

Revo lu t ion " b e a r s w i t n e s s to the imposs ib i l i t y t r u l y a n d g l o b a l l y to free 

pol i t ics from the f r a m e w o r k of the pa r ty - s t a t e tha t impr i sons i t ," a n d 

the c a u s e of th is fa i lure is spec i f ied a t a r a t h e r commonsens i ca l l eve l 

(" the n e c e s s a r y m a i n t e n a n c e , for r ea sons of p u b l i c o rde r a n d the refusa l 

of c ivi l w a r , of the gene ra l f rame of the pa r ty - s t a t e " — in short , the 

e x i g e n c i e s of the " s e rv i c ing of the goods" : w h a t e v e r the r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

pe r tu rba t ions , life m u s t go on, peop le h a v e to w o r k , to consume , a n d so 

on, a n d the o n l y a g e n c y to do th i s w a s the pa r ty - s t a t e . . . in pe r sona l 

te rms , no M a o Z e d o n g w i t h o u t Zhou Enla i m a k i n g su re tha t the s ta te 

funct ioned s o m e h o w d u r i n g the t u r b u l e n c e of the C u l t u r a l R e v o l u t i o n ) . 

C o n t r a r y to th is c l a i m a b o u t the imposs ib i l i t y of f reeing politics frû/n the 

f r a m e w o r k of the pa r ty - s t a t e , the p a s s a g e from Logiques des mondes 

p e r c e i v e s a s the lesson of the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion 13'ing in the impos 

s ib i l i ty of p u r s u i n g r ad i ca l pol i t ica l ac t iv i ty within the f r a m e w o r k of the 

pa r ty - s t a t e (" the pol i t ics of emanc ipa t i on can no l o n g e r be sub jec t to 

the p a r a d i g m of revolu t ion , or r e m a i n cap t i ve to the p a r t y - f o r m " ) . S o 

ne i the r c an w e p rac t i ce r e v o l u t i o n a r y po l i t i cs ou ts ide the p a r t y - s t a t e 

f r amework , nor c an w e do it w i t h i n th i s f r a m e w o r k . No w o n d e r that , 

w h e n , in Logitjue^t de<i mondes, B a d i o u confronts the k e y ques t ion , "Is the 

' e te rna l Idea ' of e g a l i t a r i a n - r e v o l u t i o n a r y po l i t i cs w i t h i ts four compo

nen ts ( e q u a l i t y , terror , v o l u n t a r i s m , t rus t in the p e o p l e ) rooted in the 

s ta t i s t -pa r ty mode l , r e l y i n g on a r e v o l u t i o n a r y state, w h r c h e x h a u s t e d i ts 

potent ia l in the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion , w i t h the c o n s e q u e n c e that w e h a v e 

to a b a n d o n it, or is it t r u l y ' e t e rna l ' and , a s such , w a i t i n g to be 

r e i n v e n t e d in our pos t - r evo lu t i ona ry e p o c h ? he offers an a n s w e r 

w h i c h is not conv inc ing : 

In effect, w h a t cons t i tu tes the t r a n s - w o r l d l y sub jec t iv i ty of the figure 

of the s ta te r e v o l u t i o n a r y is p r e c i s e l y the fact tha t it t r i e s to m a k e the 

separa t ion b e t w e e n state a n d r e v o l u t i o n a r y pol i t ics p reva i l , but w i t h 

the twis t that it tries to do so from within state power. C o n s e q u e n t l y , the 

figure in ques t ion on ly ex i s t s if w e p r e s u p p o s e th i s sepa ra t ion . Tha t is 

a l so w h y it is o n l y ph i lo soph ica l l y cons t ruc t ib le today , af ter a n e w 

th inkrng of po l i t i c s h a s m a d e it t h i n k a b l e a n d p r a c t i c a b l e to s i tua te 
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oneself, in o rde r to t h ink act ion, from w i t h i n a pol i t ics for w h i c h state 
p o w e r IS ne i the r an objec t ive nor a no rm. 

B a d i o u ' s reso lu t ion of th is d e a d l o c k (ne i the r w i th in nor ou t s ide the s tate 

form) is t hus : at a àiitance from the s ta te form —outs ide , but not an outs ide 

tha t is de s t ruc t ive of the s ta te form; ra ther , a g e s t u r e of " s u b t r a c t i n g " 

onese l f from the state form w i t h o u t d e s t r o y i n g it. T h e t rue ques t ion he re 

i s : how i s th i s e x t e r n a l i t y w i t h r e g a r d to the s ta te to be ope ra t i ona l i z ed? 

S i n c e the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t i on s i gna l s the fa i lure of the a t t empt to de s t roy 

the s tate from wi th in , to abol i sh the s ta te , is then the a l t e rna t ive to s i m p l y 

a c c e p t the s ta te a s a fact, a s the a p p a r a t u s that t a k e s c a r e of " s e r v i c i n g the 

g o o d s , " and to opera te a t a d i s t ance t o w a r d s it ( b o m b a r d i n g it w i th 

p r e sc r ip t i ve p r o c l a m a t i o n s and d e m a n d s ) ? B u t does not such a posi t ion 

come close to that of S i m o n Cr i t ch l ey , who, a s w e h a v e seen, a r g u e s that 

e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ics is 

e n a c t e d or even s i m p l y a c t e d — p r a c t i c a l l y , loca l ly , s i t ua t iona l ly — at a 

d i s t ance from the s ta te . [. . . ] It ca l l s the s tate in to ques t ion , it ca l l s the 

e s t ab l i shed o r d e r to account , not in o rde r to do away w i t h the state, 

d e s i r a b l e t h o u g h that m i g h t we l l be in some Utopian sense , but in o rde r 

to be t te r it or a t t enua t e its m a l i c i o u s effect. 

T h e m a i n a m b i g u i t y of this posi t ion r e s i d e s in a s t r a n g e non jeqidtur: if the 

s ta te is he r e to s tay , if it is imposs ib le to abo l i sh the s ta te (and c a p i t a l i s m ) , 

why act w i t h a d i s t ance t o w a r d s s t a t e? W h y not act with{in) the étate'l 

W h y not a c c e p t the b a s i c p r e m i s e of the Th i rd W a y ? 

In o the r w o r d s , is C r i t c h l e y ' s (and B a d i o u ' s ) posi t ion not that ol 

r e l y i n g on the fact that jomeone eUe w i l l a s s u m e the t a sk of r u n n i n g 

the s ta te m a c h i n e r y , e n a b l i n g u s to e n g a g e in t a k i n g the c r i t i ca l d i s t ance 

t o w a r d s i t ? F u r t h e r m o r e , if the s p a c e of e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ics i s def ined 

b y a d i s t ance t o w a r d s the state, a r e w e not a b a n d o n i n g the field (of the 

s t a t e ) a l l too e a s i l y to the e n e m y ? Is it not c ruc i a l what form s ta te p o w e r 

t a k e s ? Does th is posi t ion not l ead to the r educ t ion of this c ruc ia l ques t ion 

to a s e c o n d a r y s t a tus : u l t ima te ly , it does not r e a l l y m a t t e r w h a t k i n d of 

State w e r iave ' 

S o w h e n B a d i o u c l a i m s that the R e d Gua rd i s t s " p r e s c r i b e d for the 

d e c a d e s to come the affirnuitwe realization of th is beg inn ing , ol w h i c h t h e y 

t hemse lves , s ince the i r fury r e m a i n e d c a u g h t u p in w h a t t h e y w e r e r i s ing 

aga ins t , e x p l o r e d o n l y the face of p u r e nega t ion , " will th is "aff i rmat ive 
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r e a l i z a t i o n " be the one of i n v e n t i n g a n e w w a y of d i s p e n s i n g wi th the 

state, of " a b o l i s h i n g " it, or a m e r e d i s t ance t o w a r d s the s ta te , or —much 

more r a d i c a l l y — a n e w appropriation of s ta te a p p a r a t u s e s ? 

The re is , h o w e v e r , another , even more impor tan t , a s p e c t of the fa i lure 

of the C u l t u r a l Revo lu t ion . B a d i o u r e a d s th i s f a i l u r e — a n d , more g e n 

e ra l ly , the demi se of C o m m u n i s m — a s s i g n a l i n g the e n d of the epoch in 

w h i c h , in pol i t ics , it w a s poss ib le to g e n e r a t e t ru th a t the un ive r sa l level , 

a s a g loba l ( r e v o l u t i o n a r y ) project : t oday , in the a f te rmath of th i s 

h i s tor ica l defeat , a po l i t ica l t ru th can o n l y be g e n e r a t e d a s ( the f idel i ty 

t o ) a local event , a loca l s t rugg le , an in te rven t ion into a specific con

s te l la t ion. T lowever , does he not t h e r e b y subsc r ibe to h i s o w n vers ion of 

pos tmodern i sm, of the notion that , today , o n l y local ac t s of " r e s i s t a n c e " 

a re p o s s i b l e ? W h a t B a d i o u ( l i ke L a c l a u and B u t l e r ) s eems to l ack is a 

m e t a - t h e o r y of h i s to ry tha t w o u l d p rov ide a c l e a r a n s w e r to the a l te r 

na t ive that h a u n t s " p o s t m o d e r n " theor i za t ions of the pol i t ica l : is the 

p a s s a g e from " l a r g e " to " s m a l l " (h i ) s to r ies , from essen t i a l i sm to con

t i n g e n c y , from g loba l to loca l pol i t ics , a n d so forth, i tself a h is tor ica l shift, 

so that , p r io r to it, u n i v e r s a l pol i t ics wa^ poss ib le , or is the ins igh t into the 

local c h a r a c t e r of po l i t ica l i n t e rven t ions an ins igh t into the v e r y essence of 

pol i t ics , so tha t the p r e v i o u s be l i e f in the poss ib i l i t y of un ive r sa l pol i t ica l 

in te rven t ion w a s an ideo log ica l i l l u s ion? 

A l o n g these l ines , B a d i o u r e c e n t l y r e l e g a t e d c a p i t a l i s m to the na tu r 

a l i zed " b a c k g r o u n d " of our h i s to r ica l cons te l la t ion: cap i t a l i sm a s " w o r l d -

l e s s " is not pa r t of a specif ic s i tuat ion, it is the a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g 

b a c k g r o u n d a g a i n s t w h i c h p a r t i c u l a r s i tua t ions e m e r g e . T h i s is w h y it 

is s ense les s to p u r s u e "an t i - cap i t a l i s t po l i t i cs" : po l i t i cs is a l w a y s an 

in te rven t ion into a p a r t i c u l a r s i tua t ion , a g a i n s t specif ic a g e n t s ; one canno t 

d i r e c t l y " f igh t" the neu t r a l b a c k g r o u n d itself. O n e does not fight " c a p 

i t a l i sm , " one f ights the U S g o v e r n m e n t , i ts dec i s ions a n d m e a s u r e s a n d so 

on. 

B u t does not this g loba l b a c k g r o u n d none the l e s s let i tself be felt, from 

t ime to t ime , a s a v e r y p a l p a b l e a n d b ru ta l l im i t a t i on? The r e c u r r e n t s to ry 

of the c o n t e m p o r a r y Left is tha t of a l e a d e r or p a r t y e l ec t ed w i th un ive r sa l 

en thus i a sm, p r o m i s i n g a " n e w w o r l d " ( M a n d e l a , L u l a ) — b u t , then, 

sooner or la ter , u s u a l l y after a coup le of y e a r s , t h e y s t umb le upon the 

k e y d i l e m m a : does one d a r e touch the cap i ta l i s t m e c h a n i s m s , or does one 

d e c i d e to " p l a y the g a m e " ? If one d i s tu rbs the m e c h a n i s m s , one is v e r y 

swif t ly " p u n i s h e d " b y m a r k e t pe r tu rba t i ons , economic chaos , a n d the 

rest . S o a l t h o u g h it is t rue that an t i - cap i t a l i sm canno t be d i r e c t l y the goal 
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oi pol i t ica l ac t ion — in pol i t ics , one opposes concre te pol i t ica l a g e n t s and 

the i r ac t ions , not an a n o n y m o u s " s y s t e m " — o n e shou ld a p p l y he re the 

L a c a n i a n d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n goa l a n d a im: if not the i m m e d i a t e goa l of 

the e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ics , an t i - cap i t a l i sm should be i ts u l t ima te a im, the 

hor izon of al l i t s ac t iv i ty . Is thrs not the lesson of M a r x ' s notion of the 

" c r i t i que o(pûlitical e c o n o m y " ( to ta l ly a b s e n t in B a d i o u ) ? A l t h o u g h the 

sphe re of the e c o n o m y a p p e a r s " apo l i t i c a l , " it is the sec re t point of 

re fe rence a n d s t ruc tu r ing p n n c i p l e of pol i t ica l s t r u g g l e s . 

A few d a y s before the C z e c h mun ic ipa l a n d S e n a t e e lec t ions , on 

Oc tobe r 16, 2 0 0 6 , the M i n i s t r y of the In ter ior of the C z e c h R e p u b l i c 

b a n n e d the o rgan iza t ion the C o m m u n i s t Y o u t h L e a g u e ( K S M ) . W h a t 

w a s i ts " c r im ina l i d e a " on a c c o u n t of w h i c h , a c c o r d i n g to the M i n i s t r y of 

the Interior , the K S M d e s e r v e d to be b a n n e d ? T h e fact tha t i ts p r o g r a m 

a d v o c a t e s the t ransformat ion of p r i v a t e p r o p e r t y of the m e a n s of p roduc 

tion into social p r o p e r l y , t h e r e b y con t r ad i c t i ng the C z e c h const i tu t ion 

. . . To c l a i m tha t the d e m a n d for socia l o w n e r s h i p of the m e a n s of 

p roduc t i on is a c r i m e is to s a y tha t m o d e r n le f t -wing t hough t h a s c r imina l 
^ 21 

roots . 

T h e ac t p r o p e r is p r e c i s e l y an in te rven t ion w h i c h does not m e r e l y 

ope ra t e within a g i v e n b a c k g r o u n d , but d i s tu rbs its coo rd ina t e s a n d thus 

r e n d e r s it v i s ib le M a b a c k g r o u n d . So , in c o n t e m p o r a r y pol i t ics , adine qua 

non of an ac t is that it d i s t u r b s the b a c k g r o u n d s ta tus of the e c o n o m y b y 

r e n d e r i n g p a l p a b l e i ts pol i t ica l d imens ion ( w h i c h is w h y M a r x w r o t e on 

political e c o n o m y ) . R e c a l l W e n d y B r o w n ' s t r e n c h a n t observa t ion tha t "if 

M a r x i s m h a d a n y a n a l y t i c a l v a l u e for pol i t ica l theory , w a s it not in the 

ins i s tence tha t the p r o b l e m of f reedom w a s c o n t a i n e d in the social 

r e l a t ions i m p l i c i t l y d e c l a r e d ' unpo l i t i c a l '—tha t is , n a t u r a l i z e d — i n l ibe ra l 

d i s cou r se?"^^ This is w h y "the pol i t ica l p u r c h a s e of c o n t e m p o r a r y 

A m e r i c a n i den t i t y pol i t ics w o u l d s eem to be a c h i e v e d in p a r t t h r o u g h 

a ce r t a in r ena tu r a l i z a t i on of c a p i t a l i s m . " T h e c r u c i a l ques t ion to be 

a s k e d is thus : 

[. . . ] to w h a t ex ten t a c r i t i que of c a p i t a l i s m is foreclosed b y the 

c u r r e n t conf igura t ion of oppos i t iona l pol i t ics , a n d not s i m p l y b y the 

" loss of the socia l is t a l t e r n a t i v e " or the os tens ib le " t r i umph of l i be ra l 

i s m " in the g loba l o rder . In con t ras t w i t h the M a r x i s t c r i t i que of a 

social w h o l e a n d the M a r x i s t v is ion of total t ransformat ion , to w h a t 

ex ten t do iden t i ty pol i t ics r e q u i r e a s t a n d a r d i n t e rna l to ex i s t i ng 

soc ie ty a g a i n s t w h i c h to p i tch the i r c l a ims , a s t anda rd that not on ly 
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p r e s e r v e s cap i t a l i sm from c r i t i que , b u t sus t a ins the i nv i s ib ih ty a n d 

i n a r t i c u l a t e n e s s of c l a s s —not inc iden ta l ly , b u t e n d e m i c a l l y ? C o u l d w e 

h a v e s t u m b l e d upon one r ea son w h y c lass is i n v a r i a b l y n a m e d bu t 

r a r e l y theor ized or d e v e l o p e d in the mu l t i cu l t u r a l i s t man t r a , " r ace , 

c lass , g e n d e r , s e x u a l i t y " ? 

A l t h o u g h B a d i o u ' s u n i v e r s a l i s m is , of course , r a d i c a l l y opposed to 

iden t i t y pol i t ics , does it not sha re w i t h it th is " r e n a t u r a l i z a t i o n " of 

cap i t a l i sm in the g u i s e of the r educ t ion of c a p i t a l i s m to an omnip re sen t 

b a c k g r o u n d of po l i t i ca l s t r u g g l e s ? F u r t h e r m o r e , the i r o n y he re is tha t th i s 

" r e n a t u r a l i z a t i o n " of cap i t a l i sm into a p r e s u p p o s e d b a c k g r o u n d is the k e y 

ideologica l cons t i tuen t of w h a t F u k u y a m a c a l l e d the End of f i i s t o r y . The 

obv ious choice a p r o p o s F u k u y a m a seems to be : e i the r one a c c e p t s h is 

p s e u d o - H e g e l i a n thes i s on the E n d of H i s to ry , on the f ina l ly found 

ra t iona l form of socia l life, or one e m p h a s i z e s tha t s t r u g g l e s a n d h i s to r ica l 

c o n t i n g e n c y g o on, that w e a r e far from a n y E n d of His to ry . M y point i s 

that ne i t he r of the t w o opt ions is t r u l y H e g e l i a n . O n e should , of course , 

re jec t the na ive not ion of the E n d of H i s t o r y in the sense of a c h i e v e d 

reconci l ia t ion , of the ba t t le in p r inc ip l e a l r e a d y w o n ; h o w e v e r , w i t h 

t o d a y ' s g loba l cap i ta l i s t l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c order , w i t h th i s r e g i m e of 

"g loba l r e f l ex iv i t y , " w e did r e ach a q u a l i t a t i v e b r e a k w i t h a l l h i s to ry 

h i ther to , h i s to ry did in a w a y r e a c h i ts end, w e do in fact l ive in a post-

h is tor ica l soc ie ty . G loba l i zed h is tor ic i sm a n d c o n t i n g e n c y a r e def in i t ive 

i n d e x e s of th is " end of h i s to ry . " So , one c a n s a y that w e should indeed 

asser t that , today , a l t hough h i s to ry is not a t an end , the v e r y notion of 

"h i s to r i c i t y " funct ions in a different w a y than before. W h a t th is m e a n s is 

that , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , the " r e n a t u r a l i z a t i o n " of cap i t a l i sm a n d the e x p e r i 

ence of our soc ie ty a s a re f l ex ive r i sk soc i e ty in w h i c h p h e n o m e n a a r e 

e x p e r i e n c e d a s con t ingen t , a s the resu l t of a h i s to r i ca l l y con t ingen t 

cons t ruc t ion , a r e t w o s ides of the s a m e coin. 

T h e p r e d o m i n a n t not ion of i d e o l o g y is that it fixates on or " n a t u r a l i z e s " 

w h a t is in fact the con t ingen t r e su l t of a h i s to r ica l p rocess ; the an t ido te is 

t h u s to see t h i n g s a s d y n a m i c , pa r t of a h is tor ica l p rocess . T o d a y , 

h o w e v e r , w h e n the notion of u n i v e r s a l h i s to r i c i ty a n d c o n t i n g e n c y is 

pa r t of the h e g e m o n i c i deo logy , one should r a the r turn the c r i t i co-

ideo log ica l p e r s p e c t i v e u p s i d e d o w n a n d a sk : w h a t i s it tha t reniaiiu 

the same in the m u c h c e l e b r a t e d n o m a d i c d y n a m i s m of c o n t e m p o r a r y 

s o c i e t y ? T h e a n s w e r i s , of course , cap i t a l i sm, cap i ta l i s t r e l a t ions . A n d the 

r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n the S a m e and w h a t has c h a n g e d is he re p r o p e r l y 
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dia lec t i ca l : that w h i c h r e m a i n s the s a m e — cap i ta l i s t r e l a t ions — i s the v e r y 

cons te l la t ion w h i c h ins t iga tes the i nces san t c h a n g e , s ince the deepes t 

fea ture of cap i t a l i sm is i ts d y n a m i c of p e r m a n e n t se l f - revolu t ion iz ing . If 

w e w e r e to enac t a t r u l y r ad i ca l c h a n g e — a c h a n g e of cap i ta l i s t r e l a t ions 

t h e m s e l v e s — t h a t w o u l d p r e c i s e l y cu t the roots from u n d e r the incessan t 

social d y n a m i c of cap i ta l i s t life. 

Which duhtractiim? 

O n e shou ld a l w a y s be a t t en t ive w h e n opponen t s s tar t to t a l k the same 

l a n g u a g e , to sha re a p r e m i s e — t h i s s h a r e d point is , a s a ru le , their 

s y m p t o m a l point . Le t u s t a k e t h r ee c o n t e m p o r a r y ph i l o sophe r s as 

different a s Bad iou , C r i t c h l e y , a n d Negr i : a s w e h a v e seen, t h e y share 

the p r e m i s e that the e r a of p a r t y - s t a t e po l i t i cs in w h i c h the u l t ima t e a im is 

to t a k e control of the s ta te a p p a r a t u s is ove r —from n o w on, pol i t ics 

should sub t r ac t i tself from the d o m a i n of the s ta te , c r e a t i n g spaces 

outs ide , "s i tes of r e s i s t a n c e . " T h e obve r se of th is shift is the a c c e p t a n c e 

of cap i t a l i sm a s the " b a c k g r o u n d " of our l ives : the lesson of the fall of 

C o m m u n i s t s ta tes i s tha t it i s m e a n i n g l e s s to "f ight c a p i t a l i s m " . . . It is 

from th is s h a r e d s p a c e tha t one should " s u b t r a c t " oneself: " r e s i s t ance 

p r e sen t s i tself a s an e x o d u s , as a d e p a r t u r e ou t s ide the w o r l d . " 

In a r e cen t i n t e rv i ew, A l a i n B a d i o u e x p o s e d the core of h is poli t ical 

d i a g n o s i s of our p r e d i c a m e n t . H e s ta r t s b y d r a w i n g a Hne of d is t inc t ion 

b e t w e e n c o m m u n i s m a n d M a r x i s m : he still cons ide r s h imse l f a c o m m u 

nist ( " C o m m u n i s m in the ' g e n e r i c s ense ' s i m p l y m e a n s tha t e v e r y o n e is 

e q u a l to e v e r y o n e e lse w i t h i n the mu l t i p l i c i t y a n d d i v e r s i t y of social 

func t ions" ) . " M a r x i s m , h o w e v e r , i s someth ing e lse . " T h e core of M a r x 

i sm is w h a t Len in ca l l ed the " A B C of c o m m u n i s m " : " the m a s s e s a re 

d iv ided in to c lasses , the c l a s se s a re r e p r e s e n t e d b y pa r t i e s a n d the pa r t i e s 

d i r e c t e d b y l e a d e r s " — t h i s is w h a t no l o n g e r ho lds t oday : the d i s o r g a n i z e d 

m a s s e s of g loba l cap i t a l i sm a r e no l o n g e r d i v i d e d into c l a s se s in the 

c l a s s i ca l M a r x i s t fashion, so w h i l e the t a s k still is to o r g a n i z e the m a s s e s 

po l i t i ca l ly , it can no l o n g e r be done in the old c l a s s - p a r t y m a n n e r . 

The model of the c e n t r a l i z e d p a r t y m a d e poss ib le a n e w form of p o w e r 

that w a s no th ing l e s s t h a n the p o w e r of the p a r t y itself. W e a r e n o w at 

w h a t I cal l a "d i s t ance from the S t a t e . " This is first of al l b e c a u s e the 

ques t ion of p o w e r is no longe r " i m m e d i a t e " : n o w h e r e does a " t a k i n g 

p o w e r " in the in su r rec t iona l sense seem poss ib le t o d a y . 
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Three po in t s a r e to be noted he re . First , the a m b i g u o u s defini t ion of 

c o m m u n i s m : e q u a h t y " w i t h i n the muhipUcl ty a n d d i v e r s i t y of social 

f u n c t i o n s " — w h a t th is def ini t ion a v o i d s is the i n e q u a l i t y g e n e r a t e d b y 

th is v e r y "mu l t i p l i c i t y and d i v e r s i t y of social func t ions . " S e c o n d , the 

notion of c l a s s a n t a g o n i s m a s s i m p l y " the m a s s e s d i v i d e d into c l a s s e s " 

r e d u c e s it to a subd iv i s ion w i t h i n the social body, i gno r ing i ts s t a tus a s a 

cut tha t r u n s ac ro s s the en t i re social body . Th i rd , w h a t is the e x a c t s t a tus 

of the Imposs ib i l i ty of a r e v o l u t i o n a r y s e i zu re of p o w e r ? Is th i s a m e r e 

t e m p o r a r y se tback , a s ign tha t w e l ive in a n o n - r e v o l u t i o n a r y s i tuat ion, or 

does it i nd ica te the l imi ta t ion of the p a r t y - s t a t e mode l of r evo lu t i on? 

B a d i o u opts for the second ve r s ion . 

In th i s n e w s i tua t ion , w e n e e d a n e w lo rm of pol i t ics , the "pol i t ics of 

sub t rac t ion , " pol i t ica l p rocesses that a r e " i n d e p e n d e n t o f—'sub t r ac t ed ' 

f rom—the p o w e r of the S t a t e . U n l i k e the i n su r r ec t i ona l form of the pa r t y , 

this po l i t i cs of sub t rac t ion is no longe r i m m e d i a t e l y des t ruc t ive , an t ag 

onist ic or m i l i t a r i z e d . " T h i s po l i t i cs is at a d i s t ance from the state, no 

longe r " s t r u c t u r e d or p o l a r i z e d a long the a g e n d a a n d t ime l ines fixed b y 

the S t a t e . " ITow a r e w e to t h i n k th is e x t e r n a l i t y w i t h r e g a r d to s t a t e? 

B a d i o u p roposes he re h is k e y concep tua l d is t inc t ion , that b e t w e e n 

des t ruc t ion a n d sub t rac t ion : 

[ a s u b t r a c t i o n ] is no l o n g e r d e p e n d e n t on the d o m i n a n t l a w s of the 

pol i t ica l r e a l i t y of a s i tua t ion . It is i r r educ ib l e , h o w e v e r , to the 

des t ruc t ion of these l a w s a s w e l l . A sub t rac t ion m i g h t l e a v e the l a w s 

of the s i tua t ion still be ing in p l a c e . W h a t sub t rac t ion does is b r ing 

abou t a point of a u t o n o m y . It 's a nega t ion , b u t it canno t be ident i f ied 

w i t h the p r o p e r l y des t ruc t ive pa r t of nega t ion . [. . . ] W e n e e d a n 

" o r i g i n a r y s u b t r a c t i o n " c a p a b l e of c r ea t ing a n e w s p a c e of i n d e p e n 

d e n c e a n d a u t o n o m y from the d o m i n a n t l a w s of the s i tua t ion . 

The u n d e r l y i n g ph i losoph ica l c a t e g o r y tha t B a d i o u p r o b l e m a t i z e s he re is 

the H e g e l i an notion of " d e t e r m i n a t e n e g a t i o n , " of a nega t ion /des t ruc t ion 

w h o s e resu l t is not zero: 

C o n t r a r y to H e g e l , for w h o m the nega t ion of the nega t i on p r o d u c e s a 

n e w aff i rmation, I t h ink w e m u s t a s se r t tha t t o d a y nega t i v i t y , p r o p e r l y 

s p e a k i n g , d o e s not c rea te a n y t h i n g n e w . It d e s t r o y s the old, of course , 

bu t does not g i v e r i se to a n e w crea t ion . 



m D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

408 

C r u c i a l i s this l i nk b e t w e e n r e v o l u t i o n a r y po l i t i cs a n d H e g e l i a n d i a l ec t i c s : 

" J u s t a s the pa r ty , w h i c h w a s once the v ic to r ious form of insu r rec t ion , is 

t o d a y ou tda ted , so too i s the d i a l ec t i ca l t h e o r y of n e g a t i o n . " Unfor tu

na te ly , th i s l e a d s B a d i o u to a p s e u d o - p r o b l e m of " ad ju s tmen t or ca l i b r a 

t ion b e t w e e n the p r o p e r l y n e g a t i v e p a r t of nega t ion a n d the pa r t I ca l led 

' s ub t r ac t i ve ' ": 

W h a t I call a " w e a k n e g a t i o n , " the r educ t ion of pol i t ics to d e m o c r a t i c 

opposi t ion, can be u n d e r s t o o d as a sub t rac t ion tha t h a s b e c o m e so 

d e t a c h e d from d e s t r u c t i v e nega t i on tha t it can no l o n g e r be dist in

g u i s h e d from w h a t H a b e r m a s ca l l s " c o n s e n s u s . " O n the o ther hand , 

w e a r e a l so w i t n e s s i n g a d e s p e r a t e a t t empt to ma in t a in des t ruc t ion a s a 

pure figure of c rea t ion a n d the n e w . Th i s s y m p t o m often h a s a r e l ig ious 

a n d nihi l i s t ic d imens ion . 

In short, the t a sk is to find a p r o p e r m e a s u r e b e t w e e n d e m o c r a t i c p u r e 

sub t rac t ion , d e p r i v e d of i ts de s t ruc t ive potent ia l , a n d a p u r e l y des t ruc t ive 

( " t e r ro r i s t " ) n e g a t i o n — t h e p r o b l e m here is tha t th i s " in t e rna l d is junc t ion 

of n e g a t i o n " into its d e s t r u c t i v e and sub t r ac t ive a s p e c t s e x a c t l y repro

d u c e s the d i s junc t ion to w h i c h the H e g e l i a n notion of "de t e rmina t e 

n e g a t i o n " t r i ed to p r o v i d e a solut ion. ( B a d i o u is w e l l a w a r e tha t one 

should not r e n o u n c e v io l ence ; one should r a t h e r r e c o n c e p t u a l i z e it as 

de fens ive v io l ence , a de fense of the a u t o n o m o u s space c r e a t e d by 

sub t rac t ion , l i ke the Z a p a t i s t a s de fend ing the i r l i be r a t ed t e r r i t o ry . ) 

T h e e x a m p l e of this " p r o p e r m e a s u r e " p r o v i d e d b y B a d i o u r a i s e s more 

ques t i ons than it a n s w e r s : that of the S o l i d a r i t y m o v e m e n t in Po land 

w h i c h p r a c t i c e d 

a n e w d ia l ec t i c b e t w e e n the m e a n s of ac t ions tha t w e r e c l a s s i ca l l y 

unde r s tood to be n e g a t i v e —the s t r ike , demons t r a t i ons a n d so o n — a n d 

some th ing l i k e the c r e a t i o n of a space of a u t o n o m y in the factor ies . The 

objec t ive w a s not to t a k e p o w e r , to r e p l a c e an ex i s t ing power , bu t to 

force the S t a t e to i n v e n t a n e w re la t ion w i t h the w o r k e r s . 

H o w e v e r , the r eason w h y t h i s e x p e r i m e n t w a s so brief, a s B a d i o u h imse l f 

notes , is tha t it c l e a r l y func t ioned a s the second p h a s e in the th ree p h a s e s 

of d i s s idence : ( 1 ) c r i t i c i z ing the r e g i m e on i ts o w n t e r m s ( " W e w a n t t rue 

s o c i a l i s m ! " — t h a t is , the r e p r o a c h to the r u l i n g p a r t y i s : " y o u b e t r a y e d 

y o u r o w n socia l is t r oo t s " ) ; ( 2 ) to the coun te r - r ep roach of the r u l i n g p a r t y 
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t h a t th is a d h e r e n c e to soc iahsm is hypoc r i t i ca l , fol lows the open a d m i s 

s ion : y e s , w e are ou t s ide the scope of the r u l i n g socia l is t i deo logy , but w e 

do not w a n t p o w e r , j u s t o u r a u t o n o m y , p l u s o u r d e m a n d is that those in 

p o w e r respec t ce r t a in e l e m e n t a r y e th ica l r u l e s ( h u m a n r igh t s , e t c . ) ; ( 3 ) to 

t h e r e p r o a c h of the r u l i n g p a r t y tha t this l a c k of in te res t in t a k i n g p o w e r is 

hypocr i t i ca l , tha t the d i s s iden t s r e a l l y w a n t power , fol lows the open 

admiss ion : y e s , w h y not, w e want p o w e r . . . 

B a d i o u ' s o the r e x a m p l e , tha t of H e z b o l l a h in L e b a n o n w i t h i ts 

a m b i g u o u s re la t ion to s tate p o w e r ( p a r t i c i p a t i n g in it w h i l e r e t a i n i n g a 

d i s tance t o w a r d s it, r e susc i t a t i ng some th ing l i ke the old Len in i s t notion of 

" d u a l p o w e r " — w h i c h w a s for Len in a l so a t e m p o r a r y tact ic , lajHng 

g r o u n d for the l a t e r full t a k e o v e r ) , g i v e s r i se to a fur ther p rob lem: the 

r e l ig ious foundat ion of these m o v e m e n t s . B a d i o u m a k e s the point tha t 

" t h e r e i s an i n t e rna l l imi ta t ion to these m o v e m e n t s , b o u n d a s t h e y a r e to 

r e l ig ious p a r t i c u l a r i t y . " Is, h o w e v e r , this l imi ta t ion o n l y a shor t - te rm one, 

as B a d i o u s eems to imp ly , some th ing tha t these m o v e m e n t s w i l l ( have to) 

ove rcome in the p rove rb i a l " second , h i g h e r " s t age of the i r deve lopmen t , 

w h e n t h e y wi l l ( h a v e to) u n i v e r s a l i z e t h e m s e l v e s ? Badrou rs r igh t to note 

tha t t h e p r o b l e m he re is not r e l ig ion a s such, bu t its p a r t i c u l a r i t y — a n d is 

this p a r t i c u l a r i t y not now a fatal l imi ta t ion of these m o v e m e n t s , w h o s e 

ideo logy t a k e s a d i r e c t l y c o u n t e r - E n l i g h t e n m e n t form? 

The a d e q u a t e r e p l y to B a d i o u ' s ve r s ion of B a r t l e b y pol i t i cs shou ld be 

the H e g e l i a n one: the w h o l e p r o b l e m of "p rope r m e a s u r e " is a false one . 

S u b t r a c t i o n u the "nega t ion of n e g a t i o n " (or " d e t e r m i n a t e n e g a t i o n " ) , in 

Other w o r d s , i n s t ead of d i r e c t l y negat ing—dest roying the r u l i n g power , 

r e m a i n i n g w i t h i n i ts field, it u n d e r m i n e s th is v e r y field, o p e n i n g u p a n e w 

posi t ive space . T h e point rs tha t t he re a r e sub t r ac t i ons a n d sub t r ac t i ons — 

B a d i o u h imse l f c o m m i t s a s y m p t o m a t i c concep tua l r eg ress ion w h e n he 

qua l i t i e s the soc i a l -democra t i c pos i t ion a s a p u r e sub t rac t ion ; the demo

cra t i c sub t rac t ion is no sub t rac t ion a t a l l . It i s , ra ther , the "n ih i l i s t " 

te r ror i s t s w h o subt rac t , c r e a t i n g the i r s p a c e of fundamen ta l i s t r e l i g ious 

ident i ty : in them, r ad i ca l des t ruc t ion overlaps with r ad i ca l sub t rac t ion . 

Ano the r " p u r e " sub t rac t ion is N e w A g e med i t a t i ve w i t h d r a w a l , w h i c h 

c r ea t e s a space of i ts o w n w h i l e l e a v i n g the sphe re of social r e a l i t y the w a y 

It i s . (The re is a lso pure des t ruc t ion : the ou tbur s t s of " m e a n i n g l e s s " 

v io lence l i ke the b u r n i n g of the c a r s in the F r e n c h banlieues of 2 0 0 5 . ) 

S o w h e n is sub t rac t ion r e a l l y c r ea t i ve of a n e w s p a c e ? T h e on ly app ro 

pr ia te a n s w e r : when it undermines the coordinates of the veiy system from whL-h It 

subtracts itself, s t r i k ing at the point of its " symp toma l tors ion. " I m a g i n e the 

409 
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prove rb i a l house of c a r d s or a p i le of w o o d e n p i e c e s w h i c h r e l y on one 

ano the r in such a c o m p l e x w a y that , if one s ing le c a r d or p i ece of w o o d is 

pu l l ed out—subtracted—the w h o l e edif ice co l l apses : thuf i s the t rue a r t of 

sub t rac t ion . 

R e c a l l the plot of S a r a m a g o ' s Seeing, in w h i c h vo te r s m a s s i v e l y refuse 

to vote a n d cas t i n v a l i d ba l lo ts , t h r o w i n g the ent i re pol i t ica l e s t ab l i shmen t 

( the r u l i n g b loc and the oppos i t ion) in to pan ic : th i s ac t p u t t hem in a 

s i tuat ion of r ad i ca l r e spons ib i l i t y t o w a r d s the i r subjec t . S u c h an ac t is 

sub t rac t ion a t i ts pures t : a m e r e g e s t u r e of w i t h d r a w i n g from pa r t i c ipa 

tion in a l eg i t im iz ing r i tua l m a k e s s ta te p o w e r a p p e a r a s if s u s p e n d e d in 

the a i r a b o v e the p r ec ip i ce . The i r ac t s no l o n g e r c o v e r e d b y democra t i c 

l eg i t imiza t ion , those in p o w e r a r e all of a s u d d e n d e p r i v e d of the option of 

r e p l y i n g to the pro tes tors " W h o a r e y o u to c r i t i c ize u s ? W e a re an e lec ted 

g o v e r n m e n t , w e can do w h a t w e w a n t ! " L a c k i n g l eg i t imacy , t h e y have to 

ea rn it the h a r d w a y , b y the i r d e e d s . I r e m e m b e r the las t y e a r s of 

C o m m u n i s t r u l e in S l o v e n i a : t he r e w a s no g o v e r n m e n t so e a g e r to earn 

its l e g i t i m a c y a n d do some th ing for the people , t r y i n g to p l ease e v e r y o n e , 

p r e c i s e l y b e c a u s e the C o m m u n i s t s he ld p o w e r w h i c h — a s e v e r y o n e . 

Inc lud ing themse lves , k n e w — w a s not d e m o c r a t i c a l l y l eg i t im ized . S i n c e 

the C o m m u n i s t s k n e w tha t the i r e n d w a s a p p r o a c h i n g , t h e y k n e w t h e y 

w o u l d be h a r s h l y j u d g e d . . . 

The re is an obv ious r e p r o a c h tha t a r i s e s he re : is th is not the case 

a l r e a d y today , w i t h the g r o w i n g indi f ference a n d abs ten t ion of vo te r s? 

Those in p o w e r feel no t h r ea t in these p h e n o m e n a , so w h e r e is the 

s u b v e r s i v e e d g e h e r e ? T h e a n s w e r is tha t one should focus on the b ig 

Other : the ma jo r i ty of those w h o d o not vote do it not a s an ac t ive ge s tu r e 

of protest , bu t In the mode of r e l y i n g on o thers — "I d o not vote , but I 

coun t on o thers to vote in m y p l a c e . . . " Non-vo t ing b e c o m e s an act 

w h e n it affects the b ig Othe r . 

In th is p r ec i s e sense , sub t rac t ion already Li the H e g e l i a n "nega t ion of 

the nega t i on" : the first nega t ion Is a d i r ec t des t ruc t ion . It v io len t ly 

" n e g a t e s " / d e s t r o y s the pos i t ive con ten t tha t it opposes w i t h i n the s ame 

s h a r e d field of rea l i ty ; a sub t rac t ion p roper , on the con t ra ry , c h a n g e s the 

coord ina t e s of the field i tself w i t h i n w h i c h the s t r u g g l e is t a k i n g p lace . In 

some of B a d i o u ' s formula t ions , th is c r u c i a l point g e t s lost. P e t e r H a l l w a r d 

h a s d r a w n a t ten t ion to the m u l t i p l i c i t y of m e a n i n g s of B a d i o u i a n " sub

t r a c t i o n " — a s if th is not ion cove r s a W i t t g e n s t e i n i a n " f a m i l y " of m e a n 

i n g s . T h e m a i n a x i s is b e t w e e n sub t rac t ion a s " w i t h d r a w i n g from 

(from the d o m a i n of s ta te , c r e a t i n g a space of one ' s o w n ) a n d sub t rac t ion 
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a s " reduc t ion to m i n i m a l d i f fe rence" (mov ing from mul t i p l i c i t y to ba s i c 

a n t a g o n i s m , a n d t h u s d r a w i n g the rea l l ine of s e p a r a t i o n ) . The difficult 

t a sk is to m a k e a m o v e in w h i c h these t w o d i m e n s i o n s ove r l ap . 

T h e sub t rac t ion to be m a d e is one from the h e g e m o n i c field w h i c h , 

s imul t aneous ly , forceful ly i n t e r v e n e s into th i s field, r e d u c i n g it to i ts 

occ luded m i n i m a l di f ference. S u c h a sub t rac t ion is e x t r e m e l y violent , 

even m o r e v io len t t han des t ruc t ion /pur i f i ca t ion : it i s a r educ t ion to 

m i n i m a l difference, to a d i f ference of pa r t ( s ) /no -pa r t , 1 a n d 0, g r o u p s 

a n d the p ro le ta r i a t . It is not o n l y a sub t rac t ion of the sub jec t from the 

h e g e m o n i c field, b u t a sub t rac t ion w h i c h v i o l e n t l y affects th i s field itself, 

l a y i n g b a r e i ts t r ue coord ina te s . S u c h a sub t rac t ion does not a d d a t h i r d 

posi t ion to the t w o pos i t ions w h o s e tens ion c h a r a c t e r i z e s the h e g e m o n i c 

field ( so that w e h a v e now, on the top of l i be ra l i sm a n d fundamen ta l i sm, 

a lso r a d i c a l leftist e m a n c i p a t o r y po l i t i c s ) ; th is th i rd t e r m r a t h e r "dena 

t u r a l i z e s " the w h o l e h e g e m o n i c field, b r i n g i n g out the u n d e r l y i n g com

p l i c i t y of the o p p o s e d poles tha t cons t i tu te it. 

T a k e S h a k e s p e a r e ' s Romeo and Juliet: the h e g e m o n i c opposi t ion is t he r e 

the one b e t w e e n C a p u l e t s and M o n t a g u e s —it is the opposi t ion in the 

pos i t ive o rde r of B e i n g , a s tup id i s sue of b e l o n g i n g to a p a r t i c u l a r , th i s or 

that, f ami ly c l an . To m a k e th is i s sue in to a " m i n i m a l difference, " to 

subo rd ina t e all o ther cho ices to th is one a s the o n l y cho ice tha t r e a l l y 

mat te rs , is the w r o n g move . R o m e o a n d J u l i e t ' s g e s t u r e w i t h r e g a r d to 

this h e g e m o n i c opposi t ion is p r e c i s e l y tha t of sub t rac t ion : the i r love 

s i n g u l a r i z e s them, t h e y sub t r ac t t h e m s e l v e s from its hold , cons t i tu t ing 

the i r o w n space of love w h i c h , the m o m e n t it i s p r ac t i ced a s m a r r i a g e , not 

m e r e l y a s a t r a n s g r e s s i v e sec re t affair, p e r t u r b s the h e g e m o n i c opposi

tion. T h e c r u c i a l t h ing to t a k e note of h e r e is tha t s u c h a sub t r ac t i ve 

ge s tu r e on beha l f of love " w o r k s " on ly w i t h r e g a r d to the " s u b s t a n t i v e " 

d i f ferences of p a r t i c u l a r (e thn ic , r e l i g i o u s ) d o m a i n s , not w i t h r e g a r d to 

c lass d i f ferences : c l a s s d i f ferences a r e " n o n - s u b t r a c t l v e , " one canno t 

sub t r ac t from t h e m b e c a u s e t h e y a r e not d i f ferences b e t w e e n p a r t i c u l a r 

r e g i o n s of social be ing , bu t cu t s a c r o s s the en t i re socia l space . W h e n 

confronted w i t h a c lass difference, the re a r e o n l y t w o so lu t ions to the love 

bond, n a m e l y , the c o u p l e had to t a k e s ides : e i the r the l o w e r - c l a s s p a r t n e r 

I S g r a c i o u s l y a c c e p t e d into the h i g h e r c l a s s , or the h i g h e r - c l a s s p a r t n e r 

r e n o u n c e s h is or h e r c l ass in a pol i t ica l g e s t u r e of so l i da r i t y w i t h the 

s u b a l t e r n c l a s s . 

T h e r e i n r e s ides the d i l e m m a of sub t rac t ion : is it a sub t r ac t i on /wi th 

d r a w a l w h i c h l e a v e s the field from w h i c h it w i t h d r a w s Intact (or even 
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funct ions a s its i n h e r e n t supp lemen t , l ike the " sub t r ac t i on" from social 

r e a l i t y to one ' s t rue S e l f p roposed b y N e w A g e m e d i t a t i o n ) ; or does it 

v io l en t ly s h a k e u p the field from w h i c h it w i t h d r a w s ? T h e first sub t r ac 

tion fits pos t -pol i t ica l b iopol i t i cs perfec t ly ; w h a t , then, w o u l d be the 

opposi te of b iopol i t i cs? 

Give the dictatorship of the prolétariat a chance! 

W h a t if w e t a k e the r i sk of r e susc i t a t i ng the g o o d old "d ic t a to r sh ip of the 

p ro l e t a r i a t " a s the on ly w a y to b r e a k w i t h b iopo l i t i c s? T h i s cannot bu t 

sound r i d i c u l o u s today ; it canno t b u t a p p e a r tha t these a r e t w o incom

pa t ib l e t e rms from different fields, w i t h no s h a r e d space ; the la tes t 

a n a l y s i s of po l i t ica l p o w e r v e r s u s a r c h a i c a n d d i sc red i t ed C o m m u n i s t 

m y t h o l o g y . . . A n d y e t : th is is the o n l y t rue choice t oday . T h e term 

"p ro le t a r i an d i c t a t o r s h i p " con t inues to point t o w a r d s the k e y p rob lem. 

A commonsens i ca l r e p r o a c h a r i s e s he re : w h y d i c t a to r sh ip? W h y not 

t rue d e m o c r a c y or s i m p l y the p o w e r of the p r o l e t a r i a t ? T h e term 

"p ro l e t a r i an d i c t a t o r s h i p " con t inues to point t o w a r d s the c ruc i a l i s sue . 

" D i c t a t o r s h i p " does not m e a n the opposi te of d e m o c r a c y , but democ

r a c y ' s o w n u n d e r l y i n g m o d e of funct ioning —from the v e r y beg inn ing , 

the thes i s on the "d ic ta to r sh ip of the p ro le t a r i a t " i nvo lved the p r e s u p 

posi t ion tha t it is the opposi te of o ther fo rm(s ) of d ic ta to r sh ip , s ince the 

en t i re field of s tate p o w e r is tha t of d i c t a to r sh ip . W h e n L e n i n d e s i g n a t e d 

l ibe ra l d e m o c r a c y a s a form of b o u r g e o i s d ic ta to rsh ip , he d id not i m p l y a 

s impl i s t ic not ion tha t d e m o c r a c y is r e a l l y m a n i p u l a t e d , a m e r e façade, 

tha t some sec re t c l i q u e is r e a l l y in p o w e r a n d cont ro l s th ings , a n d that , i l 

t h r e a t e n e d wnth los ing i ts p o w e r in d e m o c r a t i c e lec t ions , it w i l l s h o w its 

t rue face a n d a s s u m e d i r ec t p o w e r . W h a t he m e a n t is that the v e r y form of 

the b o u r g e o i s - d e m o c r a t i c s ta te , the s o v e r e i g n t y of its p o w e r in its 

ideo log ico-po l i t i ca l p resuppos i t ions , e m b o d i e s a " b o u r g e o i s " log ic . 

O n e should t h u s use the t e rm " d i c t a t o r s h i p " in the p rec i se sense in 

w h i c h d e m o c r a c y i s a lso a form of d ic ta to r sh ip , tha t i s , a s a p u r e l y / J A - W / ; / 

de te rmina t ion . It is often po in t ed out tha t se l f -ques t ion ing is cons t i tu t ive 

of d e m o c r a c y , tha t d e m o c r a c y a l w a y s a l l o w s , sol ic i ts even , cons tan t self-

in te r roga t ion of i ts fea tures . H o w e v e r , th i s se l f - re ferent ia l i ty h a s to stop 

at some point: even the most " f ree" e lec t ions cannot pu t in ques t ion the 

l e g a l p r o c e d u r e s that l eg i t imize a n d o r g a n i z e them, the s tate a p p a r a t u s e s 

that g u a r a n t e e ( b y force, if n e c e s s a r y ) the e lec tora l p rocess , and so on. 

T h e state in i ts ins t i tu t iona l a spec t is a mass ive p r e s e n c e w h i c h canno t be 
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a c c o u n t e d for in t e rms of the r ep resen ta t ion of i n t e r e s t s—the d e m o c r a t i c 

i l lus ion is tha t it can . B a d i o u h a s c o n c e p t u a l i z e d th is e x c e s s a s the e x c e s s 

of s tate r ep resen ta t ion ove r w h a t it r ep re sen t s . O n e can a l so pu t it in 

B e n j a m i n i a n t e rm s : w h i l e d e m o c r a c y can m o r e or l e s s e l imina t e con

s t i tu ted v io lence , it still h a s to r e l y c o n t i n u o u s l y on cons t i tu t ive v io -

lence . 

Let u s reca l l the lesson of H e g e l i a n "concre te u n i v e r s a l i t y " — i m a g i n e a 

ph i losophica l d e b a t e b e t w e e n a he rmeneu t i c i s t , a decons t ruc t ion i s t , a n d 

an a n a l j ^ c ph i losopher . W h a t t h e y sooner or l a t e r d i s cove r i s tha t t h e y do 

not s i m p l y o c c u p y pos i t ions w i t h i n a s h a r e d c o m m o n space c a l l e d 

"ph i losophy" : w h a t d i s t i n g u i s h e s t h e m is the v e r y not ion of w h a t ph i 

l o sophy is a s such; that is , an a n a l y t i c ph i losopher p e r c e i v e s the g loba l 

field of p h i l o s o p h y a n d the r e spec t ive d i f ferences b e t w e e n the pa r t i c i 

pan t s di f ferent ly t h a n a he rmeneu t i c i s t : w h a t is different b e t w e e n them 

are the d i f ferences t hemse lves , w h i c h a r e w h a t r e n d e r the i r t r ue differ

ences , in a first app roach , inv i s ib le —the g r a d u a l c l a s s i f i ca to ry log ic of 

" this is w h a t w e sha re , a n d he re o u r d i f ferences b e g i n " b r e a k s d o w n . For 

the c o n t e m p o r a r y cogn i t iv i s t a n a l y t i c ph i losopher , w i t h the cogni t iv i s t 

turn , p h i l o s o p h y h a s f inal ly r e a c h e d the m a t u r i t y of s e r ious r eason ing , 

l e a v i n g b e h i n d m e t a p h y s i c a l specu la t ion . F o r a he rmeneu t i c i s t , a n a l y t i c 

ph i l o sophy is , on the con t r a ry , the e n d of ph i losophy , the final loss of a 

t r u l y ph i lo soph ica l s tance , the t ransformat ion of p h i l o s o p h y into ano the r 

pos i t ive sc ience . S o w h e n the p a r t i c i p a n t s in the d e b a t e a r e s t ruck b y th i s 

more fundamen ta l g a p tha t s e p a r a t e s them, t h e y s t umb le upon the 

m o m e n t of "d i c t a to r sh ip . " A n d , in a h o m o l o g o u s fashion, the s a m e g o e s 

for pol i t ica l d e m o c r a c y : i ts d ic ta tor ia l d i m e n s i o n b e c o m e s p a l p a b l e w h e n 

the s t r u g g l e t u r n s into the s t r u g g l e abou t the field of s t r u g g l e Itself. 

S o w h a t a b o u t the p r o l e t a r i a t ? Insofar as the p ro le ta r i a t d e s i g n a t e s the 

"par t of no -pa r t " w h i c h s t ands for u n i v e r s a l i t y , the "d ic ta to r sh ip of the 

p r o l e t a r i a t " i s the p o w e r of u n i v e r s a l i t y w h e r e those w h o a r e the "pa r t of 

no -pa r t " set the tone . W h y a r e t h e y e g a l i t a r l a n - u n i v e r s a l l s t ? A g a i n , for 

p u r e l y formal r e a sons : b e c a u s e , a s the p a r t of no-par t , t h e y l a c k the 

p a r t i c u l a r f ea tu res tha t w o u l d l e g i t i m a t e the i r p l a c e w i t h i n the socia l 

b o d y — t h e y b e l o n g to the set of soc ie ty w i t h o u t b e l o n g i n g to a n y of i ts 

subse t s . A s such , the i r b e l o n g i n g is d i r e c t l y u n i v e r s a l . H e r e , the log ic of 

the r ep re sen ta t i on of mu l t i p l e p a r t i c u l a r Interests a n d the i r med ia t i on 

t h r o u g h c o m p r o m i s e s r e a c h e s i ts l imit . E v e r y d ic t a to r sh ip b r e a k s w i t h 

th i s log ic of r ep resen ta t ion , w h i c h is w h y the s impl i s t i c defini t ion of 

fascism a s the d i c t a to r sh ip of finance cap i t a l is w r o n g : M a r x a l r e a d y 
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r ecogn i zed tha t N a p o l e o n III, tha t proto-fascist , b r o k e w i th the logic of 

r ep resen ta t ion . 

T h e t e r m " d i c t a t o r s h i p " d e s i g n a t e s the h e g e m o n i c role in the pol i t ica l 

space , a n d the t e rm "p ro l e t a r i a t " those "out of j o i n t " in the social space , 

the "par t of no -pa r t " l a c k i n g the i r p rope r p l ace w i t h i n it. Th i s is w h y the 

al l too q u i c k d i smissa l of the p ro l e t a r i a t a s the " u n i v e r s a l c l a s s " mi s ses the 

point; the p ro l e t a r i a t i s not the " u n i v e r s a l c l a s s " in the s a m e sense in 

w h i c h , for H e g e l , the s ta te b u r e a u c r a c y w a s the " u n i v e r s a l c l a s s , " d i r e c t l y 

s t and ing for the un ive r sa l in te res t of soc ie ty ( in con t ras t to o ther " e s t a t e s " 

w h i c h s tand for the i r p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t s ) . W h a t qua l i f i e s the p ro le t a r i a t 

for th is pos i t ion is u l t i m a t e l y a negative fea ture : a l l o ther c l a s se s a re 

( p o t e n t i a l l y ) c a p a b l e of r e a c h i n g the s t a tus of the " r u l i n g c l a s s , " w h i l e the 

p ro le t a r i a t canno t a c h i e v e th is w i t h o u t abo l i sh ing i tself a s a c l a s s : 

w h a t m a k e s the w o r k i n g c lass in to an a g e n c y a n d p r o v i d e s it w i t h a 

miss ion is ne i the r i ts pove r ty , nor i ts mi l i t an t a n d p s e u d o - m i l i t a r y 

o rgan iza t ion , nor i ts p r o x i m i t y to the (chief ly i n d u s t r i a l ) m e a n s of 

p roduc t ion . It is o n l y its s t r uc tu r a l i n a b i l i t y to o r g a n i z e i tself into y e t 

ano the r r u l i n g c lass tha t p r o v i d e s the w o r k i n g c lass w i t h such a 

miss ion . T h e p ro l e t a r i a t is the o n l y ( r e v o l u t i o n a r y ) c l ass in h i s to ry 

that abo l i shes i tself in the ac t of abo l i sh ing i ts opposi te . "The p e o p l e , " 

on the o ther hand , m a d e u p of a m y r i a d of c l a s se s and sub -c l a s ses , 

socia l a n d economic s t ra ta , canno t s t r u c t u r a l l y c a r r y out such a 

miss ion . Q u i t e on the con t r a ry , w h e n e v e r a "his tor ica l t a s k " is 

a s s i g n e d to " the p e o p l e " a s such , the ou tcome h a s a l w a y s b e e n tha t 

e i the r a fetal bou rgeo i s i e i m m e d i a t e l y took p r e c e d e n c e and , t h r o u g h an 

a c c e l e r a t e d g r o w t h p rocess , o r g a n i z e d itself into a r u l i n g c lass ( a s in 

the case of "na t iona l l ibera t ion m o v e m e n t s " ) , or a po l i t i co- ideologica l 

n u c l e u s d e s i g n a t e d i tself a s a " c a r e t a k e r " g o v e r n m e n t for an inde te r 

m i n a t e p e r i o d (for the peop le or, m o r e spec i f ica l ly , the w o r k i n g c l a s s ) , 

w h i c h u n e r r i n g l y e n d e d u p in e m p i r e ( a s it w a s in the case of J a c o b i n s 

a n d B o l s h e v i k s ) . 

T h e r e i s t h u s m o r e than h y p o c r i s y in the fact that , at t he h ighes t poin t of 

S t a l i n i sm, w h e n the en t i r e social edi f ice w a s sha t t e r ed b y p u r g e s , the n e w 

const i tu t ion p r o c l a i m e d the e n d of the " c l a s s " c h a r a c t e r of S o v i e t p o w e r 

(vo t ing r i gh t s w e r e r e s to red to m e m b e r s of c lasses p r e v i o u s l y e x c l u d e d ) , 

a n d tha t the Soc ia l i s t r e g i m e s w e r e ca l l ed "peop le ' s d e m o c r a c i e s . " T h e 

opposi t ion of the p ro le t a r i a t a n d the " p e o p l e " is c ruc ia l he re : in H e g e l e s e , 
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t he i r opposi t ion is the v e r y opposi t ion of " t r u e " and " f a l s e " un ive r sa l i t y . 

The people u Inclusive, the proletariat u excUwlve; the people fights Intruders, 

parasites, those who obstruct Its full self-aésertwn, the proletariat fights a struggle 

which divides the people in its very core. The people wants to ajsert itself, the 

proletariat wants to abolLth Itself. 

O n e shou ld t h u s t h o r o u g h l y demys t i fy the s c a r e c r o w of the "d ic ta tor 

sh ip of the p ro le ta r ia t " : a t i ts most bas ic , it s t ands for the t r e m u l o u s 

m o m e n t w h e n the c o m p l e x w e b of r ep re sen t a t i ons is s u s p e n d e d d u e to 

the d i r ec t in t rus ion of u n i v e r s a l i t y into the pol i t ica l f ield. W i t h r e g a r d to 

the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion , it w a s , s ign i f ican t ly , Danton , not R o b e s p i e r r e , 

w h o p r o v i d e d the most conc i se fo rmula of the i m p e r c e p t i b l e shift from 

the "d ic ta to r sh ip of the p ro l e t a r i a t " to stat is t v io lence , or, in B e n j a m i n ' s 

t e rms , from d iv ine to m y t h i c v io l ence : "I^et u s be t e r r ib le so that the 

peop le w i l l not h a v e to be."^'^ For Danton, J a c o b i n r e v o l u t i o n a r y state 

t e r ro r w a s a k i n d of p r e e m p t i v e ac t ion w h o s e t rue a im w a s not to t a k e 

r e v e n g e on its e n e m i e s but to p r e v e n t the d i r ec t " d i v i n e " v io l ence of the 

sane-culottes, of the people t h e m s e l v e s . In o the r w o r d s , le t u s do w h a t the 

peop le d e m a n d u s to do so that they will not do It themselves . . . 

F r o m anc ien t Greece , w e h a v e a n a m e for th is in t rus ion : d e m o c r a c y . 

Tha t is to say , w h a t is d e m o c r a c y , a t i ts most e l e m e n t a r y ? A p h e n o m e n o n 

w h i c h , for the first t ime, a p p e a r e d in anc i en t G r e e c e w h e n the m e m b e r s 

of the demos ( those w i t h no firmly d e t e r m i n e d p lace in the h i e r a r c h i c a l 

social s t r u c t u r e ) not o n l y d e m a n d e d tha t the i r vo ice be h e a r d a g a i n s t 

those in p o w e r . T h e y not o n l y p ro t e s t ed the w r o n g t h e y suffered a n d 

w a n t e d the i r vo ice be r e c o g n i z e d a n d i n c l u d e d in the p u b l i c sphere , on an 

e q u a l footing w i t h the ru l i ng o l i g a r c h y a n d a r i s t oc racy ; e v e n more , they , 

the e x c l u d e d , p r e s e n t e d t h e m s e l v e s as the e m b o d i m e n t of the W h o l e of 

S o c i e t y , of t r ue U n i v e r s a l i t y : " w e — t h e 'nothing ' , not c o u n t e d in the 

o r d e r — a r e the peop le , w e a r e All a g a i n s t o thers w h o s tand o n l y for the i r 

p a r t i c u l a r p r i v i l e g e d in t e res t . " Pol i t ica l conflict p r o p e r d e s i g n a t e s the 

tens ion b e t w e e n the s t ruc tu red socia l b o d y in w h i c h each pa r t h a s i ts 

p l ace , a n d " the p a r t of no -pa r t " w h i c h unse t t l e s th is o r d e r on a c c o u n t of 

the e m p t y p r i n c i p l e of u n i v e r s a l i t y , of w h a t E t i enne B a l i b a r ca l l s égall-

berte', the p r i n c i p l e d e q u a l i t y of al l men qua s p e a k i n g b e i n g s — u p to a n d 

i n c l u d i n g the lliimang, " h o o d l u m s , " m the C h i n a of today , those w h o a r e 

d i sp l aced a n d float f reely h i t he r and th i ther , w i t h o u t w o r k or home, b u t 

a l so w i t h o u t cu l tu ra l or s e x u a l iden t i t i e s a n d u n r e g i s t e r e d b y the s tate . 

Th i s ident i f ica t ion of the par t of soc ie ty w i t h no p r o p e r l y def ined p l a c e 

w i t h i n it (or w h i c h re jec ts the a l loca ted s u b o r d i n a t e d p l a c e w i t h i n i t ) w i t h 
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the W h o l e is the e l e m e n t a r y g e s t u r e of pol i t ic iza t ion , d i s ce rn ib l e in all 

g r e a t d e m o c r a t i c even t s from the F r e n c h Revo lu t ion ( in whrch le troLiièine 

état p r o c l a i m e d i tself iden t i ca l w i t h the Na t ion a s such , a g a i n s t the 

a r i s t o c r a c y a n d c l e r g y ) to the d e m i s e of Eas t E u r o p e a n soc ia l i sm (in 

w h i c h d i s s iden t " fora" p r o c l a i m e d t h e m s e l v e s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the 

en t i r e ty of soc ie ty a g a i n s t the p a r t y nomenklatura). In th i s p r ec i s e sense, 

pohtrcs a n d d e m o c r a c y a re s y n o n y m o u s : the b a s i c a i m of an t i -democra t i c 

po l i t i cs a l w a y s a n d b y def ini t ion is a n d w a s depol i t i c lza t ion , the d e m a n d 

tha t " t h i n g s shou ld r e t u r n to n o r m a l , " w i t h e a c h i n d i v i d u a l s t i ck ing to h i s 

or he r p a r t i c u l a r j ob . A n d th is b r i n g s u s to the inev i t ab le p a r a d o x i c a l 

conc lus ion : the "d'œlatoréhip of the proletariat "id another name for the violence of 

the democratic explodion itdelf. The "d ic t a to r sh ip of the p r o l e t a r i a t " is thus 

the ze ro- leve l a t w h i c h the dif ference b e t w e e n l eg i t ima te a n d I l legi t imate 

s ta te p o w e r is su spended , in o ther w o r d s , w h e n s ta te p o w e r a s such is 

i l l eg i t ima te . S a i n t - J u s t sa id in N o v e m b e r 1792: " E v e r y k i n g is a r ebe l and 

an u s u r p e r . " Th i s p h r a s e is a co rne r s tone of e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t i cs : there 

is no " l e g i t i m a t e " k i n g a s opposed to the usu rpe r , s ince being a king Li in 

itdelf an udurpation, in the s a m e sense that , for P r o u d h o n , p r o p e r t y a s such 

is theft. W h a t w e h a v e he re is the H e g e l i a n "nega t ion of the n e g a t i o n , " 

the p a s s a g e from the s imple a n d d i r ec t nega t i on (" this k i n g is not 

l eg i t ima te , he is an u s u r p e r " ) , to the Inherent se l f -negat ion ( an "au then t i c 

k i n g " is an o x y m o r o n , be ing a k i n g Li u s u r p a t i o n ) . T h i s is w h y , for 

R o b e s p i e r r e , the t r ia l of the k i n g w a s not a t r ia l at al l : 

T h e r e is no t r ia l to be h e l d h e r e . L o u i s is not a de fendan t . Y o u a re not 

j u d g e s . Y o u a r e not, y o u canno t be a n y t h i n g bu t s t a t e smen and 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of the na t ion . Y o u h a v e no sen tence to p r o n o u n c e 

for or a g a i n s t a m a n , b u t a m e a s u r e of pub l i c sa lva t ion to implemen t , an 

ac t of na t iona l p r o v i d e n c e to per form. [. . . ] L o u i s w a s k ing , and the 

R e p u b l i c i s founded: the famous ques t ion y o u a re cons ide r ing is se t t led 

b y those w o r d s a lone . L o u i s w a s d e t h r o n e d b y h is c r imes ; Lou i s 

d e n o u n c e d the F r e n c h peop le a s r ebe l l ious ; to chas t i se it, h e ca l led 

on the a r m s of h is fe l low ty r an t s ; v i c t o r y a n d the peop le d e c i d e d tha t 

he w a s the r ebe l l i ous one: therefore L o u i s canno t be j u d g e d ; e i the r he 

is a l r e a d y c o n d e m n e d or the R e p u b l i c is not a c q u i t t e d . P ropos ing to 

p u t L o u i s on t r ia l , in w h a t e v e r w a y tha t cou ld be done , w o u l d be to 

r e g r e s s t o w a r d s r o y a l a n d cons t i tu t iona l despo t i sm; it is a counter 

revolu t ionary ' idea , for it m e a n s pu t t i ng the revo lu t ion i tself in con

tent ion. In fact, if L o u i s can stil l b e put on t r ia l , then he can be 
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a c q u i t t e d ; he may be innocent ; w h a t a m I s a y i n g ! he is p r e s u m e d to be 

so unti l he h a s been t r ied . B u t if Lxjuis is a cqu i t t ed , if Lou i s c an be 

p r e s u m e d innocent , w h a t b e c o m e s of the revolutionT^"^ 

Th i s s t r ange c o u p l i n g of d e m o c r a c y a n d d ic ta to r sh ip is g r o u n d e d in the 

tens ion tha t p e r t a i n s to the v e r y not ion of d e m o c r a c y . T h e r e a r e t w o 

e l e m e n t a r y a n d i r r e d u c i b l e s ides to d e m o c r a c y : v io len t egah ta r r an im

posi t ion b y those w h o a re " s u p e r n u m e r a r y " ; a n d the r e g u l a t e d (more or 

l e s s ) u n i v e r s a l p r o c e d u r e of choos ing those w h o w i l l e x e r t p o w e r , f i o w 

do these t w o s ides re la te to e a c h o the r ? W h a t if d e m o c r a c y in the second 

sense ( the r e g u l a t e d p r o c e d u r e of r eg i s t e r i ng the "peop le ' s v o i c e " ) is 

u l t i m a t e l y a defense against itself, a g a i n s t d e m o c r a c y rn the sense of the 

v io lent in t rus ion of the e g a l i t a r i a n log ic tha t d i s t u r b s the h i e r a r c h i c a l 

funct ioning of the social sy s t em, an a t t emp t to re - func t iona l ize th is 

exces s , to m a k e it a pa r t of the no rma l r u n n i n g of t h i n g s ? 

T h e p rob lem is thus : h o w to r egu la t e / in s t i t u t iona l i ze the v e r y v io lent 

eg2ditarian d e m o c r a t i c impu l se , h o w to p r e v e n t it from b e i n g d r o w n e d in 

d e m o c r a c y in the s e c o n d sense of the t e rm ( r e g u l a t e d p r o c e d u r e ) ? If 

the re is no w a y to do it, then " a u t h e n t i c " d e m o c r a c y r e m a i n s a momen

t a r y Utopian ou tbur s t w h i c h , the p r o v e r b i a l m o r n i n g after, h a s to be 

n o r m a l i z e d . 

The O r w e l l i a n propos i t ion " d e m o c r a c y is t e r ro r " is t h u s d e m o c r a c y ' s 

" infini te j u d g m e n t , " i ts h ighes t specu l a t i ve iden t i ty . T h i s d imens ion g e t s 

lost in C l a u d e Lefor t ' s not ion of d e m o c r a c y a s i nvo lv ing the e m p t y p l ace 

of p o w e r , the cons t i tu t ive g a p b e t w e e n the p l a c e of p o w e r a n d the 

con t ingen t a g e n t s w h o , for a l imi ted pe r iod , can o c c u p y tha t p lace . 

P a r a d o x i c a l l y , the u n d e r l y i n g p r e m i s e of d e m o c r a c y is t h u s not on ly 

tha t t he re is no pol i t ical a g e n t w h i c h h a s a " n a t u r a l " r i g h t to power , but, 

m u c h more r a d i c a l l y , tha t t he "people " itself, the u l t ima te source of the 

sove re ign p o w e r in d e m o c r a c y , does not ex i s t a s a subs t an t i a l en t i ty . In 

the Kan t i an concept ion , the d e m o c r a t i c notion of the " p e o p l e " is a 

n e g a t i v e concept , a concep t w h o s e funct ion is m e r e l y to d e s i g n a t e a 

ce r t a in l imit : it p roh ib i t s a n y d e t e r m i n a t e a g e n t from r u l i n g w i t h total 

sove re ign ty . The c l a i m that the peop le does ex i s t is the bas i c a x i o m of 

" to t a l i t a r i an i sm," a n d its m i s t a k e is s t r i c t ly homologous to the Kan t i an 

m i s u s e ( " p a r a l o g i s m " ) of pol i t ica l r eason : " the Peop le e x i s t s " t h r o u g h a 

d e t e r m i n a t e pol i t ica l a g e n t w h i c h ac t s a s if it d i r e c t l y e m b o d i e s (not on ly 

r e - p r e s e n t s ) the People , i ts t rue W i l l ( the to ta l i ta r ian P a r t y a n d i ts 

L e a d e r ) , that is , in the t e r m s of t r a n s c e n d e n t a l c r i t i que , a s a d i rec t 



IN D E F E N S E OF LOST C A U S E S 

418 

p h e n o m e n a l e m b o d i m e n t of the n o u m e n a l People . . . Le t u s c i te once 

a g a i n J a c q u e s - A l a i n M i l l e r ' s formula t ion of the l i nk b e t w e e n th i s notion 

of d e m o c r a c y a n d L a c a n ' s not ion of the i ncons i s t ency of the b ig Othe r : 

Is " d e m o c r a c y " a mas t e r - s ign i f i e r ? W i t h o u t a n y doubt . It is the 

mas te r - s ign i f i e r w h i c h s a y s tha t t he re is no mas te r - s ign i f ie r , a t leas t 

not a mas te r - s ign i f i e r w h i c h w o u l d s tand a lone , that e v e r y mas te r -

s igni f ier h a s to Insert i tself w i s e l y a m o n g o thers . D e m o c r a c y i s L a c a n ' s 

b ig S of the b a r r e d A, w h i c h s a y s : I a m the s igni f ie r of the fact tha t the 

O t h e r h a s a hole, or tha t it doesn ' t ex is t . 

Of cou r se . M i l l e r is a w a r e that e v e r y M a s t e r - S i g n i f i e r b e a r s w i t n e s s to 

the fact tha t the re is no M a s t e r - S l g n i f i e r , no O t h e r of the Other , that 

the re is a l a c k in the Other , a n d so o n — t h e v e r y g a p b e t w e e n S j a n d S 2 

occu r s b e c a u s e of th is l a c k (as w i t h God m S p i n o z a , the M a s t e r - S l g n i f i e r 

b y defini t ion fills in the g a p in the se r ies of " o r d i n a r y " s ign i f i e r s ) . The 

dif ference is that , w i t h d e m o c r a c y , th is l a c k is d i r e c t l y i n s c r i b e d into the 

social s t ruc tu re , it is ins t i tu t iona l ized in a set of p r o c e d u r e s a n d r e g u l a 

tions^—no w o n d e r , then, tha t M i l l e r a p p r o v i n g l y q u o t e s M a r c e l G a u c h e t 

r e g a r d i n g how, in d e m o c r a c y , t ru th o n l y offers i t se l f " in d iv i s ion and 

d e c o m p o s i t i o n " ( a n d one canno t b u t note w i t h i r o n y h o w S t a l i n a n d M a o 

m a d e the s a m e c la im, a l t h o u g h w i t h a " t o t a l i t a r i a n " twis t : in pol i t ics , t ru th 

o n l y e m e r g e s t h rough the ru th les s d iv i s ions of the c l a s s s t r u g g l e . . . ) . 

It is e a s y to note how, from w i t h i n th i s Kan t i an hor izon of d e m o c r a c y , 

the " t e r ro r i s t i c " a spec t of d e m o c r a c y can o n l y a p p e a r a s its " t o t a l i t a r i a n " 

dis tor t ion, in o the r w o r d s , how, w i t h i n th is hor izon, the l ine that 

s e p a r a t e s the au then t i c d e m o c r a t i c exp los ion of r e v o l u t i o n a r y t e r ro r 

from the " to t a l i t a r i an" p a r t y - s t a t e r e g i m e (or, to pu t it in r e a c t i o n a r y 

t e rms , the l ine tha t s e p a r a t e s the "mob ru le of the d i s p o s s e s s e d " from the 

pa r ty - s t a t e ' s b r u t a l oppress ion of t h e " m o b " ) is obliterated, ' '* ' 

It is a g a i n s t th is b a c k g r o u n d tha t one can formula te a c r i t i q u e of 

J a c q u e s R a n c i è r e ' s pol i t ica l aes the t i c s , of h i s i d e a of the aes the t i c 

d imens ion of the p r o p e r l y pol i t ica l ac t : a d e m o c r a t i c explos ion reconfi

g u r e s the e s t ab l i shed h i e r a r c h i c a l " p o l i c e " o r d e r of social space , it s t a g e s a 

spec t ac l e of a different order , of a different partage of the p u b l i c space . 

P e t e r H a l l w a r d is right to point out that , in t o d a y ' s " soc ie ty of the 

s p e c t a c l e " s u c h an aes the t i c r econf igura t ion h a s lost its s u b v e r s i v e 

d imens ion : it can e a s i l y be a p p r o p r i a t e d into the ex i s t i ng order . ' ' The 

t rue t a sk l i e s not in m o m e n t a r y d e m o c r a t i c exp lo s ions w h i c h u n d e r m i n e 
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the e s t a b h s h e d "poHce" order , bu t in the d imens ion d e s i g n a t e d b y B a d i o u 

a s tha t of " f i de l i t y " to the Event : t r a n s l a t i n g / i n s c r i b m g the d e m o c r a t i c 

exp los ion in to the pos i t ive " p o l i c e " order , impos ing on social r e a l i t y a rt^«' 

l as t ing order . Thu is the p r o p e r l y " t e r ro r i s t i c " d imens ion of e v e r y 

au then t i c d e m o c r a t i c exp los ion : the b ru ta l imposi t ion of a n e w order . 

A n d th is is w h y , w h i l e e v e r y b o d y loves d e m o c r a t i c rebe l l ions , the 

s p e c t a c u l a r / c a r n i v a l e s q u e exp lo s ions of the p o p u l a r w i l l , a n x i e t y a r i s e s 

w h e n th is w i l l w a n t s to pers is t , to ins t i tu t iona l ize i t s e l f—and the m o r e 

" a u t h e n t i c " the rebe l l ion , the more " t e r ro r i s t i c " i s th i s ins t i tu t iona l iza 

t ion. 

T h e s t a n d a r d l i be ra l c o u n t e r - a r g u m e n t to those w h o w a r n abou t the 

" inv is ib le h a n d " of the m a r k e t tha t con t ro l s o u r des t in i e s i s : i f the p r i ce of 

be ing freed from the Invuilble h a n d of the m a r k e t is to be cont ro l led b y the 

viàible h a n d of n e w ru le r s , a r e w e stil l r e a d y to p a y i t ? The a n s w e r shou ld 

be: yeé — '\i th is v i s ib le h a n d is v i s ib l e to a n d cont ro l led b y the "pa r t of no-

pa r t . " 



9 Unbehagen in der Natur 

Beyond Fukuyama 

W h e r e , thei \ , d o w e s t and t o d a y ? H o w c a n w e b r e a k out of the c r i s i s of 

d e t e r m i n a t e nega t ion a n d enac t a sub t rac t ion in a l l i ts au then t i c v i o l e n c e ? 

Gera ld A . C o h e n h a s e n u m e r a t e d the four fea tu res of the c lass ica l 

M a r x i s t notion of the w o r k i n g c l a s s : ( 1 ) it cons t i tu tes the ma jo r i t y of 

socie ty ; ( 2 ) it p r o d u c e s the w e a l t h of socie ty; ( 3 ) it cons i s t s of the 

exp lo i t ed m e m b e r s of socie ty ; ( 4 ) i ts m e m b e r s a r e the n e e d y peop le in 

soc ie ty . W h e n these four fea tures a r e combined , t h e y g e n e r a t e t w o 

fur ther fea tu res : ( 5 ) the w o r k i n g c l a s s h a s no th ing to lose from revo lu

tion; ( 6 ) it c a n a n d w i l l e n g a g e in a r e v o l u t i o n a r y t r ans fo rmat ion of 

soc ie ty . N o n e of the first four fea tu res app l i e s to the c o n t e m p o r a r y 

w o r k i n g c lass , w h i c h is w h y fea tures ( 5 ) a n d ( 6 ) canno t be g e n e r a t e d . 

Kven if some of the fea tures con t inue to a p p l y to p a r t s of t o d a y ' s society, 

t h e y a r e no longe r un i t ed in s ing le agen t : the n e e d y peop le in soc ie ty a re 

no l o n g e r the w o r k e r s , a n d so on a n d so forth. Cor r ec t as it i s , th is 

e n u m e r a t i o n shou ld be s u p p l e m e n t e d b y a sy s t ema t i c theore t i ca l d e d u c 

tion: for M a r x , t h e y a l l fol low from the bas ic pos i t ion of a w o r k e r w h o has 

no th ing but he r l a b o r - p o w e r to sel l . A s such , w o r k e r s a re b y defini t ion 

explo i ted ; w i t h the p r o g r e s s i v e e x p a n s i o n of cap i t a l i sm, t h e y const i tu te 

the ma jo r i ty w h i c h a l so p r o d u c e s the w e a l t h ; a n d so on. H o w , then, a r e 

w e to redef ine a r e v o l u t i o n a r y pe r spec t ive in t oday ' s cond i t ions? Is the 

w a y out of th is p r e d i c a m e n t , t he comminatoire of mu l t i p l e a n t a g o n i s m s , 

the i r potent ia l o v e r l a p p i n g s ? 

The u n d e r l y i n g p r o b l e m is: h o w a r e w e to t h i n k the s i n g u l a r uni 

v e r s a l i t y of the e m a n c i p a t o r y sub jec t a s not p u r e l y formal, that is , a s 

ob j ec t i ve ly -ma te r i a l l y de t e rmined , bu t w i t h o u t the w o r k i n g c lass as i ts 

subs tan t i a l b a s e ? T h e solut ion Is a n e g a t i v e one: it is c ap i t a l i sm itself 

w h i c h offers a n e g a t i v e subs tan t i a l de t e rmina t ion , for the g loba l cap i ta l i s t 

s y s t e m Is the subs tan t i a l " b a s e " w h i c h m e d i a t e s a n d g e n e r a t e s the 

420 
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e x c e s s e s ( s lums , eco log ica l th rea t s , a n d so o n ) that open up s i tes of 

r e s i s t ance . 

It is e a s y to m a k e fun of F u k u y a m a ' s notion of the E n d of His to ry , bu t 

the d o m i n a n t e thos t o d a y ù " F u k u y a m a i a n " : l i b e r a l - d e m o c r a t i c cap i t a l 

ism is a c c e p t e d a s the f ina l ly found fo rmula of the bes t poss ib le socie ty , all 

that one can do is r e n d e r it m o r e just , to lerant , and so forth. T h e o n l y true 

ques t ion t o d a y is : do w e endorse th i s " n a t u r a l i z a t i o n " of cap i t a l i sm, or 

does c o n t e m p o r a r y g loba l c a p i t a l i s m conta in a n t a g o n i s m s w h i c h a re 

suff ic ient ly s t rong to p r e v e n t i ts indef ini te r e p r o d u c t i o n ? L^et u s c i te 

four such a n t a g o n i s m s : 

\. Ecology: in spi te of the inf ini te a d a p t a b i l i t y of cap i t a l i sm w h i c h , in the 

case of an a c u t e eco log ica l ca t a s t rophe or cr i s i s , c an e a s i l y tu rn e c o l o g y 

in to a n e w field of cap i ta l i s t i nves tmen t a n d compet i t ion , the v e r y n a t u r e 

of the r i sk i nvo lved f u n d a m e n t a l l y p r e c l u d e s a m a r k e t s o l u t i o n — w h y ? 

C a p i t a l i s m o n l y w o r k s in p rec i se social cond i t ions : it i m p l i e s t rus t in the 

ob jec t iv lzed / " re i f i ed" m e c h a n i s m of the m a r k e t ' s " inv i s ib l e h a n d " w h i c h , 

as a k i n d of C u n n i n g of R e a s o n , g u a r a n t e e s that the compet i t ion of 

i n d i v i d u a l ego t i sms w o r k s for the c o m m o n good. H o w e v e r , w e a r e 

c u r r e n t l y e x p e r i e n c i n g a r ad i ca l c h a n g e . U p unti l now, h is tor ica l S u b 

s t a n c e — h i s t o r y a s an ob jec t ive p roces s o b e y i n g ce r t a in l a w s — p l a y e d out 

i ts role a s the m e d i u m a n d foundat ion of all sub jec t ive in te rven t ions : 

w h a t e v e r socia l a n d pol i t ica l sub jec t s d id , i t w a s m e d i a t e d a n d u l t i m a t e l y 

domina ted , o v e r d e t e r m l n e d , b y the h is tor ica l S u b s t a n c e . W h a t looms on 

the hor izon t o d a y is the u n p r e c e n d e n t e d poss ib i l i t y tha t a sub jec t ive 

In tervent ion w i l l i n t e rvene d i r e c t l y into the h i s to r ica l S u b s t a n c e , c a t a -

s t roph l ca l l y d i s t u r b i n g i ts cour se b y t r i g g e r i n g an eco log ica l ca ta s t rophe , 

a fateful b iogene t i c muta t ion , a n u c l e a r or s im i l a r mil i tary—social ca ta 

s t rophe, a n d so on. N o l o n g e r c an w e r e l y on the s a f e g u a r d i n g role of the 

l imi ted scope of o u r ac t s : it no l o n g e r ho lds that , w h a t e v e r w e do, h i s to ry 

w i l l c a r r y on. F o r the first t ime in h u m a n h is tory , the a c t of a s ing le socio

pol i t ica l a g e n t c an r e a l l y a l t e r a n d even in t e r rup t the g loba l h i s to r ica l 

p rocess , so that, i ron ica l ly , i t is o n l y t o d a y tha t w e can s a y that the 

his tor ica l p r o c e s s shou ld effect ively be c o n c e i v e d "not o n l y a s S u b s t a n c e , 

b u t a l so a s S u b j e c t . " Th i s i s w h y , w h e n confronted w i th s i n g u l a r 

ca t a s t roph ic p rospec t s ( say , a po l i t ica l g r o u p w h i c h i n t ends to a t t a c k 

i ts e n e m y w i t h n u c l e a r or b io log ica l w e a p o n s ) , w e can no l o n g e r r e l y on 

the s t a n d a r d log ic of the " C u n n i n g of R e a s o n " w h i c h , p r ec i s e ly , p r e 

supposes the p r i m a c y of the h is tor ica l S u b s t a n c e over a c t i n g subjec t s : w e 

can no l o n g e r adop t the s t ance of " le t u s ca l l the bluff of the e n e m y w h o 
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t h r ea t ens u s for he wi l l t h e r e b y se l f -des t ruc t" —the p r i ce for le t t ing 

h is tor ica l R e a s o n do i ts w o r k is too h i g h s ince , in the m e a n t i m e , w e 

m a y al l pe r i sh toge the r w i t h the e n e m y . 

R e c a l l a f r igh ten ing de ta i l from the C u b a n miss i l e c r i s i s : o n l y l a t e r d id 

w e l e a r n h o w close to n u c l e a r w a r w e w e r e d u r i n g a n a v a l sk i rmish 

b e t w e e n an A m e r i c a n d e s t r o y e r a n d a S o v i e t B—59 s u b m a r i n e off C u b a 

on Oc tobe r 27 , 1962 . T h e d e s t r o y e r d r o p p e d dep th c h a r g e s n e a r the 

s u b m a r i n e to t r y to force it to the sur face , not k n o w i n g it h a d a nuc l ea r -

t i pped to rpedo . V a d i m Orlov, a m e m b e r of the s u b m a r i n e c r e w , told the 

conference in H a v a n a tha t the s u b m a r i n e h a d b e e n a u t h o r i z e d to fire it if 

t h ree officers a g r e e d . T h e officers b e g a n a fierce shou t ing ma tch over 

w h e t h e r to s i n k the sh ip . T w o of t h e m s a i d y e s a n d the o ther s a i d no. " A 

g u y n a m e d A r k h i p o v s a v e d the w o r l d , " w a s the b i t te r c o m m e n t of a 

h i s to r ian on this inc iden t . " 

2. The i n a d e q u a c y of private property for so -ca l l ed " in t e l l ec tua l p rop 

e r t y . " The k e y a n t a g o n i s m of the n e w ( d i g i t a l ) i ndus t r i e s is t hus : h o w to 

m a i n t a i n the form of ( p r i v a t e ) p r o p e r t y , w i t h i n w h i c h the log ic of profit 

c an be m a i n t a i n e d (see a l so the N a p s t e r p rob lem, the free c i r cu la t ion of 

m u s i c ) ? A n d do the l e g a l compl i ca t i ons in b iogene t i c s not po in t in the 

s a m e d i r e c t i o n ? A k e y e l e m e n t of the n e w in t e rna t iona l t r a d e a g r e e m e n t s 

is the "pro tec t ion of in t e l l ec tua l p rope r ty" : w h e n e v e r , in a m e r g e r , a b ig 

F i rs t W o r l d c o m p a n y t a k e s ove r a T h i r d W o r l d c o m p a n y , the first t h ing 

t h e y do Is c lose d o w n the r e s e a r c h d e p a r t m e n t . P h e n o m e n a e m e r g e he re 

w h i c h p u s h the not ion of p r o p e r t y t o w a r d s e x t r a o r d i n a r y d ia lec t i ca l 

p a r a d o x e s : in India , the loca l c o m m u n i t i e s s u d d e n l y d i scove r tha t m e d 

ica l p r a c t i c e s a n d m a t e r i a l s t h e y h a v e b e e n u s i n g for c e n t u r i e s a r e n o w 

o w n e d b y A m e r i c a n c o m p a n i e s , so t h e y shou ld be b o u g h t from the la t ter ; 

w i t h the b iogene t i c c o m p a n i e s p a t e n t i n g g e n e s , w e a r e a l l d i s c o v e r i n g 

tha t pa r t s of ou r se lves , o u r gene t i c componen t s , a r e a l r e a d y c o p y r i g h t e d , 

o w n e d b y o the rs . . . 

T h e c r u c i a l d a t e in the h i s to ry of c y b e r s p a c e w a s F e b r u a r y 3, 1976, the 

d a y w h e n Bi l l Ga tes p u b l i s h e d h is ( i n ) f a m o u s " O p e n Le t t e r to H o b b y 

i s t s , " the asse r t ion of p r i v a t e p r o p e r t y in the sof tware doma in : " A s the 

ma jo r i ty of h o b b y i s t s m u s t be a w a r e , most of y o u s tea l y o u r sof tware . 

[. . . ] M o s t d i rec t ly , the th ing y o u d o is theft ." Bi l l Ga te s h a s bu i l t h is 

en t i re e m p i r e a n d r epu ta t ion on h i s e x t r e m e v i e w s abou t k n o w l e d g e 

b e i n g t r ea ted a s if it w e r e t ang ib le p r o p e r t y . Th i s w a s a dec i s ive s igna l 

w h i c h t r i g g e r e d the ba t t l e for the " e n c l o s u r e " of the common d o m a i n of 

sof tware . 
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3. T h e soc io-e th ica l impUcat ions of new techno-scienUfk developmenU 

( e s p e c i a l l y in b i o g e n e t i c s ) — F u k u y a m a h imse l f w a s c o m p e l l e d to admi t 

tha t b iogene t i c in t e rven t ions into h u m a n na tu re a r e the most s e r ious 

th rea t to h is v i s ion of the E n d of H i s to ry . 

W h a t is false abou t t o d a y ' s d i scuss ion c o n c e r n i n g the "e th ica l con

s e q u e n c e s of b i o g e n e t i c s " ( a long w i t h s imi l a r m a t t e r s ) is tha t it is r a p i d l y 

t u rn ing in to w h a t G e r m a n s cal l Bliidautrkh-FAhik, the e th ics of the 

h 3 ^ h e n —techno logy -e th i c s , env i ronmen t - e th i c s , a n d so on. Th i s e th ics 

does h a v e a role to p lay , a role homologous to tha t of the "provis iona l 

e t h i c " D e s c a r t e s men t ions a t the b e g i n n i n g of h is Dùcûiiive on Methaà: 

w h e n w e e n g a g e on a n e w pa th , full of d a n g e r s a n d sha t t e r ing n e w 

Insights, w e n e e d to s t ick to old e s t ab l i shed ru l e s a s a p r ac t i c a l g u i d e for 

our d a l l y l i ves , a l t h o u g h w e a r e w e l l a w a r e tha t the n e w ins igh t s w i l l 

compel u s to p rov ide a fresh foundat ion for our en t i re e th ica l edif ice (in 

D e s c a r t e s ' s ca se , th is n e w foundat ion w a s p r o v i d e d by Kant , in h is e th ics 

of sub jec t ive a u t o n o m y ) . T o d a y , w e a r e In the s a m e p r e d i c a m e n t : 

"p rov i s iona l e t h i c s " canno t r e p l a c e the n e e d for a p ro found ref lect ion 

r e g a r d i n g the e m e r g i n g N e w . 

In short, w h a t g e t s lost he re , in th is h y p h e n - e t h i c s , is s i m p l y e th ics a s 

such . The p r o b l e m is not tha t u n i v e r s a l e th ics g e t s d i s so lved into 

p a r t i c u l a r top ics , but , q u i t e the con t r a ry , tha t p a r t i c u l a r scient i f ic b r e a k 

t h r o u g h s a r e d i r e c t l y confronted w i t h old h u m a n i s t " v a l u e s " ( say , tha t 

b iogene t i c s affects o u r sense of d i g n i t y a n d a u t o n o m y ) . Th is , then, is the 

choice w e confront today : e i the r w e choose the t j ' p i ca l ly pos tmodern 

s tance of r e t i cence ( le t ' s not g o to the e n d — l e t ' s k e e p a p rope r d i s t ance 

t o w a r d s the scient if ic T h i n g so tha t th is T h i n g w i l l not d r a w u s into i ts 

b l a c k hole, d e s t r o y i n g a l l o u r mora l a n d h u m a n no t ions ) , or w e d a r e to 

" t a r r y w i t h the n e g a t i v e Qad Verweilen helm Negativen)," tha t is , w e d a r e to 

fu l ly a s s u m e the c o n s e q u e n c e s of scient if ic modern i ty , w i t h the w a g e r 

tha t "our M i n d is a g e n o m e " w i l l a lso function a s an infini te j u d g m e n t . 

4 . And , las t bu t not least , new forms of apartheid, n e w w a l l s a n d s l ums . 

O n S e p t e m b e r 11 , 2 0 0 1 , the T w i n T o w e r s w e r e hit; t w e l v e y e a r s ea r l i e r , 

on N o v e m b e r 9, 1989, the B e r l i n W a l l fell. N o v e m b e r 9 a n n o u n c e d the 

" h a p p y n i n e t i e s , " the F u k u y a m a d r e a m tha t l ibera l d e m o c r a c y h a d w o n , 

tha t the s e a r c h w a s over , t ha t the a d v e n t of a g loba l , l i be ra l w o r l d 

community? w a s l u r k i n g j u s t a r o u n d the corner , tha t the obs tac le s to th is 

u l t r a - H o l l y w o o d e s q u e h a p p y e n d i n g w e r e m e r e l y e m p i r i c a l a n d con

t ingen t ( local p o c k e t s of r e s i s t ance w h e r e the l e a d e r s h a d not y e t g r a s p e d 

tha t the i r t ime w a s o v e r ) . In contras t , 9 /11 is the k e y s y m b o l of the end of 
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the Chnton i te h a p p y n ine t i es , of the e r a in w h i c h n e w w a l l s a r e e m e r g i n g 

e v e r y w h e r e , b e t w e e n Is rae l and the W e s t B a n k , a r o u n d the E u r o p e a n 

Union , a long the US—Mexico bo rde r . 

S o w h a t if t he n e w p r o l e t a r i a n posi t ion i s tha t of the i n h a b i t a n t s of 

s l u m s in the n e w m e g a l o p o l i s e s ? The e x p l o s i v e g r o w t h of s l u m s ove r the 

las t d e c a d e s , e s p e c i a l l y in the T h i r d W o r l d m e g a - c i t i e s from M e x i c o C i t y 

a n d o ther La t i n A m e r i c a n cap i t a l s t h r o u g h Afr ica ( L a g o s , C h a d ) to India , 

C h i n a , the Ph i l i pp ines , a n d Indones ia , i s p e r h a p s the c ruc i a l geopol i t i ca l 

even t of o u r t imes . T h e case of L a g o s , the b i g g e s t node in the shan ty -

t o w n cor r idor of 70 mi l l ion peop le tha t s t r e t ches from A b i d j a n to Ibadan , 

is e x e m p l a r y he re : a c c o r d i n g to the official sou rces t hemse lves , abou t 

t w o - t h i r d s of L a g o s S t a t e ' s total l a n d m a s s of 3 ,577 s q u a r e k i l o m e t e r s 

cou ld be class i f ied a s shan t i e s or s l ums ; no one e v e n k n o w s the s ize of its 

popu la t ion — official ly it is 6 mi l l ion , bu t most e x p e r t s e s t ima te i t at 10 

mi l l ion . S i n c e , somet ime v e r y soon (or m a y b e , g i v e n the imprec i s ion of 

the T h i r d W o r l d censuses , it h a s a l r e a d y h a p p e n e d ) , the u r b a n popu l a 

tion of the ea r th w i l l o u t n u m b e r the r u r a l popu la t ion , a n d s ince s lum 

i n h a b i t a n t s w i l l compose the ma jo r i ty of the u r b a n popu la t ion , w e a re in 

no w a y d e a l i n g w i t h a m a r g i n a l p h e n o m e n o n . W e a r e t h u s w i t n e s s i n g the 

fast g r o w t h of a popu la t i on l iv ing ou t s ide s ta te control , in cond i t ions ha l f 

ou t s ide the l a w , in t e r r ib le n e e d of the m i n i m a l forms of se l f -organiza t ion . 

A l t h o u g h th i s popu la t i on i s c o m p o s e d of m a r g i n a l i z e d l abo re r s , s a c k e d 

c iv i l s e r v a n t s a n d e x - p e a s a n t s , t h e y a r e not s i m p l y a r e d u n d a n t su rp lus : 

t h e y a r e i nco rpo ra t ed in to the g loba l e c o n o m y in n u m e r o u s w a y s , m a n y 

of them w o r k i n g a s informal w a g e w o r k e r s or s e l f - employed en t r ep re 

neu r s , w i t h no a d e q u a t e hea l th or s o c i a l - s e c u r i t y c o v e r a g e . (The m a i n 

source of t he i r e m e r g e n c e is the inc lus ion of T h i r d W o r l d coun t r i e s in the 

g l o b a l e c o n o m y , w i t h c h e a p food impor t s from the F i rs t W o r l d coun t r i e s 

r u i n i n g local a g r i c u l t u r e . ) T h e y a r e the t r ue " s y m p t o m " of s l o g a n s such as 

" D e v e l o p m e n t , " " M o d e r n i z a t i o n , " a n d the " W o r l d M a r k e t " : not an 

unfor tuna te acc iden t , b u t a n e c e s s a r y p r o d u c t of the i nne rmos t logic 

of g loba l capital ism. '* 

No w o n d e r tha t the h e g e m o n i c form of i d e o l o g y in s l u m s is Pen tecos ta l 

C h r i s t i a n i t y , w i t h i ts m i x t u r e of c h a r i s m a t i c m i r a c l e s - a n d - s p e c t a c l e s -

or ien ted fundamen ta l i sm and of social p r o g r a m s s u c h a s c o m m u n i t y 

k i t c h e n s a n d c a r e of c h i l d r e n a n d the old . W h i l e , of course , one should 

res i s t the e a s y tempta t ion of e l e v a t i n g a n d i d e a l i z i n g the s l u m - d w e l l e r s 

into a n e w r e v o l u t i o n a r y c l a s s , one shou ld none the less , in B a d i o u ' s t e rms , 

p e r c e i v e s l u m s as one of the few au then t i c " even ta l s i t e s " in con tem-



U N B E H A G E N IN DER N A T U R 

p o r a i y soc ie ty — the s l u m - d w e l l e r s a re l i t e r a l l y a col lec t ion of those w h o 

a r e the "par t of no-par t , " the " s u p e r n u m e r a r y " e l emen t of soc ie ty , 

e x c l u d e d from the benef i t s of c i t izenship , the up roo t ed a n d d i spossessed , 

those w h o r e a l l y " h a v e no th ing to lose bu t the i r c h a i n s . " It is i n d e e d 

su rp r i s ing h o w m a n y fea tures of s l u m - d w e l l e r s fit the good old M a r x i s t 

de te rmina t ion of the p ro l e t a r i an r e v o l u t i o n a r y subject : t h e y a r e " f ree" in 

the d o u b l e m e a n i n g of the w o r d even m o r e than the c lass ic p ro le ta r i a t 

( " f reed" from al l subs tan t ia l t ies ; d w e l l i n g in a free space , b e y o n d the 

pol ice r e g u l a t i o n s of the s t a t e ) ; t h e y are a l a r g e co l lec t ive , fo rc ib ly t h r o w n 

toge ther , " t h r o w n " into a s i tua t ion w h e r e t h e y h a v e to i nven t some mode 

of be ing- toge the r , a n d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y d e p r i v e d of a n y suppor t in t r ad i 

t ional w a y s of life, in i nhe r i t ed r e l i g ious or e thn ic l i fe-forms. 

O f course , t he r e is a c ruc ia l difference b e t w e e n the s l u m - d w e l l e r s a n d 

the c l a s s i ca l Mai tx i s t w o r k i n g c lass : w h i l e the la t t e r i s def ined in the 

p rec i se t e rms of e conomic "exp lo i t a t i on" ( the app rop r i a t i on of s u r p l u s -

v a l u e g e n e r a t e d b y the s i tua t ion of h a v i n g to sell one ' s o w n l a b o r - p o w e r 

a s a c o m m o d i t y on the m a r k e t ) , the def in ing fea ture of the s l u m - d w e l l e r s 

is socio-pol i t ical , it conce rns the i r (non- ) In tegra t ion into the l ega l space of 

c i t i zensh ip w i t h (most of) i ts Incumbent r i gh t s —to p u t it in s o m e w h a t 

s impl i f ied t e rms , m u c h more than a re fugee , a s l u m - d w e l l e r is a hoiru) 

docer, the s y s t e m i c a l l y g e n e r a t e d " l iv ing d e a d " of g l o b a l cap i t a l i sm. The 

s l u m - d w e l l e r is a k i n d of n e g a t i v e of the re fugee : a re fugee from his o w n 

c o m m u n i t y , the f igure tha t s ta te p o w e r is not t r y i n g to control t h rough 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n — w h e r e (to r e p e a t the un fo rge t t ab le pun from Erns t 

L u b l t c h ' s To Be or Not to Be) those in p o w e r do the concen t r a t i ng w h i l e 

the r e fugees do the c a m p i n g — but p u s h e d in to a space b e y o n d control ; in 

con t ras t to the F o u c a u l d i a n mic ro -p rac t i c e s of d i sc ip l ine , w i t h r e g a r d to 

s l u m - d w e l l e r s , s ta te p o w e r r e n o u n c e s i ts r i gh t to exe r t full control a n d 

d i sc ip l ine , f inding it m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e to let t h e m v e g e t a t e in the t w i l i g h t 

zone. ' ' 

W h a t one f inds in the " r e a l l y - e x i s t i n g s l u m s " is , of course , a m i x t u r e of 

i m p r o v i s e d m o d e s of socia l life, from c r imina l g a n g s a n d r e l ig ious 

" f u n d a m e n t a l i s t " g r o u p s he ld toge the r by a c h a r i s m a t i c l e a d e r u p to 

a n d i n c l u d i n g s e e d s of n e w forms of " soc ia l i s t " so l ida r i ty . T h e s lum-

d w e l l e r s a r e the coun te r - c l a s s to the o ther n e w l y e m e r g i n g c lass , the so-

c a l l e d " s y m b o l i c c l a s s " ( m a n a g e r s , j ou rna l i s t s , a n d P R peop le , a c a d e m i c s , 

a r t i s t s , a n d so o n ) w h i c h is a l so up roo ted and p e r c e i v e s Itself a s d i r e c t l y 

un ive r sa l ( a N e w Y o r k a c a d e m i c h a s more in c o m m o n w i t h a S l o v e n e 

a c a d e m i c than w i t h b l a c k s in H a r l e m ha l f a mi le from h i s c a m p u s ) . Is th is 
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the n e w a x i s of c l a ss s t r u g g l e , or is the " s y m b o l i c c l a s s " i n h e r e n t l y split , 

so that one can m a k e the e m a n c i p a t o r y w a g e r on a coal i t ion b e t w e e n the 

s l u m - d w e l l e r s a n d the " p r o g r e s s i v e " pa r t of the s y m b o l i c c l a s s ? W e 

shou ld be look ing for s igns of the n e w forms of socia l a w a r e n e s s that wi l l 

e m e r g e from the s l u m co l lec t ives : t h e y wi l l be the g e r m s of the future. 

Pe t e r f i a l l w a r d w a s r i gh t to point out that the poe t i c s of " r e s i s t a n c e , " 

of de te r r i to r i a l i zed n o m a d i c mobi l i ty , of c r e a t i n g lignes de fuite, of neve r 

be ing w h e r e one is e x p e c t e d to d w e l l , is not enough ; the t ime h a s come to 

s tar t c r e a t i n g w h a t one is t e m p t e d to cal l l i b e r a t e d t e r r i to r ies , t he w e l l -

def ined a n d d e l i n e a t e d socia l s p a c e s in w h i c h the r e ign of the S y s t e m is 

s u s p e n d e d : a r e l i g ious or a r t i s t ic c o m m u n i t y , a po l i t ica l o rgan iza t ion , and 

o ther forms of " a p l a c e of one ' s o w n . " Th i s is w h a t m a k e s s l u m s so 

in te res t ing : the i r te r r i tor ia l cha r ac t e r . W h i l e c o n t e m p o r a r y soc ie ty is 

often c h a r a c t e r i z e d a s the soc ie ty of total control , s l u m s a r e the te r r i to r ies 

w i t h i n a s ta te ' s f ront iers from w h i c h the s ta te h a s (pa r t i a l ly , a t l eas t ) 

w i t h d r a w n its control , t e r r i to r ies w h i c h function a s w h i t e spots , b l a n k s , 

in the official m a p of a s ta te t e r r i to ry . A l t h o u g h t h e y a r e de facto i n c l u d e d 

m a s ta te hy the l i n k s ot the b l a c k economy, o r g a n i z e d c r ime , r e l i g ious 

g r o u p s , and so forth, the s ta te ' s control is none the les s s u s p e n d e d , t h e y a r e 

d o m a i n s ou ts ide the ru l e of l a w . Tn the m a p of B e r l i n tha t one cou ld b u y 

in the n o w defunct G D R , the a r e a of W e s t B e r l i n w a s left b l ank , a w e i r d 

hole in the de t a i l ed s t ruc tu re of the b ig c i ty; w h e n C h r i s t a Wolf, t he w e l l -

k n o w n Kast G e r m a n ha l f -d i ss iden t w r i t e r , took her smal l d a u g h t e r to 

Eas t B e r l i n ' s T V tower , from w h i c h one h a d a n i ce v i e w over p roh ib i t ed 

W e s t Ber l in , the smal l g i r l shou ted h a p p i l y : "Look , mother , it is not w h i t e 

ove r the re , t he re a r e houses w i t h people l i ke h e r e ! " — a s if d i s c o v e r i n g a 

h idden s l u m zone . . . 

T h i s is w h y the " d e s t r u c t u r e d " m a s s e s , poor a n d d e p r i v e d of e v e r y 

thing, s i t ua t ed in a n o n - p r o l e t a r l a n i z e d u r b a n env i ronmen t , cons t i tu te 

one of the p r i n c i p a l hor izons of the pol i t ics to come . These masses , 

therefore , a r e an impor t an t factor in the p h e n o m e n o n of g loba l i za t ion . A 

g e n u i n e form of g loba l i za t ion , today , w o u l d be found in the o rgan iza t i on 

of these m a s s e s — on a w o r l d w i d e sca le , if possible—^whose cond i t ions of 

ex i s t ence a r e e s sen t i a l l y the s a m e . W h o e v e r l i ve s in the banlieues of 

B a m a k o or S h a n g h a i is not e s sen t i a l l y different from someone w h o l ives 

in the banlieue of Pa r i s or the ghe t tos of C h i c a g o . Indeed , if the p r inc ipa l 

t a s k of the e m a n c i p a t o r y pol i t ics of the n ine t een th c e n t u r y w a s to b r e a k 

the m o n o p o l y of the b o u r g e o i s l i b e r a l s b y pol i t i c iz ing the w o r k i n g c lass , 

and if the task of the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y w a s to po l i t i ca l ly a w a k e n the 
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i m m e n s e ru ra l popu la t i ons of A s i a a n d Afr ica , the p r inc ipa l t a sk of the 

twenty- f i r s t c e n t u r y is to pol i t ic ize — o r g a n i z e a n d d i s c i p l i n e — t h e "de -

s t ruc tu red m a s s e s " of s l u m - d w e l l e r s . 

H u g o C h a v e z ' s g r e a t e s t a c h i e v e m e n t in the first y e a r s of his r u l e w a s 

p r e c i s e l y the po l i t i c iza t ion ( inc lus ion into pol i t ica l life, social mob i l i za 

t ion ) of s l u m - d w e l l e r s ; in o the r coun t r i e s , t h e y mos t ly pers i s t in apo l i t i ca l 

ine r t i a . It w a s th is po l i t ica l mobi l i za t ion of the s l u m - d w e l l e r s w h i c h s aved 

h im from a U S - s p o n s o r e d coup: to the su rp r i s e of e v e r y o n e , C h a v e z 

i nc luded , the s l u m - d w e l l e r s d e s c e n d e d en masse to the affluent c i ty 

center , t i pp ing the b a l a n c e of p o w e r to h i s a d v a n t a g e . 

T h e course on w h i c h C h a v e z e m b a r k e d from 2 0 0 6 is the e x a c t opposi te 

of the p o s t m o d e r n Left 's m a n t r a r e g a r d i n g de- te r r i to r ia l i za t ion , re jec t ion 

of stat is t pol i t ics , a n d so on: far from " res i s t ing s ta te p o w e r , " he grabbed 

p o w e r (first b y an a t t e m p t e d coup , then d e m o c r a t i c a l l y ) , r u th l e s s ly us ing 

the s ta te a p p a r a t u s e s a n d in t e rven t ions to p romote h is goa l s ; fu r thermore , 

he is m i l i t a r i z ing the fave las , o r g a n i z i n g the t r a i n i n g of a r m e d un i t s . And , 

the u l t ima te taboo: n o w tha t he is feel ing the economic effects of the 

" re s i s t ance " to h is r u l e b y cap i t a l ( t e m p o r a r y s h o r t a g e s of some g o o d s in 

the s t a t e - subs id i zed s u p e r m a r k e t s ) , he h a s a n o u n c e d the const i tu t ion of 

h i s o w n pol i t ica l p a r t y ! E v e n some of h is a l l i e s a r e skep t i ca l a b o u t th i s 

move : does it s i g n a l a re tu rn to the pol i t ics of the p a r t y - s t a t e ? H o w e v e r , 

one should ful ly endor se th i s r i s k y cho ice : the t a sk is to m a k e th is p a r t y 

funct ion not l i k e the u sua l (popul i s t or l i b e r a l - p a r l i a m e n t a r y ) pa r ty , b u t 

a s a focus for the pol i t ica l mobi l i za t ion of n e w forms of po l i t i cs ( l i ke the 

g ra s s roo t s c o m m u n a l c o m m i t t e e s ) . S o w h a t shou ld w e s a y to someone 

l ike C h a v e z ? "No, do not g r a b state p o w e r , j u s t s u b t r a c t yourse l f , l e ave 

the l a w s of the ( s t a t e ) s i tua t ion in p l a c e " ? C h a v e z is often d i s m i s s e d a s a 

c l own i sh c o m e d i a n —but w o u l d such a sub t rac t ion not r e a l l y r e d u c e h im 

to a n e w vers ion of S u b c o m a n d a n t e M a r c o s of the Z a p a t i s t a m o v e m e n t in 

M e x i c o , to w h o m m a n y leftists n o w r i g h t l y refer as " S u b c o m e d i a n t e 

M a r c o s " ? T o d a y , it is the b ig cap i ta l i s t s , from Bi l l Ga te s to the eco log ica l 

po l lu te r s , w h o " re s i s t " the s ta te . . . 

T h e four fea tu res p r e s u p p o s e d in the M a r x i s t notion of the p ro le t a r i a t 

a r e , of course , g r o u n d e d in the s i n g u l a r l y cap i ta l i s t m e c h a n i s m , t h e y a re 

four effects of the s a m e s t ruc tu r a l c a u s e . Is it poss ib le to do the s a m e w i t h 

the four a n t a g o n i s m s that t h rea t en the indef in i te se l f - reproduc t ion of 

g l o b a l cap i ta l , to " d e d u c e " t hem from the s a m e c a u s e ? The task m a y 

a p p e a r a lmos t a s difficult a s the g r e a t t a s k of c o n t e m p o r a r y p h y s i c s , the 
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d e v e l o p m e n t of a "uni f ied t h e o r y " w h i c h w o u l d d e d u c e the four funda

menta l forces (g r av i t y , e l e c t r i c i t y / m a g n e t i s m , w e a k a tomic force, s t rong 

a tomic force) from one a n d the s a m e u n d e r l y i n g feature or l a w . 

P e r h a p s one cou ld even m a p C o h e n ' s four fea tures onto the second 

te t rad : the " m a j o r i t y " p r inc ip l e a p p e a r s a s eco logy , a topic w h i c h con

c e r n s u s al l ; " p o v e r t y " c h a r a c t e r i z e s those w h o a re e x c l u d e d a n d l ive in 

s lums ; " w e a l t h p r o d u c t i o n " is more a n d more some th ing w h i c h d e p e n d s 

on scient i f ic a n d t echno log ica l d e v e l o p m e n t s l i k e b iogene t i c s ; and , fi

na l ly , " e x p l o i t a t i o n " r e a p p e a r s in the i m p a s s e s of in te l l ec tua l p roper ty , 

w h e r e the o w n e r exp lo i t s the r e su l t s of co l lec t ive labor . The four fea tures 

form a k i n d of semiot ic s q u a r e , the in te rsec t ion of t w o oppos i t ions a long 

the l ines of s o c i e t y / n a t u r e a n d ins ide /ou t s ide the social w a l l of a n e w 

a p a r t h e i d : e c o l o g y d e s i g n a t e s the ou t s ide of na tu re , s l u m s the social 

outs ide , b iogene t i c s the na tu ra l ins ide a n d in te l l ec tua l p r o p e r t y the social 

i n s ide . 

W h y i s t h i s o v e r l a p p i n g of the four a n t a g o n i s m s not the L a c l a u i a n 

e m p t y s igni f ier ( the " p e o p l e " ) , filled in t h r o u g h the p r o c e s s of the 

s t r u g g l e for h e g e m o n y ? W h y is it not y e t a n o t h e r a t t emp t in the ser ies 

of the " r a i n b o w c o a l i t i o n s " of opp res sed s e x u a l minor i t i es , e thn ic and 

r e l i g ious g r o u p s , a n d so for th? B e c a u s e w e stil l need a proletarian posit ion, 

the posi t ion of the "par t of no-par t . " In o ther w o r d s , if one w a n t s an o lder 

model , it is r a t h e r the t r u s t y C o m m u n i s t fo rmula of the a l l i a n c e of 

" w o r k e r s , poor fa rmers , pa t r io t ic p e t t y bourgeo i s i e , a n d hones t in te l lec

t u a l s " : note h o w the four t e r m s a r e not a t the s a m e leve l — o n l y w o r k e r s 

a r e l i s ted a s such , w h i l e the o ther th ree a r e qua l i f i ed ("poor fa rmers , 

patriotic p e t t y bourgeo i s i e , honest i n t e l l e c t u a l s " ) . E x a c t l y the s a m e goes 

for t oday ' s four a n t a g o n i s m s : it is the a n t a g o n i s m b e t w e e n the E x c l u d e d 

a n d the Inc luded w h i c h is the ze ro- leve l a n t a g o n i s m , co lor ing the ent i re 

t e r r a in of s t r u g g l e . C o n s e q u e n t l y , o n l y those eco log is t s a r e Inc luded w h o 

do not u se e c o l o g y to l eg i t imize the oppress ion of the " p o l l u t i n g " poor, 

t r y i n g to d i sc ip l ine the T h i r d W o r l d coun t r i e s ; on ly those c r i t i cs of 

b iogene t i c p r a c t i c e s w h o res is t the conse rva t i ve ( r e l i g i o u s - h u m a n i s t ) 

i d e o l o g y w h i c h al l too often su s t a in s th is c r i t i que ; o n l y those c r i t i cs of 

in t e l l ec tua l p r i va t e p r o p e r t y w h o do not r e d u c e the p r o b l e m to a l ega l i s t i c 

i s sue . 

T h e r e is t h u s a q u a l i t a t i v e dif ference b e t w e e n the g a p tha t s epa ra t e s 

the E x c l u d e d from the Inc luded a n d the o ther t h r ee a n t a g o n i s m s , w h i c h 

d e s i g n a t e th ree d o m a i n s of w h a t H a r d t a n d N e g r i ca l l the " c o m m o n s , " 

the s h a r e d s u b s t a n c e of o u r social b e i n g w h o s e p r iva t i za t ion is a v io len t 
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act w h i c h should a lso be res i s ted w i t h v io lence , if n e c e s s a r y : ihe comnwnd 

fff culture, the i m m e d i a t e l y soc ia l i zed forms of " c o g n i t i v e " cap i ta l , p r i 

m a r i l y l a n g u a g e , our m e a n s of c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d educa t ion (if Bi l l 

Ga tes w e r e a l l o w e d a monopoly , w e w o u l d r e a c h the a b s u r d s i tua t ion in 

w h i c h a p r i va t e i n d i v i d u a l w o u l d l i t e r a l l y o w n the sof tware t e x t u r e of o u r 

ba s i c n e t w o r k of c o m m u n i c a t i o n ) , b u t a l so the s h a r e d in f ras t ruc tu re of 

p u b l i c t ranspor t , e lec t r ic i ty , post, etc.; the coimnorw of external nature 

t h r e a t e n e d b y pol lu t ion a n d explo i ta t ion (from oil to forests a n d the 

na tu ra l hab i t a t i tself) ; the comnwiu of internal nature ( the b iogene t i c 

i nhe r i t ance of h u m a n i t y ) . W h a t a l l these s t r u g g l e s sha re is the a w a r e n e s s 

of the des t ruc t ive potent ia l , u p to a n d i n c l u d i n g the se l f -annih i la t ion of 

h u m a n i t y itself, if the cap i t a l i s t log ic of enc los ing these c o m m o n s is 

a l l o w e d a free run . It is th i s re fe rence to " c o m m o n s " — t h i s s u b s t a n c e of 

p r o d u c t i v i t y w h i c h is ne i t he r p r i va t e nor p u b l i c — w h i c h jus t i f ies the 

resusc i ta t ion of the not ion of c o m m u n i s m . T h e c o m m o n s can thus be 

l i n k e d to w h a t H e g e l , in h i s Phenomenology, d e p l o y e d a s c)le Sache, the 

s h a r e d social t h i n g - c a u s e , " the w o r k of al l a n d e v e r y o n e , " the s u b s t a n c e 

k e p t a l ive b y inces san t sub jec t ive p roduc t i v i t y . 

From fear to trembling 

A fur ther qua l i f i ca t ion should be a d d e d he re : the solut ion is not to l imi t 

the m a r k e t a n d p r i va t e p r o p e r t y b y d i rec t i n t e rven t ions of the s ta te a n d 

state o w n e r s h i p . T h e d o m a i n of the s ta te i tself is a l so in i ts o w n w a y 

"p r iva t e " : p r iva t e in the p r ec i s e Kan t i an sense of the " p r i v a t e u se of 

R e a s o n " in s ta te a d m i n i s t r a t i v e a n d ideo log ica l a p p a r a t u s e s : 

The p u b l i c use of one ' s r e a son mus t a l w a y s be free, a n d it a lone can 

b r i n g abou t e n l i g h t e n m e n t a m o n g men . T h e p r iva t e use of one ' s 

reason , on the o ther hand , m a y often be v e r y n a r r o w l y res t r i c ted 

w i t h o u t p a r t i c u l a r l y h i n d e r i n g the p r o g r e s s of e n l i g h t e n m e n t . B y 

p u b l i c use of one ' s r eason I u n d e r s t a n d the u se w h i c h a pe r son m a k e s 

of it a s a s cho la r before the r e a d i n g p u b l i c . P r iva t e u se I ca l l tha t w h i c h 

one m a y m a k e of it in a p a r t i c u l a r c ivi l pos t or office w h i c h is en t ru s t ed 

to h im . 

W h a t one shou ld a d d he re , m o v i n g b e y o n d Kant , is that t he re is a 

p r i v i l e g e d social g r o u p w h i c h , on a c c o u n t of its l a c k of a d e t e r m i n a t e 

p l a c e in the " p r i v a t e " o rde r of the socia l h i e r a r c h y , in o the r w o r d s , a s a 
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"pa r t of no -pa r t " of the social body , d i r e c t l y s t ands for u n i v e r s a l i t y : it is 

o n l y the reference to those E x c l u d e d , to those w h o d w e l l in the b l a n k s of 

the s p a c e of the s ta te , tha t e n a b l e s t r ue u n i v e r s a l i t y . T h e r e i s no th ing 

more " p r i v a t e " than a s ta te c o m m u n i t y w h i c h p e r c e i v e s the E x c l u d e d a s a 

th rea t a n d w o r r i e s h o w to k e e p the E x c l u d e d a t a p rope r d i s t ance . In 

o ther w o r d s , a s w e h a v e a l r e a d y seen, in the se r ies of the four an t agon 

isms, the one b e t w e e n the I n c l u d e d and the E x c l u d e d is the c ruc i a l one, 

the po in t of r e fe rence for the o thers ; w i t h o u t it, a l l o thers lose the i r 

s u b v e r s i v e e d g e : e c o l o g y t u r n s into a " p r o b l e m of s u s t a i n a b l e deve lop 

men t , " in te l l ec tua l p r o p e r t y into a " c o m p l e x l ega l c h a l l e n g e , " b iogene t i c s 

into an " e t h i c a l " i s sue . O n e can s i n c e r e l y f ight for eco logy , de fend a 

b r o a d e r notion of in te l lec tua l p rope r ty , oppose the c o p y r i g h t i n g of genes , 

w h i l e not q u e s t i o n i n g the a n t a g o n i s m b e t w e e n the I n c l u d e d a n d the 

E x c l u d e d — w h a t is more , one can even formula te some of these s t r u g g l e s 

in t e r m s of the I n c l u d e d t h r e a t e n e d b y the po l lu t ing E x c l u d e d . In this 

w a y , w e g e t no t r ue u n i v e r s a l i t y , o n l y " p r i v a t e " c o n c e r n s in the Kan t i an 

sense of the t e rm. Corpo ra t i ons such a s W h o l e Foods a n d S t a r b u c k s 

con t inue to en joy favor a m o n g l i be ra l s even t h o u g h t h e y both e n g a g e in 

an t i -un ion ac t iv i t i es ; the t r i ck is tha t t h e y sell p r o d u c t s tha t c l a i m to be 

po l i t i ca l ly p r o g r e s s i v e ac t s in a n d of t h e m s e l v e s . O n e b u y s coffee m a d e 

w i t h b e a n s b o u g h t from the g r o w e r s a t fair p r i ce s , one d r i v e s a h y b r i d 

veh ic le , one b u y s from c o m p a n i e s that p r o v i d e good benef i ts for the i r 

e m p l o y e e s ( a c c o r d i n g to the corpora t ion ' s o w n s t a n d a r d s ) , a n d so on. 

Pol i t ica l ac t ion a n d consumpt ion b e c o m e ful ly m e r g e d . In short, w i t h o u t 

the a n t a g o n i s m b e t w e e n the Inc luded a n d the E x c l u d e d , w e m a y w e l l 

find ou r se lve s in a w o r l d in w h i c h Bi l l Ga tes is the g r e a t e s t h u m a n i t a r i a n 

f ight ing a g a i n s t p o v e r t y a n d d i seases , a n d R u p e r t M u r d o c h the g r ea t e s t 

env i ronmen ta l i s t mob i l i z ing h u n d r e d s of mi l l ions t h rough h i s m e d i a 
• 9 

e m p i r e . 

A n d , one should be c l e a r a t th i s point , the pol i t ica l e x p r e s s i o n of this 

r a d i c a l a n t a g o n i s m , the w a y the p r e s s u r e of the E x c l u d e d is e x p e r i e n c e d 

w i t h i n the e s t ab l i shed pol i t ica l space , a l w a y s h a s a f lavor of t e r ror . The 

lesson is t h u s the one r e n d e r e d long a g o b y A t h e n a t o w a r d s the end of 

A e s c h y l u s ' s Euinenides: 

A s for ter ror , 

don ' t b a n i s h it c o m p l e t e l y from the c i ty . 

W h a t mor ta l m a n is t r u l y r i g h t e o u s 

w i t h o u t b e i n g a f r a id? Those w h o sense the fear 
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r e v e r e vi 'hat 's r ight . W i t h c i t i zens h k e these 
y o u r c o u n t r y and y o u r c i t y w i l l be safe, 
s t ronger t han a n y t h i n g possessed b y m e n . ' " 

H o w a r e w e to r e a d t h e s e f amous Unes? D o t h e y r e a l l y po in t t o w a r d s 

the m a n i p u l a t i o n of the po l i t i c s of fear w e k n o w t o d a y ? " T h e first 

obs tac le to s u c h a r e a d i n g is the o b v i o u s fact tha t A t h e n a d o e s not 

e v o k e the fea r of an e x t e r n a l e n e m y w h o s e th rea t j u s t i f i e s the d i s 

c i p l i n e d u n i t y a n d pos s ib l e " d e f e n s i v e m e a s u r e s " of the c i t y - s t a t e : the 

fear i s h e r e the fear of d i v i n e J u s t i c e itself, of i ts b l i n d i n g a u t h o r i t y ; 

from the p e r s p e c t i v e of m o d e r n s u b j e c t i v i t y ( w h i c h is o u r p e r s p e c t i v e 

h e r e ) , t he ob jec t of th i s fear is the a b y s s of s u b j e c t i v i t y itself, i t s 

t e r r i f y i n g p o w e r of s e l f - r e l a t ing n e g a t i v i t y ; it i s the t e r r i f y i n g e n c o u n 

t e r of th i s t r a u m a t i c co re t ha t H e i d e g g e r h a d in m i n d w h e n he c l a i m e d 

tha t t e r r o r {Schrecken) w a s n e c e s s a r y if " m o d e r n m a n " w a s to be 

a w a k e n e d from his m e t a p h y s i c o - t e c h n o l o g i c a l s l u m b e r in to a n e w 

b e g i n n i n g ; 

w e m u s t p r i n c i p a l l y conce rn ou r se lve s w i t h p r e p a r i n g for m a n the v e r y 

b a s i s a n d d i m e n s i o n u p o n w h i c h a n d w i t h i n w h i c h someth ing l i ke a 

m y s t e r y of h i s Deuteln cou ld once a g a i n be e n c o u n t e r e d . W e shou ld not 

be at all s u r p r i s e d if the c o n t e m p o r a r y m a n in the s t ree t feels d i s t u r b e d 

or p e r h a p s some t imes d a z e d a n d c l u t c h e s al l the more s t u b b o r n l y a t h i s 

idols w h e n confronted w i t h this c h a l l e n g e a n d w i t h the effort r e q u i r e d 

to a p p r o a c h this m y s t e r y . It w o u l d be a m i s t a k e to e x p e c t a n y t h i n g 

e lse . W e m u s t first cal l for someone c a p a b l e of ins t i l l ing t e r ro r in to o u r 

Ucuem a g a i n . 

H e i d e g g e r thus opposes w o n d e r a s the bas ic disposi t ion of the first 

( G r e e k ) b e g i n n i n g to te r ror a s the bas ic disposi t ion of the second n e w 

beg inn ing : "In w o n d e r , the bas ic disposi t ion of the first beg inn ing , b e i n g s 

first come to s tand in their form. Terror , the bas ic disposi t ion of the o ther 

beg inn ing , r evea l s beh ind all p rogres s a n d al l domina t ion over b e i n g s a 

d a r k empt iness of i r r e l e v a n c e . " (The th ing to note he re is that H e i d e g g e r 

u s e s the w o r d " te r ror" and not " a n x i e t y . " ) 

H e g e l sa id s o m e t h i n g s imi l a r in h i s a n a l y s i s of the m a s t e r a n d s e r v a n t 

( b o n d a g e ) , w h e n he e m p h a s i z e d that , s ince the b o n d s m a n is a l so a self-

consc iousness . 
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the m a s t e r is t a k e n to be the essen t ia l r ea l i t y for the s ta te of b o n d a g e ; 

hence , for it, the t ru th is the i n d e p e n d e n t consc iousnes s ex i s t i ng for 

itself, a l t h o u g h th is t ru th is not t a k e n y e t a s i nhe ren t in b o n d a g e i t se l f 

S t i l l , it d o e s in fact conta in w i t h i n i tself th i s t ru th of p u r e nega t i v i t y 

a n d se l f -exis tence , b e c a u s e it h a s e x p e r i e n c e d th is reali ty ' w i t h i n it. For 

th is consc iousness w a s not in pe r i l a n d fear for th is e l emen t or that , nor 

for th is or tha t m o m e n t of t ime, it w a s af ra id for its en t i re be ing ; it felt 

the fear of dea th , the sove re ign mas te r . It h a s b e e n in tha t e x p e r i e n c e 

m e l t e d to i ts inmost soul , h a s t r e m b l e d t h r o u g h o u t i ts e v e r y fibre, and 

al l tha t w a s fixed a n d s teadfas t h a s q u a k e d w i t h i n it. T h i s comple te 

pe r tu rba t i on of i ts en t i re subs t ance , th is abso lu te d i sso lu t ion of all its 

s t ab i l i t y in to fluent con t inu i ty , is , howeve r , the s imple , u l t ima te na tu re 

of se l f -consc iousness , abso lu te nega t iv i ty , p u r e self-referrent e x i s 

tence , w h i c h c o n s e q u e n t l y is i nvo lved in th is t y p e of consc iousness . 

Th i s m o m e n t of p u r e se l f -ex is tence is m o r e o v e r a fact for it; for in the 

m a s t e r it finds th is a s i ts object . Fur the r , th is b o n d s m a n ' s consc ious 

ness is not on ly th is total d isso lu t ion in a g e n e r a l w a y ; in s e r v i n g and 

to i l ing the b o n d s m a n a c t u a l l y c a r r i e s th i s out. B y se rv ing he c a n c e l s in 

e v e r y p a r t i c u l a r a spec t h i s d e p e n d e n c e on a n d a t t a c h m e n t to na tu ra l 

ex i s t ence , a n d b y his w o r k r e m o v e s th is ex i s t ence a w a y . ' ' * 

T h e s e rvan t is t h u s in -h imse l f a l r e a d y free, h i s f reedom b e i n g e m b o d i e d 

ou ts ide h imse l f in h is mas t e r . It is in th is sense that Chr i s t is o u r mas te r 

a n d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y the source of our f reedom. Chr i s t ' s sacr i f ice set us 

free — h o w ? N e i t h e r a s the p a y m e n t for our s ins nor a s l ega l i s t i c r ansom, 

b u t a s w h e n w e a re a f ra id of some th ing ( a n d fear of dea th is the u l t ima te 

fear tha t m a k e s u s s l a v e s ) , a n d a t r ue fr iend s a y s : "Don ' t be afraid , look, I 

w i l l do it. W h a t a r e y o u so a l r a i d of? I w i l l do it, not b e c a u s e I h a v e to but 

out of m y love for y o u . I a m not a f ra id ! " H e does it a n d in th is w a y sets u s 

free, d e m o n s t r a t i n g in acta tha t it can he done, tha t w e too can do it, tha t w e 

a r e not s l aves . . . Reca l l , from A y n R a n d ' s Tl^e Fountainhead, the 

desc r ip t ion of the m o m e n t a r y i m p a c t H o w a r d R o a r k m a k e s on the 

m e m b e r s of the a u d i e n c e in the cour t room w h e r e he is s t and ing t r ia l : 

R o a r k stood before t h e m a s each m a n s t ands in the i nnocence of h i s 

o w n mind . B u t R o a r k s tood l i ke tha t before a host i le c r o w d — a n d t h e y 

k n e w s u d d e n l y that no h a t r e d w a s poss ib le to h im. For the flash of an 

ins tant , t h e y g r a s p e d the m a n n e r of his consc iousness . Each a s k e d 

himself: do I n e e d a n y o n e ' s a p p r o v a l ? —does it m a t t e r ? — a m I t i ed? — 
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A n d for tha t ins tant , e a c h m a n w a s free —free e n o u g h to feel b e n e 

v o l e n c e for e v e r y o the r m a n in the room. It w a s o n l y a moment ; the 

m o m e n t of s i l ence w h e n R o a r k w a s abou t to speak. ' '^ 

Th i s i s the w a y Chr i s t b r i n g s f reedom: w h e n confront ing him, w e b e c o m e 

a w a r e of our o w n f reedom. A n d does not, rnutatu mutandLi, the s a m e ho ld 

for C h e G u e v a r a ? The photos s h o w i n g h i m u n d e r a r r e s t in Bol iv ia , 

s u r r o u n d e d b y g o v e r n m e n t so ld ie rs , h a v e a w e i r d Chr i s to log ica l a u r a , a s 

if w e see a t i r ed bu t def iant Chr i s t on h is w a y to c ruc i f ix ion — no w o n d e r 

that , w h e n , m o m e n t s p r io r to h i s dea th , the e x e c u t i o n e r ' s pis tol a l r e a d y 

a i m e d a t h im, the h a n d ho ld ing it t r embl ing , G u e v a r a l ooked a t h i m a n d 

sa id : " A i m w e l l . Y o u a r e a b o u t to k i l l a m a n " —his ve rs ion of ecce 

homo . . . A n d , Indeed, is the ba s i c m e s s a g e of G u e v a r a not p r e c i s e l y th i s : 

t he m e s s a g e of how, in a n d t h rough al l h is fa i lures , he pe r s i s t ed , he w e n t 

o n ? O n e can i m a g i n e h im t h i n k i n g in the d e s p e r a t e las t d a y s in B o l i v i a a 

ve r s ion of the las t w o r d s of S a m u e l B e c k e t t ' s The VnnameahU: " in the 

s i l ence y o u don ' t k n o w , y o u m u s t go on, I can ' t go on, I'll go on ." '^ In a n 

u n s u r p a s s a b l e i r o n y of h is tory , after the t r i u m p h of the C u b a n revolu t ion , 

e v e r y t h i n g he d id w a s a fa i lure ^—the d i sma l fa i lure of h i s e conomic 

po l i c i e s a s the C u b a n min i s t e r of e c o n o m y (after a y e a r , food had to be 

ra t ioned . . . ) , t he fa i lure of h is C o n g o a d v e n t u r e , the fa i lure of h is las t 

miss ion in Bo l iv ia ; h o w e v e r , all these " h u m a n , a l l too h u m a n " fa i lu res 

s o m e h o w fade in to the -background , the b a c k d r o p a g a i n s t w h i c h the 

con tou r s of h i s p r o p e r l y o v e r - h u m a n (or, w h y not, inhuman) f igure 

a p p e a r , conf i rming B a d i o u ' s motto that the o n l y w a y to be t r u l y h u m a n 

i s to e x c e e d o r d i n a r y h u m a n i t y , t e n d i n g t o w a r d s the d imens ion of the 

i n h u m a n . 

Ecobgy against nature 

D o w e not, today , once a g a i n n e e d such a sha t t e r i ng e x p e r i e n c e of 

n e g a t i v i t y ? T h a t is to say , w h a t if the t r ue cho ice t o d a y w e r e between fear 

a n d t e r r o r ? T h e e x p r e s s i o n "fear a n d t r e m b l i n g " a s s u m e s the Ident i ty of 

the t w o t e rms , a s if t h e y point t o w a r d s the t w o a s p e c t s of the s a m e 

p h e n o m e n o n — w h a t if, h o w e v e r , one h a s to In t roduce a g a p b e t w e e n the 

two , so that t r e m b l i n g ( b e i n g - t e r r o r i z e d ) is , a t i ts mos t r ad i ca l , the o n l y 

t r ue opposi t ion to f ea r? In o the r w o r d s , one can b r e a k out of th is fear not 

t h r o u g h a d e s p e r a t e sea rch for safety, but, on the con t r a ry , b y p u s h i n g on 

to the end , b y a c c e p t i n g the nu l l i t y of that w h i c h w e a r e a f ra id to lose. 
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I saac As imov sa id s o m e w h e r e tha t the re a re t w o possibiUties: e i the r w e 

a re a lone in the un ive r se , t he re is nobody out t he re w a t c h i n g u s , or the re 

is s o m e b o d y out the re — a n d both poss ib i l i t i es a r e e q u a l l y u n b e a r a b l e . So , 

from the fear of los ing our a n c h o r a g e in the b ig Other , w e shou ld p a s s to 

the t e r ro r of the re be ing no b ig Other . T h e old fo rmula " there is no th ing 

to fear but fear itself" a c q u i r e s t h u s a n e w a n d u n e x p e c t e d m e a n i n g : the 

fact tha t t he r e is no th ing to fear is the most t e r r i fy ing fact i m a g i n a b l e . 

T e r r o r is this " se l f - r e l a t ed" or " s e l f - n e g a t e d " fear: it is w h a t fear c h a n g e s 

into once w e a c c e p t that there is no w a y back , tha t w h a t w e a r e afra id to 

lose, w h a t is t h r e a t e n e d b y w h a t w e a r e a f ra id of (na tu re , the l i fe -wor ld , 

the s y m b o l i c s u b s t a n c e of o u r c o m m u n i t y . . . ) has a l w a y s - a l r e a d y been 

lost. Th i s t e r ro r w h o s e con tours H e g e l ou t l ined in h is desc r ip t ion of the 

se rvan t ' s sub jec t ive e x p e r i e n c e of e n c o u n t e r i n g the threa t of dea th should 

se rve u s a s the b a c k g r o u n d a g a i n s t w h i c h one should r ead M a r x and 

Enge l s ' s famous desc r ip t ion of the cap i ta l i s t d y n a m i c in the ConiniunLtl 

Manifesto: 

C o n s t a n t r evo lu t ion iz ing of p roduc t ion , u n i n t e r r u p t e d d i s t u r b a n c e of 

all soc ia l condi t ions , eve r l a s t i ng u n c e r t a i n t y a n d ag i t a t ion d i s t ingu i sh 

the b o u r g e o i s epoch from all e a r l i e r ones . Al l f ixed, fast-frozen 

re la t ions , w i t h the i r t r a in of anc i en t a n d v e n e r a b l e p r e j u d i c e s and 

op in ions a r e s w e p t a w a y , a l l new- fo rmed ones b e c o m e a n t i q u a t e d 

before t h e y can ossify. Al l tha t is sol id me l t s into a i r , a l l tha t is h o l y is 

profaned, a n d m a n is a t last c o m p e l l e d to face w i t h sober senses h is real 

cond i t ions of life, a n d h i s r e la t ions w i t h h i s k i n d . [. . . ] In p l a c e of the 

old local a n d na t iona l sec lus ion and self-suff iciency, w e h a v e inter

cour se m e v e r y d i rec t ion , u n i v e r s a l m t e r - d e p e n d e n c e of na t ions . A n d 

a s in ma te r i a l , so a l so in in te l l ec tua l p roduc t ion . T h e in te l l ec tua l 

c r ea t ions of i nd iv idua l na t ions b e c o m e common p rope r ty . Nat iona l 

one - s idedness a n d n a r r o w - m i n d e d n e s s b e c o m e more and m o r e im

poss ib le , a n d from the n u m e r o u s na t iona l a n d loca l l i t e r a tu re s , the re 

a r i s e s a w o r l d l i t e r a tu re . 

Is th is not, m o r e than ever , o u r r e a l i t y t o d a y ? Er icsson phones a re no 

l o n g e r S w e d i s h , T o y o t a c a r s a r e m a n u f a c t u r e d 6 0 pe rcen t in the U S A , 

H o l l y w o o d cu l tu re p e r v a d e s the remotes t p a r t s of the g lobe . . . Fur the r 

more , does the s a m e not g o a lso for al l forms of e thn ic a n d s e x u a l 

i d e n t i t y ? S h o u l d w e not s u p p l e m e n t M a r x ' s desc r ip t ion in th is sense , 

a d d i n g that a lso s e x u a l " o n e - s i d e d n e s s a n d n a r r o w - m i n d e d n e s s become 
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m o r e a n d more imposs ib l e , " tha t c o n c e r n i n g sexua l p r a c t i c e s , it a l so t rue 

tha t "al l that is sol id me l t s into a i r , a l l tha t is h o l y is p ro faned , " so tha t 

cap i t a l i sm tends to r ep l ace s t a n d a r d no rma t ive h e t e r o s e x u a l i t y w i t h a 

prohfera t ion of uns t ab l e shif t ing iden t i t i e s and /o r o r i en t a t i ons? A n d 

today , w i t h the la tes t b iogene t i c d e v e l o p m e n t s , w e a r e en te r ing a n e w 

p h a s e in w h i c h it is s i m p l y nature itself w h i c h mel t s in to a i r : the m a i n 

c o n s e q u e n c e of the scient i f ic b r e a k t h r o u g h s in b iogene t i c s is the e n d of 

n a t u r e . O n c e w e k n o w the r u l e s of i ts cons t ruc t ion , n a t u r a l o r g a n i s m s a re 

t r ans fo rmed into objec ts a m e n a b l e to m a n i p u l a t i o n . N a t u r e , h u m a n a n d 

i n h u m a n , is t h u s " d e s u b s t a n t i a l i z e d , " d e p r i v e d of i ts i m p e n e t r a b l e den 

si ty , of w h a t H e i d e g g e r ca l l ed " e a r t h . " T h i s c o m p e l s u s to g i v e a n e w 

twis t to F r e u d ' s t i t le Unbehagen in Jer Kultur ^discontent, u n e a s i n e s s , in 

cu l tu re . W i t h the la tes t deve lopmen t s , the d i scon ten t shifts from c u l t u r e 

to n a t u r e itself: n a t u r e is no longe r " n a t u r a l , " the r e l i ab l e " d e n s e " 

b a c k g r o u n d of o u r l ives ; it n o w a p p e a r s a s a fragi le m e c h a n i s m w h i c h , 

a t a n y point , c an e x p l o d e in a ca t a s t roph ic m a n n e r . 

B iogene t i c s , w i t h i ts r e d u c t i o n of the h u m a n p s y c h e i tself to a n object 

of t e chno log ica l m a n i p u l a t i o n , is therefore effect ively a k i n d of empi r i ca l 

ins tan t ia t ion of w h a t H e i d e g g e r p e r c e i v e d a s the " d a n g e r " i n h e r e n t m 

m o d e r n t e chno logy . C r u c i a l he r e is the i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e of m a n a n d 

n a t u r e : b y r e d u c i n g m a n to j u s t ano the r n a t u r a l object w h o s e p rope r t i e s 

c an be m a n i p u l a t e d , w h a t w e lose is not ( o n l y ) h u m a n i t y but nature Itself. 

In th is sense , F r a n c i s F u k u y a m a is r ight : h u m a n i t y r e l i e s on some not ion 

of " h u m a n n a t u r e " a s w h a t w e h a v e inhe r i t ed , a s some th ing tha t h a s 

s i m p l y b e e n g i v e n to us , the i m p e n e t r a b l e d imens ion in/of ou r se lve s in to 

w h i c h w e a re bo rn / t h rown . T h e p a r a d o x i s thus tha t tha t t he re i s m a n 

o n l y insofar a s t he r e is i m p e n e t r a b l e i n h u m a n n a t u r e ( H e i d e g g e r ' s 

" e a r t h " ) : w i t h the p rospec t of b iogene t i c i n t e rven t ions o p e n e d u p b y 

the a c c e s s to the genome , the spec i e s f ree ly c h a n g e s / r e d e f i n e s Itself, i ts 

o w n coord ina tes ; th is p ro spec t effect ively e m a n c i p a t e s h u m a n k i n d from 

the cons t r a in t s of a finite spec ies , from i ts e n s l a v e m e n t to "selfish g e n e s . " 

T h i s emanc ipa t i on , h o w e v e r , c o m e s at a p r i ce : 

W i t h in t e rven t ions into m a n ' s gene t i c i nhe r i t ance , the domina t ion over 

n a t u r e r eve r t s into an ac t of tak lng-cont ro l -over -onese l f , w h i c h 

c h a n g e s our g e n e r i c - e t h i c a l s e l f -unde r s t and ing a n d can d i s t u rb the 

n e c e s s a r y cond i t ions for a n a u t o n o m o u s w a y of life a n d un ive r sa l i s t i c 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of m o r a l s . 
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H o w , then, should w e r eac t to th is t h r e a t ? H a b e r m a s ' s log ic is he re : s ince 

the resu l t s of sc ience pose a th rea t to our ( p r e d o m i n a n t not ion of) 

a u t o n o m y a n d f reedom, one should cur ta i l s c i ence . T h e p r i ce w e p a y 

for this solut ion is the fet ishist ic spl i t b e t w e e n sc ience and e t h i c s ~ " I 

k n o w v e r y w e l l w h a t sc ience c l a i m s , but , none the less , in o r d e r to re ta in 

( the a p p e a r a n c e of) m y a u t o n o m y , I choose to Ignore it and ac t as if I 

don ' t k n o w i t . " Th i s p r e v e n t s u s from confront ing the t r ue ques t ion : h(W 

do these new conàitiotu compel tie to transform anè reinvent the very noliotu of 

freedom, autonomy, ana ethical responsihility? 

S c i e n c e a n d t e c h n o l o g y t o d a y no l o n g e r a i m o n l y at u n d e r s t a n d i n g and 

r e p r o d u c i n g na tu ra l p rocesses , b u t at g e n e r a t i n g n e w forms of life that 

w i l l su rp r i s e us; the goa l is no l o n g e r j u s t to domina t e n a t u r e ( the w a y it 

i s ) , b u t to g e n e r a t e some th ing new, g r ea t e r , s t ronge r t han o r d i n a i y 

na tu re , i n c l u d i n g ou r se lve s — e x e m p l a r y he re is the obsess ion w i t h ar t i 

ficial i n t e l l igence , w h i c h a i m s a t p r o d u c i n g a b r a i n more power fu l than 

the h u m a n b ra in . The d r e a m tha t sus t a ins the sc ien t i f ic - technologica l 

e n d e a v o r is to t r i g g e r a p r o c e s s w i th no re tu rn , a p roces s tha t w o u l d 

e x p o n e n t i a l l y r e p r o d u c e i tself a n d go on a n d on a u t o n o m o u s l y . The 

not ion of " second n a t u r e " is therefore t o d a y more pe r t inen t than ever , in 

both i ts m a i n m e a n i n g s . First , l i t e r a l ly , a s the a r t i f i c i a l ly g e n e r a t e d n e w 

n a t u r e : mons t e r s of na tu re , de fo rmed c o w s a n d t rees , o r — a m o r e posi t ive 

d r e a m — g e n e t i c a l l y m a n i p u l a t e d o r g a n i s m s , " e n h a n c e d " in the m a n n e r 

tha t su i t s u s . Then , " s econd n a t u r e " in the more s t a n d a r d sense of the 

au tonomiza t i on of the r e s u l t s of o u r o w n ac t iv i ty : the w a y o u r a c t s e l u d e 

u s in the i r c o n s e q u e n c e s , the w a y t h e y g e n e r a t e a mons t e r w i t h a life of i ts 

o w n . It i s thù ho r ro r at the unforeseen r e su l t s of o u r o w n ac t s tha t c a u s e s 

shock a n d a w e , not the p o w e r of n a t u r e over w h i c h w e h a v e no control ; it 

is thu ho r ro r tha t r e l ig ion t r i e s to domes t i ca t e . W h a t is n e w t o d a y i s the 

shor t -c i rcu i t b e t w e e n these t w o senses of " second n a t u r e " : " second 

n a t u r e " in the sense of objec t ive Fa te , of a u t o n o m l z e d social p rocess , 

is g e n e r a t i n g " second n a t u r e " in the sense of a r t i f i c i a l ly c r e a t e d na t u r e , of 

n a t u r a l mons te r s , n a m e l y , the p r o c e s s w h i c h t h r e a t e n s to r u n out of 

control is no l o n g e r j u s t the social p r o c e s s of economic a n d pol i t ica l 

deve lopmen t , bu t n e w forms of n a t u r a l p roces se s t hemse lves , from 

u n p r e d i c t a b l e n u c l e a r c a t a s t r o p h e s to g loba l w a r m i n g a n d the u n i m a g i n 

ab l e c o n s e q u e n c e s of b iogene t i c m a n i p u l a t i o n . C a n one even i m a g i n e 

w h a t w o u l d be the u n p r e c e d e n t e d resu l t of n a n o t e c h n o l o g i c a l e x p e r i 

ments : n e w life-forms r e p r o d u c i n g t h e m s e l v e s out of control in a cance r 

l i ke w a y , for e x a m p l e ? ^ ' H e r e is a s t a n d a r d desc r ip t ion of th is fear: 
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W i t h i n fifty to a h u n d r e d y e a r s , a n e w c lass of o r g a n i s m s is Ukely to 

e m e r g e . T h e s e o r g a n i s m s w i l l be ar t i f ic ia l in the sense tha t t h e y wi l l 

o r i g i n a l l y be d e s i g n e d b y h u m a n s , t i o w e v e r , t h e y w i l l r e p r o d u c e , a n d 

w i l l " e v o l v e " into some th ing o ther t han the i r o r ig ina l form; t h e y w i l l be 

" a l i v e " u n d e r a n y r e a s o n a b l e defini t ion of the w o r d . [. . . ] [ T ] h e p a c e 

of e v o l u t i o n a r y c h a n g e w i l l be e x t r e m e l y r ap id . [. . . ] T h e i m p a c t on 

h u m a n i t y a n d the b iosphe re cou ld be eno rmous , l a r g e r t han the 

i ndus t r i a l revolu t ion , n u c l e a r w e a p o n s , or e n v i r o n m e n t a l po l lu t ion . 

T h i s fear a l so h a s i ts c l ea r l ib id ina l d imens ion : it is the fear of the a s e x u a l 

r ep roduc t ion of Life, the fear of an " u n d e a d " life tha t is i ndes t ruc t ib le , 

cons t an t ly e x p a n d i n g , r e p r o d u c i n g i tself t h r o u g h se l f -divis ion. A n d , a s 

a l w a y s in the h i s to ry of the las t t w o mi l l enn ia , the g r e a t e s t m a s t e r of 

exp lo i t i ng this fear is the Ca tho l i c C h u r c h . Its p r e d o m i n a n t s t r a t e g y 

t o d a y is tha t of t r y i n g to contarn the scient if ic real w i t h i n the conf ines of 

m e a n i n g —it is a s an a n s w e r to the scient if ic r ea l ( m a t e r i a l i z e d in 

b iogene t i c t h r e a t s ) tha t r e l ig ion is finding i ts n e w ra'umi d'etre: 

F a r from b e i n g effaced b y sc ience , re l ig ion , a n d even the s y n d i c a t e of 

r e l ig ions , in the p rocess of formation, is p rog re s s ing e v e r y d a y . L a c a n 

sa id tha t e c u m e n i s m w a s for the poor of spir i t . T h e r e is a m a r v e l o u s 

a g r e e m e n t on these ques t i ons b e t w e e n the s e c u l a r a n d al l the r e l i g i o u s 

au thor i t i e s , in w h i c h t h e y tell t h e m s e l v e s t h e y should a g r e e s o m e w h e r e 

in o rde r to m a k e echoes e q u a l l y m a r v e l o u s , even s a y i n g tha t finally the 

s e c u l a r is a r e l ig ion l i ke the o thers . W e see th is b e c a u s e it is r e v e a l e d in 

effect tha t the d i scour se of sc ience h a s p a r t l y connec ted w i t h the d e a t h 

d r i v e . R e l i g i o n is p l a n t e d in the pos i t ion of uncond i t iona l defense of 

the l iv ing , of life in m a n k i n d , a s g u a r d i a n of life, m a k i n g life a n 

abso lu te . A n d tha t e x t e n d s to the pro tec t ion of h u m a n n a t u r e . 

[. . . ] Th i s is [. . . ] w h a t g i v e s a future to re l ig ion t h r o u g h m e a n i n g , 

n a m e l y by e rec t ing b a r r i e r s — t o c loning , to the exp lo i ta t ion of h u m a n 

ce l l s — a n d to Inscr ibe sc ience in a t e m p e r e d p r o g r e s s . W e see a 

m a r v e l o u s effort, a n e w you th fu l v igo r of re l ig ion in i ts effort to flood 

the r ea l w i t h meanlng .^^ 

The C h u r c h ' s m e s s a g e of h o p e t h u s r e l i e s on a p r e e x i s t i n g fear: it e v o k e s 

and fo rmula tes the fear to w h i c h it then offers a so lu t ion of hope a n d 

falth.^-^ The Life that it p r o m i s e s in i ts defense of the " c u l t u r e of l i fe" is not 

a pos i t ive life, bu t a r eac t ive life, a defense a g a i n s t dea th . W e a r e d e a l i n g 
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he re w i t h the la tes t ve r s ion of the fear first fo rmula ted in M a r y S h e l l e y ' s 

Frankeruitein. T h e d i l e m m a faced b y m a n y in t e rp re t e r s of Frankeiwtein 

c o n c e r n s the obv ious pa r a l l e l b e t w e e n Vic to r a n d God, on the one side, 

a n d the mons t e r a n d A d a m , on the other: in bo th cases , w e a r e deaHng 

w i t h a s ing le p a r e n t c r e a t i n g a ma l e p r o g e n y in a n o n - s e x u a l w a y ; in both 

cases , t h i s is fo l lowed b y the c rea t ion of a b r i d e , a female p a r t n e r . T h i s 

pa ra l l e l is c l e a r l y i n d i c a t e d in the nove l ' s e p i g r a p h , A d a m ' s compla in t to 

God: 

D i d I r e q u e s t thee . M a k e r , from m y c l a y 

To m o u l d M e m a n ? D i d I sol ici t thee 

F r o m d a r k n e s s to p romote m e ? 

{FaradLie Lost, X, 7 4 3 - 5 ) 

It is e a s y to note the p r o b l e m a t i c n a t u r e of th i s p a r a l l e l : 11 Vic to r is 

a s soc i a t ed w i t h God, h o w can he a l so be the P r o m e t h e a n r ebe l aga ins t 

God ( reca l l the nove l ' s subt i t le : ". . . or T h e M o d e r n P r o m e t h e u s " ) ? The 

a n s w e r s e e m s to be a s imple one, spe l led out b y S h e l l e y herself: V ic to r ' s 

sin is p r e c i s e l y tha t of p r e s u m p t i o n , ol " a c t i n g l ike God ," e n g a g i n g in an 

ac t of c rea t ion (of h u m a n life, the c r o w n of the d i v i n e c r e a t i o n ) w h i c h i s 

a n d should r e m a i n the e x c l u s i v e p r e r o g a t i v e of God; if m a n t r i e s to 

Imitate God a n d d o some th ing for w h i c h he l a c k s qua l i f i ca t ions , the resu l t 

c a n o n l y be m o n s t r o u s . . . 

T h e r e i s , h o w e v e r , a l so a different ( C h e s t e r t o n i a n ) r e a d i n g : t he r e is no 

p r o b l e m here , V ic to r is " l i k e G o d " p r e c i s e l y w h e n he commi t s the 

u l t ima t e c r i m i n a l t r a n s g r e s s i o n a n d confronts the ho r ro r of i ts conse 

q u e n c e s , s ince God ut aLw the greatest Rebel—against himself, u l t ima t e ly . 

T h e King of the u n i v e r s e i s the s u p r e m e c r imina l Anarch i s t . L i k e Victor , 

in c r e a t i n g man , God commi t t ed the s u p r e m e c r i m e of a i m i n g too h i g h — 

of c r e a t i n g a c r e a t u r e " in h i s o w n i m a g e , " n e w sp i r i t i a l life, p r e c i s e l y l i ke 

t o d a y ' s sc ien t i s t s w h o d r e a m of c r e a t i n g an a r t i f i c i a l ly in te l l igen t l i v ing 

be ing ; no w o n d e r tha t h i s o w n c r e a t u r e e s c a p e d h i s cont ro l a n d t u r n e d 

a g a i n s t h im. S o w h a t if the dea th of C h r i s t (of h imse l f ) is the p r i c e God 

h a s to p a y for h i s c r i m e ? 

It is p r e c i s e l y w i t h i n the d o m a i n of e c o l o g y tha t one can d r a w the l ine 

tha t s e p a r a t e s the po l i t i c s of e m a n c i p a t o r y t e r ro r from the po l i t i cs of fear 

at i ts pu res t . B y far the p r e d o m i n a n t ve r s ion of e c o l o g y is the e c o l o g y of 

fear, fear of a c a t a s t r o p h e — h u m a n - m a d e or n a t u r a l — t h a t m a y d e e p l y 

p e r t u r b , de s t roy even , h u m a n c iv i l iza t ion , fear tha t p u s h e s u s to p l a n 
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m e a s u r e s to p ro tec t our safety . Th i s t e a r a n d pe s s imi sm a r e a s a r u l e fake , 

a s po in ted out b y H a n s - G e o r g G a d a m e r : " T h e pess imis t is d i s i n g e n u o u s 

b e c a u s e he is t r y i n g to t r i ck h imse l f w i t h h is o w n g r u m b h n g . P r e c i s e l y 

w h i l e ac t i ng the pess imis t , he s e c r e t l y hopes tha t e v e r y t h i n g w i l l not tu rn 

out a s b a d a s he f ea r s . " D o e s the s a m e tens ion b e t w e e n the e n u n c i a t e d 

a n d the pos i t ion of enunc i a t i on not c h a r a c t e r i z e t o d a y ' s eco log ica l 

pess imism; the m o r e those w h o p red ic t a ca t a s t rophe insis t on it, the 

m o r e t h e y s e c r e t l y hope the ca t a s t rophe w i l l not o c c u r ? 

T h e first t h ing tha t s t r i kes the e y e a p r o p o s th is fear is the w a y it 

r e m a i n s cond i t ioned b y ideo log ica l t r e n d s . T w o d e c a d e s a g o , e v e r y o n e , 

e s p e c i a l l y in Europe , w a s t a l k i n g abou t Waßdterben, the d y i n g of the 

forests; the top ic w a s p r e sen t on the c o v e r s of all p o p u l a r w e e k l i e s — n o w 

it h a s a lmos t d i s a p p e a r e d . A l t h o u g h c o n c e r n s abou t g loba l w a r m i n g 

e x p l o d e from t ime to t ime a n d a r e g a i n i n g more a n d more scient i f ic 

c red ib i l i ty , e c p l o g y a s an o r g a n i z e d socio-pol i t ica l m o v e m e n t h a s to a 

l a r g e d e g r e e d i s a p p e a r e d . F u r t h e r m o r e , e c o l o g y often l ends i tself to 

ideo log ica l mys t i f i ca t ions ; a s a p r e t ex t for N e w A g e o b s c u r a n t i s m s 

( p r a i s i n g p r e - m o d e r n " p a r a d i g m s , " a n d so for th) , or for neo-co lon ia l i sm 

(F i r s t W o r l d c o m p l a i n t s that the fast d e v e l o p m e n t of T h i r d W o r l d 

coun t r i e s l i ke B r a z i l or C h i n a th rea t ens u s al l — " b y d e s t r o y i n g the 

A m a z o n ra infores ts , the B r a z i l i a n s a r e k i l l i n g the l u n g s of our E a r t h " ) , 

o r a s an hono rab l e c a u s e for " l i be ra l c o m m u n i s t s " ( b u y g r e e n , r e c y c l e . . . 

a s if t a k i n g e c o l o g y into a c c o u n t jus t i f ies cap i t a l i s t e x p l o i t a t i o n ) . 

T h i s e c o l o g y of fear h a s e v e r y c h a n c e of d e v e l o p i n g into the p r e 

d o m i n a n t form of i d e o l o g y of g loba l cap i t a l i sm, a n e w o p i u m for the 

m a s s e s r e p l a c i n g dec l i n ing re l ig ion ; it t a k e s over the old r e l ig ion ' s 

f undamen ta l function, that of h a v i n g an u n q u e s t i o n a b l e a u t h o r i t y w h i c h 

c a n impose l imi t s . T h e lesson th i s e c o l o g y is c o n s t a n t l y h a m m e r i n g a w a y 

a t is our finitude: w e a r e not C a r t e s i a n sub jec t s e x t r a c t e d from rea l i ty , w e 

a r e finite b e m g s e m b e d d e d in a b iosphe re w h i c h v a s t l y t r a n s c e n d s o u r 

hor izon . In our explo i ta t ion of na tu ra l r e sou rces , w e a r e b o r r o w i n g from 

the future, so w e shou ld s tar t t r e a t i ng o u r Ea r th w i t h respect , a s some

th ing tha t is u l t i m a t e l y S a c r e d , some th ing tha t should not be to ta l ly 

u n v e i l e d , tha t shou ld a n d wi l l forever r e m a i n a M y s t e r y , a p o w e r w e 

shou ld trust , not domina t e . W h i l e w e canno t ga in full m a s t e r y ove r o u r 

b iosphe re , it is u n f o r t u n a t e l y in our p o w e r to de ra i l it, to d i s tu rb its 

b a l a n c e so tha t it w i l l r u n a m o k , w i p i n g us a w a y in the p rocess . Th i s is 

w h y , a l t h o u g h eco log is t s a r e a l l the t ime d e m a n d i n g tha t w e r a d i c a l l y 

c h a n g e our w a y of life, u n d e r l y i n g th is d e m a n d is i ts opposi te , a d e e p 
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d i s t rus t of c h a n g e , of deve lopmen t , of p r o g r e s s : e v e r y rad ica l c h a n g e can 

h a v e the u n i n t e n d e d c o n s e q u e n c e of t r i g g e r i n g a ca t a s t rophe . 

It is th is d i s t rus t w h i c h m a k e s e c o l o g y the idea l c a n d i d a t e for the 

h e g e m o n i c i deo logy , s ince it echoes the an t i - to t a l i t a r i an pos t -pol i t ica l 

d i s t rus t of l a r g e co l lec t ive ac t s . O n e of the most effective fictional 

ve r s i ons of th is d i s t rus t is S t e p h e n F r y ' s Making Hutory, abou t a 

sc ient is t t r a u m a t i z e d b y Hi t l e r a n d the N a z i c r i m e s w h o , in the 1950s, 

d i scove r s a w a y to c ross the t ime ba r r i e r a n d i n t e rvene in the pas t in a 

l imi ted w a y . H e d e c i d e s to c h a n g e the chemica l composi t ion of the s t ream 

from w h i c h the v i l l a g e of Hi t l e r ' s p a r e n t s w a s ge t t i ng w a t e r , so tha t it 

r e n d e r s w o m e n infert i le; the e x p e r i m e n t s u c c e e d s a n d Hi t l e r is not born. 

H o w e v e r , w h e n w e swi t ch into the a l t e rna t e rea l i ty , the sc ient is t d i s 

cove r s w i t h ho r ro r w h a t he h a s c a u s e d : i n s t ead of Hi t ler , a more 

in te l l igen t u p p e r - c l a s s h i g h - r a n k i n g officer led the N a z i s to v ic tory , 

the N a z i s w i n the w a r and k i l l m a n y more J e w s than p e r i s h e d in the 

Holocaus t , even ob l i t e ra t ing the m e m o r y of the i r act . The sc ient is t spends 

the res t ol h is life t r y i n g to i n t e r v e n e a g a i n in the p a s t in o r d e r to u n d o the 

r e su l t s of h i s first in te rven t ion a n d to r e tu rn us to the good old w o r l d w i t h 

Hi t l e r . . . 

S u c h d i s t rus t w a s g i v e n a n e w i m p e t u s b y b iogene t i c s , w h i c h is on the 

v e r g e of a c ruc i a l b r e a k t h r o u g h . U p unti l now, gene t i c i s t s w e r e 

confined to 

t i n k e r i n g and t w e a k i n g w h a t n a t u r e h a s a l r e a d y p r o d u c e d — t a k i n g a 

g e n e from a b a c t e r i u m , say , and in se r t i ng it in to the c h r o m o s o m e of 

corn or p i g s . W h a t w e ' r e t a l k i n g abou t is p r o d u c i n g life tha t i s w h o l l y 

n e w — not in a n y w a y a gene t i c d e s c e n d a n t of the p r imord i a l M o t h e r 

Ce l l . T h e in i t ia l m e m b e r s of e a c h n e w l y c r e a t e d b r e e d wi l l h a v e no 

ances to r s a t a l l . 

T h e g e n o m e i tself of the o r g a n i s m w i l l be a r t i f i c ia l ly p u t toge ther : first, 

i n d i v i d u a l b io logica l b u i l d i n g b l o c k s a r e to be fabr ica ted ; then , t h e y a re to 

be c o m b i n e d in an e n t i r e l y n e w syn the t i c se l f - rep l ica t ing o r g a n i s m . 

Sc i en t i s t s d e s i g n a t e th is n e w life-form a s "Life 2 . 0 , " a n d w h a t is so 

unse t t l ing abou t it i s tha t " n a t u r a l " life i tself b e c o m e s t h e r e b y "Li fe 

1.0" —it r e t roac t ive ly loses i ts spon t aneous -na tu r a l cha rac t e r , b e c o m i n g 

one in the se r ies of syn the t i c pro jec ts . Th i s is w h a t the "end of n a t u r e " 

m e a n s : syn the t i c life is not j u s t s u p p l e m e n t i n g na tu ra l life, it t u rn s na tu ra l 

life i tself into a (confused, imper fec t ) spec ies of syn the t i c life. 
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T h e p rospec t s a re , of course , b r e a t h t a k i n g : from m i c r o o r g a n i s m s 

w h i c h de tec t c a n c e r ce l l s a n d e l imina te them, to w h o l e " f ac to r i e s " w h i c h 

t rans form so la r e n e r g y into u sab l e fuel, f i o w e v e r , the m a i n l imi ta t ion of 

th i s e n d e a v o r is no less obv ious : the D N A of ex i s t i ng n a t u r a l o r g a n i s m s is 

" a mess of o v e r l a p p i n g s e g m e n t s a n d j u n k tha t h a s no p u r p o s e sc ien t i s t s 

c an fa thom," so w h e n gene t i c i s t s t i n k e r w i t h th is mess , t h e y canno t e v e r 

be su re not o n l y of the ou tcome, but a l so of how, e x a c t l y , th i s ou tcome 

w a s g e n e r a t e d — t h e log ica l conc lus ion is t h u s to t r y to " b u i l d n e w 

b io log ica l s y s t e m s ; s y s t e m s tha t a re e a s i e r to u n d e r s t a n d b e c a u s e w e 

m a d e t h e m tha t w a y . " f i o w e v e r , th is p ro jec t w i l l w o r k o n l y if w e fully 

accep t the thes i s tha t "at l eas t 9 0 pe rcen t of the h u m a n g e n o m e is ' j unk 

D N A ' tha t h a s no c l e a r funct ion." (The main function e n v i s a g e d b y 

sc ient is ts is tha t the j u n k se rves a s a g u a r a n t e e a g a i n s t the d a n g e r of 

c o p y i n g m i s t a k e s , a k i n d of b a c k - u p c o p y . ) O n l y in th i s case w e can 

expec t a p ro jec t of ge t t i ng r id of the r epe t i t ious " j u n k " a n d g e n e r a t i n g the 

o r g a n i s m o n l y from its " p u r e " g e n e t i c fo rmula to w o r k . W h a t if, h o w e v e r , 

the " j u n k " does p l a y a c ruc ia l role, u n k n o w n to u s b e c a u s e w e a r e u n a b l e 

to g r a s p a l l the h i g h e r - l e v e l c o m p l e x i t y of the in te rac t ion of g e n e s w h i c h 

c a n o n l y a c c o u n t for how, out of a l imi t ed (f ini te) set of e l emen t s , a n 

" in f in i t e" ( se l f - r e l a t ing ) o r g a n i c s t ruc tu re a r i s e s a s an " e m e r g e n t p r o p 

e r t y " ? 

Those w h o a r e opposed most fe roc ious ly to this p rospec t a re r e l i g ious 

l e a d e r s a n d e nv i r on men ta l i s t s — for both, t he re is some th ing of a t r a n s 

g ress ion , of e n t e r i n g a p roh ib i t ed domain , in th is i d e a of c r e a t i n g a n e w 

form of life from scra tch , from the zero-point . A n d th i s b r i n g s u s b a c k to 

the notion of e c o l o g y a s the n e w o p i u m of the masse s ; the u n d e r l y i n g 

m e s s a g e is a g a i n a d e e p l y conse rva t ive one — a n y c h a n g e can o n l y be a 

c h a n g e for the w o r s e : 

B e h i n d m u c h of the r e s i s t ance to the not ion of syn the t i c life is the 

in tu i t ion that n a t u r e (or God) c rea t ed the bes t of poss ib le w o r l d s . 

C h a r l e s D a r w i n b e l i e v e d that the m y r i a d d e s i g n s of na tu re ' s c r ea t ions 

a r e pe r fec t ly honed to do w h a t e v e r t h e y a r e m e a n t to do —^be it a n i m a l s 

tha t see , hear , s ing, s w i m or fly, or p l an t s tha t feed on the sun ' s r a y s , 

e x u d i n g b r i g h t floral co lours to a t t r ac t pol l ina tors . ' 

Th i s re fe rence to D a r w i n Is d e e p l y m i s l e a d i n g : the u l t ima t e lesson of 

D a r w i n i s m is the e x a c t opposi te , n a m e l y tha t n a t u r e t i n k e r s and im

provises , w i t h g r e a t losses and ca t a s t rophes a c c o m p a n y i n g e v e r ) ' l imi ted 
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succes s — is the fact tha t 9 0 p e r c e n t of the h u m a n g e n o m e is " j u n k D N A " 

w i t h no c l e a r function not the u l t ima te proof? C o n s e q u e n t l y , the first 

lesson to be d r a w n is the one r e p e a t e d l y m a d e b y S t e p h e n J a y Gould : the 

u t t e r c o n t i n g e n c y of o u r ex i s t ence . T h e r e is no Evolu t ion: ca ta s t rophes , 

b r o k e n equ i l i b r i a , a r e pa r t of n a t u r a l h is tory ; a t n u m e r o u s po in t s in the 

pas t , life cou ld h a v e t a k e n a tu rn in an en t i r e ly different d i rec t ion . The 

m a i n source of o u r e n e r g y (o i l ) is the resu l t of a pas t c a t a c l y s m of 

u n i m a g i n a b l e d imens ions . 

A l o n g t h e s e l i ne s , " t e r r o r " m e a n s a c c e p t i n g the fact of the u t t e r 

g r o u n d l e s s n e s s of o u r e x i s t e n c e : t h e r e is no firm founda t ion , p l a c e of 

r e t r ea t , on w h i c h one c a n s a f e ly coun t . It m e a n s fu l ly a c c e p t i n g tha t 

" n a t u r e d o e s not e x i s t , " in o the r w o r d s , fu l ly c o n s u m m a t i n g the g a p 

tha t s e p a r a t e s the l i f e -wor ld no t ion of n a t u r e a n d the sc ient i f ic not ion 

of n a t u r a l r e a l i t y : " n a t u r e " ijua the d o m a i n of b a l a n c e d r ep roduc t ion , of 

o r g a n i c d e p l o y m e n t in to w h i c h humani ty ' i n t e r v e n e s w i t h i ts hubr i s , 

b r u t a l l y t h r o w i n g i ts c i r c u l a r mot ion off the r a i l s , is m a n ' s fantasy; 

n a t u r e is a l r e a d y in i tself " s econd n a t u r e , " i ts b a l a n c e is a l w a y s 

s e c o n d a r y , an a t t empt to b r i n g into ex i s t ence a " h a b i t " tha t w o u l d 

res tore some o r d e r after ca t a s t roph ic in te r rup t ions . ' The l esson to be 

ful ly e n d o r s e d is thus that of a n e n v i r o n m e n t a l sc ient is t w h o c o m e s to 

the conc lus ion that , w h i l e one canno t be su re w h a t the u l t ima t e resu l t of 

h u m a n i t y ' s i n t e rven t ions in the g e o s p h e r e w i l l be , one th ing is su re : if 

h u m a n i t y w e r e to a b r u p t l y s top i ts i m m e n s e i ndus t r i a l a c t i v i t y a n d let 

n a t u r e on Ear th t a k e i ts b a l a n c e d course , the resu l t w o u l d be a total 

b r e a k d o w n , an u n i m a g i n a b l e ca t a s t rophe . " N a t u r e " on Ea r th is a l r e a d y 

so " a d a p t e d " to h u m a n in te rven t ions , h u m a n "pol lu t ion " is a l r e a d y so 

c o m p l e t e l y i n c l u d e d in the s h a k y a n d fragi le b a l a n c e of "na tu ra l " 

r e p r o d u c t i o n on Ear th , tha t i ts cessa t ion w o u l d c a u s e a ca t a s t roph ic 

i m b a l a n c e . Th i s is w h a t it m e a n s to s a y tha t h u m a n i t y h a s n o w h e r e to 

r e t r ea t to; not o n l y is t he re no "b ig O t h e r " ( se l f -conta ined s y m b o l i c 

o r d e r a s the u l t ima t e g u a r a n t e e of M e a n i n g ) ; t he r e is a lso no Nature qua 

b a l a n c e d o rde r of se l f - reproduc t ion w h o s e homeos ta s i s is d i s tu rbed , 

n u d g e d off course , b y u n b a l a n c e d h u m a n in te rven t ions . No t o n l y is the 

b ig O t h e r " b a r r e d , " bu t N a t u r e too is b a r r e d . O n e shou ld thus b e c o m e 

a w a r e not o n l y of the l imi ta t ion of the i d e o l o g y of p rog re s s , b u t a lso of 

the l imi ta t ion of the B e n j a m i n i a n not ion of the revolu t ion a s a p p l y i n g 

the e m e r g e n c y b r a k e on the r u n a w a y t r a in of p r o g r e s s : it is too la te for 

tha t too. 

In h is Reflectwnj at the Edge of Afkja, Pa l l S k u l a s o n repor t s h o w he w a s 
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affected b y Ask ja , a v o l c a n i c l ake a n d v a l l e y in the m i d d l e of I ce land , 

s u r r o u n d e d b y s n o w - c o v e r e d m o u n t a i n s : 

A s k j a is the s y m b o l of ob jec t ive r ea l i ty , i n d e p e n d e n t of all thought , 

be l ie f a n d express ion , i n d e p e n d e n t of h u m a n ex i s t ence . It is a u n i q u e 

n a t u r a l sy s t em, w i t h i n w h i c h m o u n t a i n s , l a k e s a n d s k y c o n v e r g e in a 

v o l c a n i c c ra t e r . Ask ja , in short , s y m b o l i z e s the ea r th itself; it is the 

ea r th a s it w a s , is , a n d w i l l be , tor a s l ong a s this p l a n e t con t inues to 

orbi t in space , w h a t e v e r w e do and w h e t h e r or not w e a r e he re on th is 

ea r th . [. . . ] C o m i n g to A s k j a is l i ke coming to the e a r t h i tself for the 

first t ime; f ind ing one ' s e a r t h l y grounding .^^ 

Gi l les D e l e u z e often p l a y e d w i t h the mot i f of how, in b e c o m i n g post-

h u m a n , w e shou ld l e a r n to p r ac t i c e " a pe rcep t ion a s it w a s before m e n (or 

af ter ) [. . . ] r e l e a s e d from the i r h u m a n coordinates" ;^^ S k u l a s o n s eems to 

be d e s c r i b i n g j u s t such an e x p e r i e n c e , the e x p e r i e n c e of sub t r ac t i ng 

onese l f from the i m m e d i a t e immers ion in to the s u r r o u n d i n g w o r l d of 

objec ts w h i c h a r e " r e a d y - a t - h a n d , " m o m e n t s of our e n g a g e d re l a t ionsh ip 

w i t h r e a l i t y — o r is h e ? Le t u s t a k e a c loser look a t w h a t k i n d of 

e x p e r i e n c e he is r e n d e r i n g : 

the w o r l d s u d d e n l y s t r i kes u s in such a w a y that r e a l i t y p r e s e n t s i tself 

a s a s e a m l e s s w h o l e . The ques t ion tha t t hen a r i s e s c o n c e r n s the w o r l d 

i tself a n d the r e a l i t y that it o rde r s into a to ta l i ty . Is the w o r l d r e a l l y a 

uni f ied t o t a l i t y? Isn't r e a l i t y j u s t an inf in i te ly v a r i e g a t e d mani fo ld of 

p a r t i c u l a r p h e n o m e n a ? 

O n e should be H e g e l i a n he re : w h a t if th is v e r y e x p e r i e n c e of r e a l i t y a s a 

s e a m l e s s W h o l e is a v io lent imposi t ion of ours , s o m e t h i n g w e "pro jec t 

onto i t " ( to u se th is o ld i n a p p r o p r i a t e t e r m ) in o r d e r to a v o i d d i r e c t l y 

confront ing the to t a l ly m e a n i n g l e s s " in f in i t e ly v a r i e g a t e d mani fo ld of 

p a r t i c u l a r p h e n o m e n a " ( w h a t A l a i n B a d i o u ca l l s the p r i m o r d i a l mul t i 

p l i c i t y of B e i n g ) ? S h o u l d w e not a p p l y he re the f u n d a m e n t a l lesson of 

Kan t ' s t r a n s c e n d e n t a l i d ea l i sm: the w o r l d a s a W h o l e is not a Th ing - in -

i t s e l f it is m e r e l y a r e g u l a t i v e I d e a of our mind , some th ing our m ind 

i m p o s e s on the r a w m u l t i t u d e of sensa t ions in o r d e r to be ab l e to 

e x p e r i e n c e it a s a w e l l - o r d e r e d mean ingfu l W h o l e ? T h e p a r a d o x is tha t 

the v e r y In-itself of N a t u r e a s a W h o l e i n d e p e n d e n t of u s is the resu l t of 

o u r ( sub j ec t i ve ) " syn the t i c a c t i v i t y " — d o S k u l a s o n ' s o w n w o r d s , if w e 
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r e a d tKem c lose ly ( i .e . , l i t e r a l l y ) , not a l r e a d y point in th is d i r e c t i o n ? 

" A s k j a is u s e d in th is text a s the s y m b o l of a u n i q u e a n d impor tan t 

e x p e r i e n c e of the w o r l d a n d i ts i nhab i t an t s . T h e r e a r e n u m e r o u s o ther 

s y m b o l s w h i c h men use to t a lk abou t the t h i n g s tha t ma t t e r most."^*" So , 

e x a c t l y a s is the case w i th the Kant ian S u b l i m e , the un fa thomab le 

p r e s e n c e of r a w Na tu re - in - i t s e l f is r e d u c e d to a ma te r i a l p r e t e x t ( r ep l ac -

ab l e w i t h o the r s ) for " a u n i q u e a n d impor t an t e x p e r i e n c e , " W h y is th is 

e x p e r i e n c e n e c e s s a r y ? 

To l ive , to be ab l e to exis t , the m i n d mus t c o n n e c t i tself w i t h some k i n d 

of o rder . It m u s t a p p r e h e n d r e a l i t y a s an i n d e p e n d e n t w h o l e [. . . ] and 

m u s t b ind i tself in a s tab le fashion to ce r t a in fea tures of w h a t w e call 

r ea l i ty . It canno t b i n d i tself to the o r d i n a r y w o r l d of e v e r y d a y 

e x p e r i e n c e , e x c e p t b y t a k i n g it on faith that r e a l i t y forms an object ive 

w h o l e , a w h o l e w h i c h ex i s t s i n d e p e n d e n t l y of the mind . The mind 

l ives , a n d w e l ive , in a r e l a t ionsh ip of faith w i t h r e a l i t y itself. Th i s 

r e l a t ionsh ip is l i k e w i s e one of conf idence in a d e t a c h e d rea l i ty , a r ea l i ty 

w h i c h is different a n d other than the mind . W e l ive a n d ex i s t in this 

r e l a t ionsh ip of conf idence , w h i c h i s a l w a y s b y i t s na tu re u n c e r t a i n and 

i n secu re . [. . . ] [ T ] h e r e l a t ionsh ip of conf idence [. . . ] is o r ig ina l ly , a n d 

t ru ly , a l w a y s a r e l a t ionsh ip w i t h r e a l i t y a s a n a t u r a l to ta l i ty : as 

Nature .^^ 

O n e shou ld note here the re f ined a n a l y s i s of the tension b e t w e e n the 

i n h a b i t a b l e a n d the u n i n h a b i t a b l e : in o rde r to i n h a b i t a smal l pa r t of 

r e a l i t y that a p p e a r s w i t h i n o u r hor izon of m e a n i n g , w e h a v e to pre

suppose tha t Real i ly- in- i t se l f , "different and o ther than the m i n d , " w h i c h 

su s t a in s our w o r l d is pa r t of r e a l i t y a s an o r d e r e d a n d s e a m l e s s W h o l e . In 

short, w e h a v e to h a v e faith and conf idence in R e a l i t y : na tu re - in - i t se l f is 

not m e r e l y a m e a n i n g l e s s compos i te of mu l t ip l e s , it is N a t u r e . W h a t , 

h o w e v e r , if th i s r e l a t ionsh ip of faith in N a t u r e , in the p r i m o r d i a l h a r m o n y 

b e t w e e n m i n d a n d rea l i ty , is the most e l e m e n t a r y form of i dea l i sm, of 

r e l i a n c e on the b ig O t h e r ? W h a t if the t rue ma te r i a l i s t posi t ion s tar ts 

(and , in a w a y , e n d s ) w i t h the a c c e p t a n c e of the In-i tself a s a m e a n i n g l e s s 

chao t ic man i fo ld? O n e is t empted he re to tu rn a g a i n to I ce l and ' s u n i q u e 

n a t u r a l l a n d s c a p e : the magn i f i cen t m i s t y - g r e e n coas ta l p la in in the south, 

s ca t t e red w i t h l a r g e r o c k s cove red w i t h w e t g r e e n - b r o w n moss , cannot 

b u t a p p e a r a s na tu re r u n amok , full of pa tho log ica l c a n c e r o u s p ro tuber 

a n c e s — w h a t if th is is m u c h c loser to "na ture- in- i t se l f" than the sub l ime 
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i m a g e s of s e a m l e s s W h o l e s ? Indeed , w h a t w e need is an ecology without 

nature: the u l t ima te obs tac le to p ro tec t ing na tu re is the v e r y notion of 

n a t u r e w e r e l y on.' 

T h e t rue source of our p r o b l e m s is not " the most s igni f icant even t to 

affect W e s t e r n c u l t u r e d u r i n g r ecen t c e n t u r i e s , " n a m e l y the " b r e a k d o w n 

of the r e l a t i onsh ip b e t w e e n m a n and nature,"'^'^ the r e t r ea t of the 

re la t ionsh ip of t rust . O n the con t r a ry : th is v e r y " r e l a t ionsh ip of faith 

w i t h r e a l i t y i tself" is the m a i n obs tac le that p r e v e n t s u s from confront ing 

the eco log ica l c r i s i s a t i ts most r a d i c a l . Tha t is to say , w i t h r e g a r d to the 

p rospec t s of an eco log ica l ca ta s t rophe , it is too e a s y to a t t r ibu te our 

d i sbe l ie f in it to the i m p r e g n a t i o n of our m i n d s b y scient if ic Ideology, 

w h i c h l e a d s u s to d i s m i s s the sane c o n c e r n s of our common reason , 

n a m e l y , the g u t sense w h i c h te l l s u s tha t some th ing is f u n d a m e n t a l l y 

w r o n g w i t h the sc ien t i f i c - technolog ica l a t t i tude . T h e p rob lem is m u c h 

d e e p e r . It r e s ides in the u n r e l i a b i l i t y of our c o m m o n sense rtself w h i c h , 

h a b i t u a t e d a s it is to our o r d i n a r y l i fe -wor ld , finds it difficult to r e a l l y 

accep t tha t the flow of e v e r y d a y r e a l i t y c an be p e r t u r b e d . O u r a t t i tude 

he re is tha t of the fet ishist ic spli t : "I k n o w v e r y w e l l ( tha t g l o b a l w a r m i n g 

is a t h r ea t to the en t i re h u m a n i t y ) , b u t none the l e s s . . . ( I cannot r e a l l y 

be l i eve i t ) . It is e n o u g h to see the n a t u r a l w o r l d to w h i c h m y m i n d is 

connec ted : g r e e n g r a s s a n d t rees , t he s i g h i n g of the b r eeze , the r i s i ng of 

the sun . . . c a n one r e a l l y i m a g i n e tha t al l th i s w i l l be d i s t u r b e d ? Y o u t a lk 

abou t the ozone hole — bu t no m a t t e r h o w m u c h I l ook rnto the s k y , I 

don ' t see it — a l l I see is the sky , b l u e or g r e y ! " 

T h e p r o b l e m is t h u s tha t w e can r e l y ne i t he r on the scient i f ic m i n d nor 

on our common s e n s e — t h e y both m u t u a l l y re inforce e a c h o ther ' s b l i nd 

nes s . The scient i f ic m i n d a d v o c a t e s a co ld objec t ive a p p r a i s a l of d a n g e r s 

a n d r i sk s i n v o l v e d w h e r e no s u c h app ra i s a l is r e a l l y possrble, w h i l e 

c o m m o n sense finds it h a r d to a c c e p t tha t a ca t a s t rophe can r e a l l y occur . 

T h e difficult e th ica l t a s k is t h u s to " u n - l e a r n " the most ba s i c coo rd ina t e s 

of our i m m e r s i o n into o u r l i f e -wor ld : w h a t u s u a l l y sein^ed a s the r e c o u r s e 

to W i s d o m (bas i c t rus t in the b a c k g r o u n d coo rd ina t e s of our w o r l d ) is 

n o w the sou rce of d a n g e r . W e shou ld r e a l l y " g r o w u p " a n d l ea rn to cu t 

th is u l t ima te u m b i l i c a l c o r d to o u r l i fe -sphere . T h e p r o b l e m w i t h the 

s c i e n c e - a n d - t e c h n o l o g y a t t i t ude is not its d e t a c h m e n t from our l i fe -wor ld , 

b u t the a b s t r a c t c h a r a c t e r of th is d e t a c h m e n t w h i c h c o m p e l s the sc i ence -

a n d - t e c h n o l o g y a t t i tude to c o m b i n e i tself w i t h the w o r s t e l emen t s of o u r 

l i f e -wor ld immers ion . S c i e n t i s t s p e r c e i v e t h e m s e l v e s a s ra t ional , a b l e to 

a p p r a i s e po ten t ia l r i s k s ob jec t ive ly ; for them, the o n l y u n p r e d i c t a b l e -

445 
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i r ra t iona l e l emen t s a r e the pan i c r eac t ions of the u n e d u c a t e d masse s ; w i t h 

o r d m a i y people , a smal l a n d con t ro l l ab le r i sk can s p r e a d a n d t r i g g e r 

g loba l pan i c , s ince t h e y project onto the s i tua t ion the i r d i s a v o w e d fears 

a n d fantas ies . W h a t sc ient i s t s a r e u n a b l e to p e r c e i v e is the " i r r a t i ona l , " 

i n a d e q u a t e , n a t u r e of the i r o w n "co ld a n d d i s t a n c e d " a p p r a i s a l . Con

t e m p o r a r y sc ience s e rves t w o p r o p e r l y ideological n eeds , "for hope a n d 

c e n s o r s h i p , " w h i c h w e r e t r a d i t i o n a l l y t a k e n c a r e of b y re l ig ion : 

sc ience a lone h a s the p o w e r to s i l ence he re t i c s . T o d a y it is the on ly 

ins t i tu t ion that can c l a i m au tho r i t y . L i k e the C h u r c h in the past , it h a s 

the p o w e r to des t roy , or m a r g i n a l i z e , i n d e p e n d e n t t h i n k e r s . [. . . ] 

F rom the s t andpo in t of a n y o n e w h o v a l u e s f reedom of thought , this 

m a y be unfor tuna te , b u t it is u n d o u b t e d l y the chief source of sc ience ' s 

appea l . For us , s c i ence is a refuge from u n c e r t a i n t i e s , p r o m i s i n g — and 

in some m e a s u r e de l iver ing—-the m i r a c l e of f reedom from thought , 

w h i l e c h u r c h e s h a v e b e c o m e s a n c t u a r i e s for doubt . 

Indeed , a s N ie t z sche p u t it more than a c e n t u r y a g o : "Oh, h o w m u c h is 

t o d a y h i d d e n b y s c i e n c e ! Oh, h o w m u c h it is e x p e c t e d to hide! '"^ ' 

H o w e v e r , w e a r e not t a l k i n g he re a b o u t sc ience a s such , so the i d e a 

of s c i ence su s t a in ing " f reedom from t h o u g h t " is not a va r i a t ion on 

H e i d e g g e r ' s not ion tha t " sc i ence doesn ' t t h i n k . " W e a r e t a l k i n g abou t 

the w a y sc ience funct ions a s a social force, a s an ideo log ica l ins t i tu t ion: at 

th is leve l , i ts funct ion is to p r o v i d e ce r t a in ty , to be a point of re fe rence on 

w h i c h one can re ly , and to p rov ide hope ( n e w t echno log ica l inven t ions 

w i l l he lp u s a g a i n s t d i s eases , a n d so o n ) . In th is d imens ion , s c i ence is — in 

L a c a n i a n t e r m s — u n i v e r s i t y d i s cou r se a t its pures t , S 2 ( k n o w l e d g e ) 

w h o s e " t r u th " is S i ( M a s t e r - S l g n i f i e r , p o w e r ) . T h e p a r a d o x effect ively 

is that , t oday , sc ience p r o v i d e s the s e c u r i t y w h i c h w a s once g u a r a n t e e d 

b y re l ig ion , and , in a c u r i o u s invers ion , r e l ig ion is one of the poss ib le 

p l a c e s from w h i c h one can d e v e l o p c r i t i ca l doub t s a b o u t c o n t e m p o r a r y 

soc ie ty (one of the "s i tes of r e s i s t a n c e , " a s it w e r e ) . 

L o u i s Dumont'*^ no ted the p a r a d o x of cogni t iv i s t r educ t i on -na tu r a l i 

zat ion: m a n finally m a s t e r of himself, r e c r e a t i n g h is o w n g e n o m e —but 

who is the a g e n t h e r e ? T h e b l ind c i r cu i t of n e u r o n s ? H e r e the tens ion 

b e t w e e n the e n u n c i a t e d con ten t a n d the posi t ion of enunc i a t i on ( w h a t 

F o u c a u l t r e fe r red to a s the " t r a n s c e n d e n t a l - e m p i r i c a l d o u b l e t " ) is p u s h e d 

to an e x t r e m e point : the m o r e the e n u n c i a t e d conten t is l imi ted to an 

objec t ive ma te r i a l p rocess , the more the posi t ion of enunc i a t i on is 
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The ujes and miéiuteé of Heidegger 

W h a t the e c o l o g y of fear obfusca tes is t h u s a far m o r e r a d i c a l d imens ion 

of te r ror . T o d a y , w i t h the p rospec t of the b iogene t i c m a n i p u l a t i o n of 

h u m a n p h y s i c a l and p s y c h i c fea tures , the notion of " d a n g e r " i n sc r ibed 

into m o d e r n t echno logy , e l a b o r a t e d b y H e i d e g g e r , b e c o m e s a common

p l a c e . H e i d e g g e r e m p h a s i z e s h o w the t rue d a n g e r is not the p h y s i c a l self-

des t ruc t ion of h u m a n i t y , the th rea t that some th ing w i l l g o t e r r i b l y w r o n g 

w i t h b iogene t i c in t e rven t ions , but , p rec i se ly , tha t nothing w i l l go w r o n g , 

tha t g e n e t i c m a n i p u l a t i o n wi l l funct ion s m o o t h l y — a t this point , the c i rc le 
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r e d u c e d to a pure cogita, the vo id of an e m p t y subject . T h i s b r i n g s u s to the 

p r o b l e m of free wi l l . Compa t ib i l i s t s such a s Dan ie l Dennett"*^ h a v e an 

e l e g a n t solut ion to the i ncompa t ib i l i s t s ' c o m p l a i n t s abou t d e t e r m i n i s m : 

w h e n incompa t ib i l i s t s compla in that our f reedom canno t be c o m b i n e d 

w i t h the fact tha t a l l our ac t s a re pa r t of the g r e a t cha in of n a t u r a l 

de t e rmin i sm, t h e y sec re t l y m a k e an u n w a r r a n t e d onto logica l a s sumpt ion . 

First , t h e y a s s u m e tha t w e ( the Self, the free a g e n t ) s o m e h o w s tand outoide 

rea l i ty , a n d then go on to compla in h o w t h e y feel o p p r e s s e d b y the not ion 

tha t r e a l i t y w i t h its d e t e r m i n i s m cont ro ls t h e m to ta l ly . T h i s is w h a t is 

w r o n g w i t h the not ion of u s b e i n g " i m p r i s o n e d " b y the c h a i n s of n a t u r a l 

d e t e r m i n i s m : w e t h e r e b y obfuscate the fact that w e a r e o f r ea l i ty , tha t 

the (poss ib le , l o c a l ) conflict b e t w e e n our " f r ee" s t r iv ing a n d ex t e rna l 

r e a l i t y r es i s t ing it is a conflict i n h e r e n t to r e a l i t y itself. Tha t is to say , the re 

is no th ing " o p p r e s s i v e " or " c o n s t r a i n i n g " abou t the fact that our i nne r 

most s t r i v ings a r e ( p r e ) d e t e r m i n e d : w h e n w e feel t h w a r t e d in our free

dom b y the cons t r a in ing p r e s s u r e of ex t e rna l r ea l i ty , the re mus t be 

someth ing in us , some des i r e s , s t r iv ings , w h i c h a r e t h u s t h w a r t e d , a n d 

w h e r e shou ld these s t r i v ings come from if not from th is s a m e r e a l i t y ? O u r 

"free w i l l " does not in some m y s t e r i o u s w a y "d i s tu rb the n a t u r a l cour se of 

t h i n g s , " it IS p a r t a n d p a r c e l of th i s c o u r s e . For u s to be " t r u l y " a n d 

" r a d i c a l l y " free, th is w o u l d en ta i l the re be ing no pos i t ive content tha t w e 

w a n t to impose as o u r free ac t —i f w e w a n t no th ing " e x t e r n a l " a n d 

p a r t i c u l a r / g i v e n to d e t e r m i n e o u r behav io r , then " this w o u l d invo lve 

b e i n g free of e v e r y pa r t of ourse lves . " ' ' ' ' W h e n a de t e rmin i s t c l a i m s tha t 

o u r free cho ice is " d e t e r m i n e d , " th i s does not m e a n tha t o u r free w i l l is 

s o m e h o w cons t r a ined , that w e a r e forced to act agaitut o u r free will^— 

w h a t is " d e t e r m i n e d " is the v e r y t h ing that w e w a n t to do " f r ee ly , " tha t is , 

w i t h o u t b e i n g t h w a r t e d b y e x t e r n a l obs tac les . 
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w i l l , in a ce r ta in manne r , be c losed a n d the specif ic opennes s that 

c h a r a c t e r i z e s b e i n g - h u m a n abo l i shed . Tha t is to s a y , is the H e i d e g g e r i a n 

d a n g e r (Gefahr) not p r e c i s e l y the d a n g e r that the ont ic w i l l " s w a l l o w " the 

on to log ica l (w i th the r educ t ion of man , the da [ h e r e ] of B e i n g , to jus t 

ano the r object of s c i e n c e ) ? Do w e not e n c o u n t e r he re a g a i n the formula 

of the fear of the imposs ib le : w h a t w e fear is that that w h i c h cannot 

h a p p e n ( s ince the onto logica l d i m e n s i o n is i r r e d u c i b l e to the on t i c ) w i l l 

none the l e s s h a p p e n . . . 

The s a m e point is m a d e in a c r u d e r fashion b y c u l t u r a l c r i t i cs from 

F u k u y a m a a n d H a b e r m a s to Bi l l M c K i b b e n , w o r r i e d abou t h o w the 

la tes t techno-sc ient l f ic d e v e l o p m e n t s ( w h i c h po t en t i a l l y g i v e the h u m a n 

spec ie s the c a p a c i t y to r e d e s i g n a n d redef ine i tself) w i l l affect o u r be ing-

h u m a n — t h e cal l w e h e a r is bes t e n c a p s u l a t e d b y the t i t le of M c K i b b e n ' s 

book: " E n o u g h . " H u m a n i t y a s a co l lec t ive sub jec t h a s to set d o w n l imi ts 

a n d freely r e n o u n c e fur ther " p r o g r e s s " in this d i rec t ion . M c K i b b e n 

e n d e a v o r s to speci fy such l imi ts e m p i r i c a l l y : somat ic g e n e t i c t h e r a p y 

i s sti l l th i s s ide of the t ipp ing point , one c a n p r ac t i c e i t w i t h o u t l e a v i n g 

b e h i n d the w o r l d a s w e k n o w it, s ince it s i m p l y i nvo lves in te rven t ion in a 

b o d y formed in the old " n a t u r a l " w a y ; g e r m l i n e m a n i p u l a t i o n s l ie on the 

o ther s ide , in the w o r l d b e y o n d m e a n i n g . W h e n w e m a n i p u l a t e p s y c h i c 

and b o d i l y p rope r t i e s of i n d i v i d u a l s before t h e y a r e even conce ived , w e 

pass the th re sho ld into ful l - f ledged p l a n n i n g , t u r n i n g i n d i v i d u a l s into 

produc t s , p r e v e n t i n g them from e x p e r i e n c i n g t h e m s e l v e s a s r e spons ib le 

a g e n t s w h o h a v e to educa te / fo rm t h e m s e l v e s b y the effort of focus ing 

the i r w i l l , t hus ob ta in ing the sa t is fact ion of a c h i e v e m e n t —such ind iv i 

d u a l s no l o n g e r re la te to t h e m s e l v e s a s r e spons ib l e a g e n t s . . . 

T h e insuf f ic iency of th is r e a s o n i n g is doub le . Fairst , a s H e i d e g g e r w o u l d 

h a v e p u t It, the su rv iva l of the b e i n g - h u m a n of h u m a n s canno t d e p e n d on 

an ont ic dec i s ion of h u m a n s . Even if w e t ry to def ine the l imi t of the 

pe rmi s s ib l e in th i s w a y , the true catMtrophe hoj already taken place: w e 

a l r e a d y e x p e r i e n c e ou r se lve s a s in p r i nc ip l e m a n i p u l a b l e ; w e j u s t f ree ly 

r e n o u n c e the poss ib i l i ty of fully d e p l o y i n g th i s po ten t ia l . " In the tech

no log ica l age , w h a t ma t t e r s to us most is ge t t i ng the g r ea t e s t poss ib le u s e ' 

out of e v e r y t h i n g , "^^ D o e s th is not t h r o w a n e w l igh t on h o w eco log ica l 

conce rns , a t l eas t in the i r p r e d o m i n a n t mode , r e m a i n w i t h i n the hor izon 

of t e c h n o l o g y ? Is the point of u s i n g the r e s o u r c e s spa r ing ly , of r e c y c l i n g , 

a n d so forth, not p r e c i s e l y to m a x i m i z e the use of e v e r y t h i n g ? 

B u t the c ruc i a l poin t is that , w i t h b iogene t i c p l ann ing , not o n l y w i l l our 

u n i v e r s e of m e a n i n g d i s a p p e a r — in o ther w o r d s , not on ly a re the Utopian 
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desc r ip t ions of the d ig i t a l p a r a d i s e w r o n g , s ince t h e y i m p l y that m e a n i n g 

w i l l pe rs i s t —but the opposi te , n eg a t i v e , c r i t ica l desc r ip t ions of the 

" m e a n i n g l e s s " u n i v e r s e of t e chno log ica l se l f -manipu la t ion a lso fall v ic t im 

to a p e r s p e c t i v a l fa l lacy , for t h e y too m e a s u r e the future b y i n a d e q u a t e 

p r e s e n t - d a y s t a n d a r d s . Tha t is to say , the future of t echno log ica l self-

m a n i p u l a t i o n o n l y a p p e a r s a s " d e p r i v e d of m e a n i n g " if m e a s u r e d b y (or, 

ra ther , from w i t h i n the hor izon of) the t r ad i t iona l not ion of w h a t a 

mean ingfu l u n i v e r s e i s . W h o k n o w s w h a t th i s " p o s t - h u m a n " u n i v e r s e w i l l 

r evea l i tself to be "in i t se l f "? W h a t if t he re is no s i n g u l a r a n d s imple 

a n s w e r ; w h a t if the c o n t e m p o r a r y t r e n d s (d ig i t a l i za t ion , b iogene t i c self-

m a n i p u l a t i o n ) open themse lves u p to a m u l t i t u d e of poss ib le s y m b o l i z a -

t ions? W h a t if the Utopia—the p e r v e r t e d d r e a m of the p a s s a g e from 

h a r d w a r e to sof tware of a sub jec t iv i ty f ree ly floating b e t w e e n different 

embodiments—^and the d y s t o p i a — t h e n i g h t m a r e of h u m a n s v o l u n t a r i l y 

t r ans fo rming t h e m s e l v e s in to p r o g r a m m e d b e i n g s — a r e ju s t the pos i t ive 

a n d the n e g a t i v e s ides of the s a m e ideo log ica l f a n t a s y ? W h a t if it is o n l y 

and p r e c i s e l y th is t echno log ica l p rospec t tha t fully confronts u s viath the 

most r a d i c a l d imens ion of our finitude? 

H e i d e g g e r h imse l f r e m a i n s a m b i g u o u s he re . It is t r u e that H e i d e g g e r ' s 

a n s w e r to t e c h n o l o g y 

is not nos t a lg i c l o n g i n g for " former objects w h i c h p e r h a p s w e r e once 

on the w a y to b e c o m i n g t h i n g s a n d e v e n to a c t u a l l y p r e s e n c i n g a s 

t h ings " ( "The T h i n g " ) , but r a t h e r a l l o w i n g ou r se lve s to be condi t ioned 

b y our w o r l d , and then l e a r n i n g to " k e e p the fourfold in t h i n g s " b y 

b u i l d i n g a n d n u r t u r i n g t h i n g s p e c u l i a r l y su i t ed to o u r fourfold. W h e n 

our p r a c t i c e s i nco rpo ra t e the fourfold, o u r l ives a n d e v e r y t h i n g a r o u n d 

us w i l l h a v e i m p o r t a n c e far e x c e e d i n g tha t of r e s o u r c e s , b e c a u s e t h e y 

a n d on ly t h e y w i l l be g e a r e d to o u r w a y of i n h a b i t i n g the world.''** 

H o w e v e r , all the e x a m p l e s H e i d e g g e r p r o v i d e s of " k e e p i n g the fourfold 

in t h i n g s " —from the G r e e k t emp le s a n d van Gogh ' s shoes up to 

n u m e r o u s e x a m p l e s from h i s S c h w a r z w a l d m o u n t a i n s a r e nos ta lg ic , that 

i s , t h e y be long to a w o r l d w h i c h h a s passed , w h i c h is no longe r ours^—for 

e x a m p l e , he opposes t rad i t iona l fa rming p r a c t i c e s to m o d e r n technolo-

g i ze d a g r i c u l t u r e , the B l a c k Fores t f a rmer ' s house to a m o d e r n a p a r t m e n t 

b lock . S o w h a t w o u l d be e x a m p l e s tha t a r e a p p r o p r i a t e to our t echno

log ica l t i m e s ? P e r h a p s one shou ld t a k e v e r y s e r ious ly F r e d r l c J a m e s o n ' s 

i d e a of r e a d i n g R a y m o n d C h a n d l e r ' s Ca l i fo rn ia a s a H e i d e g g e r i a n 
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" w o r l d , " w i t h Ph i lhp M a r l o w e c a u g h t in a tens ion b e t w e e n h e a v e n a n d 

ear th , b e t w e e n h is mor t a l i t y a n d the " d i v i n e " sh in ing t h r o u g h in the 

pa the t i c l ong ing of h is c h a r a c t e r s , and so on. A n d did R u t h R e n d e l l not 

a c c o m p l i s h the s a m e for Br i t i sh s u b u r b i a w i t h i ts forlorn b a c k g a r d e n s , 

g r e y shopping ma l l s , and so for th? Th i s is a l so w h y f i u b e r t D r e y f u s ' s 

not ion that the w a y to be p r e p a r e d for the u p c o m i n g Kehre, for the a r r i v a l 

of n e w gods , is to p a r t i c i p a t e in p r a c t i c e s w h i c h function a s s i tes of 

r e s i s t ance to t echno log ica l total mobi l iza t ion , is a l l too faci le : 

H e i d e g g e r e x p l o r e s a k i n d of g a t h e r i n g tha t w o u l d e n a b l e u s to res i s t 

pos tmode rn t echno log ica l p r ac t i ce s . [. . . ] [ H ] e tu rns from the c u l t u r a l 

g a t h e r i n g he e x p l o r e d in " T h e O r i g i n of the W o r k of A r t " ( tha t se ts u p 

s h a r e d meaningfu l d i f ferences a n d t h e r e b y uni f ies an en t i re c u l t u r e ) to 

local g a t h e r i n g s tha t set u p loca l w o r l d s . S u c h loca l w o r l d s o c c u r 

a r o u n d some e v e r y d a y th ing tha t t e m p o r a r i l y b r i n g s into t he i r o w n 

both the th ing i tself and those i n v o l v e d in the t y p i c a l a c t i v i t y con

c e r n i n g the use of the th ing . H e i d e g g e r c a l l s th i s even t a thing thinging 

a n d the t e n d e n c y in the p r a c t i c e s to b r ing t h i n g s a n d people into t he i r 

own , appropriation. [. . . ] H e i d e g g e r ' s e x a m p l e s of t h i n g s tha t focus 

such loc^J g a t h e r i n g a r e a w i n e j u g a n d an old s tone b r i d g e . S u c h 

th ings g a t h e r B l a c k Fores t p e a s a n t p r a c t i c e s [. . . ] the f ami ly meaX a c t s 

a s a focal th ing w h e n it d r a w s on the c u l i n a r y a n d social sk i l l s o l f ami ly 

m e m b e r s a n d sol ic i ts fa thers , mo the r s , h u s b a n d s , w i v e s , ch i ld ren , 

fami l ia r w a r m t h , g o o d humor , a n d l o y a l t y to c o m e to the fore in t he i r 

e x c e l l e n c e , or in, a s H e i d e g g e r w o u l d say , the i r o w n m o s t . 

F r o m a str ict H e i d e g g e r i a n posi t ion, s u c h p r a c t i c e s can—^and a s a r u l e 

—function a s the v e r y opposi te of r e s i s t ance , a s some th ing tha t is in 

a d v a n c e i n c l u d e d in the smooth funct ioning of the t echno log ica l mobi 

l iza t ion ( l ike the cou r se s in t r a n s c e n d e n t a l medi ta t ion w h i c h m a k e y o u 

more efficient in y o u r j o b ) , w h i c h is w h y the pa th to sa lva t ion o n l y l e a d s 

t h r o u g h to full e n g a g e m e n t in t echno log ica l mobi l i za t ion . 

T h e flipside of cons tan t cap i ta l i s t i nnova t ion is , o l course , the p e r m a 

nen t p roduc t ion of p i l e s of lef tover w a s t e : 

T h e m a i n p roduc t ion of the m o d e r n a n d pos tmode rn cap i t a l i s t in

d u s t r y is p r e c i s e l y w a s t e . W e a r e pos tmode rn be ings b e c a u s e w e 

rea l i ze that al l our a e s t h e t i c a l l y a p p e a l i n g consumpt ion a r t i fac t s wi l l 

even tua l ly ' end u p a s lef tovers , to the point tha t it w i l l t r ans form the 
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p e r c e i v e p r o g r e s s a s d e r i s i v e . 

In these e v e r - g r o w i n g p i l e s of inert , dys func t iona l "s tuf f"—the g r o w i n g 

p i l e s of u se l e s s w a s t e , the m o u n t a i n s of used ca r s , compu te r s , and so on, 

l i ke the famous a e r o p l a n e "final r e s t ing p l a c e " in the M o j a v e d e s e r t . . . — 

w h i c h canno t b u t s t r ike u s w i t h the i r po in t l ess p r e s e n c e , one can , a s it 

w e r e , p e r c e i v e the cap i ta l i s t d r i v e a t rest . T h e r e i n r e s i d e s the in te res t of 

A n d r e i T a r k o v s k y ' s films, such a s h is m a s t e r p i e c e . Stalker, w i t h i ts post-

indus t r i a l w a s t e l a n d of w i l d vege t a t i on g r o w i n g in a b a n d o n e d factor ies , 

concre te t u n n e l s and r a i l r oads , pools of s ta le w a t e r , a n d s t r a y ca t s a n d 

d o g s w a n d e r i n g h i t he r a n d th i ther . N a t u r e a n d i ndus t r i a l c iv i l iza t ion 

o v e r l a p he re a g a i n , b u t t h rough a p roces s of c o m m o n d e c a y — c iv i l i za t ion 

in d e c a y is in the p roces s of a g a i n b e i n g r e c l a i m e d (not b y a n i d e a l i z e d 

h a r m o n i o u s N a t u r e , b u t ) b y n a t u r e in a s ta te of decompos i t ion . T h e 

u l t ima t e T a r k o v s k i a n l a n d s c a p e is a r i v e r o r pool on the e d g e of a forest, 

filled w i t h the d e b r i s of h u m a n endeavor , p i e c e s of r u s t y meta l a n d 

d e c a y i n g concre te b l o c k s . T h e pos t - indus t r ia l w a s t e l a n d of the Second 

W o r l d is i n d e e d the p r iv i l eged "even ta l s i t e , " the s y m p t o m a l po in t out of 

w h i c h one can u n d e r m i n e the to ta l i ty of c o n t e m p o r a r y g loba l cap i t a l i sm. 

O n e shou ld love th i s w o r l d , i n c l u d i n g i ts g r e y d e c a y i n g b u i l d i n g s a n d 

s u l p h u r e o u s s m e l l s — a l l th is s t ands for huitory, t h r e a t e n e d w i t h e r a s u r e b y 

the pos t -h i s to r ica l F i r s t W o r l d a n d p re -h i s to r l ca l T h i r d W o r l d . 

B e n j a m i n d e v e l o p e d a not ion of " n a t u r a l h i s t o r y " a s r e n a t u r a l l z e d 

h i s to ry : it t a k e s p l a c e w h e n h i s to r ica l a r t i fac ts loose the i r mean ing fu l 

v i t a l i t y a n d a r e p e r c e i v e d a s d e a d objects r e c l a i m e d b y n a t u r e or, in the 

bes t case , a s m o n u m e n t s of a pas t d e a d cu l t u r e . (Fo r Ben jamin , it w a s 

w h e n w e confront such s u c h d e a d m o n u m e n t s of h u m a n h i s to ry r e 

c l a i m e d b y n a t u r e tha t w e e x p e r i e n c e h i s to ry a t i ts p u r e s t . ) T h e p a r a d o x 

he re is tha t th i s r e - n a t u r a l i z a t i o n o v e r l a p s w i t h i ts opposi te , w i t h de 

na tu ra l i za t ion : s ince for u s h u m a n c u l t u r e is o u r " s econd n a t u r e , " w e 

e x p e r i e n c e it a s our n a t u r a l hab i t a t . D e p r i v e d of the i r function w i t h i n a 

l iv ing to ta l i ty of m e a n i n g , c u l t u r a l a r t i fac ts d w e l l m an in t e r - space 

b e t w e e n n a t u r e a n d cu l tu re , b e t w e e n life a n d dea th , l e a d i n g a g h o s t l y 

ex i s t ence , b e l o n g i n g n e i t h e r to n a t u r e nor to c u l t u r e , a p p e a r i n g as 

some th ing a k i n to the mons t ro s i t y of n a t u r a l f reaks , l i ke a c o w w i t h 

t w o h e a d s a n d t h r ee l e g s . 

A n o t h e r less pa the t i c , but, p e r h a p s , no less efficient s t r a t e g y is tha t of 

jhuiàogu, the J a p a n e s e m o v e m e n t p o p u l a r a d e c a d e or more ago , w h i c h 

4SI 
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m a n u f a c t u r e d objects w h i c h w e r e viseless in the i r v e r y over- tunct ionaHty 

(hke g l a s s e s w i t h smal l " w i n d s c r e e n w i p e r s " for be t te r v i s ib i l i t y w h e n 

y o u g o for a w a l k in the ra in ; or a " b u t t e r - s t i c k / ' l i ke a l ips t ick , for w h e n 

y o u w a n t to bu t te r a s l ice of b r e a d bu t don ' t h a v e a knife; or an u p w a r d l y 

i n v e r t e d u m b r e l l a w i t h a wa t e r - co l l e c to r w h i c h not o n l y protects y o u 

from the r a in bu t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y p r o v i d e s y o u w i t h fresh w a t e r . . . ) — 

t h r o u g h th i s p r o c e d u r e , a k i n d of t echno log ica l coun te rpa r t to ideo log ica l 

ove r iden t i l i ca t ion , our e n g a g e m e n t w i t h t e c h n o l o g y i tself is t u r n e d into a 

m e a n s of d i s t a n c i n g a n d r e l e a s i n g o u r s e l v e s from its g r i p . 

T h e c h a l l e n g e of t e c h n o l o g y is t h u s not tha t w e shou ld ( r e ) d i s c o v e r 

h o w a l l our a c t i v i t y h a s to r e l y on our i r r e d u c i b l e (iinhintergehbare) 

e m b e d d e d n e s s in o u r l i fe -wor ld , but , on the con t ra ry , tha t of cu t t ing 

onself off from th i s e m b e d d e d n e s s a n d a c c e p t i n g the r ad i ca l a b y s s of 

one ' s ex i s t ence . Th i s is the t e r ro r w h i c h even H e i d e g g e r d id not d a r e 

confront. To p u t it in the t e r m s of a p r o b l e m a t i c compar i son , a r e w e , 

insofar a s w e r e m a i n h u m a n s e m b e d d e d in a p re - r e f l ex ive s y m b o l i c life-

w o r l d , not someth ing l i ke " s y m b o l i c p l a n t s " ? H e g e l s a y s s o m e w h e r e in 

his Philosophy of Nature that a p l an t ' s roots a r e i ts en t r a i l s w h i c h , in 

cont ras t to a n an ima l , the p l an t h a s ex t e rna l i z ed , p l u n g i n g t h e m into the 

ea r th to p r e v e n t it from cu t t ing i t se l f free from its roots a n d r o a m i n g 

w h e r e it w i l l —for it, such a r u p t u r e w o u l d e q u a l dea th . Is then our 

s y m b o l i c l i f e -wor ld in w h i c h w e a r e a l w a y s - a l r e a d y p r e - r e f l e x i v e l y 

e m b e d d e d not some th ing l i ke o u r s y m b o l i c en t ra i l s w h i c h w e h a v e 

e x t e r n a l i z e d ? A n d is not the t rue c h a l l e n g e of t e c h n o l o g y tha t w e r epea t 

the p a s s a g e from p lan t to a n i m a l , s y m b o l i c a l l y s e v e r i n g o u r roots a n d 

a c c e p t i n g the a b y s s of f r eedom? In this v e r y p rec i se sense one can a c c e p t 

the fo rmula that h u m a n i t y w i l l / s h o u l d p a s s into p o s t - h u m a n i t y — b e i n g 

e m b e d d e d in a s y m b o l i c w o r l d is a defini t ion of b e i n g - h u m a n . A n d in th i s 

sense too, t e c h n o l o g y is a p romise of l ibe ra t ion t h r o u g h ter ror . The 

subjec t w h i c h e m e r g e s in a n d t h r o u g h th is e x p e r i e n c e of te r ror is 

u l t i m a t e l y the cogilo Itself, the a b y s s of se l f - re la t ing n e g a t i v i t y tha t forms 

the core of t r a n s c e n d e n t a l sub jec t iv i ty , the a c e p h a l o u s sub jec t of ( the 

d e a t h ) d r ive . It is the p r o p e r l y i n - h u m a n subjec t . 

What ui to be done? 

W h a t t r i g g e r s th is t e r ro r is the a w a r e n e s s of h o w w e a re in the mids t of a 

r ad i ca l c h a n g e . A l t h o u g h i n d i v i d u a l ac ts can , in a d i rec t shor t -c i rcu i t of 

l eve l s , affect the " h i g h e r " - l e v e l social conste l la t ion, the w a y t h e y affect it 
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Is u n p r e d i c t a b l e . T h e cons te l la t ion is p r o p e r l y f rus t ra t ing: a l t h o u g h w e 

( i n d i v i d u a l or co l lec t ive a g e n t s ) k n o w tha t it all d e p e n d s on us , w e cannot 

e v e r p r e d i c t the c o n s e q u e n c e s of our ac t s — we are not impotent, hut, quite the 

contrary, omnipotent, without being able to determine the scope of our powers. The 

g a p b e t w e e n c a u s e s a n d effects is i r r educ ib l e , a n d the re is no "b ig O t h e r " 

to g u a r a n t e e the h a r m o n y b e t w e e n the leve ls , to g u a r a n t e e tha t the 

overa l l ou tcome of our in t e rac t ions w i l l be sa t i s fac tory . 

The d e a d l o c k is he re d e e p e r t han it m a y a p p e a r ( a s h a s been r e p e a t e d l y 

deve loped b y D u p u y ^ ' ) : the p r o b l e m is that the b ig O t h e r con t inues to 

function, in the g u i s e of "second n a t u r e , " of the m i n i m a l l y " r e i f i ed" social 

s y s t e m w h i c h is p e r c e i v e d a s an In-itself. E a c h i n d i v i d u a l p e r c e i v e s the 

m a r k e t a s a n objec t ive s y s t e m confront ing her , a l t hough the re is no 

" o b j e c t i v e " ma rke t , j u s t the in te rac t ion of the mu l t i t ude of individuals^— 

so that , a l t h o u g h e a c h i n d i v i d u a l k n o w s th is v e r y w e l l , the spec t e r of the 

" o b j e c t i v e " m a r k e t is th is s a m e i n d i v i d u a l ' s fac t -of -exper ience , d e t e r m i n 

ing he r bel iefs a n d ac t s . Not on ly the marke t , bu t our en t i r e social life is 

d e t e r m i n e d b y such reif ied m e c h a n i s m s . Sc ien t i s t s a n d t echno log i s t s w h o 

k e e p sc ien t i f ic - technologica l p r o g r e s s a l i v e w i t h the i r i nces san t ac t iv i ty , 

none the l e s s e x p e r i e n c e th i s P r o g r e s s as an objec t ive cons t ra in t tha t 

d e t e r m i n e s a n d r u n s the i r l ives : th is cons t ra in t is p e r c e i v e d a s " s y s t e m i c , " 

no one is p e r s o n a l l y r e spons ib le for it, e v e r y o n e j u s t feels the n e e d to 

a d a p t t h e m s e l v e s to it. A n d the s a m e g o e s for c a p i t a l i s m as such: no one is 

r e spons ib le , all a r e c a u g h t in the ob jec t iv ized u r g e to compe te a n d profit, 

to k e e p the c i r cu la t ion of cap i t a l f lowing . 

P rosopopoe i a is u s u a l l y p e r c e i v e d a s a myst i f ica t ion to w h i c h n a i v e 

consc iousnes s is p rone , tha t is , a s some th ing to be " d e m y s t i f i e d . " At the 

b e g i n n i n g of M o n t e v e r d i ' s Orfeo, the g o d d e s s of m u s i c i n t r o d u c e s he rse l f 

w i t h the w o r d s " l o sono l a m u s i c a . . . " — i s th i s not some th ing w h i c h soon 

a f t e rwa rds , w h e n " p s y c h o l o g i c a l " sub jec t s h a d i n v a d e d the s tage , b e c a m e 

u n t h i n k a b l e , or, r a the r , u n r e p r e s e n t a b l e ? It is there fore al l the more 

s u r p r i s i n g to see " o b j e c t i v e " socia l sc ient i s t s p r a c t i c i n g the "p r imi t ive " a r t 

of p r o s o p o p o e i a — D u p u y u n d e r l i n e s h o w socio logis t s Interpret e lec tora l 

r e su l t s ; say , w h e n the g o v e r n m e n t r e t a in s i ts major i ty , b u t o n l y b a r e l y so, 

the resu l t is r e a d a s " the vo te r s p r o l o n g e d the i r t rus t in to the g o v e r n m e n t , 

b u t w i t h a w a r n i n g tha t it shou ld do i ts w o r k be t t e r , " a s if the e lec tora l 

r e su l t w a s the ou t come of the dec i s ion of a s ing le m e t a - S u b j e c t ("the 

v o t e r s " ) w h o w a n t e d to d e l i v e r a " m e s s a g e " to those in p o w e r . A n d 

a l t h o u g h H e g e l is often d i s m i s s e d a s the v e r y mode l of idea l i s t proso

p o p o e i a ( the S p i r i t t a l k s t h r o u g h us , finite mor ta l s , or, in the invers ion of 
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the "mater iaUst c r i t i q u e " of H e g e l , w e , mor ta l h u m a n s , p ro jec t / t r anspose 

the r e su l t s of our ac t iv i ty into a u t o n o m o u s Sp i r i t . . . ) , H e g e l ' s notion of 

"ob jec t ive S p i r i t " p r e c i s e l y undermined such p rosopopoe lan myst i f ica t ion : 

"ob jec t ive S p i r i t " is not a me ta - sub jec t w h o r u n s h i s to ry . 

It is c ruc ia l not to confuse H e g e l ' s "ob jec t ive sp i r i t " w i t h the D i l t h e y a n 

not ion of a life-form, a concre te h i s to r ica l w o r l d , a s the "ob jec t iv ized 

sp i r i t , " the p r o d u c t of a peop le , i ts co l l ec t ive g e n i u s . T h e m o m e n t w e do 

th is , w e m i s s the po in t of H e g e l ' s "ob jec t ive sp i r i t , " w h i c h is p r e c i s e l y tha t 

it i s sp i r i t in i ts object ive form, e x p e r i e n c e d b y Ind iv idua l s a s an ex te rna l 

imposi t ion , a cons t ra in t e v e n — t h e r e is no co l lec t ive or sp i r i tua l super -

S u b j e c t tha t w o u l d be the a u t h o r of "ob jec t ive spir i t , " w h o s e "object i -

v l z a t i o n " th is sp i r i t w o u l d be . T h e r e is , for H e g e l , no co l lec t ive Sub jec t , 

no S u b j e c t - S p i r i t b e y o n d a n d a b o v e i n d i v i d u a l h u m a n s . The re in r e s ides 

the p a r a d o x of "ob jec t ive spir i t ": it is i n d e p e n d e n t of i n d i v i d u a l s , 

e n c o u n t e r e d b y t h e m a s g iven , p r e e x i s t i n g them, a s the p resuppos i t ion 

of the i r ac t iv i ty , y e t it is none the l e s s spiri t , tha t is , some th ing tha t ex i s t s 

on ly insofar a s i n d i v i d u a l s r e l a t e the i r a c t i v i t y to it, o n l y a s their ( p r e ) -
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suppos i t ion . 

S o w h a t is the p r o b l e m t o d a y ? T h e p r o b l e m is that , a l t h o u g h o u r 

( some t imes e v e n I n d i v i d u a l ) ac t s can h a v e ca t a s t roph ic ( eco log ica l a n d so 

for th) c o n s e q u e n c e s , w e con t inue to p e r c e i v e such c o n s e q u e n c e s a s 

a n o n y m o u s / s y s t e m i c , a s s o m e t h i n g for w h i c h w e a r e not respons ib le , 

for w h i c h the re is no c l ea r agen t . M o r e p r e c i s e l y — a n d he re w e a r e b a c k 

to the log ic of the m a d m a n w h o k n o w s tha t he is not a g r a i n of corn, but is 

w o r r i e d tha t the c h i c k e n s h a v e not r e a l i z e d th i s f a c t — w e k n o w w e a re 

respons ib le , b u t the c h i c k e n ( the b ig O t h e r ) h a s not c a u g h t on. Or, 

insofar a s k n o w l e d g e is the function of the I, a n d bel ief the function of the 

Other , w e k n o w the real s ta te of affairs v e r y we l l , bu t w e do not be l i eve 

it —the big O t h e r p r e v e n t s u s from b e l i e v i n g in it, from a s s u m i n g th is 

k n o w l e d g e a n d respons ib i l i ty : " C o n t r a r y to w h a t the p romote r s of the 

p r inc ip l e of p r e c a u t i o n th ink , the c a u s e of o u r non-ac t ion is not scient if ic 

u n c e r t a i n t y . W e k n o w it, b u t w e canno t m a k e o u r s e l v e s be l i eve in w h a t 

w e know."" T a k e g loba l w a r m i n g , a s a l r e a d y noted: w i t h al l the d a t a 

r e g a r d i n g i ts na tu re , the p r o b l e m is not the u n c e r t a i n t y abou t facts ( a s 

those w h o cau t ion us a g a i n s t p a n i c c l a i m ) , bu t our i n a b i l i t y to be l i eve that 

it c a n r e a l l y h a p p e n : look t h r o u g h the w i n d o w , the g r e e n g r a s s a n d b lue 

s k y a r e stil l the re , life c a r r i e s on, n a t u r e fo l lows i ts r h y t h m . . . A n d 

the re in r e s ides the ho r ro r of the C h e r n o b y l acc iden t : w h e n one v i s i t s the 

site, w i th the excep t ion of the s a r c o p h a g u s , t h ings look e x a c t l y the s a m e 
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a s before, life s e e m s to h a v e de se r t ed the site, l e a v i n g e v e r y t h i n g the w a y 

it w a s , a n d none the l e s s w e a r e a w a r e tha t some th ing is t e r r i b l y w r o n g . 

T h e c h a n g e is not a t the level of the v i s ib le r e a l i t y itself; it is more 

fundamenta l , it affects the very t ex tu re of r ea l i ty . N o w o n d e r tha t the re 

a r e some lone fa rmers a r o u n d the C h e r n o b y l site w h o con t inue to l ead 

the i r l ives a s before —they s i m p l y i g n o r e al l the i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e t a l k 

abou t r ad ia t ion . 

Th i s s i tua t ion confronts u s w i t h the d e a d l o c k of the c o n t e m p o r a r y 

"choice s o c i e t y " in i ts most r a d i c a l form. In the s t a n d a r d s i tua t ion of the 

forced cho ice I a m free to choose on condi t ion tha t I m a k e the r igh t 

choice , so tha t the o n l y th ing left for me to do is the e m p t y g e s t u r e of 

p r e t e n d i n g to a c c o m p l i s h f ree ly w h a t is in a n y case Imposed on me . H e r e , 

on the con t r a ry , the choice r e a l l y i,i free a n d is , for th i s v e r y reason , 

e x p e r i e n c e d a s even more f rus t ra t ing: w e find o u r s e l v e s c o n s t a n t l y in the 

posi t ion of h a v i n g to d e c i d e abou t ma t t e r s tha t wi l l f u n d a m e n t a l l y affect 

our l ives , bu t w i t h o u t a p r o p e r foundat ion in k n o w l e d g e : 

w e h a v e been t h r o w n into a t ime in w h i c h e v e r y t h i n g is p rov i s iona l . 

N e w t echno log ie s a l t e r our l ives d a i l y . T h e t r ad i t i ons of the pas t 

canno t be r e t r i eved . At the s a m e t ime w e h a v e l i t t le i d e a of w h a t the 

future w i l l b r i ng . We are forced to live a,i if we were free^ 

It is thus not enough to v a r y the s t a n d a r d motif of the M a r x i s t c r i t i que : 

" a l t h o u g h w e a l l e g e d l y l ive in a soc ie ty of cho ices , the cho ices ef fect ively 

left to u s a r e t r iv ia l , and the i r prol i fera t ion m a s k s the a b s e n c e of t r ue 

choices , cho ices that w o u l d affect the bas i c fea tures of our l i ve s . . ." 

W h i l e th is is t rue , the p r o b l e m is r a t h e r tha t w e a r e forced to choose 

w i t h o u t h a v i n g a t our d i sposa l the k n o w l e d g e tha t w o u l d p e r m i t an 

in fo rmed cho ice . 

H e r e , p e r h a p s , D u p u y is too q u i c k w h e n he a t t r i bu t e s our d i sbe l i e f in 

ca t a s t rophe to the i m p r e g n a t i o n of o u r m i n d s b y scient i f ic Ideology, 

w h i c h l e a d s u s to d i s m i s s the sane c o n c e r n s of o u r common sense , 

n a m e l y , the g u t sense w h i c h te l l s u s that some th ing is f u n d a m e n t a l l y 

a m i s s w i t h the sc ient l s t ic a t t i tude . T h e p rob lem, a s w e h a v e u n d e r l i n e d , is 

m u c h deepe r , it r e s i d e s in the u n r e l i a b i l i t y of o u r c o m m o n sense i tself 

w h i c h , h a b i t u a t e d a s it is to o u r o r d i n a r y l i fe -wor ld , b a l k s a t a c c e p t i n g 

tha t the f low of e v e r y d a y r e a l i t y c an be upse t . The p r o b l e m is thus tha t w e 

can r e l y ne i the r on the screntrfic m m d nor on o u r c o m m o n s e n s e — t h e y 

both r e c i p r o c a l l y s t r eng then the m y o p i a of the other . T h e scient i f ic m ind 
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a d v o c a t e s a cold objec t ive app ra i s a l of d a n g e r s a n d r i sk s i nvo lved w h e r e 

no such app ra i sa l is a c t u a l l y poss ib le , w h i l e common sense canno t accep t 

that a ca t a s t rophe can r e a l l y occur . 

D u p u y refers to the t h e o r y of c o m p l e x s y s t e m s w h i c h a c c o u n t s for the 

t w o oppos i te fea tures of such s y s t e m s : the i r robus t a n d s tab le c h a r a c t e r 

a n d the i r e x t r e m e v u l n e r a b i l i t y . These s y s t e m s c a n a c c o m m o d a t e t h e m 

se lves to g r e a t d i s t u r b a n c e s , i n t eg ra t e t h e m a n d find a n e w b a l a n c e a n d 

s t a b i l i t y — u p to a ce r t a in t h re sho ld ( a " t ipp ing po in t " ) , b e y o n d w h i c h a 

smal l d i s t u r b a n c e can c a u s e a total d i s a s t e r a n d l ead to the e s t ab l i shmen t 

of a to ta l ly different o rder . For m a n y cen tu r i e s , h u m a n i t y d id not h a v e to 

w o r r y abou t the i m p a c t on the e n v i r o n m e n t of i ts p r o d u c t i v e ac t i v i t y — 

n a t u r e w a s ab l e to a c c o m m o d a t e i t se l f to defores ta t ion, to the u se of coal 

a n d oil, a n d so on. H o w e v e r , one cannot be su re w h e t h e r t o d a y w e a re 

not a p p r o a c h i n g a t i pp ing p o i n t — o n e r e a l l y canno t be su re , s ince the 

po in t at w h i c h c e r t a i n t y w o u l d be poss ib le i s w h e n it is a l r e a d y too la te . 

W e touch h e r e the p a r a d o x i c a l n e r v e of m o r a l i t y ch r i s t ened " m o r a l l u c k " 

b y B e r n a r d Wil l iams.^* ' W i l l i a m s e v o k e s the c a s e of a p a i n t e r i ron i ca l ly 

n a m e d " G a u g u i n " w h o left h is wi fe a n d ch i ld r en and m o v e d to Tahi t i in 

o r d e r to fu l ly d e v e l o p h is a r t i s t ic genius^—was he m o r a l l y just i f ied in 

do ing th is or n o t ? W i l l i a m s ' s a n s w e r is tha t w e can o n l y a n s w e r this 

ques t ion In retrospect, after w e l e a r n the final ou tcome of h is r i s k y dec is ion: 

d i d he d e v e l o p into an ar t i s t ic g e n i u s or n o t ? As D u p u y h a s po in t ed out, 

w e e n c o u n t e r the s a m e d i l e m m a a p r o p o s the u r g e n c y of d o i n g someth ing 

abou t the c o n t e m p o r a r y threa t of v a r i o u s eco log ica l c a t a s t rophes : e i the r 

w e t a k e th is t h r ea t s e r i o u s l y a n d d e c i d e t o d a y to do th ings w h i c h , if the 

ca t a s t rophe does not occur , w i l l a p p e a r r i d i cu lous , or w e do no th ing and 

lose e v e r y t h i n g in the case of a ca t a s t rophe , the w o r s t cho ice b e i n g that of 

a m i d d l e posi t ion, t a k i n g a l imi t ed n u m b e r of m e a s u r e s — i n w h i c h case , 

w e fail w h a t e v e r should h a p p e n ( tha t is to say , the re is no m i d d l e g r o u n d 

w h e n it c o m e s to an eco log ica l ca ta s t rophe : e i the r It w i l l o ccu r or it 

w o n ' t ) . In such a s i tua t ion , the t a lk a b o u t an t i c ipa t ion , p r ecau t i on , and 

r i sk control t e n d s to b e c o m e m e a n i n g l e s s , s ince w e a r e d e a l i n g w i t h w h a t , 

in the t e r m s of R u m s f e l d i a n ep i s t emology , one shou ld cal l the " u n k n o w n 

u n k n o w n s " : w e not o n l y do not k n o w w h e r e the t i pp ing po in t Is, w e do 

not e v e n k n o w e x a c t l y what w e do not k n o w . T h e most unse t t l i ng a spec t 

of the eco log ica l c r i s i s c o n c e r n s the so -ca l l ed " k n o w l e d g e in the rea l " 

w h i c h can run amok ; w h e n the w i n t e r i s too w a r m , p l an t s a n d a n i m a l s 

m i s r e a d the hot w e a t h e r In F e b r u a r y a s the s i g n a l tha t sp r ing h a s a l r e a d y 

b e g u n a n d s tar t to b e h a v e a c c o r d i n g l y , t hus not on ly r e n d e r i n g t h e m -
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se lves v u l n e r a b l e to la te o n s l a u g h t s of co ld w e a t h e r , b u t a l so p e r t u r b i n g 

the ent i re rhj i rhm of n a t u r a l r ep roduc t ion . In M a y 2 0 0 7 , it w a s repor ted 

tha t a m y s t e r i o u s d i sease , w h i c h is w i p i n g out A m e r i c a ' s bees , could h a v e 

a d e v a s t a t i n g effect on the c o u n t r y ' s food supp ly : a b o u t one- th i rd of the 

h u m a n d ie t c o m e s from insec t -po l l ina ted p lants , a n d the bee is r e spon

sible for 8 0 p e r c e n t o f t h a t pol l ina t ion; e v e n cat t le , w h i c h feed on alfalfa, 

d e p e n d on bees . W h i l e not al l sc ient i s t s foresee a food cr i s i s , no t ing tha t 

l a r g e - s c a l e bee d e a t h s h a v e h a p p e n e d before, th is one s eems p a r t i c u l a r l y 

baffl ing a n d a l a r m i n g . T h i s is h o w one shou ld i m a g i n e a poss ib le 

ca ta s t rophe : a sma l l - l eve l in te r rup t ion w i t h d e v a s t a t i n g g loba l conse

q u e n c e s . 

O n e can l e a r n e v e n m o r e from R u m s f e l d i a n e p i s t e m o l o g y — t h e ex 

press ion , of course , refers to the w e l l - k n o w n m c i d e n t m M a r c h 2 0 0 3 , 

w h e n D o n a l d R u m s f e l d e n g a g e d in a l i t t le a m a t e u r ph i losoph iz ing abou t 

the r e l a t ionsh ip b e t w e e n the k n o w n a n d the u n k n o w n : " T h e r e a r e k n o w n 

k n o w n s . These a r e t h ings w e k n o w tha t w e k n o w . T h e r e a r e k n o w n 

u n k n o w n s . T h a t is to say , the re a re t h i n g s tha t w e k n o w w e don ' t k n o w . 

B u t t he r e a r e a l so u n k n o w n u n k n o w n s . The re a r e t h ings w e don ' t k n o w 

w e don ' t k n o w . " W h a t he forgot to a d d w a s the c ruc i a l fourth te rm: 

" u n k n o w n k n o w n s , " t h i n g s w e do not k n o w tha t w e know—^which is 

p r e c i s e l y the F r e u d i a n unconsc ious , the " k n o w l e d g e w h i c h does not 

k n o w Itself," a s L a c a n u s e d to s a y . If R u m s f e l d though t tha t the m a i n 

d a n g e r s in the confrontat ion w i t h I r aq w e r e the " u n k n o w n u n k n o w n s , " 

the t h r ea t s from S a d d a m the n a t u r e of w h i c h w e did not even suspec t , 

w h a t w e shou ld r e p l y is that the m a i n d a n g e r s a re , on the con t r a ry , the 

" u n k n o w n k n o w n s , " the d i s a v o w e d bel iefs a n d suppos i t ions w e a r e not 

even a w a r e of a d h e r i n g to ou r se lve s . In the c a s e of eco logy , these 

d i s a v o w e d bel iefs a n d suppos i t ions a r e the ones w h i c h p r e v e n t u s from 

r e a l l y b e l i e v i n g in the poss ib i l i t y of a d isas ter , a n d t h e y combine w i t h the 

" u n k n o w n u n k n o w n s . " The s i tua t ion is l ike that of the b l ind spot in o u r 

v i sua l field: w e do not see the g a p , the p ic tu re a p p e a r s con t i nuous . 

O u r b l i n d n e s s to the r e su l t s of " s y s t e m i c e v i l " is p e r h a p s mos t c l e a r l y 

pe r cep t i b l e a p r o p o s d e b a t e s abou t C o m m u n i s t c r imes : the re , r e spons i 

b i l i ty is e a s y to a l loca te , w e a r e d e a l i n g w i t h sub jec t ive evi l , w i t h a g e n t s 

w h o commi t t ed them, a n d w e can even ident i fy the ideo log ica l sou rces 

( to ta l i t a r ian Ideology, the Commimiit Manifeöto, R o u s s e a u . . . ) . W h e n one 

d r a w s a t ten t ion to the mi l l ions w h o d ied a s the resu l t of cap i ta l i s t 

g loba l i za t ion , from the t r a g e d y of M e x i c o in the s ix teen th c e n t u r y 

t h r o u g h the B e l g i a n C o n g o ho locaus t a c e n t u r y a g o , r e spons ib i l i t y is 
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d e n i e d : this jus t h a p p e n e d a s the r e s u h of an "ob j ec t i ve" process , n o b o d y 

p l a n n e d a n d e x e c u t e d it, t he re w a s no CapitaluitManifejto . . . ( A y n R a n d 

c a m e closest to w r i t m g i t ) . A n d t he r e in a lso r e s ides the l imi ta t ion of the 

"e th ica l c o m m i t t e e s " w h i c h pop u p e v e r w h e r e to coun t e r ac t the d a n g e r s 

of u n b r i d l e d sc ien t i f ic - technologica l deve lopmen t : w i t h all the i r good 

in ten t ions , e th ica l cons ide ra t ions , and so forth, t h e y ignore the more bas ic 

" s y s t e m i c " v io l ence . 

T h e fact tha t the B e l g i a n k i n g Leopo ld w h o p r e s i d e d over the Con

go lese g e n o c i d e w a s a g r e a t h u m a n i t a r i a n , p r o c l a i m e d a sa in t b y the pope, 

canno t be d i s m i s s e d a s a m e r e c a s e of ideo log ica l h y p o c r i s y a n d c y n i c i s m : 

one can a r g u e that , sub jec t ive ly , he p r o b a b l y r e a l l y w a s a s ince re 

h u m a n i t a r i a n , even m o d e s t l y c o u n t e r a c t i n g the ca t a s t roph ic conse

q u e n c e s of the vas t economic pro jec t of r u th l e s s exp lo i ta t ion of the 

n a t u r a l r e sou rces of C o n g o ove r w h i c h he p r e s ided ( C o n g o w a s his 

pe r sona l f iefdom!) —the u l t ima t e i r o n y is tha t most of the profi ts from 

this e n d e a v o r w e r e d i r e c t e d for the benef i t of the B e l g i a n peop le , for 

p u b l i c w o r k s , m u s e u m s , a n d so on. 

In the e a r l y s even teen th c e n t u t y , after the e s t ab l i shmen t of the shogun 

r e g i m e , J a p a n m a d e a u n i q u e co l lec t ive dec is ion to isola te i tself from 

foreign c u l t u r e a n d to p u r s u e i ts o w n pa th of a con t a ined life of b a l a n c e d 

r ep roduc t ion , focused on c u l t u r a l ref inement , a v o i d i n g a n y t endenc i e s 

t o w a r d s w i l d e x p a n s i o n . W a s the e n s u i n g p e r i o d w h i c h l a s t ed till the 

m i d d l e of the n in teen th c e n t u r y r e a l l y j u s t an isola t ionis t d r e a m from 

w h i c h J a p a n w a s c r u e l l y a w a k e n e d b y C o m m o d o r e P e r r y on the 

A m e r i c a n w a r s h i p ? W h a t if the d r e a m is that w e can g o on indef in i t e ly 

in our e x p a n s i o n i s m ? W h a t if w e all n e e d to r epea t , miitatu mutandu, t he 

J a p a n e s e dec is ion , a n d co l l ec t ive ly d e c i d e to i n t e rvene in o u r p s e u d o -

n a t u r a l deve lopmen t , to c h a n g e i ts d i r e c t i o n ? The t r a g e d y is tha t the v e r y 

i d e a of such a co l lec t ive dec i s ion is d i s c r ed i t ed today . A p r o p o s the 

d i s in tegra t ion of s ta te soc ia l i sm t w o d e c a d e s ago , one shou ld not forget 

that , at a p p r o x i m a t e l y the s a m e t ime, the i d e o l o g y ol the W e s t e r n socia l -

d e m o c r a t i c w e l f a r e s ta te w a s a lso dea l t a c ruc i a l b low, it a lso c e a s e d to 

function a s the i m a g i n a r y ab l e to a r o u s e a co l lec t ive pa s s iona t e commit 

ment . The notion that " the t ime of the w e l f a r e s ta te h a s pas t " is t o d a y a 

p i e c e of c o m m o n l y a c c e p t e d w i s d o m . W h a t these t w o defea ted Ideologies 

s h a r e d is the not ion that h u m a n i t y a s a co l lec t ive sub jec t h a s the c a p a c i t y 

to s o m e h o w l imi t i m p e r s o n a l a n d a n o n y m o u s soclo-his tor ica l deve lop 

ment , to s teer it in a de s i r ed d i rec t ion . T o d a y , such a notion is q u i c k l y 

d i s m i s s e d a s " i d e o l o g i c a l " and /o r " to ta l i t a r i an" : the social p roces s is once 
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a g a i n p e r c e i v e d a s d o m i n a t e d b y an a n o n y m o u s Fa t e b e y o n d social 

control . T h e r ise of g l o b a l cap i t a l i sm is p r e s e n t e d to u s a s such a Fa te , 

a g a i n s t w h i c h one canno t fight —one e i the r a d a p t s onese l f to it, or one 

falls out of s tep w i t h h i s to ry a n d is c r u s h e d . The o n l y t h ing one can do is 

to m a k e g loba l c a p i t a l i s m a s h u m a n a s poss ible , to fight for "g loba l 

cap i t a l i sm w i t h a h u m a n f ace" ( th i s is w h a t , u l t ima te ly , the T h i r d W a y 

is^—or, r a the r , woj—about). T h e sound b a r r i e r w i l l h a v e to be b r o k e n 

he re , the r i sk w i l l h a v e to be t a k e n to endor se once more l a r g e co l lec t ive 

dec i s ions . 

If w e a re effect ively to r econcep tua l i z e the not ion of revolu t ion in the 

B e n j a m i n i a n sense of s topp ing the " t r a in of h i s t o r y " w h i c h r u n s t o w a r d s 

a ca tas t rophe , it is not e n o u g h ju s t to submi t the s t a n d a r d not ion of 

h is tor ica l p r o g r e s s to cr i t ical a n a l y s i s ; one shou ld a l so focus on the 

l imi ta t ion of the o r d i n a r y " h i s t o r i c a l " not ion of t ime : a t e a c h m o m e n t 

of t ime, there a r e mu l t i p l e poss ib i l i t i es w a i t i n g to be r ea l i zed ; once one of 

t h e m a c t u a l i z e s itself, o the rs a r e c a n c e l e d . The s u p r e m e c a s e of such an 

a g e n t of h i s to r ica l t ime is the L e i b n i z e a n God w h o c rea t ed the bes t 

poss ib le of w o r l d s : before c rea t ion . H e h a d in h i s m i n d the ent i re p a n o p l y 

of poss ib le w o r l d s , a n d H i s dec i s ion cons is ted in choos ing the bes t one 

a m o n g these opt ions . H e r e , the poss ib i l i t y p r e c e d e s choice : the choice is a 

cho ice a m o n g poss ib i l i t i es . W h a t is u n t h i n k a b l e w i t h i n th is hor izon of 

l i n e a r h i s to r ica l evolu t ion is the not ion of a cho ice /ac t w h i c h r e t r o a c t i v e l y 

opens u p i ts o w n poss ib i l i ty : the i d e a tha t the e m e r g e n c e of some th ing 

r a d i c a l l y N e w r e t r o a c t i v e l y c h a n g e s the pas t —of course , not the ac tua l 

pa s t ( w e a r e not in sc ience f ic t ion) , bu t the pas t poss ib i l i t ies , or, to p u t it 

in more formal t e rms , the v a l u e of the modal p ropos i t ions abou t the pas t . 

D u p u y ' s po in t is that , if w e a r e to confront p r o p e r l y the th rea t of a 

(cosmic or e n v i r o n m e n t a l ) d i sas te r , w e need to b r e a k out of th is "his tor

i c a l " not ion of t empora l i t y : w e h a v e to i n t roduce a n e w not ion of t ime . 

D u p u y ca l l s th is t ime the " t ime of a pro jec t , " of a c losed c i r cu i t b e t w e e n 

the pas t a n d the future: the future is c a u s a l l y p r o d u c e d b y o u r ac t s in the 

past , w h i l e the w a y w e ac t is d e t e r m i n e d b y our an t i c ipa t ion of the future 

a n d our r eac t ion to th i s an t i c ipa t ion . Th is , then , is h o w D u p u y p roposes 

to confront the for thcoming ca t a s t rophe : w e shou ld first p e r c e i v e it a s our 

fate, a s u n a v o i d a b l e , a n d then , p ro jec t ing ourse l f into it, a d o p t i n g its 

s tandpoint , w e shou ld r e t r o a c t i v e l y inser t in to i ts pas t ( the pas t of the 

fu ture ) counte r fac tua l poss ib i l i t i e s ("If w e h a d done th is a n d that , the 

ca ta s t rophe w e a r e m n o w w o u l d not h a v e o c c u r r e d ! " ) upon w h i c h w e 

then ac t today.^^ The re in r e s i d e s D u p u y ' s p a r a d o x i c a l formula : w e h a v e 
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to a c c e p t that , at the level ol poss ib i l i t i es , our future is doomed , tha t the 

ca t a s t rophe wi l l t ake p lace , it is o u r dest iny—^and, then , a g a i n s t the 

b a c k g r o u n d of th is a c c e p t a n c e , w e shou ld mobi l i ze ou r se lves to perform 

the ac t w h i c h w i l l c h a n g e d e s t i n y i tself and t h e r e b y inse r t a n e w 

poss ib i l i t y into the pas t . For B a d i o u , the t ime of the f idel i ty to an even t 

is the futur antérieur: o v e r t a k i n g onesel f t o w a r d s the future, one ac t s now 

a s if the future one w a n t s to b r i n g abou t is a l r e a d y he re . The s a m e 

c i r c u l a r s t r a t e g y of the futur antérieur is a l so the o n l y t r u l y effective one in 

the face of a c a l a m i t y ( say , o i an eco log ica l d i s a s t e r ) : i n s t ead of s a y i n g 

" the future is still open, w e stil l h a v e the t ime to ac t a n d p r e v e n t the 

w o r s t , " one shou ld a c c e p t the c a t a s t r o p h e a s inev i t ab le , a n d then ac t to 

r e t r o a c t i v e l y u n d o w h a t is a l r e a d y "wr i t t en in the s t a r s " a s o u r des t iny . 

A n d is not a s u p r e m e case of the r e v e r s a l of pos i t ive into n e g a t i v e 

d e s t i n y the shift from c lass ica l h i s to r ica l m a t e r i a l i s m into the a t t i tude of 

A d o r n o ' s a n d H o r k h e i m e r ' s "d i a l ec t i c of E n l i g h t e n m e n t " ? W h i l e t r ad i 

t ional M a r x i s m enjoined us to e n g a g e a n d ac t in o r d e r to b r i n g abou t the 

n e c e s s i t y (of c o m m u n i s m ) , A d o r n o a n d f i o r k h e i m e r p ro jec ted them

se lves into the final ca t a s t roph ic ou tcome p e r c e i v e d a s fixed ( the adven t 

of the " a d m i n i s t e r e d soc i e ty " of total m a n i p u l a t i o n a n d the e n d of 

s u b j e c t i v i t y ) in o r d e r to s t imula te u s to ac t a g a i n s t th is ou tcome in 

our p re sen t . And , i ron ica l ly , does the s a m e not ho ld for the v e r y defeat 

of C o m m u n i s m in 1 9 9 0 ? It is e a s y , from t o d a y ' s pe r spec t ive , to m o c k the 

" p e s s i m i s t s , " from the R i g h t to the Left, from S o l z h e n i t s y n to C a s t o r i a d i s , 

w h o dep lo r ed the b l indness a n d c o m p r o m i s e s of the d e m o c r a t i c W e s t , its 

l a c k of e th lco-pol i t i ca l s t reng th a n d c o u r a g e in d e a l i n g w i t h the C o m 

mun i s t threat , a n d w h o p r e d i c t e d tha t the Co ld W a r had a l r e a d y b e e n lost 

b y the W e s t , that the C o m m u n i s t b loc h a d a l r e a d y w o n , tha t the co l lapse 

of the W e s t w a s i m m i n e n t — b u t it is p r e c i s e l y the i r a t t i tude w h i c h w a s the 

most effective in b r i n g i n g abou t the co l lapse of C o m m u n i s m . In D u p u y s 

t e rms , the i r v e r y " p e s s i m i s t i c " p r ed i c t i on at the leve l of poss ib i l i t ies , of 

l i n e a r h i s tor ica l evolu t ion , m o b i l i z e d t h e m to c o u n t e r a c t it. W e shou ld 

t h u s r u t h l e s s l y a b a n d o n the p r e j u d i c e tha t the l i nea r t ime of evo lu t ion is 

"on o u r s i d e , " that H i s t o r y is " w o r k i n g for u s " in the g u i s e ol the famous 

mo le d i g g i n g u n d e r the ear th , d o i n g the w o r k of the C u n n i n g of 

R e a s o n . B u t how, then, a r e w e to coun te r the th rea t of eco log ica l 

c a t a s t r o p h e ? It is h e r e t ha t w e shou ld r e t u r n to the four m o m e n t s of w h a t 

B a d i o u ca l l s the "e te rna l I d e a " of r e v o l u t i o n a r y - e g a l i t a r i a n J u s t i c e . W h a t 

is d e m a n d e d i s : 
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1. Strict egaiitar'uin justice (al l peop le shou ld p a y the s a m e p r i ce in 

even tua l r enunc i a t i ons , n a m e l y , one should impose the s ame w o r l d 

w i d e n o r m s of p e r c a p i t a e n e r g y consumpt ion , c a rbon d iox ide 

emiss ions , a n d so on; the d e v e l o p e d na t ions should not be a l l o w e d 

to po ison the e n v i r o n m e n t a t the p resen t ra te , b l a m i n g the deve l 

op ing Th i rd W o r l d coun t r i e s , from Braz i l to C h i n a , for r u i n i n g our 

s h a r e d e n v i r o n m e n t w i t h t he i r r a p i d d e v e l o p m e n t ) ; 

2. terror ( ru th le s s p u n i s h m e n t of al l w h o v io la te the imposed p ro tec t ive 

m e a s u r e s , Inclus ive of seve re l imi ta t ions on l ibe ra l " f r eedoms , " 

t echno log ica l control of p rospec t ive l a w - b r e a k e r s ) ; 

3. wiuntarbm ( the o n l y w a y to confront the th rea t of eco log ica l 

c a t a s t rophe is b y m e a n s of l a r g e - s c a l e co l lec t ive dec i s ions w h i c h 

run coun te r to the " s p o n t a n e o u s " i m m a n e n t logic of cap i t a l i s t 

d e v e l o p m e n t ) ; 

4 . and , las t bu t not leas t , a l l th is c o m b i n e d w i t h triut in the people ( the 

w a g e r that a l a r g e ma jo r i t y of the people suppor t s t hese severe 

m e a s u r e s , sees t h e m a s i ts own, a n d is r e a d y to p a r t i c i p a t e in the i r 

e n f o r c e m e n t ) . O n e shou ld not be af ra id to asser t , a s a combina t ion 

of t e r ro r a n d t rus t in the people , the r eac t iva t ion of one of the 

figures of al l e g a l i t a r i a n - r e v o l u t i o n a r y te r rors , the "Informer" w h o 

d e n o u n c e s the cu lp r i t s to the au thor i t i e s . ( In the case of the Enron 

scanda l . Tune m a g a z i n e r i g h t l y c e l e b r a t e d the Ins iders w h o t ipped 

off the financial au tho r i t i e s a s t r ue p u b l i c he roes . )^ ' ' 

Does , then , the eco log ica l c h a l l e n g e not offer a u n i q u e c h a n c e to r e inven t 

the " e t e rna l I d e a " of e g a l i t a r i a n t e r r o r ? 



Notes 

All t r ans la t ions a r e mine e x c e p t w h e r e o t h e r w i s e i nd i ca t ed . 

Introduction 

1 This reversal obeys the same logic as the correct leftist-enlightenetl reply to Joseph 
Goebbels's Infamous dictum "When I hear the word culture, 1 reach for my gun": 
"When I hear guns, I reach for my culture." 

2 See his interview "Demokratie befordert Bullshit," Cicero, March 2007, pp. 3 8 - 4 1 . 
3 From the sermon "Jesus Entered," translated in Reiner Schuermann, Wandering Joy, 

Great Barrington, MA: Lindisfarne Books 2001, p. 7. 
A So what does this Leap of Faith mean with regard to taking sides on particular 

political issues? Is one not reduced to supporting the usual left-liberal postures, with 
the proviso that "they are not yet the Real Thing," that the Big Step still lies ahead? 
Therein resides a key point: no, this is not the case. Even if there seems to be no 
space, within the existing constellation, for radical emancipatory acts, the Leap of 
Faith sets us free for a thoroughly ruthless and open attitude towards all possible 
strategic alliances: it allows us to break the vicious cycle of left-liberal blackmail ("if 
you do not vote for us, the Right will limit abortion, implement racist legislation 
. . ."), and to profit from old Marx's insight into how intelligent conservatives often 
see more (and are more aware of the antagonisms of the existing order) than liberal 
progressives. 

5 See Todd Dufresne, Killing Freud: 20lh Ceiitaiy Culture e3 the Death of Psychoanaly^ui, 
London; Continuum 2004. 

6 Le Livre noir au eoninjunuime, Paris: Robert Laffont 2000. 
7 Le Livre noir de la psychanalyse: vivre, pen^ier et aller mieux ,iaiu Freud, Paris: Éditions I^s 

Arènes 2005. 

8 Quoted from Eric Aeschimann, "Mao en chair," Libération, January 10, 2007. 
9 François Regnault, Notre objet a, Paris: Verdier 2003, p. 17. 

/ Happiness and Torttur in the Atonal World 

1 There is nonetheless an ingenious detail in the film, a detail which provides a perfect 
example of the "subject supposed to know"; when the Mossad agents want to learn 
the whereabouts of those who organized the Munich killings (in order to execute 
them), they turn to a mysterious French group, a kind of extended family leading an 
ordinaiy rustic life in a large country house, with chickens and children running 
around in the garden, but whose male members, in a manner never accounted for, 
seem to know everything about the whereabouts of the entire terrorist and spy 
underground. 
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2 Epigraph of "Living Room Dialogues on the Middle East," quoted from Wendy 
Brown, Regulating Ai'erjion, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 2006. 

?> Von Tr'ur on von Trier, London: Faber and Faber 2003, p. '15,2. 
4 As is (almost) always the case, I owe this point to Eric Santner. 
5 To clarify these distinctions further, lot us compare two politico-ideological exam

ples. First, I am a Communist functionary who follows the ideological ritual with 
inner distance, convinced that I am just playing a superficial game which docs not 
concern my true Self ("life is elsewhere," as Milan Kundera put it); or, as in an Eric 
Ambler novel, I am married to a rich woman and, in order to annoy her conservative 
relatives and friends, I start reading Ckjmmunist literature and provocatively pre
tending to believe in it—gradually, however, I get caught up in my own game and 
really become a Communist . . . 

6 Immanuel Kant, "The Conflict of Faculties," in Political Writingo, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press 1991, p. 182. 

7 Even the solution offered by the obvious exception, the Buddhist ethics of solidarity 
with every living being, is more a kind of universahzed indifference —learning how 
to withdraw from too much empathy (which is why it can easily turn into the very 
opposite of universal compassion, into the advocacy of a ruthless military attitude, as 
the fate of Zen Buddhism aptly demonstrates). 

8 This Benjaminian lesson is missed by Habermas who does precisely what one should 
not do: he posits ideal "language in general" —pragmatic universals — directly as the 
norm of the actually-existing language. 

9 See Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 1997, pp. 3 8 ^ 1 . 
10 Michael Baigent and Richai-d Leigh, Secret Germany, Lxindon: Arrow Books 2006, p. 14. 

Is this polite reluctance not the obverse of the memorable scene from the Ingmar 
Bergman film The Serpent'.i Egg (in other respects a failure), in which a group of Nazi 
thugs approaches a Jewish nightclub owner and politely asks him: "Couldyou please 
remove your glasses, so that they will not break?" After he does so, they brutally grab 
his hair and thereby beat his head on the table till it is smashed into bloody pulp. 

11 See Robert Pippin, "The Ethical Status of Civility," in The Pcrjiitence of Siihjectivity, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2006, pp. 223-38 . 

12 The politically correct vision enacts a weird reversal of racist hatred of Otherness— it 
stages a kind of mockingly Hegelian negation/sublation of openly racist dismissal 
and hatred of the Other, of the perception of the Other as the Enemy which poses a 
threat to our way of life. In the PC vision, the Other's violence against us, deplorable 
and cruel as it may be, is always a reaction against the "original sin" of our (white 
man's imperialist, colonialist, etc.) rejection and oppression of Otherness. We, white 
men, are responsible and guilty, the Other just reacts as a victim; we are to be 
condemned, the Other is to be understood; ours is a domain of morals (moral 
condemnation), whilst that of others involves sociology (social explanation). It is, of 
course, easy to discern how, beneath the mask of extreme self-humiliation and self-
blame, such a stance of true ethical masochism repeats racism in its very form: 
although negative, the proverbial "white man's burden" is still here—we, white men, 
are the subjects of History, whilst others ultimately react to our (mis)deeds. In other 
words, it is as if the true message of the PC moralistic self-blame is: if we can no 
longer be the model of democracy and civilization for the rest of the world, we can at 
least be the model of Evil. 

13 See Claude Lefort, FMULI our le politigue, Paris: Editions du Seuil 1986. 
14 See Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awi-y, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press 1991 . 
1,5 See Marcel Mauss, "Essai sur le don," in Sociologie et anthropologie, Paris: PUF 1973. 
16 See Claude Lévi-Strauss, "Introduction a l'œuvre de Marcel Mauss," in Mauss, 

"Essai .sur le don." 
17 Jean-Pierre Dupuy, Aviiinj-nouo oublié le mal? Penoer la politique après le 11 jeptenihre, 

Paris; Bayard 2002. 
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19 Karl Marx, Capital, Volume One, Harmondsworth: Penguin 1990, p. 167. 
20 See Marshall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics, Berlin and New York: Walter De Gruyter 

1972. 
21 A.C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, London: Macmillan 1978, p. 160. 
22 Along these lines, one is tempted to claim that, oF Shakespeare's great tragedies, only 

Macbeth and Othello are really tragedies: HamL'l is already a half-comical melodrama, 
while King Lear passes the threshold and is fully a comedy (comparable to Titiu 
Andronicué, another superb comedy). 

23 Alain Badiou, Logiijues des mandes, Paris: Editions du Seuil 2006, p. 443. 
24 Jacques Lacan, On Feminine Sexuality (The Seminar, Rook XX), New York: Norton 

1998, p. 3. 

25 Badiou, Log'ujiœs des mondes, p. 533. 
26 Ibid., pp. 442-5 . 
27 See Fethi Benslama, I^a Psychanalyse à lépreuse de HsLim, Paris: Aubier 2002, pp. 7 7 -

85. 

28 One of the ridiculous excesses of this joint venture of religious fundamentalism and 
scientific approaches is taking place today in Israel where a religious group 
convinced of the literal truth of the Old Testament prophecy that the Messiah will 
come when a totally red calf is born is spending enormous amounts of energj' to 
produce, through genetic manipulations, such a calf. 

29 We can also see how wrong are those who reproach Lacan with fetishizing the 
Symbolic in a quasi-transcendental Order: as was clear to Lacan back in 1938, when 
he wrote his Complexes familiaux, the very birth of psychoanalysis is linked to the 
crisis and disintegration of what he then called the "paternal image" —or, as he put it 
decades later, the subject of psychoanalysis is none other than the Cartesian subject 
of modern science. And to those who misread this diagnosis as implying a call for—or 
at least a hankering after—the good old days when paternal authority was still 
uncontested and fully functional, let us recall that, for Lacan, the crisis of paternal 
authority which gave birth to psychoanalysis (i.e., which is the main historical 
condition of its rise) is stricto sensu symptomal: the unique point of exception which 
allows us to formulate the underlying universal law. 

30 I owe this idea to Alenka Zupancic, Ljubljana. 
31 I owe this idea to Glyn Daly, University of Northampton. 
32 Janusz Bardach and Kathleen Gleeson, /Man Is Wolf to Man, London: Scribner 2003. 
33 This is also why it is not enough to make the point that, if the priests' sexual urges do 

not find a legitimate outlet, they have to explode in a pathological way: allowing the 
Catholic priests to marry would not solve anything; it would not result in priests 
doing their job without harrassing young boys, since pedophilia is generated by the 
Catholic institution of the priesthood as its "inherent transgresion," as its obscene 
secret supplement. 

34 The case of contemporary Turkey is crucial for the proper understanding of 
capitalist globalization: the political proponent of globalization is the ruling "mod
erate " Islamist party of the Prime Minister Erdogan. 

35 Bill O'Reilly, Culture Warrior, New York: Broadway Books 2006, pp. 175-6 . 
36 Quoted from Antoine de Baecque, Andrei Tarkovski, Cahiers du Cinema 1989, p. 110. 
37 In other words, what if Tarkovsky is doing the same thing as Nemanja (Emir) 

Kusturica, at a different level? Kusturica plays for the West the perfect Balkan, 
caught in authentic cycle of passionate violence, while Tarkovsky plays the role of 
authentically naive Russian spirituality. 
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determinism: incompatibility with free will 4 4 6 - 7 
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fetishism 

fefishisHc disavowal 1 5 - 1 6 , 296, 3 0 9 - 1 0 

Figes, Orlando 244 

film ,<ee cinema; Hollywood films; under fitles of films and 

directors 

Finkelkraut, Alain 4 

Fischer, Joschka 139, 2 6 7 

Fitzgerald, Gerald 264 

Florida: US presidenfial elecfions of 2 0 0 0 264, 3 1 6 

Fonda, J a n e 139 

The Forhid()en Planet (film) 61 

Ford, J o h n 9 6 

Fordism 3 5 1 , 559 

Fort Apache (film) 9 6 
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religious fundamentalism: anti-Semitic Christians 38; in 

Christian post-Cx)mmunist countries 275; complicity with 

postmodernism 5 1 , 54, 56; interest in science 5 1 - 2 ; and liberal 

democracy 42 , 379; nihilism 4 3 . 409; opposition with secular 

humanism 32; as reaction to modernity 34; in social life of 

slums 4 2 4 , 425; terrorism 3 3 2 - 3 . dec aim fundamentalism 

Renaut. Alain 1 6 5 

Rendell, Ruth 4 4 9 - 5 0 

repetition: Badiou's dismissal of 5 9 4 - 5 ; Deleuze's concept 320 . 

322. 324. 396; Heidegger's Dadcin 141 ; Klerkegaani's idea J40; 

retrieval of European identity through 275; revolutions 139 

representation: Badiou's view of state power 3 7 7 - 8 ; Negri's 

proposal 5 7 6 - 6 , 577; versus expression 364. 570 
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resistance see politics of resistance 

"resurrection" (Badiou) 396 

revolt (Foucault) 109, i l l 

revolution: appearance and reality in process of 3 9 2 - 3 ; in 

Eisensteins films 253—4; as Event 394; factual and virtual 

aspects 374; Foucault's designation 1 1 1 ; Kautsky's concept 

5 1 0 ; level of monstrosity 75; moment of 122; "morning after" 

140, 196 , 394; "premature" attempts 3 6 1 , 593; Robespierre's 

reproach to those wanting a "revolution without a revolution" 

1 6 5 - 4 , 189, 195. .w al'o French Revolution: Haitian 

Revolution; Maoist Cultural Revolution; October Revolution 

revolutionary becoming (Deleuze) 1 0 9 - 1 0 

revolutionary justice dee politics of revolutionary justice 

revolutionary politics: and Catholic cult of martj-rdom 1 5 6 - 7 ; 

link with Hegelian dialectics 4 0 7 - 8 ; and state power 4 0 1 - 2 

revolutionary' terror: in author's "defense of lost causes" 6, 7, 8; 

excess egalitarianism leading to 175, 266; historical span 175; 

Intellectuals'enthusiasm for 108; Jacobins 1 5 8 - 9 . 1 6 0 - 1 , 162. 

164 , 174 , 383 . 4 1 5 ; Merleau-Ponty's justification of Stalinism 

224; Sendero Luminoso movement 64; shift from 

revolutionär;^' purity to 252 

Rhodesia 271 ' 

Riefenstahl, Lenl 137, 138, 159 

the Right; official stance of "no" to European Constitution 269; 

passion 101; populism mobilized by middle class 282 

Rio de Jane iro 162 

Rivera, Andrea 22 

Robertson. Pat 3 8 

Robespierre. iMaximilien Marie Isidore de 6, 175; conjuncfion of 

virtue and terror 164, 1 7 1 - 2 ; pacifism 161; politics of truth 

157 . 1 5 9 - 6 0 , 1 6 2 - 3 ; reproach to those wanting a "revolution 

without a revolution" 1 6 1 . 1 6 3 - 4 , 189, 195 . 4 8 6 - 7 n : speech on 

day before his arrest and execution 207; speech in Nafional 

Assembly (March 1794) 1 6 6 - 8 ; speech on trial of the king 

4 1 6 - 1 7 ' 

Rolland. Romain 2 7 0 

Roman Catholicism: Church's involvement in Solidarity 1 1 6 - 1 7 ; 

cult of martyrdom adopted by revolutionary- politics 1 5 6 - 7 ; 

message of Life In defense against biogenetics 457; pedophilia 

of priests 39; proverbial advice to promiscuous husband 29 

Romania 275 

Romanticism 109: enthusiasm for French Revolufion 394; 

notion of monstrosity- 7 4 - 5 

Roosevelt. Franklin D. 390 

Rorty, Richard 3 4 - 5 , 379 

Rousseau. J e a n Jacques 7 1 . 98, 107, 333, 3 4 5 - 6 , 4 5 8 

Rozental, Mark 2 2 1 - 2 

Rumsfeld. Donald 275, 4 5 7 

Rushdie, Salman 21 

Russia: chaotic empire 214 ; impossible conditions for socialism 

.361 

Russian Language Institute (Soviet Academy of Sciences) 221 

sacrifice, spirit of 7 0 

Sade, Marqu.s de 209, 345 , 4 7 5 - 6 n 

SaKlins, Marshall 25, 330 

Saint-Just , Louis 160. 4 1 6 

Santner, Eric 8 5 

Sarajevo 3 2 9 - 3 0 

Saramago. José : Seeing 303 , 4 1 0 

SarUozy Nicolas 158 

Sartre, Jean-Paul 107, 364 

Saudia Arabia 21 

Schelling. Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von 143. 145, 177 . 255, 

3 6 7 

Sebinèlrr'.., U,t (film) 5 6 - 7 

Schnuu. Carl 129, 1 5 1 . 283 

Schoenberg. Arnold 157-4i, 246 

Schumann, Robert: "Humoresque" 3 2 1 - 2 , 324 . 389 

Schwarzenegger. Arnold 1 6 6 

scrence: establishment of truth 55; feminist critique 79; 

Habermas's crifique 4 5 5 - 6 . 448; hegemony' 33; ideology 4 4 5 -

6, 4 5 5 - 6 ; power to replace/destroy religion 446: religious 

lundamentalists' interest in 31—2; tnje victory over Church 

189 

scientific development: as antagonism to global capitalism 423; 

ineffectiveness of "ethical committees" 4 5 8 

Scott, Ridley 77 

Scurr, Ruth 160 

secular humanism; opposition with religious fundamentalism 32, 

.lee ahn humanism 

secularism; as main enemy in l^Haye's novel 42; and relativism 

4 1 - 2 

secularization; In virtual capitalism 3 0 0 - 1 

Sendero Luminoso movement 64, 65—6. 271 

Seneca 170 

sense; v-irtual How of (Deleuze) 3 6 5 - 6 . 3 6 7 - 8 

September 1 1 , 2001 4 2 5 - 4 

Serbia: anecdote about Milosvic before arrest 12; toppling of 

Miiosvic regime 1 16 

Serbsky Institute. Moscow .36-7. 40 , 4 7 

The Serpent's Egg (film) 464n 

sex: "masturbate-a-thon" 55; psychoanalysis of dreams 293, 295 

sexual minorities: "hvlng libraries" in Iceland 1 1 - 1 2 

sexuality: metaphoric scope 293; narrative of in Shelley's 

Frankenstein 73—4, 76; shifting identities toilay 4 5 4 - 5 

Shakespeare, William: Hamlet 29 , 505; Romeo and Juliet 411 ; The 

Tempcjt 26, 27; Troilu.i anà Crejjida 2 6 - 9 , 8 1 - 2 

Shanghai commune 3 7 1 , 4 0 0 - 1 

Shanib, Musa 178 

Sharon, Ariel 3 8 

Shelley, Mai>-: FrankenMein 73-7. 7 7 - 8 1 , 4 3 8 

Shelley, Percy Bysshe 75; poem "England in 1 8 1 9 " 80; poem, 

"The Mask of Identity" 192; poem "The Revoft of Islam" 394 

Shin Dong Hyok 260 

,,hindogu 4 5 1 - 2 

The Sbinmg (King) 16, 165 

Shostakovich, Dmiln: debate about true message of works 236— 

7, 238 , 2 3 9 - 4 0 . 2 4 3 - 6 ; interrogation by K G B 2 4 8 - 9 ; late 

return to more traditional forms 2 1 1 ; private, melancholic 

works 214 , 244; and Prokofiev 237 , 245; reading along lines of 

Ca^'ohlanca 2 4 0 - 2 ; short opera, The Noje 247; Stalinist 

condemnation of 246—7 

Simonides 2 2 9 

Singer, Bryan 171 

singie-issue popular movements 284—5 

Skulason, Pall 4 4 2 - 4 

slavery: J o h n Brown's radical abolitionism 1 7 2 - 3 

Sloterdijk, Peter 97. 3 7 3 - 4 

Slovenia 4 1 0 

slum-dwellers: Chavez's politicization of 427; in new 

megalopolises 4 2 4 - 7 , 4 2 8 

Snyder, J a c k 6 8 

social democracy see Third W a y social democracy 

social movements 347, 358 . 364 

social relations: Alarxism 174—5. 404; In postmodern capitalism 

of today 357; shift with rise of capitalism 203, 204 

social revolution 75 , 195 

the social-symbolic: identity 12; in paternal authority 3 2 - 3 , 86; 

violence 21 

socialism: direct democracy of "soviets" 5 7 6 - 7 ; disintegration of 

459; Fast European 4 1 6 ; European governments today 42; 

impossible conditions in Russia 3 6 1 ; Kautsky's idea of victory 

of 5 1 0 ; mass choreogr-aphy/performance 138; Polish joke 

about 3 1 8 ; seeds of solidarity In slum collectives 4 2 5 - 6 

Socialist Realism 2 1 3 , 246 

society; alienation 377; of choices 455; individualistic and 

organicist notions 127; slum-dwellers' place in 425; today's 

"society of the spectacle" 4 1 8 ; universality 4 1 5 - 1 6 

Socrates 102 

SolarL. (film) 3 6 5 

Solidarnoae 1 1 6 - 1 7 , 278 . 4 0 8 

Solzhenitsyn, Alexander 62, 2 1 4 . 237, 4 6 0 - 1 

Sontag, Susan 137 

Sophists 1 2 5 

Sophocles ,<ee Antigone 

Sorensen. Ted 2 1 5 

Soros, George 374 

Soviet Union: defended by Western leftists 14, 15; during "war 

communism" era 71 , 235; as "empire of signs" 2 2 0 - 1 ; 

Heidegger's preparation for new, postwar society 150; 

inventive Ideas regarding everyday existence 196; Merleau-

Ponty-'s defense of Communism in 164; Stalin's act of forced 

collectivization 152. .lee ai<o Stalinism 

"soviets" 5 7 6 

Sparta 7 1 . 3 6 3 
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Spartacus 396 

spectrality: revolutionary Event 394; self-engendering 

capitalism 3 0 1 - 2 

speech: effect of writing 382 

Der Spiegd XZb-S 

Spielberg, Steven 5 6 - 7 

Spinoza, Baruch 5. 6, 5 1 4 , 3 1 8 , 566, 4 1 8 : definition of freedom 

20; view of democracies 102, 103 

the Spirit: Derrida's reading of Heidegger's Geist 145; Hegel's 

"silent weaving o f 3 7 4 - 5 ; Kant's "transcendental 

imagination" 397; and the Letter 140 . dee aUo "objective spirit" 

(Hegel) 

Stalin, J o s e f 109 . 176, 468n; act of forced collectivization 152. 

306; consciousness of "objective meaning" 2 3 0 - 1 ; formulation 

of immoral ethics 2 2 3 - ^ ; and Ivan the Terrible 2 1 4 . 2.57; 

Mao's critique of 157 , 1 7 8 - 9 , 183; nature of his belief 2 2 6 - 7 ; 

"On Dialectical and Historical Materialism" 1 4 9 - 5 0 , 187 , 

222; speech at Lenin's funeral 229; on truth through class 

struggle 4 1 8 

Stalingrad; German defeat (1943) 69 

Stalinism 6, 7, 14; brutality of dekulakization 263; 

bureaucratism rather than bureaucracy 2 5 9 - 6 0 ; camps 3 8 - 9 , 

1 6 5 - 6 : carnivaiesque dimension 2 4 8 - 9 , 252, 254, 259; classic 

novels of 52; cultural counter-revolution 2 1 1 - 1 4 , 219 , 246, 

247; debate about origins of 180; destructiveness and 

totaiitarian nature 152; Duty towards Humanity 2 2 7 - 8 ; 

humanism and terror 1 6 4 - 5 , 2 1 4 - 1 . 5 , 2 1 9 ; immoral ethics/ 

morality 224; importance of inainlaining appearances 2Ü2; 

industrial nature of murders 187; intellectuals duped by 107, 

108; Kremlinology 2 1 9 - 2 2 ; and Marxism 98, I 04; narrative of 

anti-fascist fight in concentration camps 1 6 5 - 6 ; paranoia and 

dissolution of 2 4 9 - 5 0 , 259; policy towards leading dissidents 

237; proclamation of end of "class" 4 1 4 - 1 5 ; purges 201 , 224, 

232, 249. 2 5 0 - 1 . 252, 269; rejection of Prokofiev's music 259, 

244, 245; shift from Leninism to 2 5 U 2 , 2 3 5 ^ . 254 , 3 2 3 - 1 . 

360; and Shostakovich 's music 2 3 6 - 7 , 2 4 3 - 6 ; in The Fall of 

Berlin 59; vision of planned economy 506, 3 0 7 

Stalinist show trials (1930s) 8 8 - 9 , 2 1 2 . 220, 2.59. 3 4 2 - 3 ; and 

Brecht's TIK Measured Taken 2 2 2 - 5 ; Bukharin 2 3 3 - 6 

Stalker (film) 4 2 - 3 . 451 

Starbucks 4 3 0 

Stasi: case of Hägen Koch 2 9 7 - 8 ; terror in Goodbye Lenin 62 

the state: acting within 402; and the Excluded 430; ideas of 

Heidegger and Hegel 129, 1 3 1 - 2 ; policy on slum-dwellers 

425 , 426; politics of resistance to 346—8; private use of reason 

429; relationship with people in democracy 104, 105; 

"representation" 564, 4 1 2 - 1 3 : subtracting politics from 402, 

406, 407 , 4 1 0 - 1 1 ; true democracy's relation to 3 4 6 - 7 

state power: Badiou's view 577S; Chavez's taking of 427; 

dictatorship as entire field of 4 1 2 : interaction with councils 

376; I-eft's aim to undermine 338, .359, 5 7 1 - 2 ; movements 

with ambiguous relation to 4 0 8 - 9 ; politics of resistance to 

(Critchley) 3 4 0 - i ; and revolutionary politics 4 0 1 - 2 ; 

revolutianary taking of 374, 400 ; tension/dialogue with self-

organized multitude 371 

Stavrakakis. Yannis 100, 3 0 4 - 6 , 3 0 7 - 1 0 . 5 1 6 - 1 8 , 3 1 8 - 2 0 . 3 2 4 -

7, 3 2 8 - 9 , 350 . 331 

Sternberg, .Josef von 2 4 5 

Stoppard, Tom: Rodencraniz anà Gidlàendtern are Deaà 27 

Strauss, Leo 65 

Stravinsky, Igor 2 1 4 

subjectivity: Althusserian 344; Critchley's account 340. 5 4 5 - 5 ; 

fear of abyss of 431 ; Foucault 1 1 5 ; freedom and civifity 2 0 - 1 ; 

Heidegger's analysis 143, 1 4 4 - 5 ; Inner life 1 2 - M . 543; 

Lacanlsn 48 , .341, 343, 544; multiple subjectivities under 

capitalism 549: non-historical 148; and political practice .346 

sublimation dee aesthetic subHmation ( U c a n ) 

the Subhme (Kant) 444 

subtraction dee politics of subtraction 

superego 3 4 2 - 3 ; Critchley 34 ! , 3 4 9 - 5 0 : figure of Evil Genius 87; 

Jonùdance 30: Kafiia's father as figure of 8 7 - 8 , 90; Lacanian 89, 

90, 341 , 3 4 2 - 5 ; of the Law 56, 242; opposition with ego ideal 

2 4 2 - 3 ; in postmodern permissiveness and fundamentalism 34; 

Stalinist 2 3 8 - 9 : stor\' of Brecht's alleged remark about show 

trials 8 8 - 9 

sweatshops 359 

the symbolic: and the act 306; paternal authority 3 2 - 5 ; and the 

Real 5 1 7 - 1 8 , 320: signifier 3 1 8 : Stavrakakis's oniologj- 324; 

suspension by scientific discourse 33, dee al>o the social-

symbolic 

symboHc Law: ego ideal 242; father/Master as agency of 8 6 - 7 

Taliban 6 9 

Tanner, Michael 240 

Tarkovsky, Andrei; No^talfjia 365; SoLri' 365; Stalker 4 2 - 3 . 451 

Taylorism 2 1 2 

Tchaikovsky, Pyotr Ilyich 2 1 1 

technology; and global capitalism 5.38, 423; Heidegger's 

perception of danger In 4 3 5 . 4 4 7 - 8 , 448 . 449, 450; 

ineffectiveness of "ethical committees" 458: nihilism 14.3, 146; 

progress as determining our lives 453 . 4 5 5 ; and terror 452; 

unchained frenzj' of 274 . dee aldo artificial Intelligence; 

biogenetics; cyber-technologies 

television; "live coverage" 274 

temporality: dialectic with eternal Absolute 324; limitation of 

historical notion of 4 5 9 - 6 0 

Terminator (film) 166 

terror: acceptance of nature 442 , 452; in Badiou's "eternal Idea" 

of revolutionary justice 4 6 1 ; choice between fear and 433—4; 

of the Excluded 4 5 0 - 1 : Heidegger on necessity of 4 3 1 ; 

humanism and/or 1 6 4 - 5 ; justification of 164, 224; and 

technology 452 , dee atdo emancipatory terror: revolutionary 

terror 

terrorism: aspect of democracy 4 1 8 ; fundamentalism 3 3 2 - 5 . 4 0 9 ; 

U S torture of suspects 4 8 - 9 ; Vatican's accusations against 

Andrea Rivera 22. dee aido Mushm terrorism; Palestinian 

terrorists 

Thatcherism: institutionalization by New Labour government 

1 8 9 - 9 0 

"theoretical anti-humanism" (Athusser) 166 

theory: and failure of practice 5. 73, 104—5, 520; and practice of 

populist pohtics 264; radical iransubstantiation" 1 8 0 - 1 ; 

tension with politics 1 0 5 - 4 . 1 0 4 - 5 ; universal scope of 178 

Thermopylae, battle of 6 8 - 7 0 

the Thing (Lacan) 16, 4 7 . 127, 16.5, 2 8 7 - 8 . 328 , 3 4 5 

Third W a y social democracy 2. 189 . 190 , 3 3 7 . 539, 402 . 459 

Third World: explosive growth of slums 424; and Mao's 

achievement 1 7 6 - 7 , 179 

Thoreau. Henry David 173 

300 (film) 6 8 - 7 2 

Tibet 70 

Tibetan Buddhism 332 

time dee temporality 

Tiim magazine 461 

Tdani£ (film) 5 7 - 8 

To Be or Not to Be (film) 4 2 5 

Tocqueville. Alexis <le 102, 103 

Todd. Emmaimel 362 

tolerance I. 3 0 

Top Luta NadrealiHa (rock group) 5 2 9 - 3 0 

torture: Harris's defense of 4 6 - 8 ; of Kbalid Sheikh Mohammed 

49, 49-50, 50; and our avoidance 15; seen a.s legitimate topic 

of debate 50; of suspected terrorists by U S 4 8 - 9 ; in i''̂  51 

Toscano, Alberto 398 

totalitarianism: carnival in Duck Soap 342; in Communism and 

Nazism 2 6 1 , 262, 4.58; and dangers of radical emancipatory 

movements 5; and democracy lOI, 106 . 4 1 8 ; jouiddance 525; 

Leader 378; and mass performance 158; and philosophical 

notion of totality 98; postmodern leftist Idea of I 74; potential 

in self-transparent society 577; reading of Robespierre's 

National Assembly speech 1 6 6 - 8 ; return of philosophies of 4; 

Stalinism 152. 252; truth as universal 5 8 5 

totality: antagonism with the individual 127; Heidegger's notion 

of state 1 5 1 - 2 ; and totalitarianism 98 

Toussaint L'Ouverture 392 , 396 

trade unions 339 

traditional ideologies: China (98 

traditional myths 9 9 - 1 0 0 

traditions: FJiot on link with change 5 1 2 - 1 3 ; sustaining 

revolutions 1 1 2 . 1 1 5 

"transcendental empiricism" (Deleuze) 366 

transcendental imaginatlon/ideaÜsm (Kant) 3 9 7 . 443 

transgression: Inherent in Law 29, 44, 9 2 - 3 , 193; and morality 

43--1; in Titanic 57 

trauma 146 

"tribal" communities 3 7 7 
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Trier. Lf,rs von von Trier. I^rs 
Troisky. Leon 71; arlvocation of duality in governance 576; 

differences with Stalinism 2 3 2 - 3 ; dream about the dead Lenin 
2 2 8 - 9 ; on need to improve Man 2 1 1 - 1 2 ; on Soviet regime's 
creation of a majority 51 i 

Truman. Harry 2 
truth: and actualization of theory 1 0 4 - 6 ; disintegration of iink 

with meaning 33, 340; Lacan 1, 2 - 3 ; as never enforced 3 0 6 - 7 ; 
Robespierre's politics of 157, 159; in scientific universe 33; 
totalitarian 383 

Turgençv, Ivan 213 , 253 
Turin shroud 32 
Turkey 2 7 3 - 4 , 275 . 465n 
2^' (film) 51 

Ukraine 263 
unconscious: and avoidance of responsihilily 225; desire in 

dreams 7 2 - 3 , 288, 294. 295; knowledge 457; in Lacan's theoi>-
of cause 2 8 8 - 9 

Unger, Roberto 530 
United States (US): anti-capitalist struggle against 403; anti-

segregation movemem 284; border with Mexico 424; 
decline of empire 3 6 2 - 3 ; Democrats' opposition to 
Republicans 347; disease threatening survival of bees 457; 
ideology of pursuit of happiness 466n; Khrushchev's 
defiant message to 253; legalizafion of status of Mexican 
illegal immigrants 267; as metaphysically identical to China 
274; music and popular-cu!rural struggle 2 8 9 - 9 0 ; Negri's 
proposal to break hegemony of 360, 362; neoconservatives 
42," and Nicaragua" Sandinlsta governmenl 69; Pentagon's 
agenda for global military domination 479n; populism and 
post-political admiiiistrafion 268; practice of torturing 
suspected terrorists 48 , 49, 50; presidenfial elecfions of 
2 0 0 0 2^»4. 5 1 6 ; soldiers attacking from wale distance of 
Persian Gulf 6 8 - 9 ; struggle against slavery 1 7 2 - 3 ; tax 
i-cvolts 2 8 4 - 5 . ..ee C i A 

Universal émancipation: betrayed by market realuy'the day 
after" 14) ; "Messianic" standpoint of str'uggle for 6 

universal ethics 1 6 - 1 7 
universal politics 4 0 5 
universality: and Its distorted representation 2 9 4 - 5 ; and Jewish 

struggle 5 - 6 : "part of nü-part" of 430; society 4 1 5 - 1 6 ; "the 
people" 278 . 4 1 4 - 1 5 ; theory 178; topic of populism versus 
class struggle 285, see til'i' "concrete universality" (Hegel) 

Uris. Leon 466n 
(J.'uaf SusfKctd (fiim) 171 

utoplanlsm: "care of the world" as political practice 122; 
elements contained in Cultural Revolution 206; Gastev's 
biomechanics 212 ; Jameson on process of realizing desires 
1 9 5 - 6 

Utopias 3 0 9 - 1 0 

Vffr V,nMta (film) 1 9 2 - 3 
value: production and consumption 3 7 2 - 3 
Varela, Francisco 46 
Vatican: attack on Andrea Rivera 2 1 - 2 ; condemnation of Tha Da 

Vinci Code 66 
Vcenhoen, Ruut 44 
Venezuela 265. 3 6 5 
Ver'aßtttu] (renunciation) 2 5 - 4 
violence: act of privatizing the ci>nimons 4 2 8 - 9 ; fascism 2 8 1 ; 

meaningless 409; populist 304; social-symbolic 2 1 . oee alw 
divine violence" 

the virtuak and the actual 140, 1 4 1 , 3 1 2 , 3 1 4 - 1 5 , 5 6 5 - 6 . 374; 
Deleuze's conception 312 , 321 , 565 . 367—8; dream of humans 
as softw-ar-e 5. 570; expressive productivity 570; Reality wc 
live in 3 7 0 - 1 

virtual capitalism 3 0 0 - 3 
Virtue-Terror conjuncfion (Robespierre) 164. 1 7 1 - 2 
Voice: re-presented by wrifing 382 
voluntarism: in Badiou's "eternal Idea" of revolutionary- justice 

461 
von Trier. I^rs 1 2 - 1 3 
voting: in Saramago's Seeuig 4IÖ, sec aUo elections 

Wagner, Richard 240. 255 . 395 , 468n 
Walicki. Andrzcj 252 
Walpole, Horace 7 6 
war: Heidegger's description 149; as miiitary policing today 362; 

Riibcspierre's speech on 1 6 1 ; U S need for permanent state of 
362, 363 

war on terror 4 9 - 5 0 , 365 , .386 
The Wiiroftk Wor/À- (film) 5 7 
waste: produced by capitalist industry 4 5 0 - 1 
water-boarding 49 . 50, 51 
Wayne , J o h n 96 
Webern, Anton 246 
Weimar Republic 151 
Welby, Pier^iorgio 22 

welfare state ideology: attempt to dfifend vestiges of 338; Europe 
274. 562; today's dismissal of 459 

Welles, Orson 253 
VVester-n civilizarion: leftist global problematizafion of 9 7 - 8 
Western intellectuals; enthusiasm for revolutions in the "Other 

Place" 108 , 1 1 5 
\VTiale, J a m e s 77 
Whole Foods 4 3 0 
the Will: in Heidegger's thought 1 4 3 - 7 
Williams. Bernard 164, 456 
Winnebago (Great Lake tribe) 2 8 7 
Wisdom 2, 99. 4 5 6 
Wolf, Christa 62, 426 
WoUslonecralt, Mary 76. 7H 
women: Freud's perplexity with sexuality of 270; private and 

public power of 177-8." 2 5 4 - 5 
the W o r d : and the Act 163; speech and writing 382 
workers' movements: exploited fiir revolutionary,- potential 1 1 6 -

17; Nazism's appropriation of mass performances from 138; in 
today's China I9[ , 199. 2 0 0 - 1 

working class: classical Marxist notion 420; creation of majority 
in Soviet revolution 5 1 1 ; difference with today's slum-
dwellers 425; Laclau and Marx 2 8 5 - 6 

Wor-l<l W a r I: Bergson's feeling on declaration of war 3 2 5 
World W a r II: Japanese soldiers' attitude to death 170 
Wrathall , Mark 1 1 8 - 1 9 
wrifing: Brecht's motto from Tk' Thref~/!cnny opera 94; Kafita's 

"almost nothing" of 9 1 ; Plato's critique 382 

•The X'FiUv 67 

Yamamoto J o c h o 170 
Y e Xiaowcn 198 
Veals, William Butier 139 . 3 3 1 - 2 
Yellow River dam 200 
Yezhov, Nikolai 250 
Yugoslavia: Negri's view on disintegration of 484n; prosecution 

of writers and journalists 202, mc aL>o Sarajevo; Serbia 

Zapatista movement 338, 408 . 4 2 7 
Zhdanov. Andrei 246 
Zhou Enlai 167, 205, 401 
Zinneman, Fred 61 
Zionism 5, 6, 58 
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