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Foreword

Back to the Future: Marcuse and New Critical Theory

Martin Beck Matuštík

Remembering Herbert Marcuse on the centennial of his birth (1998) offers a fitting context for reflecting on the prospects for the future of critical theory. I am moved at this occasion by Marcuse’s one-time gesture toward the chief representative of the postwar generation of critical theorists. Jürgen Habermas recalls receiving from Marcuse a personally dedicated copy of One-Dimensional Man inscribed with “a flattering quote” from Walter Benjamin: “to the hope of those without hope.”1 Inspired by Marcuse’s performative act toward Habermas, I wish to introduce three theses: first Marcuse’s gesture, both in form and substance, dramatizes the persistent strength of his point of departure. Second, these Marcusean beginnings suggest how we could reinvent critical theory in the constellations of the New World Order. Third, such a path back to Marcuse points to the future of a new critical theory. The present volume of Essays on Liberation takes a bold step toward this future.

THE MARCUSEAN POINT OF DEPARTURE

Michel Foucault contends against Marcuse that “there is no single locus of great Refusal, no soul of revolt, source of all rebellions, or pure law of the revolutionary.”2 Instead, Foucault limits social analyses to descriptions of power and resistance. Many a poststructuralist, postcolonial, and feminist theorist adopts this Foucaultean multifaceted focus on radically pluralist loci of social identities, institutions, and struggles. And yet, Foucault’s and similar contentions notwithstanding, Marcuse provides here more of a straw man than a clear contrast.3

The strength of the Marcusean starting point, I submit, is minimally twofold. First, his liberation projects emerge from radically pluralist and multidimensional and yet historically and materially situated forms of struggle and resistance. It is the dimension of concretely rooted ideals of liberation that converts the nominalist agonism of power and resistance into a dialectical imagination, material witness, and social action. Second, the Marcusean point of departure, as if ahead of its time, anticipates the postmodern passion for the impossible. Note, however, that Marcuse’s hope lives with a fleshy passion, that is, that liberation in this world is not impossible.4

If hope is given for the sake of those without hope, then Marcuse’s ideals of liberation cannot vanish with Foucault’s caution against theorizing great refusal from a single standpoint. Marcuse always and already shares this caution.

On a prior occasion, when discussing the question of what is critical about critical theory, Iris Marion Young defined the Marcusean beginnings by this key query: Where does critical theory get its liberation ideals? If Marcuse does not begin with theoretical preoccupations alone, but rather with hope that is given for the sake of those without it, then also our reflection on the prospects for the future of critical theory cannot be a mere formal, scholarly, or archival concern with Marcuse. The Marcusean questioning in search of liberation ideals directs us to the present age and the social problems that come first to us. Ideals are invented from within our experience of society, which attracts our critique, and the articulated needs, which spark the hope of liberation. The felt lack and the communicated need of liberation jointly impel our imagination toward opening new possibilities. As Frantz Fanon succinctly formulates the existentially-social motivation created by liberation ideals, the revolutionary leap consists of introducing emancipatory inventions into personal and social existence.5

Since neither imagination nor the living ideals of liberation function as mere formal presuppositions, we must derive such ideals from within ongoing historical struggles. In that sense, both this imagination and derivation are dialectical. Moreover, living ideals give rise to formal principles. To seek formal norms first to establish the motivating ideals, even if such norms were not doctrines but the formal–pragmatic presuppositions of communicative interaction, would run contrary to the Marcusean point of departure. Yet, finally, to claim that Marcuse holds out for the standpoint of a single locus of great refusal would be to conflate precisely this unique tension between motivating ideals and formal principles in the Marcusean starting point for critical theory.

I argued in my first thesis for certain persistent strengths of the Marcusean point of departure. Marcuse does not give up the idea of liberation as a prima facie discredited great narrative (in that he preserves the concrete universal of our striving against any emphatically postmodern rejection of all universals). Yet he does not hold a single-systems or standpoint theorizing of liberation (in that he draws on radically pluralistic and multidimensional, historically situated and embodied resources for generating liberation ideals). Marcuse anticipates ahead of our time the felt lack of hope and the need to hold out for the beginnings that would preserve the passion for that material hope for which liberation is still to-come.

MARCUSEAN BEGINNINGS IN THE NEW WORLD ORDER

My second thesis is that Marcuse’s radically pluralistic and multidimensional beginnings, rooted in ongoing struggles, show us how to reinvent critical theory in the New World Order. If the Marcusean starting point for critical theorizing lies in experiencing the felt lacks or unmet needs of the present age, imagining alternative forms of life, and introducing the formulated ideas of liberation into existence, then we should begin by questioning the New World Order in this fashion. The point of the Marcusean centennial is not so much to determine, for example, whether or not he has undergone a linguistic–communications turn in normative theorizing (if he had, he would have done Habermas’s work), but rather to ask what the Marcusean beginnings would be like, given that a linguistic–communications turn is a forward move in formal theory. The linguistic–communications turn defines the formal presuppositions of speech that are pragmatically operative when speakers and hearers communicate with one another about something in the world. These formal–pragmatic presuppositions allow us to derive the principles of egalitarian reciprocity. And the formal principles function as critical rods against violations of communicative ethics and as constructively regulative ideals for morality, law, and politics. Marcuse begins in critical theory with the problems of the present age and not with reflections on the felt lacks of theory alone. Hence, his insight that critical theory must generate liberation ideals from its critique of society cannot be invalidated with innovations in formal principles. If the relation between fallible yet formally universal regulative ideals and concretely derived liberation ideals is established, then there must remain after all a distinctively Marcusean way of beginning, even for today’s Habermasian or post-Habermasian critical theorist.

While in the Marcusean beginnings liberation praxis exercises certain primacy over formal theory, we must not interpret this in an antitheory manner. Rather, we should recognize that the step forward lies in a dialectical overcoming of the theory–practice split. This means that the prospects for the future of critical theory consist of recognizing the felt lacks and needs of today, of finding imaginative resources for a critical response, and of collaborating with ongoing struggles of individuals and their communities. A post-Habermasian postmodern social critic of the plagues brought about by the New World Order, for example, Jacques Derrida in his Specters of Marx, can be just as resourceful as are the popular movements against 500 years of American colonization. By helping to overcome the needless differences at the formal level, for example, between modern and postmodern theory, Marcuse beckons us to open spaces and forge affinities from the vantage points of experienced lacks and needs. What facilitates a unity across class, gender, race, and cultural standpoints is not a formal–pragmatic ideal of discourse, but rather an imagination motivated by concrete struggles and their projected ideals of liberation.

The urgent problem weighing on the wretched of the earth today is not the demise of grand emancipatory stories or of the single historical standpoint of state socialism. Critical theorists who get stuck in these dead-ends embody the subjectivity of those who mourn the concretistically or formally fixed Thing-ideals. Such chiliastic ideals one never possesses in the first place. Marcuse intimated as much in his critique of one-dimensionality. That notion, contrary to what some critical theorists might hold nowadays, has not become an obsolete social theory. For Marcuse, one-dimensionality stands for the flattened mentality (what Theodor W. Adorno before him coined in pseudo-Kantian terms as daring to remain immature), which he found mushrooming across the East–West divide. For us, today, new unthinking invades the New World Order, from the Persian Gulf War to Sarajevo and Kosovo to the NATO’s fiftieth anniversary with an updated imperial dialectic of enlightenment: uphold pax Americana or be bombed to the stone age! That there is no single locus of great refusal cannot mean that liberation is a sham ideal. No, coming to terms with the trauma of the disaster, and an always-already failed revolution against it, begins in translating the many past and present faces of oppression into our present solidarity with their victims. It continues, for their sake, with meeting the ongoing and future need to struggle and hope for liberation. Our liberation can resemble neither an HMO (health maintenance organization) nor a retirement home. Even messianic waiting for liberation remains a living, creative, and historical task.6

My second thesis has been that liberation conceived in concrete collaborative practices cannot usher from the shadows of a grand formal narrative or a single locus of refusal. Yet liberation ideals, Marcuse teaches us, need not be restricted to these formal derivations. Furthermore, practices bereft of liberation ideals would appear to be a priori robbed of motivation. And any notion of unmotivated action would seem to be counterintuitively false about human beings. Hope for the sake of those without hope represents the vanishing point of motivation found even among those most wretched who in the absence of formal or grand narratives do imagine and introduce emancipated forms of life into existence. Marcuse, ahead of our era of exhausted utopian energies, roots critical theory in these last vestiges of hope.

NEW CRITICAL THEORY

In my third thesis, I claim that the path back to Marcuse leads to a new critical theory. The new critical theorists speak about liberation in plural and multidimensional voices and yet do so while being historically and materially linked to ongoing struggles.

There is at last one additional advantage in taking to heart Marcuse’s Benjaminian dedication of his book to Habermas: We no longer must opt, for example, between Foucault’s critique of single-standpoint theorizing and our hope of liberation or between Derrida’s spontaneous revolution or new international without institution and our search for broader coalitions or even closer solidarities with the standpoints of the wretched of the earth. The notion of the great refusal, indeed, signifies more than seems apparent in a Foucaultean critique. If anything, the Marcusean refusal signifies that social theorists at the center must join their critique with the struggles waged in the periphery. The anti-imperialist, receptive, open, and radically pluralized nature of refusals should be obvious. There is no single locus of refusal!

My third thesis has been that remembering Marcuse has brought us back to the future: we may recognize in Marcuse’s multidimensional category of great refusals an anticipation of a critical post/modern social theory.

New critical theorists can thus become imbued with a passion for the impossible. And in that Benjaminian sense, their aesthetics of revolutionary existence may be called likewise postsecular. An exhaustion of utopian imagination is suffered equally by certain liberal theories and by the rationality debates with which some identify today’s cutting-edge research programs of critical theory. I am not saying that winning a linguistic–communication turn for resolving the normative deficits of rationality marks all but a useless passion. But I am saying that lest critical theory returns to its motivating sources, it will remain in an ivory tower, unable to speak to the felt lacks and needs of the day. An exhaustion of this sort gets us stuck between mourning the abstract impossibility or undecidability that can no longer live the pathos of liberation and a truncated passion for formal ideals that alone seem quite useless to living. As evidenced by the excitement generated among the students who also find nowadays their utopian energies stunted, Marcuse remains a reliable bellwether for recognizing such blind alleys. Our path back to Marcuse offers us a happily sober prospect for reenchanting the future of new critical theory.

NOTES

1.  See Jürgen Habermas, Autonomy and Solidarity: Interviews with Jürgen Habermas, rev. and enlarged ed., ed. Peter Dews (London: Verso, 1992), 150; and Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society (Boston: Beacon, 1991), 257.

2.  Michel Foucault, An Introduction, vol. 1, The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Random House, 1976), 95f.

3.  Foucault, Introduction. Cf. Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990); and a discussion of this in Martin J. Beck Matuštík, Specters of Liberation: Great Refusals in the New World Order (Albany: SUNY Press, 1998), 112–125, 165–196.

4.  For a novel treatment of this notion, see also Jeffrey Paris, “Impossible Hope: New Critical Theory and the Spirit of Liberation” (Ph.D. diss., Purdue University, 1998).

5.  Young introduced her suggestion in a panel, “What Is Critical about Critical Theory?” held at the Second International Conference of Radical Philosophy Association (Purdue University, November 16, 1996); on this, see Martin J. Beck Matuštík, “What Does Critical Theory Have to Do with It?: In Retrospect and Prospect,” Radical Philosophy Review 1 (December 1998): 46–53; see also Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (New York: Grove, 1967), 229. Cf. Matuštík, Specters of Liberation, chapter 9.

6.  The notion of the imaginary desire for a fixed object, a Thing (national, revolutionary) comes from Slavoj Žižek, “Eastern Europe’s Republics of Gilead,” in Dimensions of Radical Democracy: Pluralism, Citizenship, Community, ed. Chantal Mouffe (London: Verso, 1992), 193–207, and his interpretation of Jacques Lacan. The metaphor of revolutionary melancholy, particularly in the events of 1789 and 1989, is invoked by Jürgen Habermas, “Popular Sovereignty As Procedure,” in Between Facts and Norms: Contribution to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy, trans. William Rehg (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996), 471; cf. also 468, for his Benjaminian critique of that revolutionary consciousness that forgets the victims of history. The term “faces of oppression” is employed throughout Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1990). The issue of one’s/our task (as opposed to a fixed ontology) is best discussed in existential, but non-Heideggerian, texts from Søren Kierkegaard to Jean-Paul Sartre to Fanon. See Theodor W. Adorno, “What Does Coming to Terms with the Past Mean?” in Bitburg in Moral and Political Perspective, ed. Geoffrey H. Hartman (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1986), 119; and Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator,” in Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken, 1968), 69–82.
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Introduction

Why a New Critical Theory?

William S. Wilkerson and Jeffrey Paris

Progressive and leftist theorizing is in a state of disarray and fragmentation. This is an alarming fact, considering that the world, in such a dire state, needs powerful and imaginative reflection if it is to change and survive. Many existing strands of contemporary social theory fruitfully expose historical and present forms of domination, analyzing disturbing trends in society, economics, politics, race, and nation; the overwhelming pluralism of these approaches has defied any attempts at synthesis, inhibiting a comprehensive approach to social criticism. In addition, much of this theory inhibits an effective understanding of the relationship between prior and current intellectual and social movements. A singular and comprehensive social theory is not our goal in this volume. We seek, nevertheless, to engage the plural voices of today’s emerging critical social theorists as a coherent (if multivalent) liberation movement. This anthology brings together various strands of contemporary theory to combine the newer insights of postmodernism, feminist, race, and queer theory, with the older ideals of a Marxist-influenced critical social theory of the first- and second-generation Frankfurt Schools. We call this new social theory New Critical Theory.

Although it is called New Critical Theory, the work presented does not valorize the ideas of Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, or Jürgen Habermas any more than it ignores their very real contributions to social theory. New Critical Theory seeks to understand the interrelation of macro- and microanalyses, the crisis of global capitalist expansion, the multiple forces of oppression in postmodern society, and the correspondingly multiple axes of liberation that are thereby required. Most of the chapters in this volume retrieve insights from earlier Frankfurt School writers, and thus earlier theories about historical change and identity formation, while combining them with recent claims about Eurocentrism, the instability of categories such as class or race, and the disappointing erasure of utopian thinking common to poststructuralism and post-Marxism. This volume operates beyond territorial battles over such themes as modernity versus post-modernity or class politics versus identity politics. New Critical Theory staunchly refuses to partake in these academic turf wars and affirms ongoing possibilities for a critical, theoretical contribution to existing movements for liberation. It is not seeking a grand unified theory of all of society, but rather a unity in difference in the form of compatible but distinct discourses about social problems.

Given this ideal of unity in difference, the chapters in this volume take a relatively small number of themes and issues and weave them together in differing combinations, producing a fabric in which one idea or concept changes slightly as it is rehearsed in a new context. Rather than seek stable and unchanging concepts or a single, unified theory, we accept the ideal of dynamic and highly mediated relations between partial and disunited attempts to think the whole. This concession to postmodern thinking does not mean that the chapters should not be seen as arguing a coherent view, only that the whole comes to being through a unity of differing voices and we make no attempt to flatten out these differences. In short, although the chapters are a tangle, that tangle is the emerging paradigm of New Critical Theory.

Specifically, this volume covers such issues as the place and potential of technology for both revolutionary change and reactionary control; globalization, Eurocentrism, and the European conception of space, time, and history; the normative foundations of progressive theory; the relations between race, gender, and sexuality; the uses (and abuses) of phenomenology and postmodernism; analyses of today’s dominant, Habermas-influenced version of critical theory; and the special contributions Marcuse made to an understanding of late capitalism, its one-dimensional thought and practice, and its universal commodification. Marcuse’s place in this volume requires special comment, since his name and ideas appear more in this volume than any other member of the Frankfurt School; indeed, New Critical Theory sometimes appears to be “post-Marcusean” theory. We will not detail here the reasons for this return to Marcuse, as the chapters in this volume speak for themselves, especially Martin Beck Matuštík’s foreword, but certainly Marcuse’s combination of revolutionary fervor, his intellectual rigor, and his sensitivity to new possibilities for social change and theorizing make him an ideal figure for a critical theory after postmodernism. No theory oriented to liberation can proceed without careful and historically grounded analysis, regarding which there remains much to learn from Marcuse.

Still, while several of the chapters take up Habermas or Marcuse explicitly, many do not even contain a reference to thinkers traditionally counted among the Frankfurt School, and there is little in the way of the essays we have come to expect in professional journals on Adorno’s aesthetics or Walter Benjamin’s dialectical mysticism. Nonetheless, we consider all of the works in this volume to be part of New Critical Theory. Furthermore, we consider them to effectively constitute, if not to circumscribe, the emerging paradigm of New Critical Theory. The reasons for this are numerous. First, the Frankfurt School has always sought to construct historically sensitive social theory aimed at the liberation of the oppressed and the transformation of society in accord with its unused potentials. Such theory need not begin with the triad of Hegel, Marx, and Weber, and it certainly does not need assiduously to take up the work of the first- and second-generation Frankfurt Schools. It must not be denied that feminism, race theory, postcolonial thinking, and postmodernism are each historically sensitive theories aimed at the liberation and transformation of society, and their autonomy ought not be undermined by tethering them to a midcentury European discourse.

Second, New Critical Theory seeks to bring these newer social theories in dialogue with the earlier work of the Frankfurt School. Simply lining up new insights with old—showing that, for instance, Adorno or Marcuse or Benjamin already said what feminism or postcolonial thinking say now—does not make for a genuine dialogue. We believe that these new voices need not straightjacket themselves into an older language, but instead must present their insights in their own way. For instance, Cynthia Willett’s discussion of the role of Eros in African American communities need not reference Marcuse’s influential Eros and Civilization (1955) to make its point that we need a richer and more embodied notion of freedom and community. The chapters do not advance a single unified idea; that is not their purpose. They overlap and run together; they offer a mosaic that, with distance, presents a critical picture of the new world disorder.

Third, we believe quite strongly that the reception of critical theory in the United States has often been limited and sterile. Mere commentary on what Habermas and Axel Honneth (the current director of the Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt) think about civil society and public discourse, or matching Habermasian discourse ethics to John Rawls’s quintessentially American political liberalism, simply misses too much of what is wrong and disturbing in contemporary society; it fails to be genuinely historical, contextual, and critical. We would much rather sacrifice close ties to particular thinkers of the Frankfurt School in order to genuinely critique the social order instead of sacrifice criticism for abstract loyalty to a tradition.

Accordingly, this volume, and the series in New Critical Theory of which it is a part, represent an expansion of critical theory beyond its traditional boundaries. From what has already been said, the justification of this theoretical expansion should be clear: A critical social theory must use all available resources and must critique all axes of domination within a society. Feminism, race theory, postcolonial theory, queer theory, and postmodernism have brought forth axes of domination unthought and generally excluded in most of critical theory, and they provide further resources for understanding the structure the world currently takes. Furthermore, the fruitful tangle that New Critical Theory provides of this structure does not, contra Habermas, exclude the philosophy of the subject. The inclusion of post-Lacanian psychoanalysis and phenomenology in several of the chapters in this volume gives evidence that philosophies of the subject and of consciousness are neither outdated nor dead. Instead, they provide the possibility for a radicalization of subjectivity, a contribution absolutely essential in our historical period that valorizes an abstract and homogenous individualism.

In sum, New Critical Theory is both a continuity and a departure. We affirm a fidelity to liberationist tendencies of the past, as well as the resources of critique that emerge from those most talented analysts of domination in late industrial society. We also affirm the emergent theories of race and gender that have coincided with a rise in postmodern thought and the transition to a genuinely postmodern economy and society. But we depart from the narrow constraints of a perfectly unified epistemological or paradigmatic foundation. We also depart from the merely tactical approaches to social analysis that remain central to existing postmodern theories, most of which are themselves unified by a pervasive evasion of social criticism. To depart from the current stasis in critical theory and political practice is to affirm the genuine possibility for liberation.

Although the chapters overlap extensively, we have sorted them into four subcategories: visions and methods; intersections beyond postmodernism; the critique of technology; and race, sexuality, and the normative foundations of criticism. None of these chapters lays a comprehensive or final groundwork for a new theoretical structure. Surely, no single theory can determine in advance what will or will not count as New Critical Theory. This volume is not the prolegomena to a future critical theory; it is directly and in fact critical social theory. These chapters are the incipient voice of New Critical Theory and the emerging practice of a twenty-first-century critical theory movement.

Visions and Methods, part 1 of this volume, is the most general category, assisting us in positioning New Critical Theory in relation to other critical (and often less than critical) discourses. The chapters in part 1 cover both the methods that a new critical social theory can use and the kind of society it might point us toward. The relationship between visions and methods is significant here, as is its ordering. A typical approach in social theory, as in philosophy in general, is to get one’s methodological and epistemological foundations firmly in place and only then to determine what vision of the current and future society can emerge from those foundations. Here, the vision we have of a liberated future society takes precedence, and the consequent development of the theory reshapes and brings forward that vision. Such a practice obviously takes its impetus from Marx’s eleventh thesis, but also from the commitment of the Frankfurt School to a critique that dislodges its own methodological foundations, and from the postmodern critique of what Calvin O. Schrag has called philosophical methodolatry.

Jeffrey Paris, in “Obstinate Critique and the Possibility of the Future,” examines the historical journey of Frankfurt School critical theory in the United States, vis-à-vis the writings of Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse. Failures of nerve in these earlier moments of critical theory have been exacerbated by the turning away of Habermas and contemporary social theorists from the relentless critique of domination. Without an obstinate, unrelenting critique of the present, the very possibility of a future different from the unfolding inhumanity ever present today appears remote. This chapter recenters the crucial question of Enlightenment. Is Enlightenment an “unfinished product” whose essential kernel determines for us, in advance, the neoliberal disorder praised by so many of today’s critical theorists? Or is Enlightenment a form of global terror that presents to us a normative repetition of historical disasters at best, and, at worst, the total annihilation of all possibility? If so, then what we seek is a future set over against this annihilation of possibilities, an impossible future.

If there is an impossible future, it is known under at least one name: communism. Bill Martin continues these reflections on the vision of New Critical Theory in “Redemption in the Impasse: An Other Communism.” This remarkable chapter challenges the assumption that Marxism and leftist theorizing generally should cleave tightly to secularism. Linking the dominance of secular thinking to the dominance of capital, Martin argues that merely secular, materialist solutions to problems of domination and oppression, while necessary, are insufficient to eradicate the immiseration of the world. He further connects this idea to the work of Jacques Derrida, and to the need for an ethically motivated revolution. Simply put, a global community of mutual flourishing will depend not on the existing secular and ethical logic that is the outcome of a capitalist mode of production, but rather on an ethics of transcendence that presses for an ethical relation to the other—a post-secular society and ethics. This imaginative vision helps set free the growing generic talk of otherness and alterity, as a post-secular ethics is firmly grounded in a context of economic and political realities.

In “Toward a New Critical Theory,” James L. Marsh summarizes his recent three-volume work of New Critical Theory (which includes one of his most significant contributions—helping bring the work of Enrique Dussel to critical theorists in the United States) and its response to the two dominant theoretical options facing the academic left: Habermasian theory and postmodernism. To both of these options, Marsh presents a nuanced “yes and no,” accepting aspects that prove useful as critical tools, and rejecting the inherent conservatism he finds in both options. He then discusses the positive aspects of his theory, which include a return to an existential, lived subject, a critique of neoimperialism, and a constant attention to material circumstances. He concludes with a concrete analysis of NATO’s war against Yugoslavia, which some consider to be our most important introduction to the world of the twenty-first century. Among the chapters in this volume, Marsh’s is probably the closest to a systematic presentation of the elements of New Critical Theory, and his analysis shows the importance of intellectual rigor and careful sorting to distinguish liberatory from nonliberatory thinking. Other chapters in the book are deepened by their commitment to this framework and, as we noted earlier, also stray from its boundaries.

The final essay in part 1, William S. Wilkerson’s “Inhabiting Hope: Contributions to a New Materialist Phenomenology” takes up Marcuse’s early attempt to combine existential phenomenology with Marxist materialism. Reassessing and updating Marcuse’s thinking, Wilkerson presents a perspective on social theory that holds together the macrostructures of society and the individual’s response to these structures. Moreover, he argues that the assimilation of the traditions and heritage of a society by an individual presents an inevitable space of critique. This chapter offers a reassessment of past directions in critical theory and points out new possibilities for social theory, particularly through the reintroduction of a lost or underestimated phenomenological approach to liberatory thought and practice.

History, ethics, politics, and subjectivity thus constitute four elements of the visions and methods of New Critical Theory. A coherent account of precisely these four elements has generally been rejected by more postmodern thinkers—or to state this more precisely, the U.S. reception of these thinkers has often led to such a rejection. Still, the chapters in part 1 also reference, and usually positively, these same postmodern thinkers, Jacques Derrida in particular. A revitalized response to postmodern and poststructuralist theorists and theories comprises an important aspect of New Critical Theory. The chapters in this volume neither wholeheartedly reject nor embrace the postmodern turn, and the two chapters in part 2, Intersections beyond Postmodernism, exemplify this aspect of New Critical Theory.

Douglas Kellner’s “Marcuse and the Quest for Radical Subjectivity” locates a version of revolutionary subjectivity in Marcuse’s work. Arguing that Marcuse anticipates many postmodern criticisms of the modern conception of the subject, Kellner develops the idea of a subject that is neither stable nor overly rational, but rather embodied, motivated by desire, and constantly evolving. Nonetheless, this subject is not completely fragmented by these powerful forces, and it struggles, almost by nature, against oppression and domination. Many postmodern versions of subjectivity, to the contrary, leave the subject fragmented simpliciter, subjected to the overpowering decentering and destabilization of contemporary capitalist formations. Marcuse’s “new sensibility” reconstructs a revolutionary subject, one that foreshadows and makes possibility a revolutionary turn that seeks for the emancipation of genuinely human needs. The return to the subject, an important theme in New Critical Theory, receives its strongest voicing here.

In “Challenging the Colonial Contract: The Zapatistas’ Insurgent Imagination,” Patricia Huntington demonstrates the powerful possibilities gained by harnessing psychoanalytic critique for genuine social criticism. Such a project has appeared to many as either incomprehensible or contradictory; Huntington provides a rich counterexample to such skeptics, and a lesson for the multitudes who today mistake theory for practice. Julia Kristeva’s theory of signification provides a complement to current writings on neocolonialism and helps us to understand the dramatic symbolic content of the Zapatista struggle in southern Mexico. Like Marsh, Huntington finds Dussel’s critical theoretical resources a powerful tool to assist in bringing out the requisite “poetic revolution” that will be at the core of liberated material circumstances, since it provides the impetus for a poetics of resistance—a poetics sharply dramatized in the Zapatista “postmodern revolution.” While this chapter makes little reference to traditional critical theory, its use of contemporary psychoanalytic theory updates earlier attention to Sigmund Freud in the work of the first generation of the Frankfurt School. Thus, both chapters in part 2 evoke the rich resources of postmodern thinking for revolution, simultaneously material, erotic, and symbolic.

These dimensions of a revitalized revolutionary theory and practice are in sharp conflict with the technocratic logic of the twentieth century and with the material dimensions of runaway technological “solutions” to human-generated problems. Technology was the subject of much thought in the first generation of the Frankfurt School, particularly (again) in Marcuse’s work. After a few early forays, Habermas and by extension other contemporary critical theorists have largely abandoned this crucial aspect of critical social thought. New Critical Theory seeks to redress this wrong, and the three chapters in part 3 show that the critique of technology remains vital to liberatory social theory. There is probably no greater danger facing humanity today than a one-dimensional technology, Eurocentric in its construction of time and space, and harnessed to the expansive and consuming logic of capital.

In “Marcuse and the Aestheticization of Technology,” Andrew Feenberg reconstructs Marcuse’s analysis of technological rationality to show the importance of providing an aesthetic criterion for the critique of technology. The dangers of contemporary technoscience remain the question of the present age, and no critical theory can proceed without a rigorous undermining of its claims to value neutrality. Feenberg’s return to Plato is unusual in critical theoretical circles, but serves to ground a central question: How have Techne and values become so dangerously disconnected? The answer to this question, and the precise historical evaluation Feenberg provides, come by means of Marcuse’s articulation of a substantive democratic conception of technology. Along with Kellner’s Marcusean approach to subjectivity, Feenberg’s chapter demonstrates as well as any other in this volume the wealth of resources latent in first-generation Frankfurt thought and Marcuse’s special importance to New Critical Theory.

The other two chapters in part 3 further this analysis, forging innovative connections between technology, Eurocentrism, and neoimperialism. Yoko Arisaka, in “Women Carrying Water: At the Crossroads of Technology and Critical Theory,” demonstrates, through a case study of household water treatment problems faced by rural women of Nepal, that solutions to material problems do not have to take the form of large, Western-style technological deployments. Rather, such problems can be solved using technologies sensitive to and developed with the indigenous people and their culture. In the process of making this argument, Arisaka examines some of the Frankfurt School’s views of technology and challenges simple, European-inspired notions of liberation that rely heavily on culturally specific (i.e., falsely universal) ideals of autonomy and individual empowerment. The challenge to critical theorists to rethink their presuppositions according to the realities of non-European cultures and technologies remains the most underthematized aspect of critical theories new and old, and we are pleased to offer this groundbreaking intervention.

If we are to reconceive the conceptual apparatus of subjectivity, liberation, and autonomy in non- or anti-Eurocentric fashion, it is crucial to identify the basic mapping of modernity, or what Eduardo Mendieta calls its chronotopology. In “Chronotopology: Critique of Spatiotemporal Regimes,” Mendieta provides a linkage between critical theory and what has become known as postmodern geography through an analysis of technologies of space and time, that is, the way space and time are carved up and ordered in modernity. He demonstrates that societies can be understood and critiqued according to how they manage space and time, and he concludes with a lengthy investigation of a topic probably of particular interest to readers of this volume: how the university developed in concert with Eurocentric conceptions of the space and time of the world. Inclusion of the issues of Eurocentrism, examination of non-European perspectives on philosophy and liberation, and the turn to postmodern analyses of space and time represent a radical expansion of the discourse of critical theory. In fact, it is work like Arisaka’s and Mendieta’s that demonstrates for us that the boundaries of New Critical Theory cannot be circumscribed by the historical foundations of the Frankfurt School, nor by any singular methodological foundation, nor by a unitary conception of liberation.

The critique of Eurocentrism and its technoviolence point us more specifically to a theme that is present throughout this entire volume, yet is of such importance that it must generate a thorough rethinking in part 4, Race, Sexuality, and the Normative Foundations of Criticism. In part 4, we look to the oppressions of particular identity groups as a way of regenerating and deepening questions about such issues as the normative foundations of critique, the methods of critical theory, and the visions and ideals that guide us. Questions of resistance movements, organizing strategies, and solidarity across boundaries (both geographical and social) cannot be answered without a clear understanding of the ways in which oppressions according to race, class, gender, and sexuality support, sustain, and constrain one another.

Accordingly, Michael Hames-García’s “Can Queer Theory Be Critical Theory?” engages the large literature of queer theory, demonstrates its systematic blindness to issues of race, and calls for a queer theory that is already a critical race theory and vice versa. Moreover, in exploring the possible contours of such a theory, Hames-García demonstrates that any such theorizing remains ineffectual without a materialist understanding of class. The privileging of desire and transgression throughout much of queer theory can work complicitously with existing forms of domination. The analysis of desire must lead rather to a critical politics of sexuality that, like the other work in this volume, forms a potent and revolutionary tool for anticapitalist and anti-imperialist identities. Nonetheless, Hames-Garcia does not seek a grand unified theory of oppression, but rather argues for an expansion of both critical theory and queer theory.

This introduction of themes of sexuality- and race-specific conceptions of desire and agency flow neatly into the final two chapters in this volume. In “The Mother Wit of Justice: Eros and Hubris in the African American Context,” Cynthia Willett explores conceptions of subjectivity, individuality, psychoanalysis, and liberal theory. According to Willett, black critical theory teaches us to think of freedom as tied to community through a thick notion of love and Eros, and to disregard psychoanalytic theories of the self that view development as coextensive with separation and dependent on an origanary narcissism. This new conception of freedom in connection to others implies that we must replace the atomistic individual of liberal theory with the idea of a social–individual in relation to others. These ideas greatly enrich the resources of New Critical Theory and show its compatibility with other discourses of liberation. Willett’s weaving together of a wide array of past and present theorists from a variety of discourses including psychoanalysis and feminist theory along with critical race theory is a paradigmatic expression of the performance of New Critical Theory and its refusal to blindly defend one lonely discourse over and against others.

Similarly, Gail Weiss combines phenomenology with critical race theory in her “Imagining the Horizon.” Using the phenomenological concept of the horizon as the “invisible” background against which we make sense of the world, she discusses how this background can be “racially saturated” in such a way to render events either racist or antiracist. Specifically, Weiss looks at the jury trial for the police officers accused of beating Rodney King. She argues against the idea of a single, unitary horizon and against the idea of multiple, incommensurable horizons, teaching us instead to pay attention to the background assumptions any of us make in “travelling” into the world of another. We thus conclude the volume with attention to a central problem of any revolutionary discourse, that of speaking for others, and of creating a willful and loving way to bridge gaps between center and margin, radical theorist and the disenfranchised. All of the chapters in part 4 offer more than just theorizing about race and sexuality; they do not simply “add and stir” such issues into the preceding discussion, but engage the preceding discussion from their particular perspective, showing that those on the margin contribute essential and central ideas and concepts to New Critical Theory.

The tangled voices in this volume are but a part of the overall project of New Critical Theory. Alone, each is an important contribution to discourses of critical theory, historical analysis, and the critique of forms of domination and exclusion. Yet together, they are far more than a disciplinary exercise or a pursuit of theory for theory’s sake. They are part of a continuing movement toward enveloping theory with practice and practice with theory. It remains our contention, as it was Marx’s own, that theory without practice is vacuous, just as practice without theory is blind. Obviously, a volume of social theory tends of necessity to the former danger. But New Critical Theory is a form of practice as well. Without imaginative and inventive thinking there will be no engaged social activism, no revolutionary practice, no ongoing experiments in the liberation of humanity essential to its survival. The chapters in this volume challenge today’s thinkers and activists to participate in the ever-expanding discourse of New Critical Theory, to seek out its contours, and to redevelop its program.

We believe that the last few years have shown an incredible revitalization of critical discourse, which can be seen in the other volumes in the series in New Critical Theory of which this collection is a part. These other volumes include:


•  Robert E. Birt’s The Quest for Community and Identity: Critical Essays in Africana Social Philosophy (a collection of essays that lays a new approach to community and identity in the Africana world in the context of a postmodern world of globalization),

•  Jacqueline M. Martinez’s Phenomenology of Chicana Experience and Identity: Communication and Transformation in Praxis (combining semiotic and existential phenomenology with Chicana feminism to chart a new terrain for antiracist, antisexist, and antihomophobic work),

•  William L. McBride’s From Yugoslav Praxis to Global Pathos: Anti-Hegemonic Post-post-Marxist Essays (a critical assessment of Central and Southern Europe, situating various discussions of globalizations and neonationalist wars against the backdrop of the history, development, and demise of Praxis philosophy),

•  Bill Martin’s The radical project: Sartrean investigations (assimilating Sartre’s thought to post-secular forms of theory and activism that resist the overwhelming pointlessness of capitalism and contribute to the transcendence of our time of historical impasse), and

•  James L. Marsh’s Unjust Legality: A Critique of Habermas’s Philosophy of Law (identifying the fundamental contradiction between a democracy ruled by law and the structural effects of capitalism, resulting in a nation that exists of, by, and for capital, and not the people).



We expect many, many more such volumes to come. If there is one thing demonstrated by this array of radical interventions, it is that there are no preordained boundaries for discourses of liberation. And there are surely no limits to their demands.


I

VISIONS AND METHODS
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Obstinate Critique and the Possibility of the Future

Jeffrey Paris


Critical theory preserves obstinacy as genuine quality of philosophical thought.

—Herbert Marcuse, “Critical Theory and Philosophy” (1968)



In European social criticism, the most poignant voices dissecting the appearance and structure of instrumental rationality and social domination have been critical theorists of or related to what is commonly referred to as the Frankfurt School. Taking their cues from the tradition of Karl Marx and Georg Lukács, first-generation members included the long-time director of the Institute of Social Research (Institut für Sozialforschung) Max Horkheimer, his associate Theodor W. Adorno, and figures like Leo Lowenthal, Herbert Marcuse, and Walter Benjamin. The reformulation of Critical Theory in the last thirty years, primarily through the work of Jürgen Habermas, is considered to be second generation.1 I will explore a central divergence between critical theorists of the first generation and contemporary Critical Theory: their approaches to the question of Enlightenment. Does the European discourse of modernity adequately account for the pathologies of modern life, or does the terror that is Enlightenment press us to revisit currently outmoded forms of ideology critique?

Sadly, the final decade of the twentieth century manifested the relationship between rationalization and domination like no other. The rapid democratization of countries took place under the adaptive oversight of global economic powers, such that “democracy” has become synonymous with “free and open elections.” Stabilization of such elections came from the restructuring of national economies along the neoliberal continuum ordered by world debt financiers at the World Bank and International Monetary Fund. Where democracy falters, imperial powers continue to prop up dictatorships, exchanging foreign trade for human rights. International trade agreements such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) heralded a new era of underdevelopment patterns and the worsening of social and economic conditions for the vast majority of the world population. Alongside the development of “market freedoms” came a heretofore unforeseen instrumentalization of political participation combined with widespread disenfranchisement. The domination of global capitalism has perhaps completed the structure of its post-1989 transformation, and (to many) appears impervious to attempts to alter the course of its destiny. This is the permanence of the Enlightenment ideal, the “end of history” (whose roots as an ideology trace back nonetheless to the nineteenth century). Attempts to theorize and/or engage in substantial alterations are cast away as romantic refrains of revolution or as incomprehensible, antirational postmodern rubbish.

Critical theory is now, and always has been, an attempt to intervene in this frightful unfolding of an inhuman condition—to elicit from historical reality the possibility of alternative futures and the material requirements that could engender them. Yet critical theory has also often stumbled upon the route to historical liberation, and failed to recognize the personal and theoretical demands of such a powerful tool of social criticism. A faltering theory creates a wealth of opportunities for repositioning and development. Such development is the primary purpose of this book, whose chapters range widely over a series of themes that cannot be neglected if the demands of an oppositional theory are to be realized.

The most recent failures within the discourse of critical theory from its traditional Frankfurt roots to the generalized discourse of “criticism” that has grown from a hybrid of French postmodernism and literary criticism appear, to us in the present volume, to be the most egregious. In this chapter, I wish to demonstrate, at least in part, the powerful potentials that reside within the liberatory discourse of critical theory when traced back to its progenitors of the Frankfurt School, and the turning away that, if not actually commencing with the work of Habermas, his work exacerbated. In particular, I will look at the constraining impact Habermas’s work has had on theory in the United States, entrenching establishment commitments at the expense of “the ruthless critique of everything existing.”

CRITICAL THEORY IN THE UNITED STATES:TWO TRAJECTORIES

The early impact of the United States on critical theory emerges in the writings of Horkheimer and Adorno during World War II. Under the growing threat of fascism in Germany, the Institute of Social Research relocated in the mid-1930s from Frankfurt to the United States, finding a comfortable (and moderately well-funded) home at Columbia University to wait out its self-imposed, though prescient, exile. Yet it had, at the beginning, little or no impact on social research in the United States. The established journal of the Institute, Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, continued to be published primarily in German. It was not until 1941, when Horkheimer and Adorno moved to Santa Monica and the Zeitschrift was renamed Studies in Philosophy and Social Science, that Institute members began to focus on peculiarly American forms of authoritarianism (see Jay 1973, 167–172). In Santa Monica, Horkheimer and Adorno worked on their infamous “unfinished” masterpiece. First published in 1944, Dialectic of Enlightenment offered, especially in its analysis of the culture industry, a radical approach to culture that was served by Horkheimer and Adorno’s outsider view, and provided a connection between mass culture and a growing authoritarianism in the states taken up quickly by radical sociologists.2

After the Institute returned to Frankfurt in 1951, its U.S. legacy was passed to Herbert Marcuse, who was read quite widely in the countercultural movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Marcuse “gave the radicals an intellectual legitimacy and an intellectual tradition. . . . And at the same time, for the theoretically inclined, he opened the doors to previously unknown thinkers [of the Western Marxist tradition]” (Bokina and Lukes 1994, 2–3; see also Bronner 1994, 234–236). His heritage was carried on by such writers as Douglas Kellner, Ben Agger, Timothy W. Luke, Russell Jacoby, Stephen Eric Bronner, Andrew Feenberg, Ronald Aronson, and Paul Piccone.3 Though Marcuse was not himself the primary influence for all of these writers, each has written works clearly marked by the spirit of Marcuse’s primary concerns: the liberatory possibilities of countercultural and new social movements; the suffocating one-dimensionality of technoindustrial society; and the mechanisms by which exploitative and imperialist superpower practices were legitimated.

A separate U.S. trajectory of critical theory found its origins in the 1970s, as the alliance of social theory and American pragmatism, aided by Richard Bernstein’s The Restructuring of Social and Political Theory (1976), brought the work of Habermas to English-speaking intellectuals. Thomas McCarthy provided a thorough introduction in 1978 entitled The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas. This trajectory was further intensified by McCarthy’s translation of Habermas’s two-volume Theorie des Kommunikativen Handelns (The Theory of Communicative Action [1984, 1987]), arguably the monumental achievement in systematic social theory of the twentieth century. The past fifteen years have seen a plethora of writings on Habermas throughout both philosophy and the social sciences.4

However, the advancement of critical social theory into realms already influenced by poststructuralism, feminism, and analytic moral theory and philosophy of language has had the pernicious effect of institutionalizing Critical Theory as a discipline. While the study of concrete social and cultural practices has been taken up by literary theorists in the name of micropolitics, Critical Theorists now study, for the most part, abstract questions of the legitimacy of social and political norms, and struggle against what they see as the depoliticized influx of postmodern theory to the academy.5 Marcuse’s radical, transformative utopianism, Adorno’s pessimistic negations, and Benjamin’s concern with the redemption of hope—various intensifications of the liberatory spirit of Marx—have all but receded and are evaluated primarily as the problematic historical tendencies of critical theory.6

THE QUESTION OF ENLIGHTENMENT I:
A SELF-LIMITING COUNTERDISCOURSE

One central distinguishing feature between these two trajectories of critical theory is the approach they take to the concept of Enlightenment.7 Habermas’s project is, at least in part, a critical response to Max Weber’s “iron cage” thesis: that any hopes for enlightenment linkages between science, rationality, and freedom are groundless, leading only to the ultimate triumph of instrumental rationality. While continuing this critique of instrumental rationality, Habermas also seeks to recover the normative content of modernity through criticizing the aporias of an overextended Weberian analysis—pursued by Adorno and Horkheimer. According to Habermas, their “totalizing repudiation of modern forms of life” spuriously conflates “emancipatory-reconciling aspects” and “repressive-alienating effects” of modernization, or in his parlance, societal rationalization (Habermas 1989, 338). His own focus on the emancipatory content of modernity provides some basis for hope and action within, not apart from, modern forms of life.8 This is a sort of placated hope, a vision of a society in which consensus—the concrete outcome of a decentered, intersubjectively based, practical rationality—replaces authoritarian structures in many (but not all) spheres of human life and coexistence through the reinforcement of democratic structures in law, social organization, and conflict resolution.

One important element of this placated hope—one is tempted to call it moribund, though Habermas’s preferred term is “disconsolate”—is a recognition of the need to critically appropriate one’s own traditions. That is, the failure or exhaustion of metaphysical grounding for a project of social theory (or, for worldviews in general) leaves Habermas with the alternative of a self-critical, self-limiting theory in the tradition of Kantian rationalism: “methodically carried out self-critique is related to totalities, and yet in the awareness that it can never completely illuminate the implicit, the prepredicative, the not focally present background of the lifeworld. . . . [S]ocial theory has to remain aware of the context of its own emergence and of its position in the contemporary context” (1989, 300). Within the Euro-discourse of modernity, then, we can identify both a hegemonic discourse (say, neoliberalism) and a Habermasian “counterdiscourse” that runs against the grain of absolutist knowledge claims, universalist totalities, and positivist scientific practice (302). Still, Habermas refuses to jettison all elements of modern life, including macroentities such as nation-states, the self-steering mechanisms of economy and administration, or the role (rule) of law in mediating conflicts between differing ethical lifeworlds. In consequence, he rejects his own tradition’s powerful orientation toward entirely new forms of life, toward emancipation in a sense that goes well beyond merely the communicative coordination of action orientations.9

Habermas ascetically rejects the concrete possibility of a liberated form of life as totalizing (or, at least, he objects to theorizing such possibilities):


[T]he attempt to provide an equivalent for what was once intended by the idea of the good life should not mislead us into deriving this idea from the formal concept of reason with which modernity’s decentered understanding of the world has left us. . . . It is only the confusion of a highly developed infrastructure of possible forms of life with the concrete historical totality of a successful form of life that is utopian. (1984, 73f)



Habermas believes himself well defended from any who disagree with this self-limiting vision. Attempts to theorize/organize grassroots, bottom-up counterinstitutions—such as a participatory allocatory system to diminish the role of experts and replace some of the work of the self-steering systems—have, at best, “polemical” significance. And even “[t]his significance is obscured . . . if the communicative rationality of cultural modernity is rashly equated with the functionalist rationality of self-maintaining economic and administrative action systems.” Such “confusion” ultimately “robs a modernity at variance with itself of its rational content and its perspectives on the future” (1989, 396). Though I put off to the end of this chapter a fuller interrogation of what the future may indeed hold, we can already see here that Habermas’s future is an unfolding of modernity’s own critically appropriated ideals, emerging from, we might add, such institutions as have already developed through the complex societal differentiation of the past three hundred or so years. As he writes, “But despite all the talk of postmodernity, there are no visible rational alternatives to this form of life. What else is left for us, then, but at least to search out practical improvements within this form of life?” (1994a, 107). Perhaps no clearer statement can be made of the “unfinished project of modernity” for which Habermas is the premier standard bearer at the close of the millennium. And I agree that simple talk of postmodernity is premature and potentially disastrous, as both Enlightenment fictions and repressive modern institutions remain a potent force in contemporary society. Yet, I want to pursue the antimodern perspective that has emerged on the margins of Enlightenment, in the discourse of critical theory that was central to Habermas’s own development.

THE QUESTION OF ENLIGHTENMENT II:
ENLIGHTENMENT AS TERROR

Are there not elements within the past that have something to tell us about possible alternative futures, elements that may be opposed to the self-misunderstanding of modernity we might call Enlightenment proper (the hegemonic, uncritical, ideal unification of reason/freedom/happiness), and even opposed to a properly sober Habermasian counterdiscourse (decentered reason/critical freedom/no guaranteed happiness)? Are not such elements the hopes that lay on the dissenting or oppositional margins of modernity’s self-understanding in both its authoritarian and critical forms? I believe that stripping modernity of these margins, margins that were of particular importance to first-generation critical theorists, is a kind of historical forgetting, an eclipse of the past. A genuinely critical theory remains indebted to the struggles of those victimized by the terror of Enlightenment: to the slain at Auschwitz, at Hiroshima, in East Timor, on the Trail of Tears, in Hebron, and so on.

Furthermore, this eclipse of the past is an eclipse of the future, of the very question of the future. Even on his own terms, Habermas is no better able to preserve a genuine future than the critical theorists of domination as he reads them; his dismissal of non-polemical alternatives described above, of anything after modernity, is as stripped and narrow a vision as would be that of the aporetic thinkers of the end of history, be they neo-conservatives or ludic postmoderns.10 The future, for critical theorists of the first generation, was a shadowy and elusive presence under siege by the process of Enlightenment. Its preservation depended on the possibility of a radical, even revolutionary, change in the productive mechanisms of society and freeing people from want and domination. Critical theory was therefore a struggle against Enlightenment that, according to Horkheimer and Adorno, is precisely the end of possibility and of alternatives for a future trajectory of history that runs counter to domination. As they write: “Enlightenment is as totalitarian as any system. Its untruth does not consist in what its romantic enemies have always reproached it for: analytical method, return to elements, dissolution through reflective thought; but instead in the fact that for enlightenment the process is always decided from the start” (1972, 24). While committed to preserving the radical possibility of a future free from domination, critical theorists like Horkheimer and Adorno struggled with the impossibility of such a future, the loss of genuine and practical ways to alter the already-decided course of history set by Enlightenment. Opening up to the theoretical impossibility of the future, conceived as a realm of openness and radical difference from the instrumentalized present, gave first-generation critical theorists what Habermas and others criticize as a totalizing view of the course of present society; yet their analysis suggests, to the contrary, that the logic of Enlightenment itself was totalitarian. The loss of alternative futures was not a paralysis of theoretical capacity (a forgetting of the counter-possibilities within Enlightenment discourse), but rather a subjective manifestation of the increased terror of total annihilation, a subliminal but growing awareness of the true possibility of end: “men expect that the world, which is without any issue, will be set on fire by a totality which they themselves are and over which they have no control” (29).

The equation of rationality and domination, then, is not itself total; rather, it is a projection and critique of Enlightenment self-deception. Domination hides itself in/as reason: “To the individual, domination appears to be the universal: reason in actuality” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1972, 22). The appearance of totality is subjective, the introjection of Enlightenment into subjects who strive to be free according to the only terms that they have been offered (and what could better characterize contemporary forms of commodity production?). Yet, the question of exactly what they have been offered has a threefold answer, each part of which is based in real historical events: the corruption of language, the development of capitalism, and the rise of the culture industry. In this way Horkheimer and Adorno’s broad, ahistorical critique of the concept of reason is consistently paired with a specifically historical or genealogical critique.11 For instance, the emergence of symbolic representation in language is co-opted and corrupted by Enlightenment:


Ultimately, the Enlightenment consumed not just symbols but their successors, universal concepts, and spared no remnant of metaphysics apart from the abstract fear of the collective from which it arose. The situation of concepts in the face of the Enlightenment is like that of men of private means in regard to industrial trusts: none can feel safe. (23)



Similarly, the growth of capitalism resulted in new totalizations:


With the extension of the bourgeois commodity economy, the dark horizon of myth is illumined by the sun of calculating reason, beneath whose cold rays the seed of the new barbarism grows to fruition. Under the pressure of domination human labor has always led away from myth—but under domination always returns to the jurisdiction of myth. . . . [W]ith the technical easing of life the persistence of domination brings about a fixation of the instincts by means of heavier repression. Imagination atrophies. (32, 35; cf. 37–38)



And finally, Horkheimer and Adorno identified the source of domination in the emergence of the culture industry, giving a rather prescient account of what has today become the McEconomy of the New World Order.


The culture industry as a whole has molded men [sic] as a type unfailingly reproduced in every product. . . . Amusement under late capitalism is the prolongation of work. It is sought after as an escape from the mechanized work process . . . [but a person’s] experiences are inevitably afterimages of the work process itself. . . . The idea of “fully exploiting” available technical resources and the facilities for aesthetic mass consumption is part of the economic system which refuses to exploit resources to abolish hunger. (127, 137, 139)



None of these examples posits a stark historical necessity—as Horkheimer and Adorno write in their usual paradoxical fashion: “But this logical necessity is not conclusive” (37). The question of a way out, whether out of the linguistic corruption of theory or the instinctual domination of late capitalism, must arise. Will we find such a way through the counterdiscourse of modernity? Or must we strike out over new terrain?

Habermas, of course, finds this analysis “does not do justice to the rational content of cultural modernity that was captured in bourgeois ideals (and also instrumentalized along with them)” (1989, 113). Its failures, according to Habermas, appear to be twofold. First, the lack of attention to the progressive differentiation of reason (which maps neatly, for Habermas, on to the performative uses of language) leads simply to a mistaken view of society. But second, and more to my point here, is the blunting of ideology critique by performing “an ideology critique that outstrips itself” (127).12 According to Habermas, by casting aspersions on any theorizing, even that which attempts to unmask the pretensions of enlightened thought by showing its re-instantiation of myth, Horkheimer and Adorno paralyze themselves through an overradicalization of critique. Yet, an alternative interpretation is that the dialectic of enlightenment is oriented toward the disintegration of the universalizing pretensions of enlightenment reason as enshrined in cultural modernity—even its counterdiscourse—leaving space for the emergence of a new, self-reflexive reason free from domination. Here, the critique can be turned back on Habermas. For the moribund hope that Habermas extracts from the newly discovered, self-limiting kernel of Enlightenment counter-discourse relies, in the end, on an enlightenment notion of possibility—the assertion that a universalistic discourse continues to carry with it, if not a guarantee of linked freedom and reason, at least the only possible counters to domination.

How are we to evaluate between these two positions? Habermas himself would probably be rather disappointed by my attempt to go behind his back and recover this antimodern perspective that he thinks he has adequately dispensed with. Perhaps one way to decide would be to further develop the social–theoretical analysis of modernity, in both hegemonic Enlightenment and its counterdiscourse, to see whether there is indeed any emancipatory potential in the institutions proferred.13 However, I wish to pursue an alternative way to mediate this conflict, and that is to evaluate precisely what critical theorizing is oriented to do, and whether an ideology critique not grounded simply in enlightenment ideals can indeed function—two points on which we yet have much to learn from the early work of the Frankfurt School.

THE SUBSTANCE AND SPIRIT OF IDEOLOGY CRITIQUE

Simple concern with totalitarian domination was only one aspect of the Institute of Social Research’s project. In its early stages, members were also attempting to set the course for a critical and emancipatory science of human society and of nature. This was a double-edged task, in which the unmasking of the ideological commitments of philosophical and social scientific research programs would lend itself to the reconstruction of ideals and practices that were self-reflexive in their own origins, particularly as regards the scientific and social division of labor essential to their meanings and possibilities.

Horkheimer’s 1937 article, “Traditional and Critical Theory” (published in Horkheimer 1972, 188–252), distinguishes between those two modes of theory according to their relationship to the current division of labor as well as their relationship to social change. Beginning with a damning critique of then-current philosophical systems and social scientific research programs, two groups of criticism emerge, which I will distinguish as substance and spirit.

First, Horkheimer rages against what he calls “ideal theory,” based on deduction and classification, treating animate objects as inanimate and relying on mathematical symbols for precision, harmony, and simplicity. Lacking any material basis, or even reference to human subjects, traditional theory misses the fact that it is not solely an intrascientific process, but also a social one. The generation of facts, and particularly their collation and application, made possible the constant transformation of the material foundations of society. Unfortunately, this type of labor remained unconscious of the relation of the generated facts to their origins, leading to a fetish of knowledge. As Horkheimer wrote, “But the conception of theory was absolutized, as though it were grounded in the inner nature of knowledge as such or justified in some other ahistorical way, and thus became a reified, ideological category” (1972, 194). This critique of the pretensions of positivist science already had a long tradition stretching back to Hegel and developing through both anti-Hegelians (Friedrich Nietzsche and Søren Kierkegaard) and hermeneutics (Martin Heidegger and later Hans Georg Gadamer). The originality of Horkheimer’s analysis lay in his ability to reconstruct the fundamental presuppositions of ideal theory and to locate these in the current division of labor: “even in their most complicated calculations, [scientists] but exemplify the working of an incalculable social mechanism” (197).

The spirit of Horkheimer’s critique, however, was echoed in the deeper relationship of theory to the existing state of affairs. Traditional theory is not simply dependent on the current state of social organization; it is also a particular activity contributing to the division of labor at a given time and stage of historical development. For instance: “The scholar and his science are incorporated into the apparatus of society; his achievements are a factor in the conservation and continuous renewal of the existing state of affairs. . . . [T]his adds up to a pattern which is, outwardly, much like the rest of life in a society dominated by industrial production techniques” (Horkheimer 1972, 196, 191). Not only do traditional theorists emerge out of and exemplify the status quo; they take an active role—and have a vested interest—in its maintenance. The specific interests of then-industrializing society were well served by the bourgeois conception of social science, which sought to reduce human interests to objectified, instrumental rationality. Reconstructing human rationality in this way essentially eliminated any possible interest in “the idea of a reasonable organization of society” (213). Instead, the “interest in social change” (241) was obscured by the pacification of subjects whose only “given” capacity was to passively represent external objects (and even this model of perception was flawed). In sum, bourgeois science focuses all the resources of the current regime that are available for its own legitimation and permanence.

Critical theory, on the other hand, refuses to be incorporated in this manner, and thus refuses to accept the permanence of the current conditions of life. The attempt to understand social reproduction as a whole requires that the critical theorist reflect on both the social origins and the consequences of his or her own practice. Critical theory studies, simply, “what theory means in human life” (Horkheimer 1972, 197).14 Still, critical theory eschews relativism in the claim that the “historically conditioned character of thought is not per se incompatible with truth. . . . To grant that there is no final and conclusive theory of reality of which we are capable, is not at all to abandon the distinction between truth and error” (Hoy and McCarthy 1994, 10). Critical theory means not merely rejecting the immediate character of truth that emerges from the perceptual model; it must also consider what drives the mediated evaluations of facts and social processes, that is, it must investigate its own conditions of possibility. And the basis of this, according to Horkheimer, is “an interest in social change” that must not be confused with mere technical progress (e.g., faster cars, more accurate bombs, or whizzy microprocessors). We must consider change not constrained by the immediately given conditions and institutions. This interest in social change is uncovered and explored through a critical or negative attitude toward existing reality. The current conditions of life are, for many, practically unlivable and it is therefore the possibility of freedom that drives the negative critique as well as the positive genesis of truth claims by critical theorists. The result is a theory and practice that is “wholly distrustful of the rules of conduct with which society as presently constituted provides each of its members. The separation between individual and society in virtue of which the individual accepts as natural the limits prescribed for his activity is relativized in critical theory” (27). I reiterate that it is not truth that is relativized (as in some of the micropolitical theory of today), but rather the “separation between individual and society” as mediated through the existing relations of production. The possibilities for human liberation are not circumscribed by the immediate conditions of social life. These conditions only constrain or veil what remain very human possibilities. And thus Horkheimer recommends moving from a merely “suspicious” attitude regarding given philosophical distinctions to “a conscious opposition” and an “obstinacy” (1972, 207, 220).15

Thus, the substance of the critique of ideal theory (which unconsciously represents or models the status quo social mechanisms at work in its production) leads to a spirit of critical theory that is oppositional, that obstinately refuses given distinctions, and that does not fall into the trap of taking certain limits as natural. Ideal theory fails to carry through the project of realizing reasonable conditions of life. This project is replaced, in the dominant discourse of recent Critical Theory, with the attempt to portray the conditions of reasonable life, an important distinction. Admittedly, the attempt to maintain a genuinely critical and obstinate theory is very difficult in the face of overwhelming authoritarian barbarity, the acceleration of inequality, and the new legitimating forces of the latter part of the twentieth century, and the beginning of the twenty-first century. Let us now turn more specifically to the historical development of critical theory to see whether such a theory was consistently pursued.

THE COURSE OF CRITICAL THEORY: AESTHETIC DISCONTENT,
LIBERATION, OR REVITALIZATION?

After Dialectic of Enlightenment, oppositional critical theory played itself out in a variety of ways, not unlinked from the particular personalities involved. The Institute of Social Research returned to Frankfurt in 1951, minus a few members. In Frankfurt, Adorno’s work became increasingly esoteric and even obscurantist, culminating in his difficult Negative Dialectics (1973), which took the conflict between reason and society to dramatic extremes.16 Horkheimer continued his own critique of instrumental reason, though many commentators suggest a lack of originality in his writings after he returned to Frankfurt.17 By some accounts, they appeared to have lost what Horkheimer had seen in 1937 as the transformative power of critical theory, exchanging it—especially in Adorno’s case—for an aesthetic preservation of the hopes of the past in autonomous works of art. Critical theory, we recall from Horkheimer’s 1937 lecture, must retain a fidelity to the idea of a future society as a community of free people, even if this vision is not particularly clear; and this must be preserved in concrete struggle:


The struggle for the future provides but a fragmentary reflection of the relation between rational intention and its realization, to the extent that a will which aims at the shaping of society as a whole is already consciously operative in the construction of the theory and practice which will lead to it. Despite all the discipline, justified by the need to win through, the community of those engaged in the struggle experiences something of the freedom and spontaneity which will mark the future. (Horkheimer 1972, 217f.)



After 1951, Horkheimer and Adorno appeared to lose this connection to a concrete struggle for the future, and thus by implication lost the basis for the construction of the appropriate theory and practice that emerges from that struggle.

However, this connection to transformative practice and the struggle for the future was retained in Marcuse’s writings of the 1960s. Remaining in the United States to work for the State Department and later the University of California, Marcuse saw brief moments in which the liberatory potential of critical theory linked up to actual social movements. His popularity in the student movements may have driven such writings as An Essay on Liberation (1969), in which he saw the realization of the utopian moment present in earlier critical theory. This claim is summed up in his 1967 lecture at the Free University of West Berlin, “The End of Utopia.” As he pronounced there:


it is questionable to set up the absence of specific subjective and objective factors as an objection to the feasibility of radical transformation. . . . But in my opinion there is one valid criterion for possible realization, namely, when the material and intellectual forces for the transformation are technically at hand although their rational application is prevented by the existing organization of the forces of production. . . . All the material and intellectual forces which could be put to work for the realization of a free society are at hand. (1970, 47, emphasis added)



The optimism that proclaimed that utopia needed no longer to be cast in merely fragmentary terms emerged from the incredible spirit of revolution that was present in those years. Yet, even Marcuse succumbed to the overwhelming power of the capitalist technocracy, and his last works, Counterrevolution and Revolt (1972) and The Aesthetic Dimension (1979), leave readers with a vaguer sense of the eventual success of the liberatory project:


And yet, there is a time for talk and a time for action also. . . . Where radical mass action is absent, and the Left is incomparably weaker, its actions must be self-limiting. What is imposed on the rebellion by intensified repression and the concentration of destructive forces in the hands of the power structure must become the soil for regrouping, reexamination . . . to sustain the long process of education. (1972, 133f.)18



The development and writings of these figures offers a great deal of insight as to the relationship between critical theory and the future: As any material hope for a rational and emancipated future fades into the background, the very existence of critical theory becomes elusive—the critique of institutions becomes, as in Adorno, the immanent critique of philosophy or art—and its creative energies smolder. Still, in the face of the intransigence of authority and the loss of alternative futures, something remains—if not a hope for the transformation of society, a stubborn “obstinacy” and a refusal of current conditions.

Also in the 1960s, the alternative trajectory of critical theory was emerging in full force. Habermas (who was Adorno’s student, in what must be seen—given both temperamental and theoretical divisions between the two—as ironic) demonstrated one possible means of return to the nearly forgotten elements of critical theory. Following Horkheimer’s original critique of traditional theory, he reinvigorated (what I have called) the substance of critical theory and lent new force to the critique of the reigning positivisms of the day. In his 1965 inaugural lecture, he recommends the critical abandonment of classical philosophy and a concerted attack on positivistic self-understanding, the “scientistic consciousness of the sciences” (1971, 316). Critical theory was to take a new course: The reconstruction of “the historical traces of suppressed dialogue,” by which Habermas meant the (“anthropologically deep-seated”) emancipatory interest inherent in communication, with its a priori positing of autonomy and responsibility (310f., 315, 317). Critical theory was to return to its roots in interdisciplinary social theory, beside which philosophy would take its place as a specialty. This promise was then made good in the massive two-volume Theory of Communicative Action (1984, 1987), in which the interdisciplinary breadth of Habermas is grandly displayed.

The 1980s witnessed the explosion of critical theory onto the scene in the United States, led by the work of figures such as McCarthy, Seyla Benhabib, Nancy Fraser, and David Ingram, as well as by the further development of Habermas’s own work, which continues apace, in the also massive Between Facts and Norms (1996). As exciting as these rapid developments in the substance of critical theory have been, however, there has been something important lost from the early years of Horkheimer: The oppositional spirit of critical theory, in which the future is preserved, has been supplanted by the tacit legitimation of the existing state of affairs and the eclipse of radical alternatives. Without this oppositional spirit, Critical Theory fails to live up to the critical dimension of thought and practice and the envisaging of what was earlier named “reasonable conditions of life.” Criticism of the early work of the Frankfurt School, emphasized repeatedly by Habermas and others, is focused on its alleged failure “to give an unambiguous account of its own normative foundations, its own status” (Habermas 1992, 56). This concern with status and foundations occludes the liberatory or utopian concern with both past and future and their relation.

Note that this is not an unambiguous transition. Habermas himself appeared to waver on this issue of liberatory possibilities, remarking in 1983 (though well before the global political–economic transformations of 1989–1992) that material progress threatens the “traceless disappearance of the historical path of real emancipation.” Echoing Benjamin as well as the terror of Dialectic of Enlightenment, he wrote:


It is terrifying both for past suffering and past sacrifice, which, without the possibility of a reconciling rememoration, is as good as lost, and for the identity of those who come later, who, without an awareness of the heritage which they have entered into, can have no idea of who they are. [Thus], real emancipation from constraints of nature or society, must obviously be symbolically preserved if [those who come later] are to be snatched from the fate of forgetfulness, of absorption into the stifling, ahistorical, “bad” present of an endless pressing forward. (139)



Such concern with forgetfulness, though, is countered by a post-1989 attitude sometimes known colloquially as TINA: There Is No Alternative. As quoted earlier, “there are no visible, rational alternatives to this form of life” (Habermas 1994a, 107).

In some sense, this chapter performs the same critique twice over. The attitude a critical theorist takes to the question of Enlightenment determines how that theorist is to undertake the practice of ideology critique—whether it is to be relentless, oppositional, as total as Enlightenment itself purports to be, or whether it is to ground itself in the very structures and institutions of a modern, enlightened counterdiscourse. While Habermas takes up, even to some extent radicalizes, the early focus on antipositivist understanding through his communicative model, he fails the test of the spirit of critical theory, described above as “the need to win through” and the “practice of freedom” (Horkheimer 1972, 217f.).

Let us make no mistake; the simultaneous legitimation of the status quo and the dissolution of radical future alternatives to domination does not negate all the positive contributions by Critical Theorists aligned with the Habermasian trajectory. As Horkheimer recognized, much of what he called traditional theory has a positive, even dialectical, social function: it employs the critical examination of data to valuable social ends. Traditional theory may be guilty of reflecting the existing order, but it reflects it along with its promises to be “more just, more differentiated, more harmoniously organized.” Traditional theory, done well, “concentrates on the problems which it meets in the wake of technical development and, in this connection, itself turns up new problems and transforms old concepts when necessary” (Horkheimer 1972, 205).19 A New Critical Theory imperils itself if it simply neglects these contributions, as much as it imperils itself if it accepts the constraints of the given society.

A NOTE ON THE END OF HISTORY AND IMPOSSIBLE FUTURES

To what extent do “we” actually face (or face up to) an impossible future? Do we have and construct our own hopes and alternatives, or have we murdered them through the betrayal and forgetting of the past? If critical theory is to remain possible, can it keep these hopes alive through the continued posing of radical alternatives in the face of ecological devastation on the one hand, and the end of history on the other? What is the future of critical theory, if Critical Theory is engaged in a project of forgetting? What is the future of critical theory, if the future itself is in question?

I began this chapter with the claim that the end of history thesis promulgated so widely today in the wake of the capitalist expansion to former Eastern bloc nations is false. Why might this be? The marginal existence of socialist remnants in Cuba and North Korea and the quasi-capitalist status of China (not so marginal with one-fifth the population of the world) offer little in the way of genuine alternatives to so-called free market capitalism. And thus we hear even “left” economists, such as Robert Heilbroner, proclaiming that “Less than 75 years after the contest between capitalism and socialism began, it is over: capitalism has won. . . . From now on, the main problems will not be economic, but cultural and political” (quoted in Albert and Hahnel 1991, 2). Margaret Thatcher’s widely celebrated refrain, “There Is No Alternative,” culminates in Francis Fukuyama’s much cited book, The End of History and the Last Man, where he claims (not alone in his revelry): “[L]iberal democracy remains the only coherent political aspiration that spans different regions and cultures across the globe . . . sometimes followed, sometimes preceded, by a liberal [free market] revolution in economic thought” (1992, xiii, xv).

While for these latter fawning ideologues of global capitalism—and the only slightly more skeptical former one—history as the contest between capitalism and socialism may be over, a future still remains: the ongoing mediation of cultural conflict; the engaged life of the public sphere; the pursuit of private goods; and the continuous adaptation of new markets to meet the needs of finance capital and its allocation mechanisms. This is precisely the future that was dreaded by critical theorists as no future at all: the continued repetition or reproduction of the same. A genuine future makes good upon the promises and slain lives that are its condition; a genuine future is an alternative to sameness. As Horkheimer and Adorno put it in terms of the culture industry (and what is today’s export of “American” capitalism but a gigantic culture industry?): “The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it perpetually promises. The promissory note which, with its plots and staging, it draws on pleasure is endlessly prolonged; the promise, which is actually all the spectacle consists of, is illusory; all it actually confirms is that the real point will never be reached, that the diner must be satisfied with the menu” (1972, 139). Thus, to whatever extent the end of history ideologues are correct, what they really assert is the loss of a future, the neglect of a promise, the recognition that any such promise has been illusory.

I claim that the future appears impossible, its promise endlessly deferred. Yet history continues so long as a memory remains and a struggle for its redemption is carried out (as it is, today, in the ravaged land of East Timor, on the First Nation reservations, in the barrios and favelas, in the Lacandon jungle of Mexico, and so on). Do not mistake the democratic-reformist and even at times market-driven nature of these struggles for a failure of imagination, a commitment to entrance into the global exchange economy; the struggles of oppressed people often work through the mechanisms available precisely in order to redeem the possibilities and promises of genuine democracy and freedom, not to emerge into an Americanized cultural elite. In the final analysis, the question of the future is not simply a question of whether history can continue; that, it will surely do. It is really a question of the possibility of doing critical theory at all.

If critical theory is oriented toward a radically different future, a future that is, by any “rational” examination, impossible, then what is it that we fail to do when we do not face up to this impossibility? Is it possible that today’s Critical Theorists, by ignoring the impossibility of a future (or what is the same thing, acceding to it), are engaged in their own end of history ideology?

To complete such a turning away, Critical Theorists must succeed in exorcising the spirit of liberation along with the obstinacy of the theory that supports it. A Critical Theory cleansed of both past and future becomes, like that of Fukuyama, obsolete, evanescent, capitulatory. Yet, from this claim I wish to leap to another: that beyond this dead, obsolete Critical Theory of today, something lives on. To recall Adorno’s classic words: “Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete, lives on because the moment to realize it was missed” (1973, 3). I believe that Critical Theory is already obsolete. Yet philosophy as critical theory, the philosophy of refusal and resistance, thereby lives on.

The totalization of Enlightenment reason, its core of domination, continually posits its other: the possible negation of such reason. These negations are not merely theoretical; they are performative acts of rebellion. Whether it be the unfurling of a banner in Columbus, Ohio, to point out the damned illogic of imperial reason; the occupation of a U.S. embassy in Indonesia by East Timorese students; organizing caravans to bring medicine and computers, or even a piano, to Cuba; facing down the state military apparatus in Seattle, Washington, D.C., Prague, and Los Angeles; or chaining oneself to a redwood tree in northern California—such acts as these enact the negation of current systems of exploitation and greed. Theorizing from this standpoint, from concrete acts of hope and refusal, is the central task of a New Critical Theory imbued with the spirit of liberation.

NOTES

1.  The best accounts of the first generation of critical theory include Jay (1973), Wiggershaus (1994), and Dubiel (1985). For an account that includes the transition to and response from Habermas, see Ingram (1990). I use “Critical Theory” in capital letters to describe second-generation developments (or what has now even come to be described as “Third Generation Critical Theory” by Pensky [19981) stemming from the work of Habermas.

2.  In Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), see especially “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” (120–167). For an account of its impact, see Jay (1973, 217). Habermas (1989) notes that first-edition copies remained available for almost twenty years and thus “[t]he impact of this book . . . stands in a curious relation to the number of its purchasers” (106f.).

3.   A sample of books include Kellner (1984, 1990, 1995a); Agger (1992); Luke (1989); Jacoby (1981); Bronner (1990); Feenberg (1991); Aronson (1983, 1995); and many explorations in the Paul Piccone–edited Telos, especially Piccone (1978).

4.  The timing here is perhaps no coincidence; the decline of New Left urgency provided a different footing on which social critique might found itself. Resisting U.S. imperialism or social domination from too far out of the mainstream led clearly to a powerful and violent backlash, demonstrated by the murder of over two dozen activists of the Black Panther Party. In addition, the ultimate failure of the Movement to prevent mass destruction from being visited upon Vietnam—even given the ignominy of the U.S. victory—led many left-oriented intellectuals to the view that social change could best be effected with at least one gentle hand on the reins of power, the other busily entrenching New Deal social-service occupations. See Jacoby (1987, 182–184). He writes,


The much more significant progressivism, liberalism, and Marxism projected a universe where intellectuals would reform, if not rule society. They would man its bureaus and agencies. . . . [T]he academization of a left-wing intelligentsia was not simply imposed, it was desired. For the leftists, appointment to state or academic bureaucracies constituted small steps on the path to power—or so they fantasized. Careerism and revolution converged. (183)



5.   The two most important figures in the battle against postmodernism are Thomas McCarthy and Seyla Benhabib. See McCarthy (1991), Hoy and McCarthy (1994), and Benhabib et al. (1995). They are following, for the most part, the structure of analysis provided by Habermas (1989).

6.   For example, see Benhabib, Bonß, and McCole (1993), whose critical text explores, in large part, the deficits of Horkheimer’s theory, especially as regards his post-1937 “transformation.”

7.  In what follows, I draw on a distinction between enlightenment (a process of demystification, or the release of traditional notions of metaphysically grounded truth through the process of linguistification or rationalization) and Enlightenment (the self-understanding of an age—originally the eighteenth century—positing a connection between reason and freedom that may or may not be seen as utopian, depending on whether one relies on a neo-Kantian proceduralism or Hegelian unification). Modernity describes the material conditions for Enlightenment: progressive differentiation of value spheres; societal rationalization or what Habermas calls “the establishment of sub-systems of purposive-rational action and, indeed, in the forms of the capitalist enterprise and the modern governmental institution” (1984, 219); as well as including the 500-year history of imperial expansion Noam Chomsky calls “the Colombian era” (1993, 3–33). Whether modernity is a genuine process of enlightenment—appropriately understood by Enlightenment—is, of course, at issue in what follows.

8.  Habermas has a “two-tiered” theory of society to account for the functional differentiation of societal subsystems in complex modern societies. The two tasks of material reproduction and symbolic reproduction are carried out by differing subsystems such as, respectively, a capitalist economy and kinship formations. The former is “integrated” according to a different rationality from the latter: purposive as opposed to communicatively achieved consensus. “Colonization” is defined as the situation where “systemic mechanisms suppress forms of social integration even in those areas where a consensus-dependent coordination of action cannot be replaced, that is, where the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld is at stake” (1987, 196). A helpful account of this theory can be found in Ingram (1987); for a critical analysis, see especially Nancy Fraser’s essay “What’s Critical about Critical Theory?” in Fraser (1989).

9.  In “What Theories Can Accomplish—and What They Can’t,” Habermas says: “I’m rather careful these days about using the expression ‘emancipation’ beyond the realm of biographical experiences. . . . The concept of modernity no longer comes with a promise of happiness” (1994a, 104, 107).

10.  By “neoconservative,” I refer here especially to Fukuyama (1992). “Ludic postmoderns” refers to the worst excesses of postmodern literary theory; the phrase comes from Ebert (1996).

11.  Habermas suggests that they appropriated this ahistorical critique from Nietzsche (1989, 120–129). For a defense of the two levels of analysis in Dialectic of Enlightenment, see Matuštík (1998, 172–174). For an extended argument regarding the normative implications of genealogical critique, see Hoy and McCarthy (1994).

12.  Ideology critique, derived from Marx, is the practice of unmasking the universal interests that make relations of domination palatable to the oppressed. This began as a critique of the economy, expanding to a critique of the legitimacy of state political interventions in the economy, and, with the Frankfurt School, to the critique of mass cultural phenomena (see Ingram 1987, 6–7, 173–177).

13.  This is Habermas’s task, not only social-theoretically in The Theory of Communicative Action (1984, 1987), but more concretely in The Past As Future (1994a), “Struggles for Recognition in a Democratic Constitutional State” (1994b), and “The European Nation-State” (1995).

14.  By introducing the “embeddedness” of theory in concrete lifeworlds, Horkheimer intends to contrast critical theory to relativist Weltanschauung philosophy and the sociology of Mannheim popular in his day. This antirelativist move remains important today, given the wide variety of social constructivist positions.

15.  A similar development of thought can be found in Marcuse’s essay “Critical Theory and Philosophy”:


With the concept of reason as freedom, philosophy seems to reach its limit. What remains outstanding to the realization of reason is not a philosophical task. . . . [T]he demand for reason henceforth means the creation of a social organization in which individuals can collectively regulate their lives in accordance with their needs. . . . The obstinacy that comes from adhering to truth against all apearances has given way in contemporary philosophy to whimsy and uninhibited opportunism. Critical theory preserves obstinacy as a genuine quality of philosophical thought. (1968, 137, 141f., 143)



16.  Which is not to say that Negative Dialectics is unoriginal or unimportant. In fact, it plays a decisive role in making connections between critical and postmodern theory. See, for instance, Cornell (1992, especially chapter 1).

17.  In the introduction to On Max Horkheimer, Benhabib, Bonß, and McCole write that Horkheimer did not reconcile “human suffering with a program of social research in any cogent way, nor did he reconcile the radical, totalizing critique of Dialectic of Enlightenment with his earlier, and continuing, identification with its traditions and goals. He was either unwilling or unable to develop a third paradigm in which aporias such as these could be resolved productively” (1993, 9). In his essay “Remarks on the Development of Horkheimer’s Work,” Habermas argues that this was due in part to Adorno’s influence, as well as Horkheimer’s own “indecisive productivity, which perhaps reveals new tones but no new approaches” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1972, 59). In “Horkheimer’s Road,” Stephen Eric Bronner is no less denunciatory, yet manages to convey Horkheimer’s indecisive negation of real social conditions in his search for the “wholly other” in a much more sympathetic fashion (1994, 73–101).

18.  Note that Marcuse did not consistently bear such optimism prior to the mass movements of the late 1960s; One-Dimensional Man closes with a lament and gesture to Benjamin: “The critical theory of society possesses no concepts which could bridge the gap between the present and its future; holding no promise and showing no success, it remains negative. Thus it wants to remain loyal to those who, without hope, have given and give their life to the Great Refusal. At the beginning of the fascist era, Walter Benjamin wrote: ‘It is only for the sake of those without hope that hope is given to us’ ” (Marcuse 1964, 257).

19.  In full, the quote reads,


a positive social function is exercised by theory in its traditional form: that is, the critical examination of data with the aid of an inherited apparatus of concepts and judgments which is still operative in even the simplest minds. . . . Like a material tool of production, it represents potentially an element not only of the contemporary cultural totality but of a more just, more differentiated, more harmoniously ordered one as well. To the extent that this theoretical thinking does not deliberately lend itself to concerns which are external and alien to the object but truly concentrates on the problems which it meets in the wake of technical development and, in this connection, itself turns up new problems and transforms old concepts when necessary—to this extent it may rightly regard the technological and industrial accomplishments of the bourgeois era as its own justification and be confident of its own value. (Horkheimer 1972, 205)
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Redemption in the Impasse: An Other Communism

Bill Martin

Marx said somewhere that when the locomotive of history turns a corner, all of the intellectuals fall off.

Apparently it was the de rigueur thing, at least among intellectuals, to speak and act as if the looming millennium meant nothing. To think otherwise was to give credence to a religious or theological point of view. After all, is the year 2000 anything more than an arbitrary designation? (Of course, you have to love the eggheads who insist the millennium started on January 1, 2001, as though they have mathematics on their side.) One simple response to this “secular humanist” claim is that it is not entirely arbitrary that for many centuries years have been counted based on the messianic hopes of the ancient rabble of Palestine. Perhaps ordinary people still want now something that they wanted back then: freedom, meaning, community, and the sense of not being mere things. If anything, I wish there were more millennial hopes expressed both then and now. These hopes seem to be yet another victim of the deflationary strategies of postmodern capitalism.

Here is something that is difficult to understand, and I cannot claim to entirely understand it myself: the dictatorship of capital is also the dictatorship of the secular. (I have been using this term, “dictatorship of capital” a good deal lately not because I no longer think there is a bourgeoisie—I do think there are capitalist ruling classes—but because to speak of capital in this way might be a clearer way of saying what most people know: that in a capitalist society, no matter what sort of “democratic” surface is presented, the basic decisions will be made according to the dictates of capital.) Marx must have known that the dictatorship of capital is also the dictatorship of the secular, and yet he seems not to have been troubled by it. I think this was a mistake.

Of course, Marx was wary of anything that would allow “religion” back in. I place the term in quotes because there is a long-standing tendency to think that we know what religion is, whereas I don’t think we know, or at least not entirely. In his early writings, Marx even argued that the first task of philosophy and social theory is the ruthless critique of religion. Religion must be demolished entirely. Note two things, however. First, in his early work, Marx argued this, but he also took over some of the language of Western monotheism. He even accorded religion something of the same status as he did to Hegel, though the former in terms of content and the latter in terms of form: Religion gives us, Marx allowed, an upside down “theory” of the world, a picture that needed to be turned right side up. (He said the same thing regarding Hegel’s method.) Second, in the later work, while Marx never embraced religion, neither did he any longer think that its critique had to be the cornerstone of social critique more generally.

What accounts for this shift? I think there is more than one cause at work, but there is one cause in particular on which I want to focus. I will use a somewhat strange reference to make sense of this. Richard Rorty invokes Jean-Paul Sartre at times, in defense of the idea of a politics of contingency, and of a philosophy and politics that seeks a “consistently atheistic position” (a phrase from Sartre that Rorty affirms). However, Rorty wants to separate himself from at least two things in Sartre. One of these is Sartre’s commitment to communism, and certainly to anything associated with Stalin. (This is a complicated question, but one way through it is to set side by side Sartre’s analyses of the Stalin period, especially in the second volume of the Critique of Dialectical Reason, with Rorty’s framework based on the vague notion of “cruelty” mixed with standard litanies that include names such as Mao, Hitler, Pol Pot, etc. I think there is a chance of actually understanding something in the former case, but not in the latter.) The second thing that Rorty wants to distance himself from in Sartre is the way that Sartre, like Marx, appropriated theological language—in Sartre’s case, especially the language of redemption.

In Rorty’s case, part of the way that a commitment to the full secularization of philosophy and politics works itself out is through simply letting go of any terms that would remind us of or implicate us in theology and religion. Thus, Sartrean terms such as “abandonment” (abandoned by whom?) and “thrown-ness” (this comes from Heidegger, of course) should be avoided in our understanding of contingency. A simple way to put this is that the old world should end not with a bang, but instead with a whimper. I think there was a side to the later Marx’s tendency to no longer use the redemptive language of his earlier years that is similar to what Rorty is doing—that is, the overcoming of religion no longer consists much any more in its dialectical Aufhebung, transvaluation, or what-have-you; this has been accomplished already by history. Now it is time to simply let it go. Wherever one stands on the issue of the “early” and the “later” Marx, it is clear that his language changed somewhat. One might argue that something he said earlier, in The German Ideology, served more thoroughly as his guide in the later work—that “communism is not an idea, it is the real movement of history” (1970, 56–57). It seems likely that as he concerned himself more with the “real movement” in the later work, he thought that religion and “theological” ideas would more or less take care of themselves. His approach to this issue may have been similar to Rorty’s—it is better to not even talk about these things, because if you keep talking about them you help keep the terms in circulation. Let them die a natural death, so to speak—let the dead bury the dead. Let these terms show themselves in a way that most people already see them—as no longer useful.

I do not want to pursue this too much here (I have written on the question at length in The radical project: Sartrean investigations), but it might be important to figure out why someone who has been castigated as the supremely “atheistic” philosopher of the twentieth century, namely Sartre, still held on to “theological” language. I think that it was an unwillingness, perhaps not entirely understood by Sartre himself, to submit fully to the dictatorship of the secular. Marx thought that there were some legacies of political modernity—“bourgeois society”—that ought to be not only preserved, but also extended. Indeed, the idea was that certain things appear only imperfectly and in purely formal terms in bourgeois society, and these things would be perfected and given their appropriate content in a post-capitalist society (I am mainly thinking of the terminology of rights, democracy, autonomy, and so on). Clearly, secularism was one of these legacies. But the truth of secularism has been spoken by Henry Ford: History is bunk, it’s just one damn thing after another. It may be that the “dancing ghost” of commodity fetishism took its inspiration from the spirits presented to us by religion—the idea being that it was first religion, then philosophy, that gave us the notion that an idea could have a life of its own. From this perspective, one could see where the impetus to begin with the critique of all ghost-making ideologies comes from. But commodity fetishism superseded and sublated religion in its ability to dazzle and entrance some time ago, and certainly this is the case in a capitalism that is becoming postmodern. Indeed, our world has become so thoroughly secular that I do not think it is any longer appropriate to just see religion as a remnant of a pre-secular past. Instead, the religious sensibility, which of course has countless manifestations (and I am not saying that all or perhaps even most of them are good), might be understood as a resistance to the dazzling “bunk” of postmodern capitalism. The question might be, however, whether this resistance is merely a “haven in a heartless world,” or can this sensibility be a part of the project of bringing heart to the world, of transforming, healing, and redeeming the world.

Marx’s legacy on this question is ambivalent. Clearly, he is not one to deny the idea of a meaning of history, but he will not accept that meaning comes from the outside. This is why Marx will not accept that ideas have an independent existence. The meaning of history must come from the inside of history. And yet his materialism is not crude (even though there has never been a shortage of reductivist caricatures, and even though these caricatures can find some basis in Marx’s thinking) because it is precisely in the critique of political economy that he shows that material objects do not have value in and of themselves but instead in a complex social fabric. That is, when it comes to value he applies a context principle, but I am not sure that he is always aware of such a principle when it comes to the meaning of history. To use the old language, it is all work(s) for Marx, no grace. But this is not quite true, and there are clearly points in the political economy, where for all its avoidance of the language of redemption and the good, it still unfolds in this direction.

The language of “two Marxisms” has been with us for some time now, dividing Marxisms into those Western and those Eastern (or Third World), humanistic and scientific (or scientistic), democratic and authoritarian, and so on. In light of what has been said thus far, I want to propose another distinction, partaking of but also cutting across the previous distinctions. The mistake of accepting the dictatorship of the secular is that, on this basis, Marxism cannot help humanity transcend a society based on calculation, a society where (as Marx put it so well in Capital) all quality is reduced to quantity. This secular Marxism becomes, at best, merely a socialized utilitarianism. In postmodern capitalism, the dictatorship of the secular finds its full and perhaps absolute expression in what Fredric Jameson calls “sheer demography.” Jameson is mapping the effects of a society where space rather than time has become the cultural dominant: “We need to explore the possibility that there exists, in what quaintly used to be called the moral realm, something roughly equivalent to the dizziness of crowds for the individual body itself: the premonition that the more other people we recognize, even within the mind, the more peculiarly precarious becomes the status of our own hitherto unique and ‘incomparable’ consciousness or ‘self’ ” (1991, 358).

Along with the moral realm—on which more in a moment—what has also become quaint is history itself. I call it the “See what the funny man is saying now” phenomenon. If you are into history, well, hey, there’s a channel for that, dude. If I may quote a bit more from Jameson:


What the past has to tell us [in this world of “demography as materialism”] is therefore little more than a matter of idle curiosity, and indeed our interest in it—fantastic genealogies, alternate histories!—comes to look a little like an in-group hobby or adoptive tourism....

As far as I know, the only philosopher to have taken demography seriously, and to have produced concepts on the basis of an evidently idiosyncratic lived experience of it, was Jean-Paul Sartre, who wanted no children as a result, but whose other historic philosophic originality—to have made a philosophical problem out of that peculiar thing we all take for granted, namely, the existence of other people—may, in fact, turn out to be the consequence of this one, rather than the other way round. (1991, 361)



(I’m reminded of a description of baby boomers as the generation that forgot to have children.) If what we are in for, in the millennial turn when the biggest concern was whether or not our computers would still function, is simply the rendering of history as hobby, then one could see how not only the apocalyptic but also the tragic aspects of human striving would be lost—though, again, not with a bang. But in a more recent text Jameson takes full stock of the flattening of meaning and history in terms that are brutally stark:


Parmenidean stasis [changeless Being in itself, to which Jameson is comparing the postmodern resistance to history] . . . to be sure knows at least one irrevocable event, namely death and the passage of the generations. . . . But death itself . . . is inescapable and [has been rendered] meaningless, since any historical framework that would serve to interpret and position individual deaths (at least for their survivors) has been destroyed. A kind of absolute violence, then, the abstraction of violent death, is something like the dialectical correlative to this world without time or history. (1994, 19)



It remains for us to link this absolute violence to political economy and to, as Derrida puts it, “the state of the debt” (1994). But this is also to say that we have to grapple with, and I would even say “encompass,” the economic, but without falling into what Lenin called, at the beginning of the twentieth century, “economism”—the narrowing of our understanding and struggle to immediate economic concerns. To put it crudely, the stomach is an important thing, of course, and it has to be fed, but so does the heart and mind.

What is more is that a mere “socialism of the stomach” cannot address the state of the debt, and this again gives us an approach to Marx’s mistake regarding the dictatorship of the secular. I began to speak, a little while ago, about another way of thinking about two Marxisms. Marx said that communism is the “real movement” in history, though of course he also thought of that real movement as teleology, and therefore as showing how the world would look in the future, at least in very broad outline, after capitalism—we will have a world without exploitation and oppression, where the freedom of each is the condition of the freedom of all, where production would be cooperative and noncompetitive, where there will be a shared abundance, where the division of labor will be overcome (especially in its most basic form, as the division between mental and manual labor), and where society will inscribe upon its banners, “from each according to her or his ability, to each according to her or his need.” And yet, if I ask the question—what is communism?—I may find myself in that forbidden country, “the idea.” One reason (but not the only reason) for going into this territory is that it may tell us something to try to compare two different notions of communism, and to try to imagine the “real movement” (if that is what it is) from this future to our existing society.

One way to think of communism—clearly sanctioned by Marx, and clearly within the confines of a secular thinking that seeks to banish all ghosts—is primarily as a mode of production. This does not sound very utopian, but then, that is what recommends the conception to probably the majority of people who would call themselves Marxists today and for the last century or more. There are logics to modes of production, and the logic of the capitalist mode of production will unfold into the communist mode. The most narrow thinking of this logic is again what Lenin called economism (and what Mao also called the “theory of productive forces,” in other words, where the productive forces and not the revolution in social relations is seen as the leading factor—in other words, a theory where things, not people, are the leading factor in social change; much of the work done in analytic Marxism, for example the well-known works by G. A. Cohen [1978] and Jon Elster [1985], falls into this category). But, unfortunately, there is a tendency for even the least narrow forms of Marxism to go in this direction. The hard thing here is to maintain some sympathy for why this tendency exists, namely that there are very good reasons for paying attention to political economy and not simply going off into the realm of utopian speculation and ethical reasoning. But there are also real (just to use the word) material consequences to banishing the utopian and the ethical—and I will specify these consequences a bit more, in due course.

So, here is an other conception of what communism “is.” Of course, the very idea of communism complicates, to say the least, the “is”—as Derrida of course helps us to understand, but where Marx’s “real movement,” if understood a bit differently than perhaps Marx and subsequent Marxists have, might help us too. (In my first book, Matrix and line, I had a section called “What is/to be done?”) Communism is what has never yet existed, and what many will say is impossible, a global community of mutual flourishing.

To be brief, I would say that the first understanding of communism, as a mode of production primarily, represents an extension of and remains tied to the logic of bourgeois right. It was this conception, as much as he himself might have created some underpinnings for it (and the nut of it is to see how this is tied to Marx’s acceptance of the secular!), that Marx struggled against in the Critique of the Gotha Programme (1972). Earlier, I alluded to the possibility of some place for “grace” in Marx’s thinking. This is most evident in his argument concerning “the source of all wealth.” The “Marxist” authors of the “Gotha Programme,” whom Marx distances himself from (though, frankly, I think this “I am not a Marxist” thing has been way overdone, especially since it seems to be said more and more by people who were never in any danger of being mistaken for Marxists in the first place, which is clearly not Marx’s point), claim that labor is the source of all wealth. As a point of political economy, these authors are simply skipping over Marx’s argument about exchange value. (In a sense, you could say that labor creates not wealth but instead the price of a product.) But Marx goes on to point out that the whole context for the creation of exchange value (and therefore wealth in that one, though of course necessary, sense) is not something that is created by labor, but is instead something that is given—the earth, the sun, the moon, the stars, the cosmos. (All right, he didn’t say the moon, but he should have, since tidal motion is a part of the volatility that allowed life on earth to develop.) These things are not only given, but also in the case of the sun and the cosmos, there is nothing we could even conceivably have done to “earn” the wealth that they bestow upon us—the whole notion is absurd. At least we could treat the earth a lot better, but even here, what could we do to “earn” the fact that we are here walking upon it?

There are those who have expanded on this point, toward whole theories of “solar economy” (Georges Bataille) or deep ecology (Arne Naes), and I am sympathetic to these arguments, even if I also remain in part a “humanist”—or, to be Derridean about it, I remain committed to the double strategy that has humanism as one side—to the extent that the “value of the moon, the stars, and the sun” (again, it is an absurd notion!) is not a value “for us” unless there are social relations (a human economy) that make this so. And yet, without the other side of the strategy and the thinking, grace, “the gift,” I think we will find ourselves right back within the narrow horizons of bourgeois right—and we will not address the debt.

The debt has to do with the people—but perhaps not only the people—who are dead: The people who have died and who are dead, and by this I also mean the people who have never had the chance to live, even those among us today who are in such a condition.

(But I do not know if it is even simply the people—though one part of this has to do with who has been entitled to be a person—but also all creatures, all ontic realities, that might have their form of flourishing, their possibility.)

In my view, there are two impossibilities—or perhaps three—of this other communism, this communism of works and grace, this communism of the gift and the debt. There is the impossibility of those who will say that communism is impossible, either out of despair, or, more likely cynicism (sometimes opportunistic cynicism—that is, they have some stake in the existing society). This impossibility, however, is not something that has an independent existence—pessimism, cynicism, and, for that matter, optimism have material roots (their deepest roots are in the state of the debt). So, I would say that the first “real” impossibility of communism is capitalism itself. Capitalism’s conception of life and of the human person is one that increasingly has as its point to render communism impossible. I have argued for some time now that the main ideology of capitalist societies has become cynicism rather than jingoism—in other words, why should we have the kind of society that we have?—because, of course, you fool!, there can be no other kind of society, that is why. To think otherwise is stupid, utopian, romantic, and even—what is said more and more—dangerous. You are on the road to Stalin and the Khmer Rouge once more if you think there is something beyond this existing society—though of course you will search in vain for any real understanding of what these things mean other than as mantras that can be chanted if anyone gets any ideas. (By the way, this is the real meaning of Ayn Rand’s idiotic “argument” that “A is A.”) There comes a point where this identity logic becomes so much the sensus communis that it is at least the bellwether of a new phase of capitalism, if not the phase itself.

At the expense of being overly simplistic, or perhaps sentimental, here is a very basic critique of this ideology. Two very straightforward questions occur to me as being very important for philosophy and political theory: Do human beings in any sense “belong” in this world? And, Can we live together in this world? Cynical impossibility answers these questions No and No. Well, it is hard to imagine much of a future to these “answers.” So then, cynical ideology tells us that if we cannot accept No for an answer, then we are unrealistic or, to use the word that this ideology hopes will at some point slip entirely into oblivion, utopian.

(It is tempting to say that triumphal capital puffs itself up with a lot of hot air, about how it is the only game in town—and one reason this is tempting is that it is literally true, in that it appears that capital has to run by continually adding heat to the ecosystem. This is another way of saying No to the future. This point relates to the second impossibility.)

This second way in which this other communism is impossible might be stated in numerous ways, and then it will be interesting to see how this impossibility relates to the first one. (What Derrida is going to say, and Sartre said it in his own way with his notion of the practico-inert, is that there is a relationship, one that shows that, in some sense, capital always remains to be overcome. But, again, this point can be overstated or misstated in the same way that the “I am not a Marxist” line simply becomes a cop-out.) The possibilities for flourishing that stand before us are in immeasurable part the gifts of infinite grace, and therefore infinite work is required to catch up with them. But even infinite work will not catch up, and therefore grace sets an infinite task. This is to paraphrase Kant, of course; his thinking of the ethical relation and responsibility very much belongs in this discussion.

If I may give a very simplified version of what Kant’s ethical philosophy is all about, I would say that it has to do with striving to do what is right purely for the reason that it is right, and not for any other reason that might be understood as instrumental. (Personally, I agree with Kant that it can only be a focus on the good for the sake of the good that is the proper subject of anything deserving the name “ethics.”) My sense of it is that, knowing that this conception cannot ultimately be founded within a world of objects, Kant must argue that there is some aspect of the logic of the categorical imperative that is beyond our ken. So, there is a “rationality” to the claim that, if we are presuming to talk about ethics, then there is nothing else to talk about other than aiming to do what is right, but there is also a gap or anomaly.

Some important contemporary philosophers, most significantly (in my view, at any rate) Donald Davidson and Jacques Derrida, have developed their arguments around this anomaly, if I may put it this way. For both, the anomaly is both a limit and an enabler—the limit to meaning is also the thing (or non-thing) that makes meaning possible. The possibility of meaning is not conceivable without its impossibility, which is to say that there is a sense—and the thing is to keep this sense “alive”—in which meaning is impossible. This goes for the ethical relation as well, for to “close the gap” would be to simply generate a form of calculation—whereas the application of calculation could not in itself be the stuff of ethical relations. And thus a communism understood as a global community of mutual flourishing could also not simply be the outcome of either the economic or the political logic(s) of the capitalist mode of production or bourgeois right—but it is not that these things are not involved, either, in fact they are intimately involved.

Another way to put this (and it may be that, mainly because of the utilitarian cast of modern society and its material pull, there are some who think of themselves as “Kantian” but who will disagree with what I am about to say) is that anything that could be called “ethics” involves going beyond oneself to the other. In this light, one could see why Kant would think that the logic of the categorical imperative must partake of the noumenal, because it must move outside of the realm of objectification (as seen especially in the second formulation). Perhaps this has implications for the characterization of Kant’s philosophy as “transcendental idealism”—certainly, if there is a relationship between the noumenal and the phenomenal on this most fundamental of questions, the question of the ethical relation to the other, then a more hermetic or perhaps even materialist reconstruction of his thinking is possible. As you may know, Kant said that two things held him in awe, “the starry heavens above and the moral law within.” I’ve always thought that the way he put this indicated he at least contemplated that there might be a connection (and so again the moon, the stars, and the sun).

If to move outside of the realm of objectification is indeed the aim of ethics—and one can see, in this light, and in this phenomenal world (this world of objects), why the world of ethics is infinite—then one can also see why it would have to be true for Kant as well that ethics is not ultimately about rules, but instead about a certain kind of relation, toward which the categorical imperative can give us an orientation. That is, to only go so far as to bring the other under consideration in terms of a rule is not yet to escape objectification, and therefore it is not yet to enter into the ethical relation.

Kant (along with Vico, perhaps) was the first philosopher to really deal with the question of the ethical and political on the scale of the whole world, and at the point where market forces and commodity production were beginning to supplant any other considerations as to what principles might govern relations among people and between peoples. If Kant had lived in a world of city-states and regions, then he might well have been with Aristotle and left things at the level of virtue and character. (I raise this, of course, because I have invoked the Aristotelian ideal of eudaimonia in my definition of the other communism, and Marx did indeed acknowledge this ideal in his notion of species-being.) But Kant’s world is too big for that, and utilitarianism or any other form of instrumentalism will not only not have anything to do with ethics in this big world, but can easily lead to the very opposite of ethical relations when the other is unseen and far away.

Now, of course, I have associated with the other communism a fairly long and substantial list of ghosts that Marx sought to banish. Among these are the transcendental, the noumenal, the impossible, the anomaly, and most certainly any notion of ethics or the ethical relation as it has been conceived just now. The starry heavens above and the moral law within, taken as possibly two poles of a connected if also multiplicitous ontic reality that has something to do with those basic questions—do we in any sense belong in the world, and can we live together in it (let me expand on the latter question: Can we achieve a collectivity and mutuality that is commensurate with human flourishing?—which then connects with the former question understood as the possibility of a cosmic co-flourishing, a relating to the cosmos as not merely a world of objects, a relating which truly sets an infinite task)—is most likely the stuff of astrology for Marx, and undoubtedly these ghosts, and all ghosts, must be banished.

(Obviously, there is a project, that cannot be pursued here, regarding those Jewish Kantians, such as Isaac Luria, who brought together Kant and Kaballah, and who laid the ground for the Kantian ethical socialism of Hermann Cohen and others—vital sources on which are Steven Schwarzschild [1990]—who called Kant one of the three greatest “Jewish” thinkers, along with Maimonides and Plato—and Harry van der Linden [1988].)

I have to note here, once again at the expense of riling my urbancentric friends—well, really, in fact I do this because I like to rile them—that the urban cast of Marx’s thinking also gives us a world where there aren’t any stars to be seen, so it is no wonder that we lose our moral bearings as well. Anti-spectral communism, which of course is an irony since it was Marx who gave us the great phrase about communism being a specter that haunts our bourgeois world—which then becomes the starting point for Derrida’s investigation—then comes to depend on the dictatorship of the secular. The difficult thing in Marxism is to gather up the seeds of the alternative to this, and I find them in Lenin, in Mao, in Benjamin, Sartre, and Jameson (as well as, of course, many thinkers who seem unrelated to Marxism), and I find a framework for understanding these things in Specters of Marx—and yet to still integrate them into theoretical work, into strategies, into practices that aim to produce real effects in the world—promises that must promise to be kept, that do not remain merely “spiritual,” to use Derrida’s language in Specters. In other words, to recognize the ghost materially, and not as a matter of mere philosophical idealism or moralizing. (This describes my own orientation in social theory and activism, and I think that Derrida’s book, far from being “too little, too late”—I don’t know what it means to be “too late,” here, and I frankly hope we don’t find out—is central to understanding this kind of project. But I also think this about Derrida’s work in general, even if I am also thankful that he has now given us a more explicit, extended, and systematic engagement with Marx.)

One way to sum up what I have been driving at is that the dictatorship of the secular casts out not only God, but even the good. As a historical materialist, I may not be quite as wary of God as Marx is, but I have to admit that I am a bit wary (much of the time when I talk with God, I am expressing, in one way or another, the thought, “What ever are you up to now?”). I am inclined toward the idea that if there is any meaning to the ethical relation (saying this now in a straightforward way that I know is not really possible, in other words, sidestepping the reasons why this meaning is necessarily implicated in impossibility, as is meaning itself—which is why, to move very quickly, deconstruction and the possibility of justice are co-implicated) then the infinite task of this ethical relation is one that God is confronted with as well. (My understanding of this—to the extent that I do understand it—is very Anabaptist, Radical Reformationist, William Blakean, Jeffersonian, Emersonian, “American” even, owing much to Joseph Smith and Brigham Young, but I also daresay not foreign to the liberation theology of Gustavo Guttiérrez, José Miranda, and others.) Theological speculations aside—though I do believe there is a good point to going on with them—the project is one of conceiving what I call “post-secular socialism,” as a transition to the other communism, the global community of mutual flourishing.

Any attempted transition, however, that seeks to “cancel” the debt rather than to enter into the infinite task of redeeming it, will only result in some sort of rehash of capitalism. Allow me to conclude then with two remarks that may seem a bit cryptic (but that, in light of the foregoing, are perhaps less so). Paraphrasing Max Horkheimer’s famous remark about fascism (“He who is unwilling to speak of capitalism should be quiet about fascism also”), one way of summing up my argument regarding the debt is that any “Marxism” (or radical theory in general) that is unwilling to grapple with imperialism should also remain silent about capitalism. The other remark is that grappling with the meaning of the debt will show us why, in Specters of Marx, Derrida links the terms “insurrection” and “resurrection.”
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Toward a New Critical Theory

James L. Marsh

INTRODUCTION: THE CURRENT STATE OF CRITICAL SOCIAL THEORY

A number of discussions and developments over the last ten to fifteen years have made it clear to me that critical social theory is at an impasse. What we see internationally is an increasingly rapacious, virulent capitalism working its will very destructively on people in places such as Panama, Haiti, Iraq, Yugoslavia, and East Timor. Starvation under capitalist auspices is rampant; over twenty million per year die from starvation, and several million more from such causes as poverty, homelessness, disease, terror, imprisonment, and war. It is no exaggeration, then, in using Enrique Dussel’s phrase to describe international capitalism as an “international Auschwitz.”1

Domestically, we witness an attack on the welfare state, growing numbers of poor, homeless, unemployed, and hungry, and massive redistribution of wealth from the poor to the rich, labor to capital, and middle class to upper class. And a system for warehousing blacks, latinos, and poor whites that is very profitable to capital, the prison–industrial complex, has emerged. Yet curiously both major paradigms of critical social theory, postmodernism and Habermasian critical theory, are woefully inadequate in addressing, theorizing, and criticizing our current plight. Postmodernism, because of its suspicion of normative grounds, cannot say why such a situation is wrong and, because of its suspicion of metanarratives, cannot theorize about the big picture: capitalism as a worldwide system of oppression. At its worst, postmodernism seems to degenerate into playful whistling in the dark about the glories of difference, while much of the world is wallowing in misery. As I put the point in Critique, Action, and Liberation (1995), “the post-modern Nero fiddles on the violin of différance while the Rome of the New World Order burns.”2

Jürgen Habermas and Habermasian critical theory, however, while able to give the big picture, paint one that is overly benign about national, northern capitalism, and seem unable or unwilling to theorize and criticize capitalism as a worldwide, imperialistic system. Indeed, Habermas somewhat reluctantly endorsed the Persian Gulf War, and more recently and more enthusiastically supported NATO’s intervention in Yugoslavia, two interventions that, in my opinion and as I show more fully later, were egregiously unjust. Toward northern, national capitalism, Habermas seems to adopt a merely reformist, not radical, stance. All we have to do is to beat back the effects of systems of money and power encroaching on the lifeworld, what Habermas calls “colonization,” and all will be well. Thus, a critical theory that has its historical origins in Karl Marx’s radical critique of capitalism, and is continued by the radical efforts of Theodor W. Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Max Horkheimer, and Walter Benjamin, ends not with a bang but a whimper. Every day in every way things are getting better and better in the New World Order.3

Therefore, it seems to me that postmodernism and Habermasian critical theory remain two bifurcated halves of a divided whole in contemporary social theory, and that we need a new model of critical theory. This divided whole could be put in the following terms: same versus other, identity versus difference, form versus content, moral versus aesthetic, rational versus prophetic, reform versus revolution, and communication versus disruption. It is not that Habermasian critical theory and postmodernism do not have true insightful things to say, analyses to make, and proposals to implement. I find much that is valuable in the work not only of Habermas but also of Thomas McCarthy, William Rehg, Jim Bohman, and Ken Baynes to name a few. But such work, valuable as it is, falls short of being truly radical, critical social theory. It amounts to a liberal tinkering with a New World Order seen as fundamentally benevolent and beneficent, whereas radical critique and transformation are called for.4

When we say “new model” in critical social theory, this is not to deny that work in such a vein has already been done. Here, in addition to my own work, that of David Ingram, Martin Beck Matuštík, Patricia Huntington, Bill Martin, Douglas Kellner, George Trey, and Enrique Dussel comes to mind. I understand the emergence of New Critical Theory to be a collaborative effort, and such collaboration is not just a future ideal, but something that has already gone on and is going on.5

THE APORIAS OF CRITICAL THEORY

I am going to begin reflecting on the difficulties with postmodernism by summarizing results of my own earlier work, which extends over three volumes as well as a book coauthored by me, Merold Westphal, and Jack Caputo, Modernity and Its Discontents (1992). In those works, I confronted postmodernism sympathetically and critically from three complementary perspectives: phenomenological–hermeneutical in Post-Cartesian Meditations (1998) and Modernity and Its Discontents; critical theoretical, ethical, and political in Critique, Action, and Liberation; and metaphysical–religious in Process, Praxis, and Transcendence (1999). In this last work, I overcome, or attempt to overcome, the postmodern overcoming of metaphysics by demonstrating the incoherence of such an attempt and by showing how a properly nuanced concept of modernist metaphysics can fully account for difference and otherness.

The critique of postmodernism articulated over these volumes has four levels, moving from abstract to concrete: (1) the charges of self-referential inconsistency in the postmodernist critique of Western, modern reason; (2) the descriptive inadequacy in that the postmodern account of reason is dedifferentiated, reductionistic, and misses the positive, dialogical forms of reason as we experience them; (3) the hermeneutical inadequacy in the account of modernist rationality as it has developed historically, again reductionistic, de-differentiated, and identifying modern rationality with its pathological forms; and (4) the lack of ethical–political cogency. The last level has four sublevels: (1) the lack of normative grounds for criticizing and transcending Western rationality and its pomps; (2) no account of contradictions within Western institutions providing positive leverage points of transcendence; (3) little or no indication of social groups or movements that would be carriers of such transcendence; and (4) the ideological character of postmodernism. It functions as a “French ideology,” with German and American offshoots, reflecting, legitimizing, and covering up late capitalism in its latest phase of flexible accumulation.6

My critique of postmodernism is dialectical, a nuanced “yes” and “no” to its claims. Consequently, I appropriate positively in my earlier works Jacques Derrida’s notions of deconstruction and différance, his prophetic call to return to Marx and his critique of empire, Michel Foucault’s account of the disciplinary society, Jean Baudrillard’s account of media, and Martin Heidegger’s notion of questioning as the piety of thinking. One characteristic of New Critical Theory as I intend it and practice it is more of a positive appropriation of postmodern insights than is usually present in most versions of Habermasian critical theory. How important it is to positively appreciate and appropriate postmodernism’s prophetic unhappiness with the New World Order! I am struck, for example, by how powerfully Foucault’s critique of the disciplinary society can be used to work out an interpretation and critique of the prison–industrial complex in late capitalism, in which prison building becomes a major growth industry; blacks, latinos, and poor whites are warehoused mostly on the basis of minor drug charges; prisons are used as the source of cheap labor for corporations; and prisons become part of a repressive judicial apparatus including courts and police keeping the lid on capitalist injustice and protecting the “haves” from the “have-nots” in an era of increasing poverty, homelessness, unemployment, and hunger.7

Moving to consider Habermasian critical theory, I first need to note what is positive and true. In my works, I accept the theory of communicative action, his revised notion of historical materialism giving as much or more importance to communicative action as a pacesetter of historical change as to economic, purposive, rational action, his nuanced account of modernity and critique of postmodernism, his account of the legitimation crisis in late capitalism, and his formal/moral theory (as far as that goes). Habermas, it seems to me, provides or begins to provide a methodological basis for critical theory, which critical theorists ignore at their peril. We are standing on the shoulders of a giant and must not fall behind his positive achievements.8

In recent years, however, I have been forced to recognize that my own philosophy and critical theory is not just a leftist version of Habermasian theory and instead represents something new and distinctive. My version of new critical theory blends a radical Marxian hermeneutic of late capitalism with a communicative ethic and morality, which is expanded into a morality and justice of content. I overcome Habermas’s excessive linguisticism by rooting critical theory in an existential, phenomenological account of the human subject, and I develop a critical hermeneutic of capitalism as neoimperialism on a worldwide scale.9

This point about neoimperialism is very important. Indeed, I would argue that Habermasian critical theory, unless it begins to undertake an interpretation and critique of neoimperialism, becomes in fact and reality, even if in principle and intention it is not so, Eurocentric. Indeed, Dussel has argued precisely this point in a recent book. In excluding the South or Third World from his account of modernity, Habermas, according to Dussel, gives in to a triumphalistic myth of modernity that is factually Eurocentric in that it ignores the role of the Third World in contributing to the development of Europe in the phase of primitive accumulation, during which the transfer of precious metals and slaves from the South to the North played an enormous role. During the stage of imperialism (1850–1950), firms from the North moved abroad to sell their products in Third World countries, and in the late capitalist neoimperialism that we are now experiencing, multinational corporations and banks from the North have put down roots in the Third World, withdraw hundreds of billions of dollars yearly, and leave the poor majorities in these countries worse off than they were before. Habermasian critical theory, then, to the extent that it leaves the Third World out of its hermeneutical account of modernity and refuses to criticize neoimperialism ethically, becomes factually Eurocentric. A contradiction emerges between a theory that is in principle and intention universal but which in fact becomes Eurocentric.10

The irony, therefore, is this: a communicative ethics and praxis that is in principle open to the marginalized other, becomes in fact closed to that other. The postmodern critique of Habermas on this score, in principle answerable and refutable, on a concrete, factual, political, and economic level becomes true and valid. It is somewhat of a hollow victory to win the debate theoretically and lose it practically. At the very least, postmodern critiques of Western rationality need to be heeded and taken seriously, lest modern, Western rationality not live up to and indeed violate its own best intentions. Derrida, and others as well, may be necessary to save Habermas from himself.

To conclude this section of the chapter, I think that it is important that New Critical Theory move beyond, while building on, the achievements of the rationality debate that has occurred between Habermasian modernism and postmodernism. The impression can easily be given that all critical theory is mostly about the rationality debate, and I myself, to the extent that I have contributed to and been a part of that debate, have possibly added to that impression. To that extent, both postmodernist and modernist critical theory runs the risk of being idealistic in a bad sense, that is, insufficiently attentive to the task of interpreting, criticizing, and overcoming late capitalism in its racist, sexist, classist, and heterosexist aspects. We, modernists and postmodernists alike, need to get down to the job of social transformation. Reformulating Marx, who says that “philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it,” we could say that philosophers have for too long been trying to get clear about rationality; the task is to use rationality—or arationality or antirationality—to criticize and transform the world.11

As idealistic and in other respects as well, postmodernism and Habermasian critical theory become forms of ideology justifying, reflecting, and legitimating late capitalism. As postmodernism is a form of “French ideology,” so too does Habermasian critical theory run the risk of being a form of German modernist ideology to the extent that it remains primarily or dominantly, in its content, emphasis, and implications, a theory of rationality. And to the extent that it is content to resign itself before the fact and dominance of a late capitalism that is becoming virulent nationally and internationally, it blocks and inhibits the way toward social transformation.

THE LINEAMENTS OF NEW CRITICAL THEORY

In our dialectical discussion of postmodernist and Habermasian critical theory, the necessity for a new critical theory has become clear. Now it is necessary to describe its main aspects positively, and in our discussion many of those aspects have already emerged. Such a critical theory roots itself in the phenomenologically and existentially understood human subject; puts the ethical humpty-dumpty back together by linking “is” to “ought,” right and good, duty and happiness, formal and material, and universal and particular; is radical rather than reformist in its critique of late capitalism; utilizes Marx in a much more comprehensive and deep way than postmodernism or Habermas; and completes itself in an interpretation and critique of neoimperialism.

To begin with the rootedness in the subject, critical theory must be linked to self-appropriation, the cognitive and existential self-knowledge and self-choice of the subject as experiencing, understanding, judging, and choosing in relation to being. Such self-knowledge is necessary to ground fully, adequately, and critically its moral, hermeneutical, and critical claims about late capitalism as a social system and negatively necessary to avoid the dogmatism, reductionism, scientism, determinism, and arbitrariness that have plagued much of critical theory in the twentieth century. Scientism, for example, is easily avoided if we distinguish between data of consciousness—the presence of the subject to him- or herself, in which properly philosophical claims are verified—and data of sense, in which scientific claims are verified.

For me, self-knowledge or self-appropriation in the modernist sense is the pearl of great price. Because of such self-appropriation, one has a lived and explicit sense of the different levels, modes, and kinds of knowing; their relationship to one another; the different patterns of experience, commonsensical, intellectual, aesthetic, and religious; and their relationship to cognitional, transcendental structure in the human knower, chooser, and lover. We have a sense of the rich identity in difference of our knowing, its preconceptual as well as its conceptual aspects, its rootedness in questioning, and its value-laden character. As a result, we are not tempted to reduce knowing to one of its aspects, forms, or modes: scientific, logical, technical, or conceptual. It is to such reductionism, I think, that postmodernism invites us in describing reason as logocentric, calculative, disciplinary, or identitarian (to list a few of the more common critiques of modernist reason). I have criticized such reductionism earlier in the chapter. From the point of view of a self-appropriated knower, such critiques appear as caricatures of reason. They are valuable as critiques of one-sided forms of knowing, but they fail utterly as critiques of reason itself, or modernist reason.12

Furthermore, it seems to me that a fully adequate critical theory will link “is” and “ought,” right and good, duty and happiness, formal and material, and justification and application. My own version of this linking consists of a theory of right based on the communicative ethics of Habermas, a material level of morality reflecting on the necessary material conditions for full democratic participation in community, and a theory of justice uniting form and content and specifying the norms of a just society. These norms are (1) everyone’s security and subsistence rights should be respected; (2) a maximum system of equal basic liberties; (3) a right to an equal opportunity to attain social positions and offices, an equal right to participate in all decision-making processes in institutions of which I am a part, and equal opportunity for meaningful work; and (4) social and economic inequalities being justified only insofar as they benefit the least advantaged, are inconsistent with the just savings principle, and do not exceed levels that will undermine equal worth of liberty and the good of self-respect.13

The link between right and good, between duty and happiness, occurs on all three levels of this ethics. On the level of right, the idea of true consensus emerges as a good, which is governed by the norms of truth, rightness, sincerity, and comprehensibility. From reflection on communicative praxis, we come up with the moral principle U, that every legitimate norm implies that all concerned can accept the consequences and the side effects its universal acceptance can be anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone’s interests (and that these consequences are preferred to those of known alternative possibilities for regulation); and D, a norm regulating discourse ethics, that only those norms can claim to be valid that meet (or could meet) with the approval of all concerned in their capacity as participants in a practical discourse.

On the level of morality, the principle of generic consistency says that I should act in accord with the right of others for freedom and well being as well as myself. The principle of self-development flowing from that is a right to the necessary conditions or goods that enable one to develop oneself through action over the course of a lifetime. On the level of justice, the principles of justice are right and the liberation from unjust social structures is the good. This account of ethics thus supplies an additional motivation lacking in Habermasian formal morality. I am passionately engaged in the praxis of working for a just society that is both right and good, and liberation is the good that I passionately seek.14

Others such as Paul Ricoeur in his Oneself as Another (1992) also try to put the ethical humpty-dumpty back together again. Since Ricoeur is a radical and a critical theorist, perhaps he can be viewed as a contributor to New Critical Theory. Ricoeur in a very convincing way links an Aristotelian account of the good life with Kantian–Habermasian notions of duty and deontology. As does Ricoeur, I further distinguish justification from application rather than disjoining them in an either-or manner or eliminating one or the other, as is the current tendency. Justification has to do with a process of discursive will formation in which one arrives at universal ethical principles. Application, as related but distinct, has to do with a process of reflecting on how to apply these in specific situations. Following Klaus Gunther, I argue for a principle of appropriateness that tries to consider all morally relevant aspects of a situation and all relevant differences between subjects. For example, I have promised someone that I will go to a party, but my friend falls sick and needs my presence and care. Considering all the relevant circumstances and all relevant norms, I ought to visit and take care of my sick friend; my promise to attend the party can be set in abeyance.15

Very important in this context is, as Dussel puts it, the presence of a material principle as well as a formal principle of ethics. This material principle gets at the necessary preconditions for a full human life in community. My version of the material principle consists of the Principles of Generic Consistency and Freedom As Self-Development. Dussel’s version is the “obligation to produce, and develop the concrete human life of each human subject in community.” But Dussel, as well as myself, sees the material principle as operating and cooperating with the Habermasian formal principles, U and D. There is no adequate ethic without a process of democratic will formation in which each person has an opportunity to make proposals, offer objections, and express sentiments and needs, but there can be no adequate will formation if some are materially deprived of requisite food, housing, education, and medical care. Formal equal opportunity, with no means to recognize it and realize it, is empty.16

Dussel’s ethical scheme is tripartite, like mine, but the way he works it out is somewhat different. The first level for him is that of the material principle, the second a formal Habermasian principle, and the final level is the principle of feasibility. This is the level of the good, in which there are judgments of fact using instrumental reason to choose appropriate means to appropriate ends, strategic reason reflecting on the best way to persuade or manipulate people to choose means and ends, and ethical reason using material and formal principles to evaluate instrumental and strategic reason ethically and to apply norms prudentially. There is thus in Dussel’s work as well as my own and Ricoeur’s a linking of right and good, but he works those out somewhat differently from both of us.

Based on the set of norms defined in terms of right, morality, and justice, I conclude that capitalism is essentially, not just accidentally or contingently, unjust. It is unjust according to the criteria of right because capitalism as a class society must restrict or inhibit the full flowering of communicative action and, therefore, must violate U and D, according to morality because capitalism denies equal access to the conditions of self-development, and according to justice because it must prohibit economic democracy and, therefore, the full participation of all in decisions made by the firm.17

Moving into social analysis of capitalism as an institution and socioeconomic system, I use Marx’s value theory as both a hermeneutical tool of interpretation and a moral tool of critique. Using value theory as a hermeneutical tool, I argue that capitalism is a process of self-expanding value gradually incorporating everything into itself. Using value theory as a moral tool, I argue that capitalism involves transfer of surplus value, labor time for which the worker is not paid, from labor to capital. For that reason, capitalism is essentially exploitative and thus unjust in a fourth way in addition to violating right, morality, and justice. To understand capitalism is to understand it as exploitative. Capitalism as a process of self-expanding value rests on appropriation of surplus value.18

It should be obvious, therefore, how much I depend on Marx. Like Dussel and others within the paradigm of New Critical Theory, I think we need a much fuller appropriation and use of Marx than is going on in either postmodernism or Habermasian critical theory. If capitalism is deeply pathological and unjust, as I think it is and as I have argued in all of my works, then we need the resources of what still remains the deepest and most comprehensive critique of capitalist political economy, that which occurs in the late Marx in the pages of the Grundrisse, Capital, and The Theories of Surplus Value, a total of seven volumes that are more relevant than ever. For these reasons, I draw on Marx’s theory of exploited labor in the workplace, his theory of tyranny, in which the economy and money impinge on noneconomic aspects of the lifeworld in a way that is absurd, his theory of a marginalized industrial reserve army, his theory of value and surplus value, and his account of substantive socialism. Capitalist pathology is not just colonization of lifeworld by system, although that is certainly an important part of such pathology, but includes exploitation, tyranny, domination, and marginalization as well.19

Habermasian critical theory, we could say, to a great extent is a critical theory without Marx and is thus a critical theory that is insufficiently critical. This claim requires nuance and qualification, of course, and is made in spite of the fact that Habermas refers to himself as “the last Marxist.” But it remains true that his appropriation and positive use of Marx, although present somewhat, is insufficient. If capitalism is deeply unjust and pathological in a way that is now worldwide, then we need the resources of its first and still foremost critic. Rather than being irrelevant as some even on the left contend, Marx is more relevant than ever.20

Here, we receive aid and comfort from some of our postmodern friends. In a recent book, Specters of Marx (1994), Derrida has spoken of the heritage of Marx. “Whether they wish it or know it or not, all men and women, all over the earth, are today to a certain extent the heirs of Marx and Marxism.” He also states that there is “no future without Marx.” We in critical theory, to whatever extent that we are tempted to minimize or play down or ignore Marx, need to heed such words as well as other claims in Derrida’s book about the destructiveness of the New World Order. I think the parts of Marx that he appropriates are too few, in relation to other parts that he finds metaphysical. Since I am not convinced by Derrida’s critique of metaphysics, in this or other books, these other parts of Marx (such as value theory) become usable and valuable.21

We also desperately need a critical theory of neoimperialism. Neoimperialism is simply capitalism transplanted abroad in search of markets, raw materials, cheap or cheaper labor, indulgent, supportive governments, and lower taxes. The New World Order is a neoimperial system with linked, internally related aspects: multinational corporations; U.S. military might as an enforcer of last resort to ensure that what we say goes; international organizations like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank functioning to keep the Third World in thrall to First World capital; corrupt local monarchies and oligarchies like those currently running Guatemala and Colombia kept in power by and supportive of U.S. aims against the interests of their own people; rich landowning and capitalist classes in the Third World that exploit and oppress the poor; and police and military officers trained by the United States in the latest techniques of repression, terror, and torture in places like Fort Benning, Georgia’s School of the Americas, nicknamed by its victims in Central and Latin America “The School of Assassins.” Many of the officers participating in the Haitian coup and subsequent repressive rule, the assassination of Archbishop Romero in El Salvador, and the El Mezote massacre in El Salvador are star pupils and graduates of this school.22

The basic point or goal of this imperial structure, we could say, using and drawing on Noam Chomsky, is the Fifth Freedom: the right of U.S., Japanese, and European corporations to rob, kill, repress, and exploit indigenous peoples with impunity. As our sponsoring interventions against democratic governments in Guatemala (1954), the Dominican Republic (1966), Chile (1973), Nicaragua (1980s), and Haiti (1991) indicates, we are quite ready to jettison other freedoms when they endanger the Fifth Freedom. Indeed, Chomsky and Edward Herman in another work have shown an empirical correlation between increasing terror and denial of democracy in Third World countries and increasing U.S. aid. As terror in Colombia rapidly increased in the last few years, U.S. aid has shot up dramatically.23

Dussel, using Marx, states that the goal of the New World Order is the international transfer from the South to the North of surplus value. The goal of capitalism as private ownership and control of the means of production is to produce and extract such surplus value. Hundreds of billions of dollars per year are transferred from Third World to First World countries, while the poor majorities in Third World countries starve. Such transfers occur through such mechanisms as debt payments to U.S. banks, the World Bank, and the IMF.24

Someone might ask in objection: What about the supposed “economic miracles” that have occurred in Central and Latin America in the last fifteen to twenty years? Do not the people in those countries benefit? The general answer to this objection is that the top 1 or 2 percent of the wealthy in these countries benefit, but that the fortunes of the poor majorities in these countries have not only not been helped but have worsened. During the 1980s, U.S. investments in Latin America were heavy; the result was $230 billion transferred to the United States through debt service, dividends, and profits. The results for most Latin Americans have been disastrous. Over half the population, 222 million people, now live in poverty, 70 million more than in 1980.25

The whole of my version of New Critical Theory, therefore, points toward social transformation. A theory of rationality is important, but it only functions as the first part of my critical theory, which then moves on to ethical theory, a social scientific interpretation of late capitalism, and a critique of late capitalism as both irrational in its contradictions and unjust in several different respects. This last divides into two parts, the negative critique and the positive argument for an alternative. This is a version of democratic socialism in which there is full economic, cultural, and political democracy, a minimal welfare state, a socialist market forbidding exchange between capital and labor, worker-owned and -controlled firms, and regional and national regulatory and planning commissions that monitor abuses in the market and provide funds for needy and worthwhile firms.26

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, I would like to exemplify the strength of New Critical Theory by reflecting on the Yugoslavian War conducted by NATO in the spring of 1999. The war was justified by NATO as an attempt to save Kosovars from expulsion from Kosovo and/or being killed by the Serbian army. There was much confusion even in the liberal and radical left over the issue. We may not like the idea of such an intervention, many said, but do we not need to “do something” to save the Kosovars?

The first thing that I find interesting is the selectivity of the concern. Why not focus on persecuted Kurds in Turkey, the oppressed peasants in Colombia, or, later in 1999, the East Timorese subject to a scorched earth policy carried out by militias under the control of the Indonesian armed forces? The clear difference that emerges right away is that the action against the Kosovars was being carried on by a regime that we oppose, and the last three by regimes that we support. There is an “acceptable terror” carried out by the regimes that we support and an “unacceptable terror” carried out by regimes that we oppose, the latter being seen as enemies of the U.S. empire. But there is little or no difference among the terrors; indeed, those inflicted by regimes we support is often as great or greater than those carried out by regimes that we do not support.27

We are alerted, then, already to the selectivity of the concern about the Kosovars. Reasons of state, economy, and culture motivate this narrow focus. As a result, we heard a daily din from the media and government about the plight of the Kosovars. People of good conscience, of course, could not help but listen sympathetically, but found it difficult to note how the selectivity of the focus functioned as a pretext for other, less noble imperial aims. As is true with imperialism in general, humanitarian aims are never the main point of an intervention. They function at best as an ideological pretext for intervention, and are either subordinated or sacrificed to the deeper, socioeconomic goal. We see how the empire functions on at least two levels, an ideological level of manipulation and propaganda presented for public consumption, and a deeper, more hidden socioeconomic level in which the real goals rule.

In the case of Yugoslavia, our suspicions on this score are confirmed when we note that the post-bombing solution was not significantly different from what could have materialized before the bombing. The only difference was that the Rambouillet Accords included a clause empowering NATO to occupy or move to any part of Yugoslavia if such a move was deemed necessary; this, of course, no self-respecting leader of any nation could be expected to accept. Moreover, Yugoslavia was apparently ready to accept or consider a UN force, rather than a NATO force, that would come into Kosovo but not the rest of Yugoslavia.

Also, it seems apparent that the Kosovars are worse off, not better off, after and as a result of NATO’s intervention. To claim that we had to do something is, according to Chomsky, like the claim made by a person with a high-powered gun who sees one person accosting another violently and blows them both away. “I had to do something.” Our intervention, in terms of the damage to the environment in Kosovo and the rest of Yugoslavia, the use of depleted uranium, and the bombing of homes, schools, hospitals, and electrical and water systems, was very destructive. Little or no attempt was made to distinguish combatants from noncombatants, or civilian from military targets. Our bombing set off a chain of events that led to hundreds of thousands of refugees, an event foreseen and anticipated by U.S. officials.28

It is clear that in terms of means, strategy, and goal the well being of the Kosovars was not the main point of our intervention. Indeed, they and the countryside and the rest of Yugoslavia have been devastated in ways from which it will take them years to recover. We could say that here, as is generally true of imperial interventions, the survival and well being of Kosovars and Yugoslavia was subordinated and sacrificed to the goals of empire. What were these goals? They had everything to do with the use of NATO as an intervening force functioning as an alternative to the United Nations; the use of NATO as a legitimate controlling force in the Balkans; the securing of cheap labor for European and U.S. banks and corporations; the securing of a pacified territory for the operation of free capitalist markets; the gaining of access to rich oil and mineral deposits in Yugoslavia and territories of the old Soviet Union around the Caspian Sea, in which U.S. and western European corporations are involved and from which pipelines will be built either across Yugoslavia or across Turkey; and the imperial disciplining of Slobodan Milosevic as the last remaining obstruction to our plans for the region.29

In a way analogous to Saddam Hussein in the Middle East, what we say goes. And God help anyone with the temerity to oppose us. Such a leader has to be put in his place and made an example. In summary, then, I agree with Schwartz and Layne who say that the goal of intervention was to make the world safe for U.S. capitalism. And to achieve such an end, we are willing to be quite destructive, sacrificing whole regions to the end of empire.30

What does this analysis, interpretation, and critique, using the resources of New Critical Theory, have that makes it preferable to either postmodernism or Habermasian critical theory? Postmodernism, because of its animus against metanarratives, cannot give such an account, nor, because of its suspicion of positive moral norms, can it say why such an intervention was wrong. What about Habermasian critical theory? First of all, we should remind ourselves that Habermas supported the intervention in an even more enthusiastic way than he supported the Persian Gulf War. In so doing, he describes as just what is really horrendously and destructively unjust. What could illustrate better the inadequacy of this form of critical theory? Second, we note that there is reluctance in Habermas himself and in his disciples to develop a critical hermeneutics of empire. Thus, both in what it does and does not say, Habermasian critical theory remains Eurocentric and “North America–centric” in a way that belies the universal promise of critical theory. Finally, other than criticizing in a formal way the bypassing of democratic procedures, especially in ignoring the United Nations, the use of manipulation rather than communicative action, and the preference for violence over nonviolent means, Habermasian critical theory cannot give a fuller account of why such an intervention was wrong.

New Critical Theory, however, has recourse to material principles and the theory of value as well as formal principles in criticizing the war as colonizing, dominating, tyrannizing, marginalizing, and exploitative. NATO’s role as a colonizing, dominating force in the area was extended and consolidated in such a way as to ensure the hegemony of U.S. and western European banks and corporations in the region. Environmental devastation, destruction of critical civilian infrastructures, and widespread killing of innocent civilians was the means used to ensure and make secure this hegemony. Moreover, access to oil and mineral deposits guarantees that the major profit and benefit from investing in them will go to the West rather than to the poor majorities in the region who might otherwise benefit if they had a democratic control over their economic, political, and cultural systems. This control, of course, is what the West aims at preventing, directly or indirectly, manipulatively or violently. The Fifth Freedom thus reigns over the other putatively more legitimate freedoms, and a structure ensuring a continuing and even increasing transfer of surplus value is securely in place. Indeed, the Yugoslavian war can be seen as a war to put that structure more securely in place, remove the main obstacles to it, and guarantee its future existence.
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Inhabiting Hope: Contributions to a New Materialist Phenomenology

William S. Wilkerson

New Critical Theory looks forward and back. It is a recuperative project that seeks the critical potential in the ideas of the pre-Habermas Frankfurt School. Yet, consistent with the Frankfurt School itself, New Critical Theory views these ideas through the lens of its own historical situation, which is now the historical fact of unprecedented capitalist expansion and domination, and the ideological and theoretical fact of postmodernism. These two aspects of the historical situation present contradictory demands. On the one hand, the massive “dictatorship of capital” requires that we think the whole in the sense of grasping the enormity of its global empire, and its multifarious mechanisms for sustaining itself. On the other hand, the postmodern theoretical turn urges suspicion about such grand projects of thinking and action, arguing instead for local, individual resistance to particularities of the contemporary world.

In light of this, Herbert Marcuse’s very early essay, “Contributions to a Phenomenology of Historical Materialism” (1969, originally published in 1928) presents an interesting theoretical promise, one that was only partially fulfilled in his later work. In this essay, Marcuse combines the ideals of Marxist materialism and liberatory theory with the phenomenological analysis of everyday existence provided in Martin Heidegger’s just published Being and Time (1927). Given the course of history, it is easy to see why Marcuse did not follow this line of thinking; Heidegger’s subsequent involvement with the Nazi party and the increasingly quietest turn in his thinking, and the importance of Freudian theory for the Frankfurt School no doubt were factors in sending his thought in other directions. Nonetheless, for reasons that I will articulate, I believe the project still has value and can be made to speak to our own time.

Marcuse’s essay reveals a distinction between two different perspectives on human history, although he uses only one word (historicity) in his discussion. I will make the distinction by using two terms: “historicity” and “historicality.” “Historicity” refers to the historical and social character of human existence as described by existential phenomenologists such as Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962). Historicity captures how individuals find themselves thrown into a world that is not of their own making, a world that presents them with ready made projects, values, and ideals contained in a culturally specific heritage. Furthermore, individuals come to terms with themselves and their social milieu by finding their place within it and by taking a stand on it. Human existence exhibits its historicity in that it takes its projects and self-understandings from a historically specific form of life. Analyses of historicity consist of phenomenological accounts of the concrete and practical field of everyday human existence and how it relates itself to its historical situation. In both Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, this description centers on the idea of human existence as a concerned involvement in practical activity. Humans are fundamentally active existences that are always already involved in tasks that concern them. Furthermore, the style and ultimate ends of this involvement—its how and why—come from a tradition or heritage that the individual takes on through socialization. Everyday living within a social whole and its traditions consists of an uncritical (for Heidegger, inauthentic) existence in which we fulfill our daily tasks and purposes in a manner expected of us.

“Historicality,” in contrast, refers to the empirically discoverable, material, and social conditions of a society, based in the mode of production, and manifested in part through the division of labor. An analysis of historicality details the macrodevelopment of societies around economic structures (e.g., tributary, kinship, or capitalist modes of organizing labor) and material conditions (e.g., the environmental resources available to a society to satisfy its needs). These material conditions and structures play a central role in determining the ultimate ends of the individual projects that reside within a tradition. (Will one be serf or landed class; laborer or capitalist; subject of the king or participant in liberal democracy?) Marcuse calls this aspect of human history the “material constitution of historicity” (Marcuse 1969, 19) because it captures the specific tasks, projects, and ideals that particular existences undertake in their daily existence.

The method and template for analyses of historicality, of course, is given by Karl Marx. In the German Ideology (1991), Marx argues that any genuine analysis of society begins neither in the abstract nor by taking a society’s own ideas of itself as the starting point. Instead, materialist analysis begins with concrete human needs such as hunger and shelter, and examines how in satisfying these needs the society creates new needs that require still further development to satisfy.1 The specific way a society mobilizes its social labor to produce and distribute the goods necessary to satisfy these needs is called the mode of production. In some cases, the division of labor generates a class stratification in which one class wields control and power over another.

The materialist method places the economic necessities of producing and distributing goods at the head of its analysis of society. The ideas and ideals of the society, according to this method, can be analyzed according to how they support and reinforce the mode of production. If the society is not stratified by class, the importance of satisfying material needs will ensure that the dominant ideas of that society, along with the kind of life-projects available to individuals within that society, are organically related to the mode of production. Within a class-stratified society, the dominant ideas—the ideology—will typically serve the interests of the ruling class, in part because this class exerts the most control over the production and dissemination of culture. This ideology will present a distorted picture of the mode of production in an attempt to naturalize and justify it. This pattern of thought leads some to the viewpoint that material conditions determine ideology in a straightforward, causal fashion, such that a particular society’s self-conception is merely an epiphenomenon. Marx, however, saw a dialectical relationship between ideology and material conditions. For example, his discussion of labor in the first volume of Capital (1967) makes it clear that capitalism is partly enabled by certain ideological conditions: laws and conceptions of individual private property, and conceptions of free individuals who own the right to dispose of their bodies and their labor power at will. Nonetheless, while these ideologies enable capitalism, they also arise at the same time as capital takes hold and they emerge out of the concrete, material situation.

Because each account, phenomenology and materialism, deals with only one aspect of human history, each faces limits. Analyses of historicity do not simply enumerate various things that people in fact believe and do, but instead present the structure in which any particular thing that someone believes or does is found. A legacy of their Kantian heritage, the analyses given by the existential phenomenologists describe formal structures into which the content of a particular social existence can be placed. Thus, Heidegger’s analysis of the resolute human existence supposedly holds for any social existence. Individuals in all social and historical situations would fit in his descriptive account of concerned activity, even as the heritage, the kind of tasks, and their meaning may differ greatly. This formal aspect of phenomenological analyses puts them in a peculiar space. They explain how the human relation to history is fundamental to our everyday existence (we find ourselves in the historical world and take on its tasks as our own), but they do this at the cost of placing human existence outside of history. The historicity that enables our relation to history is itself the same for all humans across history.

This results in two failings for any account of historicity. First, such analyses take over historical peculiarities and inflate them into essential structures of human existence. For example, might not the overwhelming concern with one’s cultural heritage and the importance of making oneself into something in the face of death simply reflect the masculine concerns of conservative Germans? Or, to take a more salient example, Iris Marion Young’s (1990) early work on feminine embodiment uses the analyses of Merleau-Ponty, even as it reveals their masculine bias: Merleau-Ponty describes the body from the perspective of one who does not experience the body as a burden or as an object caught before the alienating gaze of another who threatens its integrity. What seem like universal conditions of existence or the body are valorized particular perspectives. Thus, while the accounts given by Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty attempt to be purely formal, and so avoid bringing particular, historically specific contents into their analyses, they fail precisely because they seem unable to fully separate content from form in analyzing the structures of existence.2

Moreover, Marcuse argues that a phenomenological analysis like Heidegger’s is insufficiently concrete. For example, Heidegger describes our world as filled with meaningful objects that form a network of reference with other objects. Bakers encounter the equipment in their bakery, not as simple physical objects, but as tools, each with its own purpose that relates it to other tools and to the overall project of running a successful bakery. However, such analyses cannot explain the genesis of the particular features of this world of meaning and reference in actual history and material circumstances without becoming a completely different form of analysis. A phenomenological analysis will not explain why expensive, large-capacity electric mixers are necessary tools for having a successful bakery, when for previous generations, hand tools were sufficient. Such questions take us into an economic mode of thought foreign to phenomenology, which focuses instead on experience of the world once the meanings of this world have already been established within the social milieu.

Both of these problems with phenomenological analysis come from not attending to the historical situation of the analysis. Both problems, in short, come about because an analysis of historicity does not reach down to include historicality. In his essay, Marcuse notes that it is at this point that phenomenological “investigation necessarily meets the question of the material constitution of historicity” (1969, 19) and further that “phenomenology cannot restrict itself with the demonstration of the historicity of its own object, and subsequently fall back into abstractions. It must always remain very concrete” (21). Phenomenology must, he claims, elucidate the social conditions that structure the society of which one is a part. It must, in short, join historicity with historicality. This is the task of a materialist phenomenology.

However, this criticism of phenomenology does not imply that materialist analyses of historicality do not have their own blind spots. Chief among these is the inability to descend from massive macroanalyses of social structures (like those presented in Capital) to an understanding of how an individual makes choices in the face of social structures that exceed any particular individual. In Capital, for example, Marx sought to show how capitalism operated according to its own inner logic, regardless of the desires of even very powerful individuals, and this meant abandoning the investigation of activities of particular individuals in favor of exploring the general tendencies of capitalist economies. Such tendencies could only be seen from the perspective of classes as a whole. Hence, Marx treats both capitalists and laborers as positions or roles fulfilled by individuals, roles that preexist individuals and roles to which individuals must adapt themselves. No matter how altruistic an individual capitalist is, that capitalist must strive to maximize surplus profits in competition with other capitalists, or he or she will simply cease to be a capitalist because the business will fail. How an individual comes to live within this scheme, especially if that individual is in the laboring class and is therefore not served by capitalism, is never discussed. Explaining this individual existence, particularly its relation to capital as a world of meaning, is also the task of materialist phenomenology.

The difficulty in synthesizing these two disciplines is one of priority. For analyses of historicality hold that the satisfaction of concrete material needs is historically and ontologically prior to the creation of worlds of meaning and ideas. Because materialism, which treats historicality, first examines the economic necessities and structures, it places the world of meaning into relation with economics. Even a fairly sophisticated view of the relation between material conditions and ideology, one as sophisticated as that in Capital, views the ideological world through the lens of the material conditions, and not the other way around. This is primarily because ideology itself distorts the truth about the actual material conditions, and these distortions only appear against the background of a proper analysis of the actual material circumstances.

Conversely, the phenomenological perspective (particularly in its existentialist forms) holds that the world of meaning is historically and ontologically prior to the material conditions of one’s society. Because phenomenology analyzes how individual existence lives within the ordinary social understanding of the public, it takes as its starting point the social articulation of the meaning of existence. By the time an existence comes to consciousness of itself, it is already working within a pregiven socially and historically specific preunderstanding of its society. According to phenomenology, the body of our habitual way of living determines the world we live in and the possibilities that it presents. The perspective of historicity thus shows us that human existence finds itself within a world, having already taken in ideals and projects, an understanding of self and world, and this determines its course of action and how it understands this action. This means that its existence is not in the first instance concerned with satisfying its material needs and then, secondarily, with developing ways to satisfy cultural, social, and spiritual needs. Instead, an existence finds itself already within a milieu that has articulated a manner of satisfying all of these needs, and it seeks to find its place within that articulation.

Through their analyses of historicity, phenomenological analyses demonstrate how an individual locates him- or herself within a historical milieu, and takes on the historically specific understandings of his or her time, but cannot explain the genesis of these socially given norms within history itself. Because of this, such analyses are also in danger of mistaking the historically particular for the universal. Conversely, materialist analyses, by tackling historicality, present a context within which we can understand the genesis of many of the particular ideals and projects that specify a particular historical period and mode of production. However, they have little way of explaining the life of the individual in relation to a world of meaning, and indeed the materialist method, if it is simply applied to the individual, offers a simplistic and reductive analysis of daily human existence.

The fact that each kind of inquiry, phenomenological and materialist, offers a revealing framework for inquiry into the historical dimension of human existence reflects the multifaceted character of human existence. More specifically, these two kinds of analyses, one of which takes historicity as its subject and the other historicality, show that there are two dimensions to the historical character of human history, insofar as each inquiry offers us truths about human historical existence. On the one hand, a person does not begin the world afresh, but rather finds him- or herself within a tradition and mode of life that presents him or her with ready-made options and firmly established understandings of these options. The fact that there are differing cultures that nonetheless remain stable over time convinces us that transmission must take place. On the other hand, these traditions themselves are enmeshed in historically specific modes of production and the needs of large-scale social organization. A society that does not organize to meet its needs cannot maintain its cultural tradition.

My analysis thus far is not the same analysis Marcuse presents in his essay, although it follows its general contours. Marcuse’s discussion also includes a critical and utopian moment. Materialism does not merely describe the macrostructures of a social whole: it submits them to a rigorous criticism of their unrealized potentials for human flourishing; and it seeks liberation from domination and alienation as they have developed in the twentieth century. Marcuse never abandoned the hope for liberation, so that even the gloom of One-Dimensional Man (1964) stems from his dimming hopes for the possibility of liberation. In the “Contributions” essay, he connects this critical component of materialism with what he sees as a critical component of Heidegger’s phenomenology—the notion of authenticity. (Now is not the time to rehearse the difficulties with this notion, especially since Marcuse’s interpretation of authenticity as it appears in Being and Time is peculiar.) Marcuse combined the Marxist idea of reification with the existentialist insight that cultural forms tend to sediment into unquestioned and inflexible public standards, what Heidegger called the world of the anonymous “they.” This “degeneration” (Verfallenbeit) of historical life is restored to “authentic historical existence” by revolutionary activity.

The ideal of a materialist phenomenology, if it is to be a critical theory, must retain this critical moment. However, is not phenomenology a descriptive enterprise and so would it not be ill-suited to being a source of critical discourse? To be sure, phenomenology only describes the structures of human existence; it does not criticize them. However, the very description of human existence opens the possibility of finding within that description the space or gap in which critical consciousness takes root. Marcuse’s use of the notion of authenticity, however odd it may be, fulfills precisely this insight. It is the possibility of a peculiar kind of consciousness of our own historicity and historicality that engenders the critical consciousness of historical agency.

However, unifying these two styles of inquiry is extremely difficult because materialism and phenomenology developed separately—each with its own methodology, epistemology, and ontology—and there is no “Ur-framework” available for thinking them together. The methodological starting point of materialism is the social class and the institutional structures of the economy, while phenomenology begins with the individual world of meaningful experience. Epistemologically, materialism begins with the standpoint of the proletariat as those who, because of their structural location, are able to see the truth about the class structure of society, while phenomenology begins with the reduction to the sphere of conscious experience (even as phenomenological reflection later exploded this sphere). Materialism begins with a non-individualist social ontology of the relations of classes acting out patterns of behavior—in effect with something similar to Émile Durkheim’s social facts—while phenomenology begins with the individual’s meaning-laden experience. Hence, the class-based macroanalysis of materialism and the more individual analysis of existence and meaning laid out by phenomenology do not translate into each other without serious violation of the presuppositions of each.

As a starting point, Husserlian transcendental phenomenology will most likely not succeed in meshing with materialism because the presuppositions of the theory are both overly individualistic and overly ahistorical, at least until the later moments of his thinking. Heidegger argued that Edmund Husserl’s starting point of pure consciousness merely took over the modernist assumptions of an absolute science based on consciousness and furthermore that Husserl did not interrogate the subject/object dichotomy that structured this philosophical ideal (1985, 102–114). Partly because Husserl took this starting point, he struggled to explain social existence and the sense of the other in his fifth Cartesian Meditation. Heidegger, in Being and Time, took phenomenology back to the point of asking about the origin of the sense of subject and object, self and other, and in so doing included social existence (mitsein) as “essential” to human daily existence. Including social existence further allowed him to assess the historical character of our everyday existence and the extent to which we operate within a historical tradition. Merleau-Ponty continues this development. Focusing on a body that is fully socialized by its acquisition of habits (such a body is “the very first of all cultural objects, and the one by which the rest exist” [1962, 348]), he shows that consciousness is never fully transparent to itself. Instead, consciousness consists in the stand taken on the world from within a nexus of social and historical meanings. Because this nexus of meaning provides a background against which the subject experiences the world, consciousness and existence themselves become conditioned by the historically and socially specific sediment of the habit body. For Merleau-Ponty, embodiment consists in a biological nature that is never simply given but always already taken up into social ways of being.

If we seek a point of contact between materialism and phenomenology, that point would be something like this analysis of embodiment: the location where an individual existence assimilates (or is assimilated by) its heritage. For at that point we can begin to synthesize a description of an individual taking up its social life (phenomenology) and how that place within a social life gets generated (materialism). Or, to put the point in another way, it is at this place that we can see historicity and historicality developing in relation to each other. For this reason, the more existentialist phenomenology3 of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, in which the Cartesian subject has been fully exploded into a historical and social subject, will fit much better with materialism.

Historicity and historicality can be linked—and a materialist phenomenology forged—if a middle term between historicity and historicality can be found. Marcuse proposes just such a middle term under the name of Lebensraum (living space). No doubt, this is an unfortunate choice of words, given the role this term was soon to play in Nazi propaganda (and indeed Hans Grimm’s Volk ohne Raum in 1926, the source of this Nazi propaganda, appeared just a year before Being and Time and two years before the “Contributions” essay). Marcuse clearly means the term as a part of a revolutionary theory, not as a part of a protofascist theory, but I nonetheless think it best to substitute the term “inhabitation.” This term resonates more fully with the linkage of phenomenology and materialism, and this substitution of terms also signals that what I propose is informed by, but distinct from, Marcuse’s early thinking on these matters.

Inhabitation is neither the conceptual framework of a particular society, nor the empty physical environment that a society “moves into” or lives in. Because of this, inhabitation contradicts a common understanding of human historical existence according to which the environment and the people exist independently of each other and are then “brought together” in part via the medium of a conceptual framework laid over the “raw” natural world. This common understanding stems from the fact that any society lives within a specific physical environment and that production and reproduction must be the central functions of a society if that society is to continue. Both of these facts imply that a society meets its environment and then develops in response to it, so that both society and environment each have separate origins. The idea of a conceptual framework similarly implies a preinterpreted reality that this framework then interprets. What distinguishes inhabitation from mere environment or from mere conceptual framework is that it has no origin. Instead, phenomenology teaches us that existence finds itself within a fully articulated understanding of its world prior to being able to ever reflect on this world. That is, to use Heidegger’s terminology, one is “thrown” into a world, and the understanding and interpretation of this world that is learned from others precedes any immediate experience that we could have of the world. We do not have a “raw” or uninterpreted experience of our material surroundings, but one that is always already an experience of an environment of meanings, possibilities, and purposes. Conversely, the possibilities for production and reproduction—the material conditions—develop out of the inhabitation.

Inhabitation is thus thoroughly relational: It always involves an environment understood through the actions and meanings of a society, which meanings and actions are partly a response to the environment. The environment never determines the possibilities for its people in a simple, linear fashion, any more than the human body determines the possibilities for the styles of speech, action, and habit that it renders possible. Instead, like the body, the environment offers possibilities relative to the technical, imaginative, and social resources of the existents within that environment, and also like the body, it offers limits on what can be sustainable over the course of generations of production and reproduction. The concept of inhabitation unifies the relation of the existents and their style and methods of relating to their environment, as befits the word “inhabitation,” which means the “act of living in.” Moreover, Marcuse thinks that inhabitation (his “living space”) initially confers the possibilities for the motivations, beliefs, and fears of society. This does not mean simply that “forest cultures” will have “forest gods” and “corn cultures” will have “corn gods,” although it may include this. Instead, Marcuse’s point is more concrete: because a living space demarcates a realm of possibilities and limits, it will in part determine the concerns, fears, and beliefs of those existents within the living space. In a dry climate, where water is scarce, this basic need will engender practices and beliefs that are strongly connected to the need to gather water. Inhabitation is thus not fixed, both because the style of relating to it can change and because it can be expanded, destroyed, or left behind.

This view of the relation between human history and society and the natural world does not differ fundamentally from that of even the early Marx. In German Ideology, for example, Marx states clearly that the materialist method begins with “real men” who have “real needs.” Such needs include the immediate needs of adequate food, shelter, and so forth. However, humanity is unique in Marx’s view, because it creates its own means of satisfying these needs, and in so doing, creates auxiliary needs (principal among these are tools and education and training in the use of these tools) that require further expansion of the social network and further division of labor. Accordingly, no purely “natural” needs can be located within society, for these natural needs have already been taken up and transformed (aufgehoben) into social needs. Precisely this capacity for the transformation of nature accounts for the fact that there can be no “nature society” (since there is no pure nature) and also for the fact that a society can outstrip the available resources of its physical surroundings and despoil its own environment through the endless expansion of what Marcuse (1964) called “repressive needs.”

Nature and society thus exist as poles of a single whole in the concept of inhabitation. As two points define a line, so the social and the natural together define the inhabitation of a group of existents. Yet, the social and natural should not be thought of as an indistinguishable mush. There are finite resources in the natural world, and the infinite expansion of new needs will, inevitably, outstrip this finite storehouse and cause collapse. This may have happened to many large precapitalist societies; it is certainly impending upon us now. However, this type of collapse does not just reveal the independence of the natural within the dialectic, for the ability of a social form of life to perpetuate itself into its own oblivion shows the depth and hold of broad patterns of social life. The transmission of heritage can appear nearly as independent as nature. The difficulty is to find how the natural and the social are always interdependent in any inhabitation.

Turning from inhabitation as a whole to how a society of existents cares for itself within its inhabitation led Marcuse to a phenomenological rereading of some of the categories of Marxism. Marcuse claims that Heidegger’s fundamental insight is that the essence of humanity consists in its existence. Marcuse interprets this as the claim that the active, practical maintenance of existence is the first concern of humankind. However, this does not mean that humankind concerns itself with mere survival, but rather, that the perpetuation of thrown being-in-the-world is the first concern of humankind. Simply put, one finds oneself in a social world that already has its way of relating to the inhabitation and one finds oneself already with the habits and patterns of existence of this social world. One’s consciousness of this form of life does not come about until one has already assimilated its practices, language, goals, and ideas. (Indeed, it cannot, because the very tools of language, questions, and ideals required as a horizon or background for asking these questions stem from this background.) One then acts to perpetuate existence within this particular style or form of life, and even understands the “struggle for life” within this framework. A society does not struggle to meet material needs first, and then develop ideology as the superstructure over this, nor does an individual first think of struggling to meet material needs, and then interpret this struggle through ideas. Instead, material needs are always satisfied within an interpretive context and framework.

Does this view ignore the very real struggle of those who do fight each day to have enough to survive for the next day? This question does not have a simple answer, in part because the assumptions that motivate it can vary. On the one hand, there is the “developmental” assumption that our modern way of life provides a comfort zone that takes us away from the day-to-day struggle for existence of a nonindustrial society. On the other hand, it can come from the observation that many people in today’s world live in abject poverty and misery, and that day-to-day life involves a level of struggle beyond anything most in the core countries can imagine. The latter claim is certainly true. However, reflection upon the character of the “struggle for survival” shows that it rarely takes the form of a raw fight for food and water, as if existence had returned to a mere animal level. Instead, this struggle is mediated by an understanding of how needs can be satisfied, which varies widely given the culture and political economy of the current situation. For example, in the core capitalist countries, those who struggle for daily existence do so within the matrix of trying to find employment, shelter, pay their bills, or receive government assistance. Advocacy and agitation for political change within these systems often takes the form of a struggle over needs, as beautifully detailed by Nancy Fraser (1989, 161–190). These are highly mediated and social ways of struggling. Life in nonindustrial societies is certainly no less mediated; indeed, the deep interweaving of religious practices and “mythic narratives” with day-to-day practices has impressed many of the Eurocentric minds with the idea that the lifeworld of such people remains “enchanted.” Setting aside such romanticized claims, however, contemporary studies of such groups as the Yanomamo of northern South America do show that life remains highly mediated through a world of ideas and through a series of social practices that are complex and highly idiosyncratic. They maintain this existence despite the fact that a hunter—gatherer living is difficult to maintain in the Amazonian forest (Ferguson 1995, 73). (We must also keep in mind that the Yanomamo’s existence has been radically altered by almost 200 years of Western contact, which Ferguson describes very well. We do not have the “pure” human origin living into this century.) Finally, much of the abject poverty we see today occurs after a people have been systematically stripped of their ability to live in relation to land, forced to adapt to a division of labor that puts them in relation to production beyond their control, and then further disenfranchised from this system such that the struggle can begin to seem as bare and raw as it sometimes does now. The concrete history of this process under capitalism has been detailed by people such as Samir Amin (1989), Ernest Mandel (1972), and Eric Wolf (1982). However, it is not just under capitalism that a society can be pushed to the level of abject need. A struggle against nature like this should not be viewed as a natural state of humanity, but one that humanity brings upon itself. Still, that so many people today do live this brutal existence, and that the struggle for existence has assumed the desperate form that it has, is a measure of the barbarity of our own times.

Existing within inhabitation requires the maintenance and reproduction of the inhabitation, and this maintenance and reproduction always takes place within a pregiven understanding of inhabitation shared among those who live together. Accordingly, specific needs must be met if the inhabitation is to be maintained—that is, if existence is to remain the first concern of those who are inhabiting. Marcuse calls the collective effort to maintain and reproduce these “social existential needs” the economy. This may sound like a strange definition of the economy, especially in the context of Marxism. However, viewing the material production of goods in this way brings an important feature to light. The social existential needs of a people include more than mere tools for the production of material things necessary to satisfy basic bodily needs. Instead, they include—from the start—those needs that are connected to a people’s conception of themselves, that conception is itself connected to their land. And, the economy is integrated into the complete existence of the people, so that the “ideal” life or the world of meaning cannot be simply separated off from the material, economic existence. One is always understood in context with the other because one lives the economic, productive dimension of maintaining inhabitation through the understanding passed down through the heritage. Historicity reads historicality. Yet, once again, historicity stems from historicality as well. “The old question of whether spirit came before matter or consciousness before being cannot at all be settled by dialectical phenomenology and turns out to be meaningless” (Marcuse 1969, 30). Marcuse, in viewing the economy in these terms, anticipates the broad conception of labor that Merleau-Ponty found in Marxism:


The greatness of Marxism lies not in its having treated economics as the principal or unique cause of history but in its treating cultural history and economic history as two abstract aspects of a single process. Labor, which is the substructure of human history in the Hegelian sense, is not the simple production of riches, but, in a more general way, it is the activity by which man projects a human environment around himself and goes beyond the natural data of his life. (1964, 107–108)



Labor, in this sense, is the entire gamut of human practical activity that creates and maintains a social world.4

The description of inhabitation so far sounds like an elaborate description of a state of nature—a unified social whole existing in an organic relation to its immediate surroundings. Worse, the idea of inhabitation hardly seems to describe an industrialized core nation. The United States with its extensive state bureaucracy, massive division of labor, mass media, and transnational “empire” of immiserated laborers in peripheral countries seems as far as possible from the organic inhabitation that Marcuse discusses. If the concept of inhabitation is to stand as a middle term between phenomenology and materialism, then its inability to describe the ultimate expression of capitalist domination condemns it immediately as a useless concept.

One possible response to this problem accepts the state of nature ideal and views inhabitation as the ideal of an original, organically unified society that class antagonism and war destroyed in developing toward larger, complex societies. However, this would merely repeat the atavistic and Euro-centric developmental myth in which humankind began in a holistic community (examples of which are taken from contemporary or near contemporary kinship societies) that was destroyed by a “developmental” process that just “happened” to culminate in Europe. (A story that Habermas has the gall to stand by.) At points in his essay, Marcuse discusses “living space” in just this fashion. For example, he argues that the introduction of a compulsory division of labor that cuts society into sectors solely in accord with their place in relation to production destroys the unity of inhabitation. Now, Marcuse does not believe that the division of labor as such destroys the unity of the organic relation between people and living space, since a division of labor exists in all societies. Instead, his emphasis on the compulsory character of the division of labor shows that alienated labor—labor that dominates the laborers as an external force rather than a free expression of creativity—destroys the unity of the living space. Nonetheless, his talk of dividing and destroying a once unified and organic whole of society and environment implies the developmental myth. Historical anthropologists like Wolf and economists like Amin both present strong criticism of this ideal, disputing the received picture of European expansion and challenging the claim that there is linear “development” in society.

However, Marcuse also claims that there is no “original” or “static” society, and that societies constantly undergo dynamic and historical change. Indeed, the concept of inhabitation requires this because a society in its inhabitation does not experience the natural world in a pure form, but as a component of a historical and socially specific form of life. There is no “nature” society. Instead, Marcuse writes, “the whole process whereby nature becomes history is part of the primary character of existence and belongs to the fundamental structure of historicity” (1969, 31). In Marcuse’s view, environmental change, expansion, and contact with other cultures are the main source of actual change and dynamism.

According to this conception, each society is equally old and equally historical. At the turn of the millennium, seventy years after the young Marcuse’s work, this claim seems more true than ever, and for even more profound reasons than Marcuse adduces. In addition to criticisms of Eurocentrism, Jacques Derrida (1969) has done much to show that a structure of meaning, like the heritage contained within the language and culture of a society, cannot be made fully stable, so that its transmission can never be perfect. Overlapping and always underdetermined contexts of meaning and interdefinition of all terms and concepts implies that each iteration of the heritage will differ in subtle and not so subtle ways from all previous iterations. The possibility of a static and stable tradition that would ground an “original” society in stasis cannot be met. This, in fact, is the substance of Derrida’s criticism of Claude Lévi-Strauss in Of Grammatology (1976). The kinship cultures that Lévi-Strauss investigated cannot be considered to have a more unified or whole contact with the world, nor a more “whole” language, but instead a mediated and unstable one. The notion of inhabitation, as the unified, mediated relationship among social existents, their environment, and each other, holds that all relations are mediated by a tradition. Furthermore, after Derrida, we must recognize the porosity of that tradition—that is, its inability to remain stable. Hence, inhabitation argues against the idea of origin, rather than for it.

But where, then, do we find a society in its inhabitation? Nowhere and everywhere. Writing in the 1920s, Marcuse lacked the ability to give this kind of “postmodern” answer, in part for reasons I have surveyed: He was unable to free himself totally from the developmental myth. But his thinking nonetheless points in the direction of the “impossible.” His idea of “living space” (inhabitation) contains both a descriptive and a critical utopian moment. Descriptively, inhabitation captures the material conditions in their relation to the world of meaning as a relation of mutual constitution. By taking phenomenology to the level of the economic and the environmental, inhabitation shows how an existence finds itself within both a world of meaning and an economic world by unifying these two in the development of an individual existence as a part of a heritage. (In effect, the concept of inhabitation teaches us to always use the word “world” in its existential sense, rather than in its simple spatial sense.) Existence is concerned practical involvement in the day-to-day life of the social whole, an involvement determined in part by the heritage of that social whole and its inhabitation. Insofar as human existence (both individually and collectively) necessarily takes on the heritage of its society, it faces the question of that heritage’s legitimacy.

“Legitimacy” can mean several things: whether the heritage and the form of life contained within it lives up to its own ideal form (whether the worlds of meaning and economy are even consistent), whether an individual is able to find a place within that heritage, or whether that heritage promotes some form of human flourishing. Once again, however, the legitimacy and adequacy of a heritage should not be measured simply according to some understanding of the “natural” needs of a people, for there are none.

Several things can bring about this critical reflection on the heritage and its legitimacy. There is the very Derridian possibility of undecidability in the meaning structures of the heritage, which would cause change and conflict within the tradition. It can also be engendered by contact with other cultures and other forms of life, and it can of course be brought about precisely by a suffering that seems out of line with the promise of society. But in each case, because the heritage must be appropriated afresh by each existence, this fact opens the space for the critical consciousness on the heritage.

Moreover, the appropriation of tradition always implies the historical character of human existence, precisely because critical reflection on that which is “passed down” implies that human existence is historical, and that existence synthesizes in each moment its historicity, its historicality, and its present and future possibilities. This threefold synthesis encompasses the individual existence (historicity) in its relation to its social whole (historicality) in the face of its individual and collective possibilities of living (the present and future). From this recognition of history stems the possibility that individual existence and even the entire social whole will discover that humanity has the capacity to determine, never fully, the texture and character of its inhabitation, and that it can find a form of life that is open to itself as historical and social. In short, the critical reflection on heritage, which can come about precisely because the heritage must be appropriated afresh, is formally an openness to historicity and historicality, and thus an opening to the possibility of historical agency.

Marcuse names his version of the structure I just described “authentic” historical action, turning Heidegger’s notion of authenticity into an awareness of historicity itself, and further turning it into a critical social category. (A move that would infuriate both Heidegger and his most strident critic, Theodor W. Adorno.) But I am going even further. Insofar as all of our actions exist within the matrix of a heritage, language, and interpretation of the world within which we find ourselves, any action can become the subject of reflection in its relation to the social whole and the inhabitation. And this explains why inhabitation is both “everywhere” and “nowhere.” Everywhere existence synthesizes historicity and historicality into a fresh encounter with the present, but nowhere does existence achieve an organic relation to its historical character that would characterize a community in complete harmony with, and consciousness of, its inhabitation.

Reification, naturalization of social norms, and the deification of tradition all prevent this critical moment in the reiteration of the social whole. Earlier, I mentioned that Marcuse views the division of labor under the conditions of alienation (a division of labor beyond rational social control and oriented solely toward profit) as that which breaks up inhabitation. I argued that the division of labor alone is insufficient to explain the destruction of inhabitation. However, if we understand this breakup of inhabitation as the breakup of the consciousness that can see itself in relation to heritage and environment and not as a destruction of a once unified social whole, then Marcuse’s point is correct. Because we inhabitants of core countries now find ourselves within a total and overwhelming capitalist economy to which we adapt or starve, and because capital’s hold on the world seems total, and because the supermarket and the television and, yes, the Internet all remove us from the actual conditions of production, we cannot find the tenuous and fragile connections of our inhabitation.

From the viewpoint of materialist phenomenology, reification (in which the social processes of production appear as separate, self-standing entities) and alienation (in which the entire labor creative process comes to serve the interests of profit) are revealed as two sides of the same process: the covering over of inhabitation. Modern capitalism, stratified by class and oriented toward profit, organizes the social form around profit rather than maintenance of inhabitation, and as this goal passes into the heritage, it renders the relation between existence and the perpetuation of inhabitation increasingly opaque.

As an example, consider the society I mentioned in which water is scarce. We can imagine either a small, intentional community trying to practice ecologically sound living in a desert, or we can imagine the entire economic and cultural reality of the Los Angeles metropolitan area. In both situations, water stands as the central (though not the only) material condition for continued existence. In the former case, water conservation functions as a part of the ethos of the community, and the community has “water on its mind” simply as a result of living closely to the land. The day-to-day practicalities of living constantly bring the issue of water into play, so that water becomes a constant subject of discussion in its relation to the inhabitation of the existents and in this way passes into the heritage of the members of the community as a vital part of life. In the latter case, even though stolen water has made the postmodern megalopolis possible, water does not function as a part of the heritage. Water is available for most, and the occasional “shortages” appear to be the result of periodic, natural events: droughts and dry spells, rather than a complex effect brought about by natural weather cycles in combination with the folly of creating a tropical haven in a chaparral climate. The way of living developed in the “Southland” has little recognition of its relation to the entire history and political economy of water, to the social reality of the labor and environmental relations that sustain the water, and to the intricate relations of private profit and public money that developed and sustain it today. This opacity comes from a number of possible sources: the ease of the modern technology that brings water, the difficulty of imagining the kind of radical change necessary, and the central place of water in the economy of the area. A severe enough drought, a challenge from those losing their water, or even a dramatic intensification of environmental consciousness could change all of this.

The contemporary relevance of materialist phenomenology, then, consists in its ability to show how the perpetuation of our everyday existence—the unity of historicity and historicality—is both the condition of continuing domination and the possibility of its transformation. For inhabitation does not describe the lost organic past, but the historical social life of true human existence contained in the moment that heritage is redeployed in present activity—contained but perpetually lost through an absorption into the everyday and through the development of a historical mode of existence that militates against its own discovery as historical, either through reification or through the distractions of consumer society. Yet, if the analysis of this chapter is correct, the appropriation of heritage is a necessary condition of existence, and the inherent instabilities of this process ensure that a space of critique is an ever-present possibility. And while it is certainly unfashionable to speak in such terms these days, that is the very possibility of hope.

NOTES

I wish to thank Craig Hanks and Bhavani Sitaraman for helpful discussions of anthropological issues. I also wish to thank Delilah Schweitzer, Sunfrog Jazz, Short Mountain Sanctuary, and the entire Faery community of middle Tennessee for inspiration, both practical and philosophical.

1.  Here, I wish to avoid giving the appearance that the economic story is the most fundamental story in any society, as opposed to some other structuring axis, such as gender and reproduction. While I think that the economic story was the most fundamental one for Marx himself, the materialist method does not have to limit itself to the economic realm. Any concrete historical analysis of the development of systems of domination should be counted as a materialist one, especially when it is contrasted to an analysis of domination based in some nonhistorical, ideal, or psychological realm. It would be possible, for example, to give a quite materialist analysis of the position of women of color in contemporary U.S. society without once mentioning Marx, merely by looking at the history of their predicament and attending to the way in which their domination serves the needs of a stratified society to maintain stratification.

2.  To his credit, Merleau-Ponty has some awareness of this problem. This is part of what is involved in saying that the reduction cannot be completed.

3.  See Ricoeur (1967, 202–212).

4.  For a discussion of the relation between cultural and economic worlds, see Amin (1998).
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Marcuse and the Quest for Radical Subjectivity

Douglas Kellner

The past decades have witnessed a relentless philosophical assault on the concept of the subject, once the alpha and omega of modern philosophy. Materialists have decried the idealist and essentialist dimensions of the traditional concept of the subject in its various Cartesian, Kantian, and other philosophical forms. More recently, poststructuralist and postmodern theorists have attacked the universalizing pretensions of subject discourse, its positing of a (false) unity, its assuming a centered and grounded status as a linchpin for philosophical systems or knowledge-claims, and its transparent self-certainty from René Descartes’s cogito to Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology. Following Friedrich Nietzsche, poststructuralists have seen the subject as an effect of language, constructed in accord with the forms of grammar (i.e., subject/predicate) and existing linguistic systems, or, with Gilles Deleuze, have privileged the flux and flow of bodily experience over more idealist conceptions of consciousness and the self.

For traditional philosophy, the subject was unitary, ideal, universal, self-grounded, asexual, and the foundation for knowledge and philosophy, while for the poststructuralist and postmodern critique the human being is corporeal, gendered, social, fractured, and historical with subjectivity radically de-centered as an effect of language, society, culture, and history. Yet, if the construction of the subject in language, the social, and nature is the key mark of a poststructuralist or postmodern conception of subjectivity, then the Frankfurt School analyses are not antithetical to such conceptions. The entire tradition of critical theory—which draws on Georg Hegel, Karl Marx, Nietzsche, Sigmund Freud, and Max Weber—posits the historical and social construction of the individual, and members of this tradition can be read as providing aspects of theorizing the social construction of subjectivity in language, social interaction, and culture in specific historical contexts. Jürgen Habermas (1984, 1987) in particular has followed this motif and has attacked the philosophy of the subject, while proposing replacing its subject–object model with an ego–alter model that is based upon the ideal of communicative reason.

In this chapter, however, I want to pursue Herbert Marcuse’s sharp critiques of the rationalist subject of modern philosophy that he counterposes to notions of libidinal rationality, Eros, and the aesthetic–erotic dimensions of an embodied subjectivity. Marcuse is part of a historicist tradition of critical theory that rejects essentialism and sees subjectivity developing in history, in interaction with specific sociopolitical conditions. Following Theodor W. Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and the earlier Frankfurt School tradition, Marcuse also sees dominant forms of subjectivity as oppressive and constraining, while challenging us to reconstruct subjectivity and to develop a new sensibility, qualitatively different than the normalized subjectivity of contemporary advanced industrial societies. In particular, Marcuse was engaged in a lifelong search for a revolutionary subjectivity, for a sensibility that would revolt against the existing society and attempt to create a new one.

Hence, I will argue that Marcuse and the Frankfurt School contribute important perspectives for criticizing the traditional concept of the subject and for rethinking and reconceptualizing subjectivity to develop conceptions potent enough to meet poststructuralist, postmodern, materialist, feminist, and other forms of critique. Crucially, the assault on the subject has had serious consequences, for without a robust notion of subjectivity and agency there is no refuge for individual freedom and liberation, no locus of struggle and opposition, and no agency for progressive political transformation. For these reasons, theorists from diverse camps, including feminists, multiculturalists, and poststructuralists who have had second thoughts about the all-too-hasty dissolution of the subject, have attempted to rehabilitate constructive notions of subjectivity and agency in the light of contemporary critique.

My argument is that Marcuse anticipates the poststructuralist critique of the subject, that these critiques suggest that the traditional concept of the subject contains too much philosophical and political baggage, and that we need a reconstructed notion of subjectivity that Marcuse and the Frankfurt School helped initiate and enabled us to further develop. In drawing on Nietzsche, Freud, and aesthetic modernism, Marcuse posits a bodily, erotic, gendered, social, and aestheticized subjectivity that overcomes mind–body dualism, avoids idealist and rationalist essentialism, and is constructed in a specific social milieu. Moreover, Marcusean subjectivity is challenged to reconstruct and emancipate itself from limited and oppressive forms and to pursue the project of cultivating a new sensibility. In delineating Marcuse’s reconstruction of subjectivity, I will first offer a rereading of Eros and Civilization (1997) to demonstrate how it anticipates the poststructuralist critique of the subject and offers an alternative conception of subjectivity. I then pursue some of the contributions to rethinking subjectivity in Marcuse’s later writings, focusing on his notion of the new sensibility and aesthetic education. At stake is developing a reconstructed Marcusean theory of subjectivity that emphasizes the need for a transformation of the affective dimension, the sensibility, and our very notion of subjectivity to help create new conceptions of subjectivity and to provide conceptions of the subjective conditions for radical social change and of agency in order to promote individual and social transformation.

REREADING EROS AND CIVILIZATION

In Eros and Civilization, Marcuse draws on Freud to depict the social construction of subjectivity in the dramatic clash between the pleasure principle and the reality principle. For Freud, the instincts are originally governed by the pleasure principle: they aim solely at “gaining pleasure; from any operation which might arouse unpleasantness (“pain”) mental activity draws back” (1997, 13). From early on, however, the pleasure principle comes into conflict with a harsh environment and after a series of disciplinary experiences, “the individual comes to the traumatic realization that full and painless gratification of his needs is impossible” (13). Under the tutelage of the reality principle, the person learns what is useful and approved behavior, and what is harmful and forbidden. In this way, one develops one’s rational faculties, becoming “a conscious, thinking subject, geared to a rationality which is imposed on him from outside” (14).

For Marcuse, then, rationality is a social construct and subjectivity is a product of social experience. Thus, like Michel Foucault, Marcuse sees subjectivity not as a natural and metaphysical substance, preexisting its social gestation, but as a product of societal normalization, whereby the individual is subjected to rationalizing forms of thought and behavior. According to Marcuse’s conception, the reality principle enforces the totality of society’s requirements, norms, and prohibitions that are imposed upon the individual from “outside.” This process constitutes for him domination of the individual by a society that shapes thought and behavior, desires and needs, language and consciousness. In Marcuse’s words: “neither his desires nor his alteration of reality are henceforth his own: they are now ‘organized’ by his society. And this ‘organization’ represses and transsubstantiates his original instinctual needs” (1997, 14–15).

Marcuse employs Freud’s theory to produce an account of how society comes to dominate the individual, how social control is internalized, and how conformity ensues. He concludes that “Freud’s individual psychology is in its very essence social psychology” (1997, 16), and he repeatedly emphasizes that Freud’s psychological categories are historical and political in nature. Hence, Marcuse boldly fleshes out the “political and sociological substance of Freud’s theory” to develop what I call a critical theory of socialization. Whereas most theories of socialization stress its humanizing aspects by claiming that socialization makes individuals more “human”—and thus legitimate dominant social institutions and practices—Freud exposes the repressive content of Western civilization and the heavy price paid for its “progress.” Although industrialization has resulted in material progress, Freud’s analysis of the instinctual renunciations and unhappiness it has produced raises the question of whether our form of civilization is worth the suffering and misery (3ff.). In Marcuse’s view, Freud’s account of civilization and its discontents puts in question the whole ideology of progress, productivity, and the work ethic, as well as religion and morality, by “showing up the repressive content of the highest values and achievements of culture” (17).

Thus, Marcuse, like Foucault, stresses the social construction of subjectivity and the ways that subjectification (i.e., the ways of producing a socially submissive subject) are involved in a process of domination. But whereas Foucault and many poststructuralists call for resistance to domination, they often have no theoretical resources to construct a notion of agency that would efficaciously resist repression and domination.1 For Marcuse, however, there is a “hidden trend in psychoanalysis” that discloses those aspects of human nature that oppose the dominant ethic of labor and renunciation, while upholding “the tabooed aspirations of humanity”: the demands of the pleasure principle for gratification and absence of restraint (1997, 18). He argues that Freud’s instinct theory contains a “depth dimension” that suggests that our instincts strive for a condition in which freedom and happiness converge, in which we fulfill our needs, and strive to overcome repression and domination. For Marcuse, memory contains images of gratification and can play a cognitive and therapeutic role in mental life: “Its truth value lies in the specific function of memory to preserve promises and potentialities which are betrayed and even outlawed by the mature, civilized individual, but which had once been fulfilled in the dim past and which are never entirely forgotten” (18–19).

Marcuse subtly reformulates the therapeutic role of memory stressed in psychoanalysis. In Freud’s theory, the suppression of memory takes place through the repression of unpleasant or traumatic experiences, which are usually concerned with sexuality or aggression; the task of psychoanalysis is to free the patient from the burden of repressed traumatic memories—whose repression often produces neurosis—by providing understanding and insight that would enable the individual to work through painful experiences of the past and to dissolve neurotic behavior. Although Marcuse preserves the psychoanalytic linkage between forgetting and repression, he stresses the liberating potentialities of memory and recollection of pleasurable or euphoric experiences, as well as the unpleasant or traumatic experiences stressed by Freud.

In his reconstruction of Freud, Marcuse suggests that remembrance of past experiences of freedom and happiness could put into question the painful performances of alienated labor and manifold oppressions of everyday life. These memories are embedded in individual experiences of a happier past and historical conditions that offered more and better freedom, gratification, and happiness. Marcuse will link these emancipatory dimensions of memory with phantasy and will argue that both human beings and their cultural tradition contain resources that can be mobilized against suffering and oppression in the present.

Memory for Marcuse thus re-members and re-constructs experience by going to the past to construct future images of freedom and happiness. Whereas romanticism is past oriented, remembering the joys of nature and the past in the face of the onslaught of industrialization, Marcuse is future oriented, looking to the past to construct a better future.2 Marcuse’s analysis implies that society trains the individual for the systematic repression of those emancipatory memories, and devalues experiences guided solely by the pleasure principle. Following Nietzsche in his Genealogy of Morals, Marcuse criticizes “the one-sidedness of memory-training in civilization: the faculty was chiefly directed towards remembering duties rather than pleasures; memory was linked with bad conscience, guilt and sin. Unhappiness and the threat of punishment, not happiness and the promise of freedom, linger in the memory” (1997, 232).

Marcuse claims that for Freud “phantasy” is a crucial mode of “thought-activity” that is split off from the reality-principle (1997, 14, 140ff.). For Freud, phantasy “was kept free from reality-testing and remained subordinated to the pleasure principle alone. This is the act of phantasy-making (das Phantasieren), which begins already with the game of children, and later, continued as day-dreaming, abandons its dependence on real objects” (140). Building on this conception, Marcuse suggests that “phantasy”—in daydreaming, dreams at night, play, and its embodiments in art—can project images of integral gratification, pleasure, and reconciliation, often denied in everyday life.

Hence, along with memory, Marcuse argues that phantasy can imagine another world and generate images of a better life by speaking the language of the pleasure principle and its demands for gratification. He stresses the importance of great art for liberation because it refuses “to accept as final the limitations imposed upon freedom and happiness by the reality principle” (1997, 149). Art for Marcuse practices the “Great Refusal,” incarnating the emancipatory contents of memory, phantasy, and the imagination through producing images of happiness and a life without anxiety. In Marcuse’s view, phantasies and hopes embody the eruption of desires for increased freedom and gratification. The unconscious on this account contains the memory of integral gratification experienced in the womb, in childhood, and in peak experiences during one’s life. Marcuse holds that the “psychoanalytic liberation of memory” and “restoration of phantasy” provide access to experiences of happiness and freedom that are subversive of the present life. He suggests that Freud’s theory of human nature, far from refuting the possibility of a nonrepressive civilization, indicates that there are aspects of human nature that are striving for happiness and freedom.

In defending the claims of the pleasure principle, Marcuse believes that he is remaining true to a materialism that takes seriously material needs and their satisfaction, and the biological “depth-dimension” of human nature. In his view, defense of the validity of the claims of the pleasure principle has critical–revolutionary import in that Freud’s analysis implies that the human being can only tolerate so much repression and unhappiness, and when this point is passed the individual will rebel against the conditions of repression. Freud’s theory thus contains elements of an anthropology of liberation that analyzes those aspects of human nature that furnish the potential for radical opposition to the prevailing society.

Marcuse concludes that Freud’s theory contains implications that have been covered over or neglected and that he wishes to restore in their most provocative form. He argues that this requires a restoration of Freud’s instinct theory, preserving his claims for the importance of sexuality and acknowledgment of its vital and explosive claims. Neo-Freudians who deny the primacy of sexuality have, in Marcuse’s view, repressed Freud’s deep insights into human sexual being by relegating sexual instincts to a secondary place in their theory (1997, 238ff.). Marcuse believes that Freud’s theory discloses the depth and power of instinctual energies that contain untapped emancipatory potential. He describes these instinctual energies that seek pleasure and gratification as Eros. A liberated Eros, Marcuse claims, would release energies that would not only seek sexual gratification, but would also flow over into expanded human relations and more abundant creativity. The released Eros would desire, he suggests, a pleasurable aesthetic–erotic environment requiring a total restructuring of human life and the material conditions of existence.

In addition, Marcuse also accepts Freud’s concept of Thanatos, the death instinct, as well as the Freudian notion of “the political economy of the instincts,” in which strengthening the life instincts enables Eros to control and master Thanatos, and so to increase freedom and happiness, while diminishing aggression and destruction. Thus, surprisingly, Marcuse adopts a rather mechanistic concept of the instincts, building on Freud’s biologistic energy–instinct model—which has been sharply criticized and rejected both within various circles of psychoanalytic theory, as well as within critical theory (Habermas and his students) and poststructuralism. I believe, however, that one can construct a Marcusean theory of subjectivity without deploying the problematic aspects of Freud’s instinct theory.

The key to Marcuse’s reconstruction of the concept of subjectivity, I would suggest, is the “Philosophical Interlude” in Eros and Civilization in which he develops a critical analysis of the presuppositions of Western rationality and its concept of the philosophical subject. Marcuse claims that the prevalent reality principle of Western civilization presupposes an antagonism between subject and object, mind and body, reason and the passions, and the individual and society. Nature is experienced on this basis as raw material to be mastered, as an object of domination, as provocation or resistance to be overpowered (1997, 110). The ego in Western thought is thus conceptualized as an aggressive, offensive subject, fighting and striving to conquer the resistant world. Through labor, the subject seeks continually to extend its power and control over nature. The Logos of this reality principle is, Marcuse argues, a logic of domination that finds its culmination in the reality principle of advanced industrial society, the performance principle. The performance principle is hostile to the senses and receptive faculties that strive for gratification and fulfillment. It contains a concept of repressive reason that seeks to tame instinctual drives for pleasure and enjoyment. Its values, which are the governing norms of modern societies, include: profitable productivity, assertiveness, efficiency, and competitiveness (in other words, the performance principle); the rule of functional rationality discriminating against emotions, a dual morality, and the “work ethic” (for the vast majority of the population condemnation to alienated and inhuman labor); and the will to power, the display of strength, and virility (1974, 282).3

This hegemonic version of the reality principle has been challenged, Marcuse argues, from the beginning of Western philosophy. Against the antagonistic struggle between subject and object, an opposing ideal of reconciliation and harmony has been formulated, in which the individual strives for fulfillment and gratification. This “Logos of gratification,” Marcuse suggests, is found in Aristotle’s notion of the nous theos and Hegel’s ideal of spirit coming to rest and fruition in absolute knowledge (1997, 112ff.). In these philosophical conceptions, the human being is to attain a condition of reconciliation after a process of struggle, suffering, and labor, in which alienation and oppression are finally overcome. Arthur Schopenhauer advocates a similar idea of the restless, ever-striving “will” seeking peaceful Nirvana. In addition, Marcuse finds a logic of gratification and different conception of subjectivity in Nietzsche’s emphasis on the body, the passions, and the joy and liberation from time and guilt (119f.). The values affirmed in this reality principle would be the antithesis of the repressive performance principle and its dominating subject and would affirm receptivity, sensitivity, nonviolence, tenderness, and so on. These characteristics appear indeed as opposites of domination and exploitation. On the primary psychological level, they would pertain to the domain of Eros and express the energy of the life instincts against the death instinct and destructive energy (1974, 284).

This alternative reality principle and conception of subjectivity also finds expression in Freud’s notion of the Nirvana principle, which holds that all instincts aim at rest, quiescence, and the absence of pain (1997, 5ff., 124ff.). In addition, Marcuse draws on Ferdinand Schiller’s conception of aesthetic education and play, arguing that in aesthetic and erotic experience, play, and fantasy, the conflict between reason and the senses would be overcome so that “reason is sensuous and sensuousness rational” (180). Operating through the play impulse, the aesthetic function would “abolish compulsion, and place man, both morally and physically in freedom.” It would harmonize the feelings and affections with the ideas of reason, deprive the “laws of reason of their moral compulsion” and “[reconcile] them with the interest of the senses” (182).

In the language of poststructuralism, Marcuse thus envisages an embodied subjectivity in which the opposition between reason and the senses, central to the modern philosophical concept of the subject, is deconstructed. For Schiller and Marcuse, the play impulse is connected with the aesthetic function that would mediate between the passive receptive “sensuous impulse” and the active creative “form impulse,” thus reconciling reason and the senses. The play impulse aspires to a condition of freedom from restraint and anxiety, involving “freedom from the established reality: man is free when the ‘reality loses its seriousness’ and when its necessity ‘becomes light’ ” (1997, 187). This “freedom to play” and to create an “aesthetic reality” requires liberation of the senses and, as both Schiller and Marcuse called for, “a total revolution in the mode of perception and feeling” (189).

The resultant conception of an aestheticized and eroticized subjectivity preserves the connotation of Sinnlichkeit as pertaining to sensuality, receptiveness, art, and Eros, thus redeeming the body and the senses against the tyranny of repressive reason and affirming the importance of aesthetics, play, and erotic activity in human life. Hence, against the rational and domineering subject of mastery, Marcuse advances a notion of subjectivity as mediating reason and the senses, and as seeking harmony and gratification. He affirms an intersubjective ideal of a libidinal subjectivity in harmonious and gratifying relations with others and, one might add, with nature itself. Instead of controlling and dominating objects, Marcusean subjectivity seeks gratifying and peaceful relations with others and with the external world.

Moreover, Marcuse proposes a new concept of reason that he describes as “libidinal rationality” (1997, 223ff.). In this conception, reason is not repressive of the senses, but acts in harmony with them, helping to find objects of gratification and to cultivate and enhance sensuality. Marcuse rejects the dominant philosophical paradigm, which sees reason as the distinctly human faculty and the senses as disorderly, animalic, and inferior. The concept of reason operative in this model, Marcuse suggests, is repressive and totalitarian and does not adequately allow for aesthetic–erotic gratification and development due to its embrace of the mind–body split (119ff.). Marcuse’s ideal is a form of human life in which reason becomes sensuous, protecting and enriching the life instincts, and whereby the unity of reason and the senses helps create a “sensuous order” (223ff.). He assumes that as more restrictions are taken away from the instincts and as they freely evolve, they will seek “lasting gratification” and will help generate social relations that will make continual gratification possible. In this way, “Eros redefines reason in its own terms. Reasonable is what sustains the order of gratification” (224). This could make possible freer, more fulfilling human relations and could create a social order and community based on freedom, gratification, cooperation, and rational authority. Then, “repressive reason gives way to a new rationality of gratification in which reason and happiness converge” (224).

THE NEW SENSIBILITY, EMANCIPATION, AND REVOLUTION:
THE LATE MARCUSE

Hence, against the notion of the rational, domineering subject of modern theory, Marcuse posits a subjectivity that is libidinal and embodied, evolving and developing, while striving for happiness, gratification, and harmony. Such subjectivity is always in process, is never fixed or static, and is a creation and goal to be achieved, and is not posited as an absolute metaphysical entity. Marcusean subjectivity is thus corporeal, gendered, oppositional, and struggles against domination, repression, and oppression, and for freedom and happiness. There is nothing essentialist, idealist, or metaphysical here. Instead, Marcuse’s conception of subjectivity is both materialist and socially mediated, while active in cultivating the aesthetic and erotic dimensions of experience as it strives for gratification and harmonious relations with others, nature, and itself. Marcuse’s radical subjectivity is also political, refusing domination and oppression, struggling against conditions that block freedom and happiness and for a freer and better world.

There is widespread agreement today that we need the discourse of subjectivity and agency for ethics, for politics, and for the positive reconstruction of self and society. Within this context, I have argued that Marcuse’s perspectives on subjectivity stand up to aspects of the poststructuralist and other critiques of the subject, as well as providing resources for reconstructing the concept of subjectivity in the contemporary era. It is important to note that for Marcuse the reconstruction of subjectivity, the creation of eroticized rationality, and the development of a free creative self can only take place through practice and the transformation of social relations and activity. Marcuse argued that the existing society is organized precisely to prevent such a reconstruction of subjectivity and new social relations, prescribing instead a regime of domination, authority, repression, manipulative desublimation, and submission. Especially in One-Dimensional Man (1991), but also throughout all of his work, Marcuse presents a critique of hegemonic forms of subjectivity and domination and a challenge to overcome the one-dimensional, conformist, and normalized subjectivity of the advanced technological society.

Throughout his later writings, Marcuse was vitally concerned to discover and theorize a “new sensibility” with needs, values, and aspirations that would be qualitatively different from subjectivity in one-dimensional society. To create a new subjectivity, there must be “the emergence and education of a new type of human being free from the aggressive and repressive needs and aspirations and attitudes of class society, human beings created, in solidarity and on their own initiative, their own environment, their own Lebenswelt, their own ‘property’ ” (Marcuse 1969b, 24). Such a revolution in needs and values would help overcome a central dilemma in Marcuse’s theory—sharply formulated in One-Dimensional Man—that continued to haunt him: “How can the administered individuals—who have made their mutilation into their own liberties and satisfactions . . . liberate themselves from themselves as well as from their masters? How is it even thinkable that the vicious circle be broken?” (1991, 250–251).

In order to break through this vicious circle, individuals must transform their present needs, sensibility, consciousness, values, and behavior while developing a new radical subjectivity so as to create the necessary conditions for social transformation (Marcuse 1970, 67). Radical subjectivity for Marcuse practices the “great refusal” valorized in both Eros and Civilization and One-Dimensional Man. In Eros and Civilization, the “Great Refusal is the protest against unnecessary repression, the struggle for the ultimate form of freedom—‘to live without anxiety’ ” (1997, l49f.). In One-Dimensional Man, however, the Great Refusal is fundamentally political, a refusal of repression and injustice, a saying no, an elemental opposition to a system of oppression, a noncompliance with the rules of a rigged game, and a form of radical resistance and struggle (1991, 256f.). In both cases, the Great Refusal is based on a subjectivity that is not able to tolerate injustice and that engages in resistance and opposition to all forms of domination, instinctual and political.

In the late 1960s, Marcuse argued that emancipatory needs and a “new sensibility” were developing within contemporary society. He believed that in the New Left and counterculture there were the beginnings of “a political practice of methodical disengagement and the refusal of the Establishment aiming at a radical transvaluation of values” (1969a, 6) that was generating a new type of human being and subject. The new sensibility “expresses the ascent of the life instincts over aggressiveness and guilt” and contains a “negation of the needs that sustain the present system of domination and the negation of the values on which they are based” (1970, 67). Underlying the theory of the new sensibility is a concept of the active role of the senses in the constitution of experience that rejects the Kantian and other philosophical devaluation of the senses as passive, merely receptive. For Marcuse, our senses are shaped and molded by society, yet constitute in turn our primary experience of the world and provide both imagination and reason with its material. He believes that the senses are currently socially constrained and mutilated and argues that only an emancipation of the senses and a new sensibility can produce liberating social change (1969a, 24ff.; 1972, 62ff.).4

Instead of the need for repressive performance and competition, the new sensibility posits the need for meaningful work, gratification, and community; instead of the need for aggression and destructive productivity, it affirms love and the preservation of the environment; and against the demands of industrialization, it asserts the need for beauty, sensuousness, and play, affirming the aesthetic and erotic components of experience. The “new sensibility” translates these values and needs into “a practice that involves a break with the familiar, the routine ways of seeing, hearing, feeling, understanding things so that the organism may become receptive to the potential forms of a non-aggressive, non-exploitative world” (1969a, 6). This total refusal of the dominant societal needs, values, and institutions represents a radical break with the entirety of the society’s institutions, culture, and lifestyle, and supplies prefigurations of a new culture and society.

The new sensibility would be developed, Marcuse claimed, by an aesthetic education that would cultivate imagination, phantasy, the senses, and memory. The new sensibility would combine the senses and reason, producing a “new rationality” in which reason would be bodily, erotic, and political. Far from being an irrationalist, Marcuse always argued that the senses and reason need to be mediated, that reason should be reconstructed, and that critical and dialectical thinking are an important core of the new sensibility. Marcuse maintained that aesthetic education constituted a cultivation of the senses and that theory and education were essential components of transformative social change.5

In the writings of the late 1960s, Marcuse believed that the new sensibility was embodied in the liberation movements of the day, the counterculture, and New Left (see, especially, Marcuse 1969a). Of course, he was disappointed that the new sensibility did not become the agent of revolutionary change that he envisaged; he was also dismayed that the New Left and counterculture fell prey to the seductions of the consumer society, or were repressed and fragmented.6 In the 1970s, however, he sought precisely the same values and subjectivity in what came to be described as “new social movements,” in particular feminism, the environmental movement, the peace movement, and various forms of grassroots activism.

In the 1974 lecture on “Marxism and Feminism,” Marcuse notes for the first time the constitutive role of gender, while theorizing the differences between men and women in terms of his categories in Eros and Civilization. It is notable that his conception of the feminine is associated with the traits he ascribes to the new sensibility, while the masculine is associated with the features of the Western ego and rationality of domination that Marcuse long criticized, thus anticipating “difference feminism” that would also valorize the feminine and maternal against the masculine.7 In this lecture, which generated significant debate, Marcuse argues that “feminine” values and qualities represent a determinate negation of the values of capitalism, patriarchy, and the performance principle. In his view, “socialism, as a qualitatively different society, must embody the antithesis, the definite negation of aggressive and repressive needs and values of capitalism as a form of male-dominated culture” (1974, 285). Furthermore: “Formulated as the antithesis of the dominating masculine qualities, such feminine qualities would be receptivity, sensitivity, non-violence, tenderness and so on. These characteristics appear indeed as opposite of domination and exploitation. On the primary psychological level, they would pertain to the domain of Eros, they would express the energy of the life instincts, against the death instinct and destructive energy” (285–286).

Marcuse was, however, criticized by women within the feminist movement and others for essentializing gender difference, although he insisted the distinction was a historical product of Western society and not an essential gender difference. Women, he argued, possess a “feminine” nature qualitatively different from men because they have been frequently freed from repression in the workplace, brutality in the military, and competition in the public sphere. Hence, they developed characteristics that for Marcuse are the marks of an emancipated humanity. He summarizes the difference between aggressive masculine and capitalist values as against feminist values as the contrast between “repressive productivity” and “creative receptivity,” suggesting that “increased emancipation of feminine qualities in the established society” will subvert the dominant masculine values and the capitalist performance principle.

During the same decade, Marcuse also worked with Rudolf Bahro’s conception of “surplus consciousness.” He argued that just as Bahro claimed that in the socialist countries a new consciousness was developing that could see the discrepancy between “what is” and “what could be” and was not satisfied with its way of life, so too was such oppositional consciousness developing in the advanced capitalist countries (1979, 21).8 “Surplus consciousness,” in the Bahro–Marcuse conception, is a product of expanding education, scientific and technical development, and refinement of the forces of production and labor process. On this account, contemporary societies are producing a higher form of consciousness and create needs that cannot be satisfied in the labor process or everyday life, producing resentment and the potential for revolt. In effect, Bahro and Marcuse are arguing that critical consciousness is produced by the very social processes of the technological society and that this subjectivity comes into conflict with existing hierarchy, waste, repression, and domination, generating the need for social change. This position maintains that existing social processes themselves are helping produce a subjectivity that demands participation and fulfillment in the labor process and sociopolitical life, as well as increased freedom, equality, and opportunities for advancement and development. If these needs are not satisfied, Bahro and Marcuse suggest, rebellion and social transformation will be generated.

Curiously, precisely this process happened in the socialist world in which rebellion against irrational and repressive bureaucratic social forms led to an overthrow of what Bahro termed “actually existing socialism.”9 The critiques of Marxism in the 1970s and 1980s in the increasingly hegemonic discourses of poststructuralism and postmodern theory among the radical intelligentsia connected, I believe, with the collapse of “actually existing socialism” and helped produce a rejection of Marxism, while defaming revolution as utopian and, in many cases, deconstructing concepts of oppositional subjectivity and politics. Such extreme versions of poststructuralism and postmodernism,10 however, vitiate the project of emancipation and social reconstruction and undermine efforts to develop oppositional politics and alternative conceptions of society, culture, and subjectivity—alternatives found in the work of Marcuse who I believe continues to provide important resources for theory and politics in the contemporary era.

The postmodern–poststructuralist conception of subjectivity that stresses decentering, fragmentation, and flexibility reproduces aspects of the crisis of contemporary subjectivity overwhelmed by big corporations, new technologies, seductive media culture, and the complex and contradictory forces of globalization. Many postmodern critiques of traditional notions of the subject or subjectivity thus end with fragmentation, crisis, decentering, and dispersal, that they either cynically affirm without hope of reconstruction, or valorize positively as conditions of the possibility of more flexible subjects that can be in turn rejected, reconstructed, and recreated at one’s will and whim. Another possibility, however, is to call for a reconstructive concept of subjectivity and agency in the face of theoretical critique and practical fragmentation and dissipation. This is the position of Marcuse and much of critical theory that begins by recognizing theoretical flaws in the modern concept of the (rational, unitary, and ideal) subject, as well as the crisis of subjectivity in contemporary society.

Critical theory is dialectical, resisting both claims to the primacy of structure or agency, thus overcoming both determinism and idealism. Marcuse problematizes subjectivity and agency, recognizes the force of domination, and yet militates for liberation and transformation. Opposing mechanistic theories of history without agency and subjectivity, as well as idealist notions that see history as the development of humanity or subjectivity (i.e., the subject, spirituality, God, and so on), critical theory seeks to overcome unproductive dichotomies and to produce more sophisticated and transformative perspectives.

This problematization of subject and history discloses an intersection between critical theory and postmodern theory and significant differences between some of the versions. Both unveil the abstractness and mythological constitution of the subject; both reject a universal subject and the equation of the subject with metaphysical rationality. On the whole, critical theory is more reconstructive with theorists like Adorno, Marcuse, Erich Fromm, and Habermas offering quite different perspectives on the reconstruction of subjectivity and agency, while many postmodern theorists either revel in difference and heterogeneity (Lyotard), cynically reject any possibility of reconstruction and transformation (Baudrillard), or assume neutral and/or micrological perspectives that eschew ambitious theoretical or political reconstruction (followers of Foucault, Richard Rorty in some moods, and postmodern camp followers who do not yet see its transformative potential); other postmodern theorists, however, urge reconstruction of subjectivity and agency à la feminism and critical theory, and thus present supplementary positive reconstructive positions to critical theory.

Hence, some versions of postmodern theory reproduce liberal reformism and pluralism in their emphasis on difference, reform, and rejection of broader perspectives of social transformation. There is also a tendency that fragmentary, aleatory, and nomadic postmodern subjectivity replicates the self-centered, competitive, yet interactive subjectivity of contemporary capitalism.11 Yet in view of the complex and contradictory development of contemporary capitalist culture and subjectivity, the sort of critical and oppositional perspectives offered by Marcuse are needed more than ever. As in Marcuse’s day, the ambivalent unity of the positive and negative, of production and destruction, continues to operate in the global restructuring of capitalism with its technological revolution and seductions, its growing discrepancies between the “haves” and the “have nots,” and its increasingly powerful forces of domination and destruction. Now, more than ever, critical consciousness and oppositional subjectivity is needed to counter the forces of domination that appear more in the guise of the seductions of America Online and Time Warner, the machinations of Microsoft, and the global maneuvering of near-invisible forces like the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank than in the boots and repression of Big Brother.12

SOME CONCLUDING COMMENTS

In retrospect, the critique of the subject launched by the Frankfurt School, feminism, poststructuralism, postmodern theory, and others have enriched our thinking on subjectivity by challenging us to rethink the problematics of the subject and agency, and have helped us think through and conceptualize various dimensions of experience and action neglected in traditional accounts, as well as to envisage alternative possibilities for thought, action, and everyday life. While traditional and modern conceptions of the subject were excessively rationalist, essentialist, idealist, and metaphysical, I have argued that the contemporary critiques of the subject provide the impetus and occasion to develop more critical and creative conceptions of post-metaphysical subjectivity.

But often discussions of the “crisis of the subject” conflate contemporary critique and rejection of the concept of a metaphysical unitary subject with the fragmentation, decline, or dispersal of subjectivity and agency under the sway of powerful social forces like the compulsion to work and consume, seduction of the media, or disciplinary agencies. I would argue that while critiques of problematic theoretical concepts of the subject are generally salutary, critical theory needs to respond reconstructively to evocations of decline of agency, the will to resist and struggle, and the eclipse of politics in the present era. Marcuse always attempted to ground his conception of radical subjectivity in existing struggles, movements, and tendencies. He was aware that oppositional subjectivity, and the movements and revolts in which it was grounded, were fragile and subject to dispersion and defeat or absorption and co-optation. Moreover, Marcuse was aware of the contradictions of oppositional subjectivities and movements that on the one hand reproduce tendencies of the existing capitalist societies, while on the other hand oppose other aspects of these societies and seek alternatives to them.

Hence, subjectivity for Marcuse, whether the dominated subject of advanced capitalism or the oppositional subjectivity that he sought in first the New Left and counterculture and then new social movements, was historical and always full of contradictions and ambiguities. Marcuse was more aware than most in the Marxian tradition of the need for a robust theory of subjectivity to generate the subjective conditions for change and he was deeply interested in theory, culture, and social experience that would help create a new subjectivity. Hence, his attempts to reconstruct subjectivity are grounded in his political desire for radical social change and preservation of the individual.

In his sometimes tortured attempts to generate new perspectives on subjectivity and an alternative society and politics, during his last decade of work in the 1970s, Marcuse privileged cultural revolution and the cultivation of a new sensibility as crucial catalysts for social change, as he (unsuccessfully) sought new social movements to embody his oppositional subjectivity and politics.13 While this work provides important theoretical impulses to rethink radical politics, subjectivity, and culture in the contemporary era, we must move beyond Marcuse in a new historical situation, drawing on the best resources of the most advanced critical theories of our time.

Hence, in conclusion, I would like to make some comments contrasting Habermasian perspectives on subjectivity with Marcusean ones to indicate the specific contributions, strengths, and limitations of Marcuse’s position. I have suggested that Marcuse offers a notion of a corporeal subjectivity with an emphasis on its aesthetic and erotic dimensions, while Habermas’s communicative reason lacks a body, grounding in nature and materiality, and the aesthetic and erotic components. That is, while Habermas’s conception of subjectivity contains a grounding in sociality and ego–alter relations, he does not offer a notion of aesthetic, erotic, embodied, and sensual subjectivity as in Marcuse’s conception. There is also not as strong a critique of the tendencies toward conformity and normalization as in Marcuse’s conception, nor is there as forceful a notion of transformation and emancipation. Nor does Habermas offer a notion of revolutionary subjectivity.

There are, however, problems with Marcuse’s conceptions of subjectivity. I have downplayed the extent of Marcuse’s dependence on questionable aspects of Freud’s instinct theory because I believe that a Marcusean conception of subjectivity can be produced without dependence on Freud’s conception of the political economy of the instincts, the death instinct, and the somewhat biologistic notion of Eros that Marcuse draws from Freud. Yet while Marcuse’s focus on the corporeal, aesthetic, erotic, and political dimensions of subjectivity constitutes a positive legacy, there are omissions and deficiencies in his account. Crucially, he underemphasizes the ethical and arguably, concerning the political, does not adequately develop notions of justice and democracy. Since notions of ethical, just, and democratic subjectivity are not cultivated in Marcuse’s writings, Habermas’s analyses provide a necessary complement. Habermas’s primary focus on the ego–alter relation and his subsequent treatises on morals and moral development, democracy and law, and the social obligations and constraints on subjectivity offer an important correction to Marcuse’s analyses. Hence, both perspectives on subjectivity by themselves are one-sided and require supplementation by the other.

While I have been primarily concerned in this chapter to interrogate Marcuse’s resources for the rethinking and reconstruction of subjectivity, I would argue that no one thinker has the answer to the question and that we would thus be well advised to draw upon a wealth of thinkers to rehabilitate and reconstruct subjectivity in the contemporary moment. Within the Frankfurt School, Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Fromm, Habermas, Marcuse, and others make important contributions and outside of the tradition many feminist theorists, poststructuralists, and others also advance the project. Marcuse and other critical theorists provide many important contributions to our understanding of subjectivity and agency, while challenging us to further rethink the problematics of subjectivity in relation to the socioeconomic developments and political struggles of our own turbulent period. In this way, the contemporary critiques of the subject challenge us to come up with better conceptions and to develop new resources for critical theory and practice.

NOTES

This chapter was first presented in a panel at the Society for Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy (Denver, 1998) in which my colleagues David Sherman and Pierre Lamarche presented the contributions of Theodor W. Adorno and Walter Benjamin in rethinking subjectivity. See, in addition, Kelly Oliver’s (1998) account of the contributions to refiguring subjectivity in poststructuralism and feminism.

1.  This is true of Foucault in texts like Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality; the late Foucault, however, like Marcuse, was engaged in a search for a stronger conception of agency. I would argue, however, that Marcuse offers a more robust account of resistance and agency than Foucault. On Foucault’s later quests to develop a theory of subjectivity and resistance and its limitations, see Best and Kellner (1991); and Venn (1997, 1–28).

2.  This conception might be contrasted with Walter Benjamin, who in his “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” claims that “images of enslaved ancestors rather than that of liberated grandchildren” drive the oppressed to struggle against their oppressors (1968, 260). Benjamin’s conception is similar to Freud’s who holds that past traumas enslave individuals, and argues, in a different register than Benjamin, that working through the source of trauma can free individuals from past blockages and suffering. A dialectical conception of memory merging Marcuse and Benjamin might argue that both remembrances of past joys and suffering, and happiness and oppression, can motivate construction of a better future if oriented toward changing rather than just remembering the world.

3.  I am paraphrasing Marcuse’s 1974 lecture on “Marxism and Feminism” here to suggest that he continued to hold to many key ideas in Eros and Civilization throughout his later work, and that his strong adherence to feminism was deeply rooted in some of his fundamental ideas. I make use of “Marxism and Feminism” later in this study.

4.  In Counterrevolution and Revolt, Marcuse connects his notion of the new sensibility with the analysis of the early Marx on the liberation of the senses; his conception is also influenced by Schiller’s conception of aesthetic education (1972, 63ff.).

5.  For a systematic study of Marcuse’s perspectives on art and education, see Reitz (2000).

6.  For a poignant account of Marcuse’s failing hopes and continued attempts to theorize emancipation and radical social change, see Marcuse (1972).

7.  For an argument parallel to mine developed through an engagement with French feminism and poststructuralism, see Oliver (1998). Oliver provides an extended argument that we can talk about subjectivity (and agency) without presupposing or needing a subject, claiming that subjectivity does not necessarily imply a “subject” and that we are better off without such a concept. She develops notions of subjectivity as relational and intersubjective at its “center” and contrasts varying discourses and forms of masculine and feminine subjectivity. This project is parallel, I suggest, to Marcuse and the Frankfurt School, disclosing a provocative affinity between critical theory, French feminism, and poststructuralism.

8.  For reflections on Bahro, see Marcuse (1980, 24–28).

9.  One could, of course, argue that the Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist systems overthrown in the late 1980s were not really Marxist or socialist at all, but constituted a bureaucratic deformation of Marxian socialism. This is indeed Bahro’s and Marcuse’s position that continues to have force in explaining the collapse of Soviet-style communism. See Kellner (1995, 3–30).

10.  For fuller summaries of the varieties of postmodern theory, similarities and differences with critical theory, and reflections on productive and problematic versions of postmodern politics, see Best and Kellner (1991, 1997, forthcoming).

11.  Such a conception of postmodern subjectivity is found in a highly developed form in Turkle (1995).

12.  For an argument that Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) and Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man provide more salient perspectives on contemporary global capitalism than George Orwell’s 1984 (1949), see Kellner (1990, 223–252). For some perspectives on globalization, see Kellner and Cvetkovich (1996); and Kellner (1998, 23–42).

13.  See, in particular, his previously unpublished studies “Beyond One-Dimensional Man,” “Cultural Revolution,” and “The Historical Fate of Bourgeois Democracy” in Marcuse (forthcoming).
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Challenging the Colonial Contract: The Zapatistas’ Insurgent Imagination

Patricia Huntington

The January 1994 Zapatista uprising came into full light of the world under two words “Ya Basta!” (“Enough!”). Concentrated into these two words are a judgment, a demand, a call, and a vocal appearance. “Ya Basta” is a judgment against a 500-year-old colonial contract of suffering, neglect, and violent abuse—against material conditions that barely allow the Mayan groups in southeast Mexico to sustain life. It is a demand not simply for justice, if by justice we mean equal treatment under law, but also for a life with dignity. It is thus a call for recognition, delivered in the vocative—an appeal to exist as full persons in the eyes of the world, a command to remove the cloak of anonymity that relegates them to the nonhuman, the inconsequential population in a so-called world-historical progress that plans to walk right over them. Embedded in this vocative appearance is also and above all an act of radical self-determination: an almost impossible, creative feat of piercing through the cloak of subhumanity that veils Zapatista reality in distortion. On January 1, 1994, the Zapatistas lifted themselves from the obscurity of the Lacandon jungle and vaulted onto the international political scene as if they had come “out of nowhere.” A judgment, a demand, a call, and a seemingly miraculous self-revelation lie in those two decisive words: “Ya Basta!”

In this chapter, I do not propose clean answers to the standard and central political question: What kind of democracy can accommodate the Zapatista1 uprising and the demands of the indigenous peoples of Chiapas? Genuine democracy and inclusion in universal human rights, indeed, are formal theoretical goals of the insurgent movement. But theirs is also a “yes and no” to liberal democracy and neoliberal modernization, a “yes and no” incomprehensible to the ruling powers. As Yvon Le Bot suggests in his influential Subcomandante Marcos, El sueño zapatista, Zapatismo is paradoxically universal and particular; for Zapatistas want to be included in the universality of humanity and the modern federation while remaining culturally specific, or ethnic (1997, 21–23).2 The Zapatistas want inclusion in humanity in a fashion that allows them to exist as who they are—as Tzeltal, as Tzotzil, as Tojolabal, and as Chol.3 Undoubtedly, the question—what kind of democratic theory can cope with Zapatista demands for universality and singularity?—is important. Nevertheless, I contend that something far more basic impedes the possibility of holding an egalitarian conversation between the Zapatistas and the Mexican government.4 That impediment is the mythic and ritualistic exclusion of the indigenous from the species of humanity that, following Enrique Dussel (1993) and Charles Mills (1997), I hold marks a defining feature of European modernity.

Without intending to fuel the romantic fixation on Subcomandante Marcos, I want to underscore the necessity of a communicative–rhetorical praxis as a vital dimension of Zapatista insurgency. In my view, a central force behind Zapatismo is the acute recognition by indigenous communities that they cannot break free of economic dependency without shattering all those less tangible symbolic forces that threaten to seduce them into hatred of their Mayan past, that allocate them to the space of dirty Indians, or that, at the very least, bar them from belonging to the full-blooded race of humanity. It is not accidental that this revolution has a clowning media specialist like Marcos “to carry” its voice (as its portavoz). With the EZLN’s limited military resources, revolution would amount to a suicide pact in the absence of a deep sensitivity to the extramaterial forces they are up against. The practice of Zapatista insurgency reflects a profound understanding that indigenous efforts to gain a voice in the future of Mexican politics necessarily expose the ideological limits of neoliberalism, understood not solely as a policy of economic development. Rather, neoliberalism includes, first and foremost, a corresponding imaginary and fantastic story about the foundations of society in which the indigenous appear to be either backward or infantile.

As a counterpoise to these distorting depictions, the Zapatistas find it imperative to amplify their own political imagination. Their fascinating practice has waged poetic revolution as the necessary means by which to resist the genocidal subtext of colonialism and as the unique vehicle through which to reinvent themselves as fully human.5 My basic thesis is that structural changes in Mexico’s constitution, in its electoral process, in landownership, in distribution of wealth, and in municipal control would indeed alleviate the misery of the Chiapanecos and elevate them into a citizenship previously unknown to them. In actuality, however, negotiations cannot proceed in any genuine manner because the indigenous do not and cannot exist as equals in the symbolism of European modernity and its colonial branch of support: neoliberal economic development.

EUROPEAN MODERNITY AS COLONIAL CONTRACT

I approach my thesis by interweaving theoretical reflection and practical instantiations. First, I call upon two theoretical frameworks, Dussel’s (1993) critique of European modernity and Julia Kristeva’s (1984) theory of genotext, in order to develop a working apparatus for identifying what Mills calls the hidden racial subtext of the European social contract. Second, after sketching that theoretical apparatus, I examine several myths confronted by the Zapatistas as historical obstacles in their single-handed effort to generate a genuine platform on which to conduct dialogues for peace with a government that, in order to legitimate itself, constantly reenacts the symbolic exclusion of the Mayans from the species-being of humanity.

The Fallacy of Developmentalism and Sacrificial Violence

In a lecture delivered in Frankfurt in the late 1980s, Dussel claims that European modernity is born through a “particular myth of sacrificial violence” that inaugurated “a process of concealment or misrecognition of the non-European” (1993, 66). His argument dismantles the pervasive assumption that bolsters Europe’s conception of its modernity—namely, that violence lies outside and is anathema to the process of rationalization at the heart of the modern social contract. Free Europe constituted itself as “a unified ego exploring, conquering, colonizing an alterity that gave back its image of itself. This other, in other words, was not ‘dis-covered’ (descubierto), or admitted, as such, but concealed, or ‘covered-up’ (encubierto), as the same as what Europe assumed it had always been” (66).

Dussel traces the origins of European modernity to Spain because, prior to “the Iberian Reconquest,” Europe had been itself “the periphery of a more powerful . . . Islamic world” (1993, 67). Europe placed itself at the center through Spain. First, the reconquest of Andalusia and the “extreme sectarian violence it unleashed” positioned Spain as “the only European power with the capacity of external territorial conquest” (67). Second, the violence unleashed in the last phases of reconquest provided “the model for the colonization of the New World” (67). Through this genealogy, Dussel demonstrates that Europe made itself the “ ‘center’ of a World History” (65) only by eclipsing the fact that it constituted itself on the basis of a hidden “irrational myth, a justification for genocidal violence” (66).

That Europe gives birth to modernity through sacrificial violence becomes readily apparent, Dussel notes, when we see “the connection of Eurocentrism with the concomitant ‘fallacy of developmentalism’ ” (1993, 67). This is key to the hidden, genocidal foundation of the colonial contract. European modernity maintains ignorance of its sacrificial logic by measuring the development of other countries against Europe’s alleged release from its own immaturity and irrationality. As Dussel clarifies, “The fallacy of developmentalism consists in thinking that the path of Europe’s modern development must be followed unilaterally by every other culture. Development is taken here as an ontological, and not simply a sociological or economic, category. It is the ‘necessary movement’ of Being for Hegel, its inevitable ‘development’ ” 67–68).

With respect to Hegel, Dussel argues that we find one of the “clearest definitions not only of Eurocentrism but of the sacralization of the imperial power of the North or the Center over the South, the Periphery, the colonial and dependent world of antiquity” (1993, 73). His analysis shows that, for Hegel, “[d]evelopment is dialectically linear,” which situates Africa and Latin America in a “state of ‘immaturity’ or ‘childhood’ ” (69). These continents remain outside the movement of world history; consequently, “modern Christian Europe has nothing to learn from other worlds, other cultures” (72). By ontologizing the question of development, Hegel regards Europe as the bearer of an “absolute right,” while holding that other nations, if they have any rights, certainly cannot “pose” those rights, “against Europe” (73, emphasis in original). Finally, Hegel even states that it is proper for European civil society to transcend itself through the constitution of the colonies and by seeking out new consumers (73).

What I find significant in Dussel’s account as background for exploring the political praxis of Zapatista insurgency is the ritualistic character of this mythology. Dussel notes that the violence wielded in order to civilize the barbarian takes on a “redemptive” feature in that the “hero invests his victims . . . with the character of being participants in a process of redemptive sacrifice.” Modern civilization is, first, superior and, second, “oblige[d] . . . to ‘develop’ (civilize, uplift, educate) the more primitive, barbarous, underdeveloped civilizations” (1993, 75). Third, the path of that development must reflect Europe’s own evolution and, fourth, whenever the barbaric peoples resist the process of development, violence is warranted. Those acting as the civilizing force not only legitimate violence by judging the other as inferior, but also find further sanction for their judgment in the view that the colonized other believes in his or her own inferiority and accepts his or her guilt. The colonized other allegedly desires release from guilt and accepts the necessity that he or she, too, must become civilized in order to join the fraternity of men.

For this reason, Dussel, like many theorists in Latin America, seeks to implode the center–periphery model. Latin America cannot be reduced to the fantasy that the center has of its periphery, for that imaginary alterity uses Latin America as raw material in the constitution of its self-identity and its superior economic development; it condemns Latin America to undergo a linear process of development that shuts out its own intrinsic resources for self-determination (and in all likelihood erases the possibility of its remaining a distinct culture). “The ‘realization’ of modernity . . . lies,” Dussel persuades, in “a process that will transcend modernity as such, a trans-modernity, in which both modernity and its negated alterity (the victims) co-realize themselves in a process of mutual creative fertilization” (1993, 76).

Kristeva, Genotext, and Poetic Revolutionary Praxis

Dussel’s diagnosis of the genocidal underpinnings of European modernity requires that we emphasize not simply its diachronic origin in the conquest of the Americas. Implicit yet undeveloped in Dussel’s text is a synchronic moment whereby this ritual violence must be reenacted in order to keep the subtext below, in the subterraneous regions, and far away from European modernity’s possible awakening to its irrational features. By synchronic I do not mean purely fixed and unchanging. But I do mean that the basic parameters of sacrifice and heroism, when confronted with changes in economic structures and new political formations, must adapt and reassign the racial coding of the human and subhuman, the representatives of European reason and the backward barbarians, to appropriate groups in order to perpetuate the ideology of supremacy and to ideologically “re-legitimate” a developmental pathway that will keep the “supreme” group economically and politically on top.

I want to invoke three basic aspects of Kristeva’s theory of signification in order to elaborate the nature of this synchronic dimension of sociosymbolic reproduction. First, Kristeva’s work supplies the missing linguistic backdrop for Dussel’s analysis by showing how a symbolic system (a system of meaning through which we generate a narrative of collective identity) can be built around the notion of sacrificial violence. Second, she accounts for the fact that humans identify with a symbolic system neither simply nor necessarily at a cognitive level, but in distinctly affective ways. My view is that without theorizing how symbolic systems bind subjects together collectively at an affective level, we cannot fully comprehend either the intransigent nature of the modern social contract or the depth of people’s resistance to giving up a dominant social narrative even after they have seen its violent face. What Mills calls The Racial Contract (1997) has achieved relative fixity across time by supplying people with a pleasurable, affective, if illusory sense of stability. Third, and correlatively, Kristeva claims that poetic discourse can bring people to a rich awareness of their participation in this hidden contract because it loosens the affective attachment people have to a given social narrative.

In Revolution in Poetic Language (1984), Kristeva analyzes what occurs when a society builds its symbolic structure around sacrificial violence. Her claim is that a sacrificial symbolic system ritualizes the trauma or psychosomatic violence that the infant undergoes in the acquisition of language. I concur with Allison Weir when she argues that Kristeva’s goal is to differentiate “between the violence of separation, which is unavoidable, and the violence of domination, which can perhaps be overcome” (1996, 150). In identity formation the infant must undergo a necessary and unavoidable trauma; it must pass from a fairly immediate immersion in bodily and affective processes into a subject whose body and world are mediated by language. By contrast, a society need not found its symbolic system on the mythic and ritualistic reenactment of this violence of separation. A society structured metaphorically around sacrifice does precisely that. It symbolizes the establishment of a lawful social order as a process based upon the purported necessity of murdering somatic substance, of rejecting a more rudimentary, infantile, and animal-like state of the human species.

This mythic conception of the origins of civil society pervades social contract theory as formulated by thinkers like Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. On this conception, a man passes from an uncivilized state of nature into a civilized world and, in that transition, undergoes a remarkable transubstantiation, as Rousseau puts it, from “ignorant animal into an intelligent being” (1967, 23). Where the infant attains a distinct subjectivity by performing the miracle of transmuting babble into speech, so too, according to Rousseau, does natural man undergo an equivalent miracle by renouncing absolute liberty and submitting, in equal measure to all other rational beings, to a lawfully ordered fraternity. Yet Kristeva enables us to comprehend that building the story of collective transubstantiation around a parallelism with that of the individual yields an unwieldy result. The necessity of departing from a prior somatic state in the former case finds no exact duplicate of necessary, violent repression in the latter. To the contrary, symbolic reproduction of the infant’s murder of soma gives birth to twin registers: an explicit, visible social narrative and a correlative, hidden, metaphorical subtext. Thus, Kristeva claims that murder is a phantasmatic register that underlies and glues together any sociosymbolic contract built around belief in the necessity of sacrifice. Yet by portraying moral order as founded on an original violence, this narrative claims more than the necessity of a one-time repression of asociality. Once the moral order and obedience to law are portrayed symbolically as closed systems, attainable solely through continued suppression of our own intransigent substance, then the affective bonds of the body politic generate a felt need actively to seek out and contain the possible and not merely actual reappearance of animality. For this the social body must “find” social groups who mirror the human capacity for violence and, even more centrally, the ability to derive pleasure from cruelty (Kristeva 1984, 75).

Understood as a fantastic fear of animality, the symbolic murder of soma suffuses our preconscious and affective adherence to the social contract, structures social space around superior and inferior peoples, and colors perceptions of social groups. Mills’s riveting The Racial Contract highlights the twin roles played by the state-of-nature metaphor in contractarian theory. In the social contract, the metaphor serves to differentiate natural from civilized man, but in the hidden racial contract, Mills argues, its function is quite different: “In the white settler state, [the] role [of the state-of-nature metaphor] is not primarily to demarcate the (temporarily) prepolitical state of ‘all’ men (who really are white men), but rather the permanently prepolitical state . . . of nonwhite men” (1997, 13, emphasis in original). Like Dussel, Mills demonstrates that the “establishment of [European] society thus implies the denial that a society already existed,” or, “[i]n the colonial case, admittedly preexisting but . . . deficient societies . . . are taken over and run for the ‘benefit’ of the nonwhite natives, who are deemed . . . incapable of self-rule and handling their own affairs” (13, emphasis in original). The racial subtext, though invisible to whites, is not truly hidden; for it engenders a social logic that entails “the exploitation of [the inferior group’s] bodies, land, resources, and the denial of equal socioeconomic opportunities to them” (11).6

Against this unmasking of the subtext of European modernity, allow me to recover my three points about Kristeva’s theory of signification and to decode the emphasis on poetics in the Zapatista movement. First, Kristeva devises a vocabulary for talking about the twin features of the social contract. She claims that social space is composed of a dialectic between two divergent textual registers inherent in all signifying practices. These registers she calls phenotext and genotext. Phenotext encompasses language in its function to communicate; it denotes an explicit field of meaning and its specific sociosymbolic content. By contrast, she associates genotext with the semiotic space through which subject positions are generated and renewed within a phenotext. Strictly speaking, the genotext is not linguistic, but “rather a process” (1984, 86). The genotext denotes the extralinguistic set of associations on which a particular phenotext rests. It refers to “melodic devices” (gesture, rhythm, intonation) that form the basis for establishing certain “syntactic and logical” fields (86).

Second, Kristeva argues that the underlying genotext creates identification with a symbolic system but not primarily as conscious identification with a specific narrative of self (e.g., Dussel’s “I am the master European ego”). Instead, the genotext of a predominant social narrative elicits the affective and preconscious pleasures that I associate with the initial phase of development when I first became capable of speech. As speaking subjects we did not simply produce ourselves once with our initial acquisition of language. Rather, we are always involved in the activity of transubstantiation every time we transmute the unsymbolized features of our experience into a verbally communicable act of signification. We literally transform otherwise inchoate feelings, affect, impulses, and reactions into signifying acts. The key addition I make to Dussel, and by extension to Mills, is this: The genotext of the social contract prepares a conflation between the synchronic activity of my ongoing self-constitution and the diachronic moment of identification with the content of a particular narrative system. I come to (mis)identify the pleasures of fashioning myself as a speaking subject (the active transliteration of my otherwise inchoate, psychosomatic life into an experience that can be verbalized) with a preconscious, affective, and fantasied need for the colonial contract. Simultaneously, I attach fear of the dissolution of my (not so very stable) subjectivity to the breakup of a specific phenotext. These uncritical attachments predispose me to rationalize the validity of the contract and to gain an overreaching sense of moral competency through upholding the contract. Such an identification is overreaching because the attachment stems from nothing moral or critical but rather from the psychic pleasures and fears associated with self-constitution and self-deconstitution.

Third, Kristeva suggests that poetic language is useful in revolutionary practice. All signifying practices contain both phenotypic and genotypic elements, but never both in totality. Kristeva holds that certain types of signifying practices (epic narrative, metalanguage, theoria) especially cover over the hidden genotext. As Mills notes, the racial contract requires epistemic distortions such that members of the so-called superior group cannot see the fleshy, gory reality of the genocide they perpetuate. Kristeva holds that poetic language is a distinct signifying practice in which the genotext is not covered over but rather revealed. Poetic language very clearly harnesses the pleasures of self-constitution but without binding them to the reigning symbolic value system because poetry in part breaks up ordinary laws of grammar and narrative. By loosening attachment to a predominant social narrative, poetic discourse avails the lawful citizen the chance to undergo a reverse epistemic shift in which the genotext becomes apparent and reveals this lawfulness to be impure because it is a mask covering a disposition to violence.

What this theoretical analysis leads me to suggest is that it is not accidental that the belligerent Zapatista army has resorted to poetics in conducting its strange guerrilla warfare—so strange that the Zapatistas have been equally lauded as the “first postmodern revolutionaries” and thoroughly denounced as disingenuous guerrillas who, rather than conduct a genuine revolution, simply issue poetic missives from the “Southeastern mountains of Mexico.” Inasmuch as Kristeva’s theoretical apparatus must be regarded as foreign to Zapatismo, it can nonetheless explain the emphasis placed on staging the uprising as much in the media as in the jungles and at the tables of dialogue. Moreover, I maintain, we cannot comprehend the reasons for this media-staged revolution if we do not understand how utterly difficult it is to dismantle the genotextual basis of the racial contract. With a Kristevan concept of genotext we can better grasp the nature of this “crazy” revolution—crazy because impossible; crazy because a ragtag army cannot hope to withstand the 74,000 troops (one-third the federal army) currently stationed in Chiapas; crazy because Zapatismo banks on bringing a moment of truth into an otherwise cynical racial contract; crazy because the powers that rely on the pernicious effects of the hidden genotext of colonialism will not readily let its genocidal impulse emerge into visible light. We cannot understand the nature of this “locura” (crazy act) unless we see that there can be no real dialogue until the genotext is revealed and reshaped because the two main interlocutors in this struggle are not regarded as equally full-blooded human beings and, in that sense, as equal world-historical actors. This fact, so consistently driven home by the Zapatistas, has made the poetic–rhetorical facet of their struggle imperative if not preeminent.7

NEOLIBERALISM IN MEXICO AND THE ZAPATISTAS’
POETIC CHALLENGE

Zapatismo had to become a point of crystallization for the ritual cleansing requisite to sustain the Mexican government’s campaign to sell its economic policies as what will deliver Mexico into the First World. This fact becomes manifestly clear when we look at highlights of neoliberalism in Mexico. Here we can glean how an ancient, founding myth of modernity adapts itself to changes in material development while nonetheless reconstituting belief in the rationality of this development. And we can see that neoliberalism masks the logic of genocide by making it appear as though the sacrificed deserve to be sacrificed.

Neoliberalism, as I understand it, has both an ideological component and an economic profile. Steve Vieux clarifies that “neo-liberal social theory offers a vigorous and confident defence of the capitalist social order” (1994, 23). At one level, neoliberalism continues the legacy of promoting democratic liberty by praising the virtues of market economies but, as Vieux argues, it also marks a rightward turn. It celebrates “the rationality of the market in the efficient allocation of resources” through three key claims: first, state intervention in the market is “inherently destructive and irrational”; second, democratic parliaments and governments have acquired “too much power” over markets and in the process fallen prey to the manipulation of interest groups; and third, civil society is thus to blame for jamming the otherwise free mechanism by which markets would have adjusted themselves in the absence of the proliferation of social groups (24).

Social group formation, then, constitutes a pernicious phenomenon in which social groups allegedly pursue a “selfish search for brokered advantage” (Vieux 1994, 25). Vieux’s analysis is illuminating in that it suggests that neoliberal ideology turns the clock back to a time before the welfare state by incorporating a theory of exploitation. But for this ideology, the exploiters turn out to be social actors who manage to organize themselves as political entities. Rather than hail such organization as a principled feature of democratic freedom, neoliberalism attacks it as the enemy of continued, rational economic development. Thus, the second feature of neoliberalism is its economic profile—namely, that development begins to subsume the rational core of European modernity entirely under the economic sphere. The march of economic development according to its own professedly rational tune must finally supersede all questions of democracy proper.

Neoliberal economic development made great strides in Mexico under Carlos Salinas’s presidency. Two moments highlight this development: first, the material contract between Mexico and First World development, or the elimination of agrarian reforms; and second, the resolidification of the genocidal pact, or the elimination of Zapatistas. The distinguishing mark of Mexico’s recent economic development has been the elimination of agrarian reforms that were hard won during the Mexican Revolution. The Revolution “reaffirmed the peasants’ traditional collective landownership” by protecting the system of ejidos or lands that could be communally owned and that could not be bought, sold, or rented (La Botz 1994, 6). This amazing precedent set by the 1917 Constitutional Convention “provided the legal basis for breaking up large latifundio (privately owned large properties)” that originally concentrated land and wealth among the colonizers of Mexican America (Ecumenical Program on Central America and the Caribbean 1994, 11). Even so, this agrarian land reform did not reach farmers in many parts of Mexico until the 1930s, and many reforms never quite made it to Chiapas where an economic oligarchy retained the most fertile lands, controlled politics and local police, and sought the “replacement on . . . the land of people by cattle” (La Botz 1994, 7). Because cattle ranches were exempt from distribution laws, cattle ranchers consolidated large landholdings and used their own thugs to enforce control through routinized violence.

“One of the primary conditions stipulated by the United States to Mexico as a precondition for its integration into the North American Free Trade Agreement,” Philip E. Wheaton emphasizes, “was that it had to eliminate all elements of the ‘ejido’ system from Article 27 of the Mexican Constitution” (1998, 9). Salinas (and Ernesto Zedillo after him) hammered the final nail in the coffin of indigenous life in Chiapas: The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the “gutting of Article 27” effectively mean that larger corporations can buy up small landholdings, thus eliminating the only counterpoise the peasants ever had against a long history of colonial expropriation of their land, their culture, and their independence.8 If, as the hyperreal fantasy life of neoliberalism holds, Mexico entered the First World right around 1994 with the signing of NAFTA, this alignment of Mexican economic development with the linear path of the United States and Europe comes at a high cost: nothing short of the abdication of the Mexican Revolution’s gains in the form of an alternative model of development, and the weakening of Mexican national sovereignty. And surely as night follows day, this alignment has entailed a stepped-up genocidal time frame for the indigenous who remain the embarrassing colonial alterity of a Mexico seeking to enter the First World. Elimination of Article 27 yields elimination of the Zapatistas. In this context, the Zapatistas take up a politics of poetic resistance.

Zapatistas, not without some dexterity in seeing NAFTA as linked to their imminent death, make two kinds of responses. The political–formal response includes a list of demands that Mexico democratize itself, that indigenous populations regain control over local politics and land, and that the national agenda specify indigenous rights. Because these demands do not fit neatly into Salinas’s economic program (continued first with Zedillo and now under Vicente Fox’s presidency), advancing them requires incredible media savvy on the part of the EZLN’s General Command. Without the second communicative–rhetorical response, in which the Zapatistas challenge imaginary and racist ideas about who they are, there exists no authentic basis for conducting dialogue.9 While this is an armed insurgent group that directly confronts the current distribution of wealth and power, the motive for revolution arises, in the minds of the indigenous, from a keen insistence on challenging the underlying colonial contract. In other words, how can an oppressed group have a voice in national politics, and now in the dialogues for peace, when its members do not exist as full-bodied and able beings but rather as an allegedly backward and destabilizing social force? In the remaining pages, I note three ways in which the Zapatistas have been relegated to the subhuman or infantile in the popular media and I explore how these acts of relegation revitalize the colonial contract.

The Myth That Zapatismo Came Out of Nowhere

The January 1994 uprising was met with amazement and represented by those in power as if it has come out of nowhere. I suggest that only a people long held captive under a colonial imagination can appear “out of nowhere.” Since 1994, there have been numerous reincarnations of this idea of nowhere, whose rhetorical function is to place the indigenous under a cloud of misrecognition. The idea that the indigenous come out of nowhere locates Zapatistas as if they are mere children who never previously entered into the process of man seeking and generating his rational historical progress.

But during the January 1994 uprising, the EZLN could not have given a clearer statement as to the historical roots of its identity and cause. In a poetical, lyrical form reminiscent of the Popol Vuh, they declared themselves “a product of 500 years of struggle: first against slavery,” then against Spain, later to promote a Mexican constitution and reject French imperialism, still later against Porfirio Diaz’s dictatorship that denied application of Reform laws to them. They claimed to be products of the insurgent leadership of “Villa and Zapata” who were “poor people” like themselves. In the “First Declaration of the Lacandon Jungle,” Zapatistas declare that they stem from a long history of being denied “the most elemental preparation so that [others] could use us like cannon fodder and pillage the wealth of our country.” They forcefully deliver the plaint that it matters not one bit to others whether indigenous peoples “are dying of hunger and curable diseases.” It does not matter to others, the Zapatistas proclaim, that “we have nothing, absolutely nothing, not a dignified roof over our heads, no land, no work, no health care, no food, no education”; nor does it matter “that we exist without the right to freely and democratically elect our authorities, without independence from foreign interests, and without peace and justice for ourselves and our children.” And they list as their demands “work, land, housing, food, health, education, independence, liberty, democracy, justice, and peace” (Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional [EZLN] 1994, 33, translation mine).10

The response in the conservative Mexican media treated the uprising as scandalous and the EZLN’s claims as suspect. Impossible, they said. These people could not have spent ten long years organizing themselves into an army without support from guerrillas in Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador. Odd that, despite lack of military hardware, Zapatistas successfully took over half a dozen cities. But they could not have thought this up themselves. No, indeed. Surely they have been manipulated by leftist forces. The presence of Marcos, a Ladino, supplied a fulcrum around which to solidify this distorting representation of the indigenous as if they are poor children who landed in the hands of a great propaganda artist.11

Amazement at the January uprising suggests two things: a politics of cynicism, and racism. In terms of cynicism, there is indisputable evidence that Salinas’s intelligence on the Zapatistas can be dated to 1992, and it is believed that such intelligence dates farther back (see Willson 1998, section 1; see also Beltrán del Rio 1997; Ribadeneira 1994). The Mexican government knew the exact whereabouts of the EZLN’s training centers. The indigenous have long existed as part of Mexico’s economic system, and the EZLN did not secretly gather in the jungle but rather organized under surveillance. This is not news to Mexico and, in fact, is not news to the U.S. Congress.12 Given that Zapatistas opposed then-president Salinas’s economic policies and saw NAFTA as a death sentence for them, why did they not stage an uprising earlier in October 1993 when they could have sought to defeat its ratification by the U.S. Congress? An early article by Lynn Stephen answers this question by noting that the success of the uprising hinged upon drawing global media attention: “The Zapatistas were protected by NAFTA because of the international attention it brought. They used this attention to propel themselves immediately into the international arena and also to secure an international presence observing the response from the Mexican army as the rebellion unfolded” (1994, 13). If the U.S. and Mexican governments, which mandated neoliberal economic development policies, were to allow an insurgent indigenous group to reveal the genocidal face of NAFTA, a truly “frightening” prospect would ensue: the wheels of neoliberal progress would halt, and people would enter the sphere of genuine debate over legitimate and illegitimate development. Treating the Zapatistas as if they had miraculously appeared out of nowhere solidifies the symbolic legitimacy of neoliberal development and its necessarily violent tactics, but such “legitimacy” is achieved without a democratic conversation about where the border between licit and illicit violence falls.

To represent the Zapatistas as having come “out of nowhere” is to position their actions as unfair in supposedly not having allowed the government a chance to address indigenous issues. It negates a lengthy historical period of frustration and gestation that led the indigenous to believe that armed insurgency was the only option left available to them for calling attention to the fact that they were dying and doomed to die. It impels the process of decoupling development from democracy. Even so, the apparatus of mythologizing also manifests a knee-jerk, defensive reaction. The Mexican government did not anticipate the levels of success achieved by Zapatismo, which has become a rallying point for Mexican civil society in repudiating the lack of democracy in Mexico. Marcos and Ramona dolls are sold not only in the remote region of Chiapas, but also in the markets of Mexico City. Over the last eight years, massive civil support has been given to Chiapas in the form of relief as well as in public marches denouncing low-intensity warfare for what it is: genocide of the indigenous. Feeling a bit exposed, I imagine, the U.S. and Mexican governments find it imperative to control the public imagination. For this, demonization is required.

Mythologizing Fear of Revenge:
The Image of Repressed Terrorist Drug Lords

From the beginning, the Zapatistas have been treated as a fringe group with dirty hands. The very idea that they are a “fringe group” invokes paranoia about an irrational sector jeopardizing the stability of the majority. Fear of repressed Mayans returning to take revenge on society by stealing land in some way acknowledges that the oppressors initially took these lands by force; thus, the scales must be reversed in the political imaginary. Those seeking democracy and at times reclaiming land must be portrayed as the instigators of evil, as working in collusion with the forces of darkness, as having broken the laws of a rationally ordered society and, most fundamentally, as the primary cause of economic instability.13 All this ignores the fact that an economic oligarchy in Chiapas operates outside the law or, rather, is its own law and employs its own mercenary gunners, the guardias blancas (White Guard), to control land and resources. Stephen reports that “30 percent of all of Mexico’s unsettled land disputes are in the state of Chiapas” (1994, 9) and, further, that Marcos and the indigenous report that ranchers use the guardia blanca (White Guard) to take “away the indigenous peasants’ lands and mistreat them” (12). In an effort to cast the indigenous under the unruly image of wrongful avengers who know nothing about modern law, the government depicts the Zapatistas predictably as subversives and terrorists. But especially in negotiations between the United States and Mexico, Zapatistas also are portrayed as drug traffickers.

Drug traffickers and terrorists are the new code words for old counterinsurgency tactics; they replace the designated enemy of counterinsurgency as it was developed by the United States in the 1960s and throughout the 1980s. Instead of “Communist-led” rebels, we find “drug-traffickers” as Willson’s valuable report shows (1998, section 1, 12).14 There is serious evidence that U.S. military aid to Mexico, sent for the ostensible purpose of controlling the drug trade, is directly channelled into the low-intensity warfare conducted in Chiapas.15 The United States has long known two things. First, antinarcotics agencies in Mexico are extremely corrupt; second, Chiapas is not a site of major drug flow in Mexico. Despite these facts, antidrug teams and U.S.–supported military, training, expertise, and hardware are sent to Chiapas. Contrary to public rhetoric, any drug flow into Chiapas reflects the hard work of the Mexican military in pushing alcohol and prostitution into communities sympathetic to Zapatismo. Weakening the internal cohesion of indigenous communities by generating social problems nails a sturdy plank in the edifice of counterinsurgency. In response to such tactics (tactics that already existed within the oligarchic economic system of land control), Zapatistas have mounted a campaign against alcohol. Especially in the bastions of support for the army, strict rules forbid communities’ admission or usage of alcohol.

The Zapatistas are no fringe group of drug lords. These labels stick only because racism functions in part through a paranoic, if publicly manipulated, fantasy rooted in fear of revenge from the colonial alter. The staging of the 1994 uprising in conjunction with the signing of NAFTA was nothing like an act of Mafioso power, but rather a stroke of political genius by a people who, willing to risk death, nonetheless do not want to die. It catapulted them onto the political scene, and in a manner that made it difficult to demonize them. Over the eight months leading up to August 1994, Mexican civil society bore witness to an incredible flexibility of heart in this poetic-guerilla movement. Having prepared themselves for warfare, they found it necessary to adapt to a vastly different civil society than the one they had imagined. The EZLN thus called a National Democratic Convention in August 1994 in which it laid down its meager arms before the will of the populace. Rather than seek their own avenue to power, the Zapatistas shifted course midstream and enacted democracy by letting the Mexican people decide their fate. That extraordinary moment transformed the EZLN from belligerent force into civil servant.

Against the paranoid imaginary fostered by neoliberal politics, the Zapatistas defied the racist image that they are an unruly belligerent force, that they are unlearned in the art of diplomacy, and that they throw tantrums like an infant who cannot comprehend that development is hard and requires patience, sacrifice, lawfulness, and morality. In an act that reflects amazing breadth of imagination and goodwill, the guerrillas undertook another “locura.” They gave up the strongest ground from which to demand change—that of force—and entered into a peaceful dialogue. Paradoxically, this transformation jammed the machinery of image making, at least temporarily, by showing that the Zapatistas are peace lovers and not warmongers. In the face of insuperable odds, the Zapatistas took back control of their municipalities, initially through armed insurrection and subsequently to appear, not as the revenge of the repressed, but rather as the excess of the repressed: a people fed up with oppression but not on that account deficient in ethical sensibilities. Rather than extol revenge, they offer a genuine critique of injustice and extend a willingness to participate as only one actor in a much larger civil society that must forge a pathway toward democracy.16 With these actions, the Zapatistas effectively harpoon the paranoic imaginary of neoliberalism. In lifting the genotext of the colonial contract out of obscurity, the weapons they use are not guns but instead the deadly serious questions: Which violence is irrational? Which power, legitimate?

The Myth of Marcos As Left-Wing Propaganda Artist

Subcomandante Marcos smokes a pipe while sitting atop a tree trunk in the jungle and issues poetic missives from the “mountains of the Mexican Southeast.” He occupies the enviable position of being the beloved of an extremely marginalized group, he gives voice to a yearning for our own self-betterment and, to top it all off, he speaks in a vocabulary that resonates as much with the indigenous as with academics. It is Marcos who writes things like:


Concerning all this about whether Marcos is homosexual: Marcos is gay in San Francisco, Black in South Africa, Asian in Europe, Chicano in San Isidro, anarchist in Spain, Palestinian in Israel, Indian in the streets of San Cristóbal . . . a Jew in Germany . . . communist in the post-Cold War . . . machista in the feminist movement, woman alone at 10 P.M. in the subway . . . a peasant without land . . . an unemployed worker . . . and, of course, Zapatista in southeastern Mexico. . . . Marcos is all of the minorities, untolerated, oppressed, resisting, exploited, who are saying !Ya basta! (EZLN 1994, 243, translation mine; see also Ross 1995, 296)



Marcos’s knowledge of world politics, twentieth-century political history, literature, and even the latest intellectual concerns astound the reader and, as you may imagine, have caused no little speculation about his true identity.

Although Marcos does clown around in and with the media, his clowning is serious business. Wild skepticism has surrounded the practical joking manner with which he calls himself “el Sup” (the subcommander). Befitting the effort to typecast the indigenous as children who cannot manage their own affairs, the conservative media fixated on the question of Marcos’s true identity and never took seriously the “sub” in subcommander. As a condition of the Clinton-commandeered bailout for the December 1994 peso crisis, Zedillo broke peaceful dialogues and initiated low-intensity warfare in February 1995 by fabricating a media exposure of the “true” identity of Marcos. A picture of Marcos’s ski-masked head was juxtaposed with a picture of Rafael Sebastián Guillén Vicente’s exposed face on television. Guillén’s picture was moved back and forth, onto and off of Marcos’s ski-masked image in a repetitive denuding of Marcos! This media frenzy fixated compulsive attention on the demasking as if mere sight of Marcos’s flesh not only would but could unveil the seemingly hidden but now fully captured “truth” of Zapatismo. It was as if unearthing the body of Marcos would slice through appearances and make the causes of indigenous suffering evaporate as unreal. At the very least, the ritual denuding makes a convenient ruse for a government that wants to convince us that it alone can achieve the lawful satisfaction of indigenous needs. Thus, Zedillo concocted a positivistic reduction of the causes of insurgency to the so-called meddling of a few Ladinos like Marcos. By generating the illusion that indigenous suffering had not led to indigenous insurgency, Zedillo belittled Zapatismo as if it rested upon a dirty mendacity—Marcos’s ostensible agenda—and thus recaptured the image of the indigenous as children who need a papa state to help them.17 Contrary to such absurdities, it was made clear in the January 1994 uprising that Marcos, although a spokesperson and one of numerous rebel leaders, followed the orders of his section commander who was, no less, a woman: Comandante Ana Maria (Ross 1995, 19; Rovira 1997, 121). In order to gain a preliminary understanding of the reality of the “sub,” I must briefly mention the Zapatista concept of mandar obedeciendo.

Although an archaic practice, mandar obedeciendo marks a certain fracture with traditionalism that led to Zapatismo. The communitarian basis of traditional Mayan self-organization does advocate the idea of the acuerdo (accord) or arriving at consensus through communication in a general assembly. Nevertheless, it is clear that traditionalist communities (and many still exist) do not proceed according to an open and democratic ideal. To the contrary, in general assembly the key players talk; elders and certain personalities dominate discussion. As Le Bot notes, “The habitual governing system is in reality a masculine gerontocracy: a system of authority and of hierarchical positions, dominated by the principales [community leaders] and the shamans, and manipulated by the caciques [local or regional-level political bosses] who guarantee their insertion in the national political system” (1997, 84). By contrast, Zapatismo emerged out of a double fracture; the Zapatistas break with the authoritarianism of their own indigenous communities and simultaneously resist the modern political system that co-opted their interests through a modern, hierarchical system of power. Standing before these two hierarchies, Zapatismo reinvents the notion of mandar obedeciendo that articulates the idea that community leaders must follow the will of the community!18

Mandar obedeciendo thus reflects an attempt by Zapatistas to transform their communities from being closed and authority-based into being open and egalitarian. It also enables them to resist their vulnerability to corruption in the face of dependency upon external forces. Against external political bodies that had consistently rendered indigenous social movements ineffectual or, worse, corrupted indigenous leaders as they advanced up the system of power, the Zapatistas are striving to reclaim tradition as offering intrinsic sources for communal democracy. Doing so entails fostering a new model of mandar obedeciendo in which community leaders, instead of being invested with the authority to serve the collective good, function as direct carriers of the people’s will. The idea of an inversion of the pyramid of political power thus begins at home. Zapatista communities open up democratic processes by incorporating women and children into decision making, reducing wife battery through elimination of alcohol, and abandoning arranged marriages. They struggle under the banner of a future world in which many worlds can fit: “un mundo donde quepan muchos mundos” (Le Bot 1997, 22).19

Against this historic effort to transform themselves from the inside, it becomes much easier to take seriously a Marcos who, rather than descend upon the people as an elite outsider seeking to lead the ostensibly “weak” to revolution, gave up his agenda and instead integrated himself into the slower, evolutionary process of the collective. Marcos is not the leader but understands himself to be one of numerous leaders and participants. Admittedly, as one among the ranks of the commanders, Marcos is a very special and influential participant, but his special role in no way diminishes the reality that Zapatismo is essentially an indigenous search for self-determination and, beyond that, a struggle for the “national liberation” of all of Mexican society (Holloway 1998, 167). Any visit to these communities reveals the immensity and depth of accomplishment unfolding in Zapatista villages. It is not only within the General Command and political leadership, but also among the civil leadership that one finds incredible visionaries. Moreover, the communities partake of a spirited, collective self-transformation in which they are building autonomous capacity for self-governance. This transformation penetrates to the very roots of community life and defines what it means to be a Zapatista.

In this amazing feat of revolutionizing communal life from the bottom up and seeking to effectuate a change in the relation of government to indigenous people, Marcos does play a crucial role. He is the portavoz or the one who “carries the voice” of the Zapatistas to the world in “castellano,” as the indigenous aptly refer to the Spanish language/system of rule. Marcos employs his uncanny poetic skills and his sharp insights into the world of cynical politics to negotiate that uncertain terrain where the indigenous world ends and the powerful racial contract impedes the Zapatistas’ voice. Someone has to head this utterly stringent and vital arena of war, for in today’s world it is not just about words. It is the primary arena for manufacturing ideology and public sentiment. The war of words is backed up by the entire machinery of the media that cynical politics employs not simply to leave people ignorant about Chiapas but, more perniciously, to produce image distortions and dissemination of false information. Such an arena is not that easily combatted by indigenous peoples who simply lack resources to generate images that reflect their way of life and their aspirations.20

Marcos’s key role lies in conveying the voice of Zapatismo through written declarations for the public ear. These communications exhibit an unusual ability not only to harpoon the ideology of neoliberalism, but also, in clearing away this ideology, to give body—flesh, blood, and tonal sensibility—to the voice of Zapatismo. If Marcos’s writings simply countered rhetoric with mere rhetoric, they would not be so effective. Were it not for the pathos out of which he writes—a pathos clearly borne of the years he has lived among and become part of the indigenous world—Marcos could not be a portavoz for the Zapatistas. Many community members have bridged the two worlds, as has Marcos. In that he has integrated himself into the indigenous world, Marcos is well positioned to advance the searching effort of the Zapatistas to build conditions capable of supporting a truthful, open, and democratic conversation between themselves and the Mexican government. And he does so with the sincerity of a Zapatista.

A CONCLUDING THOUGHT

About this politics of poetic performance, much more of the story remains to be told. From Dussel’s and Mills’s exposures of the genocidal pact at the heart of European modernity and Kristeva’s theory of genotext, I formulated a claim. I suggested that the Chiapanecos in general and the Zapatistas in particular bear the brunt of the genocidal genotext of European modernity as it enters into its current phase of neoliberal expansion. The indigenous must be treated as a substance wholly resistant to human progress and, as such, justifiably killed. If this thesis is correct, then what we learn from the poetic-communicative dimension of the uprising and the Zapatistas’ insurgent and hopeful democratic imagination is this: Unless we dismantle the hidden foundation of neoliberalism, there can be no new beginning. No dialogue, no genuine communication can transpire between First World and Third World, between the structures of power and civil society, between those lost from humanity and the rest of us. That dialogue cannot simply take place within the received vocabulary of politics, it cannot rest on the assumption that alternative forms of development are not possible, and it certainly cannot begin from the standpoint that any effort to introduce truthfulness and ethics into the conversation reflects the naiveté of the politically uninitiated.

From this standpoint, Marcos’s body of poetic meditations and declarations together comprise a placeholder for what cannot be said in the terms set by the sociosymbolic contract of neoliberalism—in Kristevan terms, between the genotext and the phenotext. And yet Marcos does not act alone in this poetic praxis. The five marvelous Declarations of the Lacandon Jungle, though penned by Marcos, are either vetoed, changed, or accepted by the General Command. These formal declarations are themselves a tour de force in the genre of poetical exposés that move the heart to hear an otherwise barely audible voice.21 As the portavoz of the Zapatistas, Marcos and the General Command face an immense task: to pierce through the veil of mythology that has long surrounded the indigenous, to cripple all effort to reinvent the image of Zapatismo as a species of terrorism, and to unmask the distorted perception that the indigenous want a return to an infantile stage of premodern development.

To accomplish this, it is not enough to pit one voice against another, for the voice of government has legitimation and power whereas the indigenous do not. What is required is a very specific kind of mirror, one that snatches from the powerful the ability to project its own legitimacy through a lens that falsifies the actions of the oppressed and conceals the unspeakable violence in expropriating the bodies and lands of indigenous peoples. Marcos and the General Command repeatedly upstage the powers that be through a performance that befuddles the issue of terrorism by bringing into focus two very basic questions: Who lies and who tells the truth? Who is violent and who is not? The black ski mask, according to Marcos, is the mirror that absorbs and hinders the projection of distorted images onto the indigenous. By creating uncertainty about who Marcos and the Zapatistas “really” are, the ski mask puts a halt to machinations of mythmaking and the positivistic drive to capture the indigenous in a one-dimensional and readily dismissible image. The ski mask works to expose the violence that Mexico and the United States unleash and calls us to examine our flagrant disinterest in indigenous suffering and the inhumane secrets of NAFTA. From the inception of armed struggle, Marcos has consistently responded to questions about when he will reveal his true identity with the jovial retort: “I will take off my ski mask when Mexican society takes off its own mask, the one it uses to cover up the real Mexico” (Marcos 1995, 70; cf. Marcos 1994a).22

For those of us who live daily with a boundless tolerance for neoliberalism, I would encourage serious contemplation of the possibility that the Chiapanecos do not represent a simplistic, communitarian form of life that is wholly incapable of addressing the complexities of modernity. Zapatismo emerges out of a rupture with traditionalism; Zapatistas are transforming themselves into open communities. The appeal to be given a voice, to base dialogue on truth and not cynical racism, addresses something tough and resilient—namely, the hidden genotextual dimensions of the colonial contract. Before we regard this appeal either as too naive or as a backward regression to a premodern way of life, we must confess one thing: If emancipation from the genotextual basis of the racial contract is impossible, then the Zapatista movement is doomed to be a suicide mission. I, for one, prefer to believe that my diminished imagination is not as spirited as that of the Zapatistas.

NOTES

I am grateful to Fernanda Navarro, Carole Biewener, Jacquelyn Southern, and Helen Smith for helping to make this a better chapter. I thank also my cohort, Martin Beck Matuštík, who accompanies me into Zapatista communities. Finally, thanks to Douglas Kellner for his wonderful reception of an earlier version of this chapter presented at the Society for Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy and his encouragement to continue writing about Zapatismo.

1.  I will employ the acronym “EZLN” to designate the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (Zapatista National Liberation Army). I follow the indigenous communities in differentiating three categories: (1) the Zapatista army; (2) the base communities of support where people identify themselves as Zapatistas; and (3) other indigenous and campesino communities that do not identify themselves as Zapatistas proper but rather consider themselves Zapatista sympathizers. Because many members of the EZLN come from base communities, it is difficult to differentiate between the first two categories. Even so, I use the term “Zapatista” when I am referring to both categories and I refer to “EZLN” when I explicitly mean the military branch of Zapatismo.

2  See Le Bot’s important comment:


Marcos affirms that what gives Zapatismo its universal dimension is precisely its Indian content. . . . That universality must be understood in two ways. First, in a classical ethical sense, in the perspective of the philosophy of the Enlightenment, and of human rights: the Indian, suffering discrimination, always a minority, humiliated, is the bearer of the egalitarian vindication of every human being. But this universality must also be understood in a richer and more positive sense, from the perspective of a subject who combines in his affirmation the ethical and the ethnic senses, who encounters the universal in the particular. (1997, 22, translation mine with Eduardo Mendieta)



3.  Over the past eight years of struggle, the Zapatistas have repeatedly made clear that they want inclusion in humanity with its full implications; they demand all the levels of federal responsibility granted other citizens in democratic society. They want basic rights, education, freedom from repression, medicine, and hospitals. The Zapatistas do not seek to secede from the Mexican federal state and, even though they initially called for rewriting the Mexican constitution and for a transitional government, it is not clear that they wish to reject in toto the apparatus of the current constitution. Federal resources for medicine, yes, but doctors who treat them as stupid, no. Gifts from Salinas, like the unstaffed hospital at Guadalupe Tepeyac, a most emphatic no because this “gift” has a price: To keep Mexico in a state of nondemocracy with rigged elections that maintained the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI; Institutional Revolutionary Party) in control until recently. Salinas’s economic policies, now continued by the Partido de Acción Nacional (PAN, the National Action Party) government, force natives to privatize and sell off their land. The Zapatistas issue an uneasy set of claims to be given state support, yet not to be made dependent. In my view, these demands appear paradoxical and naive only from the standpoint of the distorted vision of neoliberal modernization. For a fine article on the Zapatista’s notion of dignity, see Holloway (1998).

4.  Within the first hour of my recent visit to La Realidad (one of the centers of political organization of Zapatista insurgency), the Zapatista women made it perfectly clear that they do not need the Mexican government to teach them how to organize their lives, develop their mode of economic production, or create values. They need to be treated in accord with the rights decreed to them, but never implemented, by modern constitutions. See the interview of my subgroup of the Tri-National Delegation that Bellinghausen (1998) conducted for La Jornada.

5.  At heart, this action is ethical in that it demands that we stop killing indigenous peoples. I invoke these indigenous groups as a test case for economic and political development. Their lives demand fairly dramatic forms of restructuring. What interests me here is that in order to make this restructuring possible, a rejuvenated will to throw off the shackles of pronounced and worldwide cynicism is demanded. In other words, if economic, political, and social development fails to lift Chiapanecos out of conditions of immiseration and to generate conditions of self-empowerment, then we cannot call it progress. It lies beyond the scope of this chapter to address political economy. Instead, I focus more on the preconditions requisite to meet the moral appeal made by the Zapatistas and to foster democratic social change.

6.  Mills’s account of the effects of the racial contract on white perception is and should be disturbing:


Thus in effect, on matters related to race, the Racial Contract prescribes for its signatories an inverted epistemology, an epistemology of ignorance, a particular pattern of localized and global cognitive dysfunctions (which are psychologically and socially functional), producing the ironic outcome that whites will in general be unable to understand the world they themselves have made. Part of what it means to be constructed as “white” . . . is a cognitive model that precludes self-transparency and genuine understanding of social realities. To a significant extent, then, white signatories will live in an invented delusional world, a racial fantasyland, a “consensual hallucination.” (1997, 18, quoting Gibson 1984)



7.  Although this chapter was written well before the Zapatistas’ 2001 march to Mexico City, my basic thesis remains true. The Zapatista leadership (the Comandancia or General Command) considers the march to be wonderfully successful because they, insurgent Indians, were finally perceived by the majority of civil society as full human beings who deserve a voice in national politics. They believe that they now have faces even though they continue to don ski masks. It has taken eight long years of insurgency, and a good ten before that in preparation, for Zapatistas to become a human face in the ethical sense of deserving due consideration in the eyes of others. Having said this, it is imperative to note that this newfound face is not real for all parties, nor does it wipe out maltreatment overnight. Although it passed the San Andrés Accords through Congress, the Mexican federal government nonetheless has continued its sleight of hand by modifying the Accords in the process. The battle to have face and be seen with face continues.

8.  These structural adjustments claim to alleviate Mexican debt, but it is not accidental that the number of billionaires rose in Mexico from two to twenty-four under Salinas’s economic policies.

9.  I do not intend my focus on the poetic—rhetorical dimension of Zapatista struggle to oppose the technopolitical or electronic dimension of the struggle. To the contrary, my thesis is that the poetic aspects of the communiqués comprise a crucial part of the Zapatistas’ savvy use of the electronic media in keeping international attention focused on their demands (see Cleaver 1998; Kellner 1999).

10.  English translations of the five declarations vary slightly. In addition to the Spanish original, I rely on two translations (EZLN 1993, 1–2; EZLN 1995, 51–52).

11.  See Marcos’s commentary on Angel’s anger at discovering a news report suggesting that the indigenous could not have planned an uprising but could only have acted spontaneously. Angel exclaimed, “Why do they always think we are like little children?” (Marcos 1994b, 96).

12.  See Willson’s analysis: “Each government [Mexican and the United States] intentionally withheld this information because of a fear that if the U.S. Congress knew of Mexican instability from Indigenous insurgencies, ratification of NAFTA would be threatened” (1998, section 1, 4). A year later, with the December 1994 peso crisis, a similar position was adopted by the banking community in organizing the Clinton-commandeered bailout. See also Riordan Roett’s infamous Chase Manhattan internal memo: “While Chiapas, in our opinion, does not pose a fundamental threat to Mexican political stability, it is perceived to be so by many in the investment community. The government will need to eliminate the Zapatistas to demonstrate their effective control of the national territory and of security police” (1995, 2; this memo was leaked to and reported by Silverstein and Cockburn 1995).

13.  Following this ideology, the conservative Mexican media targets campesinos who work for large cattle ranchers and interviews them talking about the injustices of the rebels who came and took back land. Politicians running for office who want the middle-class vote emphasize the need for law and claim that indigenous problems cannot be addressed outside the law.

14.  Willson argues that this is “the pretext justifying intervention to preserve U.S. economic interests, now defined in terms of protecting a ‘free’ market in a global economy” (1998, section 1, 12).

15.  Cf. Willson (1998, section 1): “U.S. intelligence services actively assisted in determining the alleged identity of Zapatista leader Subcomandante Marcos”; the United States shares “electronic intercept data . . . about Chiapas” with Mexico (8); reports show that U.S. military commanders have been in Chiapas (9); and “Mexico sends more military personnel to U.S. training programs than to those of any other country, greatly enhancing U.S. influence over the Mexican military” (10). Mexico Solidarity Network’s July 1998 Tri-National Delegation, which sent eighty-six delegates into thirty-four communities in fourteen municipios (municipalities) and of which I was a part, reports usage of U.S.-made tear gas canisters on civilians in the village of 10 de Abril. For a picture of the canisters, see the hard copy of Hansen (1998, 6).

16.  The EZLN has consistently called for communication. On numerous occasions, Zapatistas created a public forum in which Mexicans could formulate their popular will outside the control of the PRI’s rigged elections. In the process, they enacted what they advocate—namely, giving democracy back to the Mexican people as opposed to seeking power for themselves. The objective of a popular democratic mandate continues to dominate the landscape of Zapatista insurgency, as the March 21, 1999, national referendum on indigenous rights revealed. Five thousand Zapatista delegates traveled to every state in Mexico in order to conduct a vote on key issues. So intimidated by this event was the Mexican government that it scaled up military patrols of all Zapatista communities after November 1998. Particularly between January 1 and March 21, 1999, patrols passed more than once daily through communities. On my January 14, 1999, return from Chiapas, I noted that Mexican immigration officials had enhanced security by establishing three internal borders: they checked visas of all foreigners who were changing flights in Mexico City; they tracked all foreign visitors entering Chiapas through the airport at Tuxtla Gutiérrez; and they continued to place migra (immigration) and federal army checkpoints on all roads into Zapatista communities. The government’s fear of granting autonomy to indigenous peoples and of facing a civil society influenced by indigenous claims to democratic self-governance was again obvious in its disingenuous signing of the San Andrés Accords. The government did not actually sign the Accords as they had been agreed upon. Rather it altered the Accords and thereby sought to appear as though it accepts the legitimacy of claims to democratic rule without actually having to grant the basic appeals of the Accords.

17.  For the surprise television address to the nation on February 9, 1995, see Zedillo (1995). Without provocation, Zedillo broke the cease-fire that had been in place since early 1994 by issuing arrest warrants for the General Command, unveiling Marcos, and falsely accusing several civilian humanitarian workers of being members of the EZLN.

18.  I acquired firsthand knowledge of the notion of mandar obedeciendo from my visits to Chiapas. In addition to Le Bot, see Lorenzano (1998, 129–132) and Holloway (1998, 164–165).

19.  For additional information on women involved in Zapatismo, see especially Rovira (1997). See also Rojas (1994); Poniatowska (1995); Millán (1998); Marcos (1994b, 1996a, 1996b); and Ross (1995, 288–292). On violence against women, see Amnesty International (1996). See also Mujeres Zapatistas–Zapatista Women at http://www.actlab.utexas.edu/~geneve/zapwomen [last accessed: May 23, 2001].

20.  An important response to this dilemma has been made by the Chiapas Media Project. Run by Alex Halkin, Guillermo Monteforte, Ana Laura Hernandez, Jason Wallach, and Paco Vasquez, the Chiapas Media Project has met indigenous needs. It has equipped communities with video facilities and trained community members to record military transgressions against them as well as to produce video documentaries of their way of life. For such indigenously produced video documentaries, contact the Chiapas Media Project at: http://www.chiapasmediaproject.org [last accessed: May 23, 2001].

21.  Written as political calls to civil society, the five declarations issued from the Lacandon jungle since January 1, 1994, seek to unite people in this search for truth. The declarations are always issued to multiple audiences (e.g., “the people of Mexico,” “brothers and sisters,” or “the peoples and governments of the world”). They speak in a frank and direct, but not on that account simplistic, manner. All five declarations are published in English by the Frente Zapatista de Liberación Nacional and can be found at http://www.ezln.org/documentos/index.html [last accessed: May 23, 2001].

22.  The theme of masks is not only dear to the Mexican heart, but has also been central to the media-waged war between Zapatismo and the “bad government” (mal gobierno). After three full rounds of dialogues for peace, the EZLN and Zapatista communities adopted silence as their only remaining weapon against the Mexican government, which had signed but never implemented the San Andrés Accords. These accords set as conditions of dialogue: respect of indigenous rights, cessation of counterinsurgency, and acknowledgment that EZLN members are not terrorists. On July 16–17, 1998, the Comité Clandestino Revolucionario Indígena–Comandancia General (CCRI–CG; Clandestine Revolutionary Indigenous Committee–General Command, known popularly as the Commandancia or General Command) broke four and one-half months of silence with several communiqués, including the “Fifth Declaration” (EZLN 1998) and a masterpiece by Marcos called “Mexico, 1998, Above and Below: Masks and Silences” (1998). The pretense of having signed the Accords drives home the nature of indigenous struggle. Even though their personal faces are covered with ski masks, the Zapatistas act honestly and sincerely. The Mexican federal government, by contrast, appears to act in visible light of day and without mask, but in actuality hides its insincerity behind only a mask of sincerity.
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CRITIQUE OF TECHNOLOGY
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Marcuse and the Aestheticization of Technology

Andrew Feenberg

THE QUESTION OF THE AGE

The problem of the relation of technique to values appears for the first time in Plato’s Gorgias (1952). In this dialogue, Socrates debates the nature of the Techne (art) of rhetoric. He distinguishes between true arts that are based on a Logos, and what he calls in the English translation mere knacks (Empeiriae in Greek), that is, general rules based on experience but without an underlying rationale (Dodds 1959, 225).

For Plato, such a rationale or Logos necessarily includes a reference to the good served by the art. If the art is shipbuilding, its Logos will not only instruct the builder in putting together boards in some sort of arrangement, but will also guide him in making a ship that is strong and safe. The doctor’s art includes not only various notions about herbs, but also a curative mission that governs their use.

In this, these arts differ from a mere knack of combining pieces of wood or herbs without an underlying order and purpose. Technical logic and objective finalities are joined in true arts while knacks serve merely subjective purposes. But because we are prone to accept appearances for reality, and pursue pleasure instead of the good, for each art there is some knack that imitates its effects and misleads its victims. Gymnastics correlates with cosmetics, which gives the appearance of health without the reality. Rhetoric, the power to substitute appearance for reality in language, is the supreme and most dangerous knack. In a debate on shipbuilding or medicine, the orator will silence the expert every time. Means triumph over ends.

Callicles is the most articulate advocate of the knack of rhetoric in Gorgias. He has an unlimited appetite for power and pleasure that he serves through his mastery of the tricks of language. That such ambition was not merely a personal idiosyncrasy is clear from a reading of Aristophanes, Thucydides, and other contemporary authors, all of whom denounced the moral degeneration and egoism of the imperialistic Athens of the late fifth century. In external affairs, the Athenians oppressed their own allies. Internally, the assembly became a battlefield of power hungry orators. Plato’s version of the question of his age was thus, quite simply: Does might make right? His answer to this question is the basis of rational ethical thought in the West.

In one sense Plato’s idea of Techne seems obvious. Technologies are in fact subordinated to purposes that appear in the technical disciplines as a guide to resources and procedures. Many of these purposes derive from considerations such as health and safety that have an objective rationale. A software engineer working for Rolls Royce Aircraft explained to me that 10 percent of his time was spent writing software and 90 percent testing it to ensure the safety of those who fly in the airplanes he designs. Plato would no doubt approve: the Logos is at work at Rolls Royce.

Yet we moderns can no longer generalize from such examples as Plato did. For every aircraft designer, there is a bomb builder somewhere. We can still relate to Plato’s emphasis on the need for a rationale, a Logos, but we are not so sure it includes an idea of the good. In fact, we tend to think of technologies as normless, as serving subjective purposes very much as did Plato’s knacks. What has happened to disconnect Techne and value in modern times?

The foremost theoretician of our modern view is Max Weber. Weber distinguished between “substantive” and “formal” rationality in a way that corresponds in one significant respect to Plato’s distinction between Techne and knack. Substantive rationality begins by positing a good and then selects means to achieve it. Many public institutions are substantively rational in Weber’s sense: universal education is a good that determines appropriate means, that is, classrooms and teachers. Formal rationality is concerned uniquely with the efficiency of means and contains no intrinsic reference to a good. It is thus value neutral, like the Platonic Empeiria. Modernization consists in the triumph of formal rationality over a more or less substantively rational order inherited from the past. The market is the primary instrument of this transformation, substituting the cash nexus for the planned pursuit of values. Bureaucracy is another domain in which formal rationality eventually prevails.

The knack in Plato is subservient to the power drive of the individual subject, Callicles, for example. The will of a purely individual subjectivity can establish no larger order in society as a whole. Callicles’s triumph could only lead to tyranny and the anarchic reaction that follows. Value neutrality in Weber implies a similarly subjective purpose, however market and political processes do establish an order of some sort. The question is what is that order? Weber himself was rather pessimistic. He foresaw an iron cage of bureaucracy closing on Western civilization. The logic of the technical means employed in Western society had prevailed over Enlightenment values of freedom and individuality. An order was emerging that lacked any higher purpose or significance, but that was, at least, an order.

In modern times, the terms of Plato’s distinction between Techne and Empeiria are broken apart and recombined. Where Plato had correlated orientation toward the good with rationally elaborated means, and orientation toward power and pleasure with the absence of rationality, now the pursuit of power and pleasure has its own logic as a system of means institutionalized in markets and bureaucracies, and that logic imposes itself independent of human will and any conception of the good. This is the difference between the individual tyranny Plato feared, and the tyranny of rational means that haunted Weber.

Weber’s peculiarly modern brand of pessimism reaches its paroxysm with Martin Heidegger (1966, 1977). Writing a generation after Weber, Heidegger shifts the emphasis from markets and bureaucracy to technology. His iron cage is a system of research and development, a technoscience. He argues that reality is fundamentally restructured by this technoscience in a way that strips it completely of its intrinsic potentialities and exposes it to domination in service to subjective ends. This process destroys both humanity and nature. A world “enframed” by technology is radically alien and hostile. Even the modern Callicles is caught in the system he thinks he masters. Technoscience is otherwise dangerous than rhetoric or markets. The danger is not merely nuclear weapons or some similar threat to survival, but the obliteration of humanity’s special status and dignity as the being through whom the world takes on intelligibility and meaning; for human beings have become mere raw materials like the nature they pretend to dominate (Heidegger 1977).

Plato would not have been entirely surprised by this diagnosis, although the shift in accent, from the abuse of Empeiria by its users to the inherent destructiveness of technology itself, is peculiarly modern. This shift results from the fact that technology does not merely manipulate appearances but systematizes reality. In Heidegger, the question of the age is therefore reformulated. Now, we are less concerned with the justification of power than with the sheer challenge of its sublime presence as technology. Our question is: Can we live with technology, that is, with power in its modern form? The ethical problem of right and might is superseded by the ontological problem of the destructive transformation technology operates on both its users and its objects. We are less worried about whether Callicles’s descendants have the right to rule us than with whether the world they dominate can survive the means set in motion by their vaulting ambition.

At this point, we seem to have come full circle. Value-neutral technology turns out to contain a value in itself after all. As Heidegger expresses it: “The outstanding feature of modern technology lies in the fact that it is not at all any longer merely ‘means’ and no longer merely stands in ‘service’ for others, but instead . . . unfolds a specific character of domination” (quoted in Zimmerman 1990, 214). This paradox is already implied in Plato’s account of Empeiria. Recall that “knacks” are not explicitly oriented toward a good but are “neutral” in themselves. Gorgias says as much early in the dialogue when he explains that the teacher of rhetoric no more than the boxing coach is responsible for the use his students make of their art (Plato 1952, 15–16). But when Socrates describes knacks such as cookery or cosmetics, it turns out that they are essentially bound up with appearances and hence with various types of seduction and manipulation (26). The knack of rhetoric in particular serves domination as does technology in Heidegger.

THE TYRANNY OF REASON

This background sets the stage for a discussion of Herbert Marcuse’s theory of technology. Marcuse was a student of Heidegger and deeply influenced by classical philosophy as well. His approach to the problem of technology was not so different from Plato’s and Heidegger’s. He too was concerned about the triumph of apparently normless means over ends, of domination over every other value. He, too, worries that our drive toward power is objectified in a system and no longer restrained by an ethically informed Logos.

As with Heidegger’s critique, so with Marcuse’s the chief theoretical difficulty lies in the simultaneous assertion of the neutrality of technology and its bias toward domination. How can merely neutral means favor domination over liberation? Is not the neutrality of the means a guarantee of its indifference with respect to ends?

Marcuse takes up these questions most explicitly in One-Dimensional Man (1964) where he returns to classical ontology for a response. For the ancient Greeks reason is the faculty that distinguishes between true and false not only in the realm of propositions, but also in the realm of being itself. All being aspires to its end, to a perfected form that realizes its potentialities. Actual being is imperfect and hence false. The rational judgement of such being therefore implies an imperative: the is is also an ought.

This ontological conception of reason explains the Platonic notion of Techne. The role of the arts is to bring existence to its essential form. Implicit in every art is a finality that corresponds to the perfection of its objects. The art of government aims to make men just; the art of education strives to develop the rational faculty that is the human essence. No such finality is implicit in modern technology that emerged through the destruction of Technai, inherited crafts based on traditional values. Modern technological rationality declared its “neutrality” over against the essences toward which these earlier Technai were oriented. It is this abstention from essentializing that gives it its peculiar positivist self-understanding as a form of thought purified of social influences.

Modern technical reason aims at classification, quantification, and control. Because it recognizes only empirical existence as real, it admits no tension between true and false being and makes no distinction between preferences and potentialities. What ancient ontology takes for an intrinsic finality—the perfected form of things—is now treated as a personal choice. Modern reason flattens out the difference between the essential potentialities of things and merely subjective desires.

For example, an analysis of the state conducted on classical terms would relate it immediately to ethical ends, for example, justice. The modern approach focuses exclusively on the machinery of coercion and consent without regard for the purpose of the whole. But how can the end of government, justice, be placed on the same plane as the will to power of a Callicles? A bias reveals itself in this equivalence, a bias that is all to the benefit of Callicles whose ambition is now taken no less seriously than a true public purpose since both are regarded as merely subjective. It is this abstention from any judgement as to what is accidental and what is essential that is the original violence of modern reason, which places it in the service of the status quo.

The class system benefits from this refusal because it rests on suppressing the potential for a pacified and egalitarian social order made possible by technological advance. This is the crux of Marcuse’s critique: advanced society is, in a certain sense, technically outmoded by its own achievements. It is capable of “pacifying” existence but artificially maintains competition as the basis for inequality and domination. Insofar as domination is built into the inherited structure of society, Marcuse argues, formal rationality contributes to maintaining and reproducing it.

The world of work is the chief domain in which the “continuity of domination” is secured. If workers’ self-government and self-actualization are treated as subjective preferences rather than as a human potentials, they lose the normative force to counter capital’s drive for profit and efficiency. Self-government and self-actualization on an assembly line remain the merest fantasies while real products roll off the line and prove its worth. This is what Marcuse meant when he wrote “Theoretical reason, remaining pure and neutral, entered into the service of practical reason. . . . Today, domination perpetuates and extends itself not only through technology but as technology, and the latter provides the great legitimation of expanding political power, which absorbs all spheres of culture” (1964, 158).

This critique cuts deeper than traditional Marxism. While Marxism seemed ready-made to offer a modern reinterpretation of historical finality, history has overtaken its emphasis on property relations and its technological optimism. Modern technology cannot simply be “used” to realize radical ends. The logic of its normal operations contradicts them. What sense would it make to try to turn the assembly line into a scene of self-expression, or to broadcast propaganda for free thought? The systemic character of modern technology blocks recourse to it for these purposes. Technology has a logic of its own independent of the goals it serves. To the extent that this is true, merely changing goals would not change that logic, which is the source of the ultimate threat. To make a difference at that level, not just the ends of production, but also the means must be transformed insofar as they incorporate domination in their structure.


Freedom indeed depends largely on technical progress, on the advancement of science. But this fact easily obscures the essential precondition: in order to become vehicles of freedom, science and technology would have to change their present direction and goals; they would have to be reconstructed in accord with a new sensibility—the demands of the life instincts. Then one could speak of a technology of liberation, product of a scientific imagination free to project and design the forms of a human universe without exploitation and toil. (Marcuse 1969, 19)



A true alternative would change the material base as well as the institutional superstructures. Marx, Engels, and Lenin condemned the existing society for its inability to develop the existing technological base to the utmost. The problem today, Marcuse argued, is not so much to develop that base as to use it to create a new and different base.

This emphasis on technical transformation distinguishes Marcuse from both Heidegger and the rest of the Frankfurt School. True, technology has the power and consequences Heidegger and Adorno denounce, but it also holds a promise. In Heidegger the most one can hope for is a “free relation to technology,” a salutary change in attitude; and Adorno offers little more with his concept of Enlightenment tempered by “mindfulness [Eingedenken] of nature” (Heidegger 1966, 54; Adorno and Horkheimer 1972, 40). Far more radical, Marcuse calls for change in the very nature of instrumentality, which would be fundamentally modified by the abolition of class society and its associated performance principle. Thus, Marcuse gives the question of technology a further twist. It is not only an ontological question of what technology is making of us—that question needs to be posed, to be sure—but we must also ask the political question of what we can make of technology.

THE RETURN TO TECHNE

Marcuse argued that the well being of the objective world is in our hands, and our own survival and happiness depend on recognizing its potentialities rather than dominating it destructively. A postrevolutionary society could create a new science and technology that would achieve this goal and place us in harmony rather than in conflict with nature. The new science and technology would treat nature as another subject instead of as mere raw materials. Human beings would learn to achieve their aims through realizing nature’s inherent potentialities instead of laying it waste for the sake of power and profit (Marcuse 1972, 65).

Implicit in this approach is a modern revival of the classical conception of Techne. Technology is to be reconstructed around a conception of the good, in Marcuse’s terminology, around Eros. The new technical Logos must include a grasp of essences, and technology must be oriented toward perfecting rather than dominating its objects. As Marcuse writes, “What is at stake is the redefinition of values in technical terms, as elements in the technological process. The new ends, as technical ends, would then operate in the project and in the construction of the machinery, and not only in its utilization” (1964, 232). Marcuse thus demanded the reversal of the process of neutralization by which formal rationality had been split off from substantive rationality and subserved to domination.

But as much as we might like to revive the ancient concept of Techne, it rests on an outdated ontology with socially conformist implications. The standards in terms of which potentialities were assigned to things in antiquity were community standards, accepted uncritically by philosophers. For example, it seemed obvious that “man is a rational animal” in an aristocratic society that valued contemplation over work. Greek philosophy betrayed an unconscious fidelity to historically surpassable limitations of its society (Marcuse 1964, 134–135). Modern philosophy cannot proceed in this naive fashion but demands rational grounds. How can Marcuse justify a normative conception of potentiality? What, for example, are the grounds for preferring enhanced freedom in the workplace to class domination?

Marcuse responded to these questions by historicizing the notion of essence. Ancient philosophy joined Logos to Eros, theoretical abstraction to striving toward the good. But it lacked historical self-consciousness. The temporal dynamic it found in things was specific to an individual or species. Each type of thing had its own essence, and although these essences were objects of striving, they themselves did not exist in time. Hence ancient philosophy arrived at a static conception of essences as eternal ideas. The fixed nature of its essences corresponds to its own lack of historical self-consciousness, its inability to conceive of becoming as the fundamental ontological determination.

Today, such an unhistorical conception of essence is unacceptable. We have learned that human beings make themselves and their world in the course of history; not just individual things are caught up in time, but essences as well. If we are to revive the language of essence today, its conceptualization must therefore be historical (Pippin 1988). Accordingly, Marcuse reconstructed both Logos and Eros as historical categories, reinterpreting the observable tensions in reality as part of a larger historical process.

Marcusean historicism is rooted in the materialism and antiutopianism of the Marxist tradition. Dialectics, as a logic of the interconnections and contexts revealed in historical strife, offers a modern alternative to ancient dogmatism. Its regulative concepts, such as freedom and justice, are not ideals in the traditional sense because they have no fixed meaning. The content of universals such as these derives from tensions in reality rather than from a preconceived speculative notion or an uncritically accepted social consensus. They are not exhausted by any particular institutional arrangement, but always point toward as yet unrealized potentials (Marcuse 1964, 133ff.). The function of philosophy for Socrates, as knowledge transcending the given, is now taken over by these critical or “substantive” universals.

Marcuse’s recovery of essential thinking offers a place to stand to judge a society obsessed with wealth and power, but it also raises the question of the foundation of his judgments. There is no easy way out through an appeal to Marxist social theory, conceived as Marx conceived it, as a kind of “counter-science.” Although Marcuse makes such an appeal, he admits its weakness in advance. The problem has to do with the structure of the materialist dialectic, which grounds all transcending concepts in the tensions of existing reality rather than in a supersensuous realm of ideals. As these struggles weaken in advanced industrial society, a gap grows between concrete reality with its internal tensions and the vision of a better society. In Marx, that gap is destined to disappear as theory becomes consciousness and philosophical speculation enters the real world as mass politics. The early Marxist Lukács called this concretization of the ideal “the unity of theory and practice.” In a 1929 essay much influenced by Lukács, Marcuse describes that unity as “the supreme exigency of all philosophizing” (1978: 397).1

But in the early 1960s, when Marcuse wrote One-Dimensional Man, the unity of theory and practice appeared to be permanently lost. Hence the pessimistic tone of much of that book; Marcuse was forced to concede that the derivation of potentialities might have to proceed negatively, on purely philosophical grounds, as a diagnosis of the massive private distress and public squalor produced by a repressive society that had integrated all opposing forces. But at this point the gap between the amorphous resistances or symptoms of distress and articulated values threatens the whole theory. What can verify the diagnosis if not the voice of the victims? Without their assent, what distinguishes the philosophical analysis from the mere discontent of a beautiful soul? And if that discontent motivates action at some point, what is to stand in the way of a regression to the idea of educational dictatorship to impose the philosophically rational solution to the riddle of history on the irrational masses?

Marcuse’s turn to aesthetics for an answer has seemed inexplicable to his critics, but it makes sense in terms of this background. In fact, Marcuse’s argument is rooted not in the study of anticapitalist struggle but in the history of the artistic avant-gardes. His technical aesthetic attempts to recapitulate the missed turning point in the development of modernism when radical experiments in overcoming the split between life and art proliferated in the first years of the century. That moment, which preceded the conquest of the masses by commercial culture, projected a concrete utopia that reappeared in the 1960s in manifestations of a new sensibility. On Marcuse’s view, only a return on a mass scale to the promise of those early avant-gardes can release technological civilization from the bind in which it is caught.2

It was the last public expression of utopian impulses in the New Left and the counterculture that grounded Marcuse’s reference to a democratic transformation of advanced industrial society. These movements marked the emergence on a mass scale of transcendent demands rooted in aesthetic experience.

THE PURSUIT OF THE CONCRETE

The reference to experience is crucial for Marcuse’s project, insofar as he seeks to construct a rational critique of modernity. Modern thought defines itself by its rejection of authority and dogma, by its basis in the experience of the autonomous individual. Science claims its foundation in the carefully framed and analyzed evidence of empirical experience. If there is anything that science does not explain, that is, if philosophical critique still has an object, it must be verifiable in a different type of experience. The existential interpretation of experience appeared in the 1920s, not just to Marcuse but to many other philosophers as well, as a specifically modern response to naturalistic scientism and neo-Kantian objectivism. Experiential thinking offered a way of recovering essential insight without lapsing into premodern dogmatism.

Unfortunately, the terms on which Marcuse developed his argument from experience have not stood the test of time very well. He started out by announcing the idea of a “concrete philosophy” founded in individual existence (Dasein) and, I would argue, he never entirely abandoned this approach although the Heideggerian reference was quickly dropped (Marcuse 1978, 385ff.). The concrete appears here as the activity of the existential subject, itself constituted within a “world” in Heidegger’s sense. But unlike Heidegger Marcuse situates that world in the flow of a Marxist interpretation of history. The “worldhood” of this world therefore includes political struggle as an essential moment. The problem is to find an authentic, that is, philosophical, politics capable of articulating the situation of contemporary Dasein. Following Lukács, Marcuse interprets that politics in terms of the concepts of reification and the unity of theory and practice. All Marcuse’s later attempts to reach the concrete, through such concepts as the “new sensibility,” sensuousness, the aesthetic, and the instincts, resonate with the echoes of this original existential praxis philosophy.

In his later work, Marcuse turned from Heidegger and Lukács to Freud for a theory of the concrete. Freud allowed him to elaborate a richer concept of individual experience in which the erotic and the aesthetic appear as irreducible dimensions. But Marcuse’s Freudian categories seem to imply a static conception of human nature that in fact he never entertained.

In Marcuse, criteria of social advance such as reducing instinctual repression are not grounded on biology in any scientific sense or derived from an ideal of man, but are reflections of historical struggles and artistic projections. Notions like the “reality principle” and the “pleasure principle” are thoroughly historicized in Marcuse’s application. As Robert Pippin writes, “far from smuggling an a priori anthropology into critical theory (as readers of Marcuse sometimes charge), [he] argued that even the instincts should be viewed as historical phenomena” (1988, 86). All that can be traced back to a realm prior to history is a primordial energy that expresses itself in socially constructed forms under the horizon of the society that originally shaped it, and also, under certain conditions, beyond that horizon.3

Marcuse’s approach may still be unacceptable to postmoderns convinced (in a sad caricature of Derrida) that history is a superficial “play of signifiers,” but postmodern irony misses any sense of the first-person experience of participation in history under the pressure of human passions and the unavoidable demands of the present. Some postmodern and feminist discourse introduces that dimension anew through a focus on the body. Marcuse would no doubt have found these reflections interesting. For him the existential significance of history was an undeniable aspect of the human condition and had to be conceptualized somehow. As he himself said of Freud, so for Marcuse, “ ‘biologism’ is social theory in a depth dimension” (Marcuse 1966, 6). One might reject biological language as inappropriate without losing sight of that dimension.

THE AESTHETIC TURN

Marcuse’s pursuit of the concrete raises as many problems as it solves. On the one hand, it grounds the argument in experience, a potentially universal domain in which all can participate and which can support a rational discourse. On the other hand, it valorizes one of the dimensions of experience that is most difficult to universalize rationally: art. Is Marcuse’s aestheticism compatible with a democratic concept of socialism? As Jürgen Habermas (1970) has so persuasively argued, democratic public reason is an intersubjective process, but insofar as the aesthetic is an experiential reality, “there” to be found by an attuned sensibility, it appears to be private. The idea of beauty individualizes the encounter with the aesthetic, which is itself objectified as a higher truth available only to the happy few.4

Like so many interpretive difficulties with Marcuse, this one results from the dialectical “compression” of theoretical levels that is his working method. Marcuse’s aesthetics attempts to build a bridge between three quite different phenomena: the new sensibility of the New Left, which he interprets in Freudian terms as a recovery and release of erotic energies; the concept of beauty, which he relates to the history of art; and Kant’s (1951) theory of the imagination. The constellation formed by these elements raises the exciting but rather marginal cultural innovations of the 1960s to the level of a world historical experiment in the political realization of artistic ideals. There are obvious problems with this view, but focusing on them may cause us to overlook what is still interesting in Marcuse’s theory—namely, his aesthetic approach to the politics of technology.

Walter Benjamin (1979) introduced the theme of the “aestheticization of politics” in a critique of Ernst Jünger’s writings on modern war. It has been widely assumed ever since that there is some essential connection between aestheticization and fascism. But Martin Jay (1993) points out that there are also progressive interpretations of the aestheticization of politics, for example, in Hannah Arendt’s (1982) writings on Kant’s aesthetic theory. Arendt attempted to show that what Kant called “judgment” can be generalized from art to politics. Political judgement on this account is properly doxic rather than epistemic, a matter of opinion rather than knowledge, based on the imagination rather than on understanding, and precisely in this apparent deficiency lies its link to our freedom (106). Political judgement is not scientific but it contains an appeal to the other for agreement. It is thus neither universally valid nor merely personal, but constructs an intersubjective community bond through a special type of rational discourse.

To this example of a progressive aestheticization of politics cited by Jay, we can add Marcuse’s radical politics of technological transformation. There is in fact a certain similarity between his project and that of Arendt. Is it a coincidence that both these Heidegger students affirm the disclosive power of art and attempt to transpose it to the political domain by drawing on Kant’s third Critique? Where Arendt found a model of political judgement in Kant’s theory of the imagination, Marcuse took the more radical route of applying that theory to the technical, which, as we have seen, he conceived as itself political in advanced societies. This is a seemingly paradoxical approach: After all, is not the technical precisely the most rigorous application of conceptual understanding rather than imagination?

Like Heidegger, Marcuse sees technology as more than technical, as more than political even; it is the form of modern experience itself, the principal way in which the world is revealed. For both philosophers “technology” thus extends its reach far beyond the bounds of actual equipment. It signifies a way of thinking and a style of practice involving a quasi-transcendental restructuring of reality as an object of technical control (Marcuse 1964, 218–219). Release from this form of experience can only come through another form of experience. In Heideggerian terms, as Hubert Dreyfus (1995) explains them, Marcuse calls for a new disclosure of being through a transformation of basic practices. Against this background, Marcuse’s reference to aesthetics can be understood not just as introducing a criterion of beauty into radical political judgements, but as the a priori form of a new type of experience belonging to a new social order.

An Essay on Liberation (1969) contains Marcuse’s most radical discussion of the aesthetics of technology. He argues that the emergence of “new needs” in the New Left and the counterculture are symptomatic of the weakening grip of one-dimensional society. It was not just that young people held radical political opinions. Mere opinions would have inspired readily absorbable demands for particular reforms within the system, not a bad thing, but not revolutionary either. The “new sensibility” operated at a more basic level than politics, at the level of the form of experience itself. Marcuse’s notion of an “aesthetic Lebenswelt” refers to an order of experience in which the aesthetic qualities of objects are revealed. Through the New Left the aesthetic Lebenswelt entered everyday life itself as the form of perception, with revolutionary implications.

To this aestheticized experience corresponds a new organization of the faculties. Here, Marcuse draws on a rather speculative historical critique of the positivistic limitations of modern thought shared by many Frankfurt School thinkers. According to this critique, there was at some past time a primitive but in some respects richer, original mode of experience that was shattered by the emergence of class society. In that society, reason and human sensibility were restricted. Capable in principle of responding to the objective world in its many dimensions, in practice they were limited to a narrow range of values associated with the struggle for survival. Experiential contents that went beyond what was required for victory in that struggle were derealized.

The realm of art was differentiated out as the imagination and reason split apart in this context. Reason became technical while the imagination conserved counterfactual images of a harmonious world, a persistent negativity that was safely confined to a marginal artistic realm (Adorno and Horkheimer 1972, 32ff.). The recovery of a richer concept of reason incorporating the imagination is possible once again now that the struggle for existence is essentially over, ended by technological advance. The questionable historical validity of this theory is less important than the perspective it opens on the future.

Marcuse turns to Kant for an approach to the impact of social liberation on the faculties. In Kant’s third Critique, the gap between the abstract universal categories of the understanding and the particularities of sense experience is filled by the imagination. The imagination thus mediates between the senses and reason, raising sense experience to universality through discovering beauty in its form, while bringing concepts down to Earth as the organizing principles of its projections (Marcuse 1969, chapter 2; Lukes 1985, 73ff.). With the abolition of scarcity in advanced societies, the work of the imagination can overflow the boundaries of art. Responding to the revolt of the repressed sensibility, the New Left “invokes the sensuous power of the imagination” and projects a fundamental reorganization of the faculties (Marcuse 1969, 30). From its marginal position, the imagination moves to the center of the stage as the integrative faculty reconciling the demands of sense and reason. The imagination organizes the heterogeneous contents of the aestheticized experience of the new sensibility into a coherent whole. In a liberated society, it would become “productive” in reality, like the imagination of the artistic creator, and guide technical practice in the work of “pacifying existence.”

A transformed reason “free for the liberating exigencies of the imagination” arrives at very different ways of understanding and mastering the world (Marcuse 1969, 31). For such a reason, potentialities appear as concrete contents perceived in the structure of the objects themselves, as potentialities of those objects, and not merely as desires or wishes of subjects. These contents are available through imaginatively informed aesthetic judgements of social reality and are not mere subjective goals to be sought with appropriate technical means. Here we have the aestheticized essences at the basis of a modern Techne.

How are these essences apprehended in aesthetic experience? This is the question of the mode of abstraction appropriate to a modern reconstruction of the concept of essence. Once metaphysics and tradition are ruled out of order, it is only through the imaginative grasp of reality that reason can go beyond the mere cataloguing and quantification of objects toward an appreciation of their essential truth. Reflection on aesthetic experience supports a type of judgement that can identify the significant “Form” of reality, distinguishing essence from accident, higher potentiality from mutilated empirical existence. Following Hegel, Marcuse calls this abstractive act associated with aesthetic perception an “aesthetic reduction” (1964, 239). It consists in stripping away the contingent aspects of objects that restrict and stunt them in order to get at what they could be if released to their free development. The aesthetic reduction carries the dialectical theory of essence beyond theory; it verifies at the theoretical level the claims of aesthetic experience and translates that experience into positive images. Here, beauty is the symbol of the good, the disclosure of being in its fullness.5

Does it matter that the “essences” posited by this new technological rationality would ultimately be scientifically groundless, that they would be selected by the “productive imagination” from a whole range of developmental possibilities on the basis of a value judgement, a preference for human freedom and fulfillment (Marcuse 1964, 220)? No doubt Marcuse’s theory would be more sympathetically received today had he avoided the language of essence altogether and invoked either a transcendental ground for values à la Habermas, or the freedom of the postmodern subject willfully to construct identities and realities.

If he rejected both of these alternatives, I believe it is because he was faithful to a fundamental insight of the Frankfurt School: The subjective reason of the existing technological rationality and the objective reason of essential insight are not opposites or alternatives but fractured moments of a totality that can only be anticipated today. To exclude one for the sake of the other makes no more sense than to attempt to ground one in the other. Horkheimer thus writes that “The task of philosophy is not stubbornly to play the one against the other, but to foster a mutual critique and thus, if possible, to prepare in the intellectual realm the reconciliation of the two in reality” (1947, 174). This conception, with its faith that we can find traces of the ideal in the real, could not be further from the overburdened subjectivity of both transcendentalism and constructivism. It is true that where Horkheimer, like Adorno, remained stubbornly bound to a negative dialectic, a pure critique, Marcuse transgressed that limitation and constructed positive images of liberation. But he remained within the larger framework of the Frankfurt School project as Horkheimer explained it in the passage quoted above.

This distinguishes his position also from that of Habermas, who reverses the older Frankfurt School conception of a holistic reason that is in some sense truer than a truncated subjective reason. Where Habermas sees an ultimately salutary differentiation of technical reason from premodern worldviews, Horkheimer argues that in modern times “the content of reason is reduced arbitrarily” (1947, 20). The early Frankfurt School thus held out the hope of a reconstitution of a richer concept of reason that would once again incorporate values in some form, if only through negative self-critique.

Marcuse concludes that aesthetics would be the basis of a new concept of reason that would merge art and technique. A new form of technological rationality would be oriented toward the enhancement of life, the telos of the aesthetic. “The rationality of art, its ability to ‘project’ existence, to define yet unrealized possibilities could then be envisaged as validated by and functioning in the scientific–technological transformation of the world” (1964, 239).

TECHNOLOGICAL RATIONALITY

Marcuse’s argument culminates in the notion of a radical change in technological rationality. But the very concept of technological rationality is obscure. A commonplace reading stemming from Habermas (1970) identifies Marcuse’s notion with the generic interest in technical control, abstract efficiency. On that reading, fundamental technological reform of the sort Marcuse anticipates would be impossible, a violation of a basic condition of human existence. Others have argued that in the end Marcuse’s position amounts to little more than a rhetorically ornamented technophilia (Alford 1985, 175–176).

On these terms, we are left with the choice between two unacceptable interpretations of Marcuse’s thought: either his critique of technological rationality implies the need for an entirely new kind of technology that would not involve control and efficiency at all (a nonsensical idea), or he merely wrote in a confusing way about the need to apply technological control and efficiency to new purposes (a trivial idea).

First, if the new aestheticized technology is based on completely new technical principles, then the whole theory is unbelievable. Who is going to invent those principles, and what will they be like? Although it sometimes sounds as though Marcuse intends a total break with the past, the revolution that interested him was not supposed to refute elementary arithmetic, change a decimal place in pi, or find aesthetically pleasing substitutes for the lever and the wheel. Nor would it, as Habermas suggested, require personal communication with nature rather than technical control of it. Marcuse did not believe it possible to replace technology as we know it with some sort of mystical union (1968, 238).

Second, perhaps Marcuse had more modest ambitions and merely hoped that technology as we know it would be used to enhance rather than to destroy life. But if he intended nothing more innovative than this, it is difficult to figure out how practically his position differs from a simple change of goals. Of course we could make toys and medicine instead of weapons, but would that require truly fundamental technological change? If the new technology is simply a new application of the old technology, then it is difficult to see what all the hoopla is about. Indeed, on this interpretation Marcuse’s position is indistinguishable from ordinary technological optimism, with its all too familiar technocratic implications. But Marcuse himself consistently talks in terms of the need for a change in rationality and not merely in applications.

This is the Marcusean enigma that has bedeviled his critics. I want to suggest a different interpretation that, while it deflates Marcuse’s speculative ambitions somewhat, at least it does not take him for a dreamer, and that accords with his own emphasis on the importance of situating abstract concepts like “rationality” in a concrete social context (1968, 223–224). The space in between these two flawed interpretations corresponds more or less to what is called “technical culture,” the cultural universe of technical work itself. Applications are not designed in function of abstract technical principles alone but emerge from concrete technical disciplines. Naturally, those disciplines incorporate technical principles, but they include much besides. As social institutions, they operate under various types of constraints, including social imperatives that influence their formulation of technical problems and solutions and show up in the applications they design. Technical principles only become historically active through such a culture of technology.

Unfortunately, Marcuse never developed concepts at this concrete sociological level, but nothing prevents us from pursuing his argument in this context. Then it appears that the most important referent of his concept of “technological rationality” is fundamental social imperatives in the form in which they are internalized by a technical culture. Such fundamental imperatives tie technology not just to a particular local experience, but also to consistent features of basic social formations such as ancient society, capitalism, and socialism. They are embodied in the technical devices and systems that emerge from the culture and reinforce its basic values. In this sense, technology can be said to be “political” without mystification or risk of confusion.6

Marcuse’s theory makes sense conceived on these terms. At the level of the concrete historical forms of technical culture, there is room for a variety of different rationalities, and it is up to us to judge between them and choose the best. Environmentalism has allowed us to give a concrete content to this notion, as Marcuse himself noted at the end of his life (1992). A technological rationality oriented toward the long-term preservation and enhancement of human life and nonhuman nature contrasts sharply with one oriented toward competition for control of resources and short-term exploitation.

CONCLUSION: DEMOCRATIC TECHNICAL CULTURE

In recent years, philosophers have noted the poverty of any purely procedural notion of democratic rights that fails to take into account the claims of community values through which peoples achieve collective self-definition. The critique of proceduralism has merit, but the argument is most persuasive where technology is ignored, as is unfortunately the custom in social and political philosophy. But since technology everywhere trumps tradition, communitarianism offers at most a marginal contribution to an understanding of politics today. I do not think Marcuse would have sympathized with it in any case. It would have made no sense to him to go back to the tight restrictions of traditional community at the current level of development. It is possible and necessary to go forward toward a greater measure of peace, freedom, and fulfillment. To be sure, there are problems with invoking the aesthetic as a future-oriented approach to supplying substance to procedural democracy. But interpreted in the broad terms of a theory of the social imagination, Marcuse’s approach offers a properly modem solution to the conundrum. Perhaps in this way we can realize more liberating projects than those of either tradition or business.

I suggest that Marcuse’s notion of an aesthetic criterion for the new technical Logos be reinterpreted as an attempt to articulate such a substantive democratic conception. In this context, aesthetics is not a matter of contemplation, but should be interpreted in classical terms as an ontological category, expressing the reflexive significance for the actors’ existence of their own actions. In Socrates’s myth of the Islands of the Blessed, which concludes the Gorgias, the naked souls of the dead are judged in their reality. So the Marcusean aesthetic evaluates naked societies, stripped of their self-congratulatory media images. A society where homelessness, urban squalor, prisons, and war are commonplace defines itself by these “actions” on terms we can reasonably condemn on aesthetic grounds in this classical sense. This is what I have called elsewhere a matter of “civilizational” politics, a politics of self-definition that concerns not power, laws, and institutions, but the very meaning of what it is to be human (Feenberg 1999a). And this, as we have seen, is dependent on the technical structure of society.

How plausible is Marcuse’s project? It is easy to dismiss his aesthetic reference in the name of standard notions of discursive rationality and argument. This seems to be the line taken by most critical theorists under the influence of Habermas. However, the result is an incredibly thin notion of politics more or less identified with argument over moral rights. This is no way to comprehend the complexity of modern social life and the political debates to which it gives rise. Attempts to fill in the picture with a complementary idea of the “good” fall back on mere traditionalism. Must we conclude that contemporary Critical Theory considers creative responses to political and social problems to be irredeemably irrational? It is precisely a theory of the rationality of such responses that Marcuse offers in a strained but nevertheless suggestive attempt to understand the political and social creativity of the 1960s.

Nor is Marcuse’s project so impractical as his very abstract language makes it appear. At one point, he mentions “gardens and parks and reservations” as a small example of the “liberating transformation” he awaits (1964, 240). More generally, I think we already have weak versions of modern Technai in such fields as medicine, architecture, and urban and environmental planning. Technical cultures based to a significant degree on life-enhancing values derived from a wide range of experiences and demands contend in these fields with narrow technocratic ambitions and commercialism. Each of these disciplines posits an idealized essence, such as health, the beautiful home or building, the urban ideal, or the natural balance. Democracy requires the public discussion and refinement of these ideals in a context freed from propaganda, business influence, and technological determinist ideology. This is not yet possible, but despite the obvious limitations of these disciplines, they offer at least an imperfect model for the new technological rationality Marcuse advocates. Generalizing this form of technological rationality and controlling it through democratic political debate is no mere fantasy but a concrete project of resistance to technocorporate power.

It is true that today this Marcusean hope appears even less politically plausible than in his lifetime, yet if one rejects it, one should be prepared to offer another solution. For, the question of the age remains the one he addressed. Let me reformulate it in conclusion: How can technology incorporate humane values rather than hurtling blindly forward under the momentum of an inherited technical system shaped by scarcities and struggles that can now be overcome in the rich and powerful society technology itself has created?

NOTES

1.  As Kellner writes, “Lukács’s importance for Marcuse and other radicalized intellectuals of his generation can hardly be exaggerated” (1984, 381).

2.  However, note the qualifications he adds (Marcuse 1972, 108). For a thorough account of the evolution of Marcuse’s views on art, see Kellner (1984, 347ff.).

3.  See Marcuse (1969, 10). It is worth noting that Marcuse rejects the normalizing interpretation of Freud’s theory of sexuality and actually valorizes the so-called perversions: “In a repressive order, which enforces the equation between normal, socially useful, and good, the manifestations of pleasure for its own sake must appear as fleurs de mal” (1966, 50).

4.  That Marcuse was well aware of the danger is evidenced by this personal detail: on the wall of his dining room in California he had a large print of Breughel’s Fall of Icarus, which he kept as a permanent warning against romantic idealism.

5.  For more on Marcuse’s theory of the “aesthetic reduction,” see Kellner (1984, 334ff.).

6.  I have developed this interpretation in Feenberg (1999b).
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Women Carrying Water: At the Crossroads of Technology and Critical Theory

Yoko Arisaka

TECHNOLOGY AND CRITICAL THEORY?

In the rapidly changing arena of global politics today, nothing looms larger than the framework technology provides in determining the cultural, political, and economic fate of a people. Japanese philosopher Kiyoshi Miki observed already in the early 1940s that technology is not merely a sophisticated manipulation of tools but that it is fundamentally a “form of action” expressing a cultural and political orientation through the means of material production.1 The power of technology, according to Miki, has to do with its ability to make our imagination concrete. But in this process, our values are concretized as well, so while the scientific principles that are used in engineering might be value neutral, the decision making and actual implementation are always embedded in historical, aesthetic, political, and cultural meaning. If this is true, then a philosophy that claims to theorize about the human condition must also address the realm of praxis mediated by technology. A robust philosophical account of our historical development and political struggles would have to consider the real changes technology makes in material conditions and its long-term impact as these are clearly existential manifestations of our cognitive grasp of the world.

Critical Theory has made an important contribution to analyzing political struggles and examining the various conditions of oppression and cultural transformation. Beginning with the early Frankfurt School thinkers to Herbert Marcuse in the 1960s and Jürgen Habermas in more recent times, updated approaches today cross diverse grounds—feminism, race theory, and globalization, among others. However, despite the fact that technology has indeed been a fundamental medium of culture and politics and many discussions touch upon the topic, the link between a robust critical political theory and technology has been a relatively unexplored territory. Marcuse produced a rather dystopian account of technocracy in the 1960s, but with the exception of Andrew Feenberg who has worked most consistently on this theme, a positive connection between Critical Theory and technology is still largely missing from the literature today.2 Yet, to the extent that any concrete theory of political agency and identity would have to address its material conditions, and if these conditions are thoroughly mediated by technology, such a theory cannot evade the issue of the politics and cultural meaning inherent in technology.

What it would mean to “be” a woman, for instance, is not merely a question of identity, symbolism, and political recognition; it involves how each woman actually lives under particular material conditions such as housing and means of employment. This involves real circumstances created through technology and the political culture of technical decision making. In other words, the existential content of what it would mean for one to have a political identity at all—be it gender based, race based, or otherwise—cannot be fully addressed without paying attention to the technological milieu that is fundamentally a part of one’s cultural identity and meaning. Obviously, the more variables one adds, the more complicated the analysis becomes, but no matter how complex, one cannot avoid the issue of the most basic existential constituent of our lives: how we live through engaging with the “stuff” that shapes our existence and survival.

If this is so, a philosophical analysis of technology should be a pressing issue for anyone concerned with justice and the politics of liberation. For our generation and beyond, this is not simply a theoretical question but an existential one with global implications, as technology is a ubiquitous politico-cultural force that encompasses even the remotest regions of the world. It changes people’s lives permanently and profoundly. In this context, the analysis of the role of technology in today’s complex global situation poses several obvious challenges.

In particular, the issues are delicate as well as politically contentious where they involve the implementation of technology in non-Western countries. We are faced with both theoretical and practical questions such as: What is the relation between the so-called universal applicability of technology and specific cultural traditions? Is the paradigm of Western, modern technology versus traditional or non-Western cultural values still adequate? Who should manage the introduction as well as the maintenance of a new technology in a new cultural setting? How should we analyze the inevitable power struggles involving global capitalism, technology, women, and cultural and economic domination? How does technology relate to human liberation when technology is fundamentally alien to the cultures that employ it?

This chapter is an attempt to address some of these issues by reflecting on the existential nature of technology and the politics of liberation. I offer first a brief discussion of what I mean by existential Critical Theory, and articulate how Feenberg’s Critical Theory of technology is a version of it. Against this theoretical background, I then introduce an example of what an existential Critical Theory of technology would look like.

The main focus of this chapter is a discussion of the work of Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) environmental engineer Susan Murcott, who is also a feminist and has extensive background in Buddhism.3 Her current project, carried out in conjunction with a nonprofit organization, Women and Water International,4 involves researching and designing household water treatment systems for rural peasant women in Nepal. Her other projects include Burma, Bangladesh, Brazil, and Haiti. Her work illustrates how technology is indeed existential, and at the same time how it can serve as a liberating force without falling into the colonizing pattern of Westernization. I conclude by relating the theoretical issues to this example by emphasizing that technology is not a unified enterprise nor some kind of an ontologically closed phenomenon (there is no “technology” as such, or to put it differently, technological essentialism is wrong). But more important than this ontological thesis is its political implication. If technology is not a thing in itself but inherently a process of historical and political culture, a technical development can serve as an opening for a new direction not only technologically but also politically. As I will show, this implies that political empowerment itself may have forms other than what is imagined in the West.

Again, the significance of the example has to do with the fact that when the actual lives of people are at stake, liberation requires a real intervention, but this intervention may take the form of technical cultural change where political subjectivity and identity-formation as conceived in the West are not the most obvious means, as in the case of rural Nepalese women. Thus, the main thesis of this chapter, elaborated in the last section, is that for our global Critical Theory today, what we need is a postcolonial praxis that is existential, technologically aware, and democratic. Concrete projects such as Murcott’s invite us to broaden our political as well as our technical imagination for a more inclusive framework within which to think about our future.

EXISTENTIAL CRITICAL THEORY

What is meant by “existential Critical Theory?” Among the contemporary heirs of Critical Theory, sometimes referred to as “third-wave Critical Theory,” Martin J. Beck Matuštík explicitly develops his approach in political–moral terms. In his view, today the “radically democratic existential variant of Critical Theory” is leaving behind “European” debates on existentialism and social theory and is becoming alive in critical race and gender theories (Matuštík 1999, 108).5 I would also add Enrique Dussel as one of the leading postcolonial existential Critical Theorists. Characteristic of their theoretical approach are various critiques of Habermas; while they recognize his contribution, the points of contention have to do with the formalism and the universalist implication of his theory, which neglects the existential lifeworlds of women, the marginalized, and the colonized.

For example, despite his overall agreement with Habermas, Matuštík criticizes him for not sufficiently developing the “existential–communicative dialectic,” rendering the latter’s communications theory “insufficiently concrete and critical” (Matuštík 1999, 101, 104).6 The performative force of existence is not accounted for in the “formal pragmatics of communications” (106). The problem is the gap between formal, procedural theory and existential practice that includes interactions among moral subjects. Because the theory reifies the category of the lifeworld and lacks a robust analysis of its actual content, it paradoxically undermines Critical Theory’s aim of providing a genuine framework for political liberation.

This is particularly so for the politically marginalized, whose moral identity “matters for sustaining communicative competencies concretely and critically” for recognition (Matuštík 1999, 108). Thus, according to Matuštík, “only that Critical Theory that articulates communicative competencies in terms of anti-patriarchal, anti-racist, and anti-colonial attitudes in practical discourse is sufficiently concrete and critical” (108).7

The call for concrete analysis is even more succinctly put by Dussel:


According to Habermas, legitimacy is established in a purely discursive and formal level. He does not comprehend that a political system “loses legitimacy” once it does not acceptably treat and thereby maintain human life for its citizens. One must bring to bear the material aspect of human life and interaction when treating the concept of legitimacy, so as to enrich the purely formal or procedural conception of political justice. In postcolonial, peripheral, and poor communities, economic production is an essential political dimension of legitimacy. (Dussel 1999, 86)



Granted that Habermasian formalism was specifically aimed at avoiding particularism and achieving a sufficiently universalist framework for a more effective theorizing across the localized practices, Dussel notes this approach may be valid only for those late-capitalist countries that already “practice the Rule of Law, and which due to their level of development guarantee the survival of all their citizens” (80). The reality, however, is that 85 percent of the world’s population lives under conditions of impoverishment and economic underdevelopment where the “rule of law is in a precarious state, and mere survival is in no way guaranteed for the majority of the populations” (80).

Thus, the existential development in Critical Theory is a step forward in trying to remedy Habermasian formalism, but the problem of bridging the gap between theory and practice has not yet been fully solved. Matuštík’s focus is on existential models for political identity formations, dissent, and negotiations by groups and individuals at the margins. Presupposed by this approach is still the framework of Habermasian communicative theory that takes for granted the existence of rational, political subjects who can negotiate in these terms to begin with. But as Dussel explains, marginalization often involves the fact that the marginalized may not even think in terms of the political conception of identity formation, either because they are systematically disempowered, or the powers of agency are made systematically unavailable, or because the very idea of the “political” or “critical consciousness” is foreign, as we will see in the case of the Nepalese peasant women. Thus, while it is true that political existential Critical Theory can be a vehicle of liberation among marginalized groups with political consciousness, it may not empower those who are truly outside such a framework.8 Dussel calls for a more robust analysis of political reason as tied to economic material production, yet even his theory still does not reach a level of specificity in this domain that would give us insight into the situation of a majority of women in the world. Could there be another path? This is where I think Feenberg’s Critical Theory of technology offers a possibility. I would also classify his work as a kind of existential Critical Theory, one that identifies technology as the primary medium of concrete existence.

CRITICAL THEORY OF TECHNOLOGY

In his most recent work, Questioning Technology (1999), Feenberg defends what might be called an “antiessentialist” and “politico-existentialist” approach to technology and modernity (a culture said to be marked by rationality and technical progress) (Feenberg 1999). His work merits attention among today’s Critical Theorists, in that the analysis goes well beyond the usual discourse on politics. What it does is to problematize and politicize the very process of material production and decision making, and this process, Feenberg argues, is what is meant by the “technological.” As such, there is no essence to technology that can be properly defined on its own terms. Technology is always a particular configuration of patterns of actual stuff, an engineering design, a project, a budget, a planner, a user, a series of decisions, location, cultural milieu, and so on. The scientific principles of engineering—mathematics, physics, and chemistry—are universal (at least they are not contested between dominant and subordinate social groups in modern societies), but for a particular technology to emerge, they must be implemented as a particular, concrete project in the world. In this process of materialization, a piece of technology becomes ready-to-hand, a value-laden thing with a practical existence for us. If there is no essence that determines the nature of technology or modernity in itself, then these notions take on their specific forms within a context of particular social, historical, political, and aesthetic cultures. Forms of technology and modernity are themselves sociopolitical and cultural institutions, reflecting the power structures that establish them and the resistances they encounter. In other words, technology is through and through integral to the ontological makeup of the lifeworld. If so, even at the level of design and production, a political critique may be applied and the call for democratization is in order.

This is the main idea behind Feenberg’s “non-neutrality” thesis regarding technology.9 Technology appears to be neutral in that a diesel engine is a diesel engine whether it is created in the United States or in Japan; cultural difference seems irrelevant. From such an observation, many theorists of technology treat it as if it has a purely instrumental nature of its own. Feenberg denies such a separation of the “technological” from the rest of the politico-cultural milieu and argues that technology is never culturally neutral. The apparent neutrality comes from the fact that the cultures in question have enough similarities that the particular technology in question functions similarly in them. If there is functional equivalence, then a particular technology appears “neutral,” but it is not essentially so. It is only a contingent fact about cultures and not about technology. This idea challenges technological determinism and most conceptions of modernity that implicitly rely on a reified conception of technological progress. Feenberg claims that modernity can develop in culturally specific ways, rather than according to some principles inherent in technical progress as such.

As with Matuštík’s critique of Habermas’s lack of the “existential–communicative dialectic,” Feenberg criticizes what might be called Habermas’s lack of “existential–technological dialectic.” According to Feenberg, Habermas distinguishes technical and communicative modes of action too sharply and concedes too much to technological determinism. This is again a result of abstractly separating out the “technical” and “communicative” modes in the lifeworld, and obscuring the normative implications of technical rationality (Feenberg 1991, 81–83). Going beyond Habermas, we must explain “how technical choices both presuppose normative choices and have normative consequences, how they function within groups, and how iterative group processes can take on qualities of self-expansion” (83).

Feenberg’s work on technology carves out a new domain of social and philosophical criticism in between the abstract speculations on modernity of Heidegger and Habermas and the narrow empiricism of recent science and technology studies. The existential aspect comes in because technology is through and through a process of concretization of the theoretical (knowledge) in the material lifeworld (praxis). From this ontological thesis follows the more important political thesis that technology is inherently “politico-existential”; the process is always a particular set of negotiations with economic, political, and technical concerns, involving the question of who controls the actual design in whose interest, and the question of availability, means, and ends. Furthermore, because the tangible material result has the power to shape our real living environment, the existential is not merely a question of the symbolic or of political identity but has to do with things that exist in the world. So responsibility for decision making may go far beyond the realm of the human into a much bigger concern for the physical environment, as witnessed by current ecological debates. Here, the “historical” acquires a real material meaning.

With these examples of concrete Critical Theory in mind, I would like to turn now to the case of the rural Nepalese women. I wish to show that in this particular case, technology does serve as the primary empowering and liberatory factor, since political self-consciousness is a much less plausible path given the overall spiritual and cultural settings.

WOMEN AND WATER

Those of us who live in the industrialized world take our access to clean water for granted. Water is the barest necessity for human survival, and for millions of people today the lack of access to adequate potable water is an issue of critical struggle on a daily basis. But why “women and water”? Because water is so much a part of daily domestic life, in most of the rural parts of the developing world women have been assigned the care and maintenance of life surrounding water. In this context, Murcott’s work is a groundbreaking example of how water engineering can be used as a real tool of liberation for the women.

Murcott is a Boston-based engineering consultant at Ecosystems Engineering and a lecturer at MIT. She is an environmental engineer who specializes in water treatment. Her past projects include establishing a local water purification lab for a small community in north Burma, where more than half of the patients at a local hospital were there on account of preventable waterborne diseases. Murcott learned the local water practices with the local residents as well as chemical and bacterial components of the water itself, and successfully established a purification system using local Burmese aluminum sulfate and other metal salt products to reduce turbidity as well as contamination. Because she was consciously attentive to the local social and cultural practices surrounding water and the claims made by the residents at every step of her way, she introduced very simple methods of water purification that could be easily adopted by the residents into their social structure without conflicting with existing “water wisdom.” Partly inspired by Murcott’s work, and partly motivated by their recognition of the waterborne disease problem and by their own cultural values, the local residents themselves undertook the design and construction of a new water treatment system. They could therefore integrate the new system into their lives without a sense of foreign intervention. After participating in two International Conferences on Women and Water, her current project involves working with rural peasant Nepalese women.10

More specifically, Murcott identifies three reasons for the significance of the coupling: women and water. First, women in rural Asia (and elsewhere in developing countries) are predominantly responsible for providing water for the family and community, and they “suffer on account of scarce and/or polluted water” (Murcott 1998, 1).11 The women literally spend three to four hours a day carrying heavy loads of water, sometimes for long distances from remote sources because of the general scarcity of water in the region.12 Moreover, “when children or other family members become ill because of water-borne diseases, diseases which are preventable and which have largely been eradicated from the developed world in the past 100 years, women are burdened with the responsibility of caring for those who are ill” (1). Even when these women themselves become ill, they must still carry loads of water to care for the rest of their family and community. Malnutrition caused by extended waterborne sickness can cause severe dehydration, stunted growth, and mental retardation in young children. “One in three children in Nepal die of waterborne illnesses before the age of three” (3). Waterborne illnesses affect those with a compromised immune system, such as the elderly, much more severely and often cause death. In this way, their day-to-day lives are largely defined by their relation to the water the family and community need for survival.

Second, despite the fact that these women’s lives revolve around water, they are “not empowered to make important decisions about water” (Murcott 1998, 1). Decisions, especially technical decisions about water management, are often made by men who are politically in charge. Murcott notes: “Sometimes these decisions by the male-dominated engineering and water management professions are in the best interest of all. But other times, there are serious oversights that are the result of women’s nonrepresentation. These decisions might be as simple as the design of a latrine or repair of a pump handle or as major as a decision to build a multi-million dollar hydro-electric dam or water treatment plant” (1). Often, local women must fight to gain some control over decisions about water, but this is often a path practically unavailable because of already heavy domestic responsibilities as well as a cultural setting in which women do not normally participate in such decision-making processes. About 80 percent of Nepal’s population is rural, and only 23 percent of Nepalese women are literate. For most Nepalese women, though they control much of day-to-day domestic life, access to political power is virtually nonexistent.

Murcott’s third reason is symbolic: “What women and water have in common is that both are the source of life.” The Bagmati River in Nepal as well as the Ganges in India are both revered as goddesses that give life, and this mythic–spiritual symbolism that connects women and water explains why women have been assigned throughout history as the caretakers of water in many traditional cultural settings, including Nepal where the majority of the people are Hindu and the rest Buddhists. The division of labor is not simply pragmatic; it is embedded with deep spiritual significance and the women often view themselves in this role. In much of Hindu and Buddhist traditions, domestic work is a form of spiritual exercise. As a former Buddhist scholar and practitioner predating her engineering work, Murcott is acutely aware of these women’s spiritual self-understanding, which places them in domestic contexts that are very different from those of Western women.

These reasons show clearly that “women and water” is indeed a globally significant problem not only of politics and technology, but also involving cultural significance and most importantly, survival.13

“HOMEPLACE” AND LIFEWORLD

In phenomenological–ontological terms, water is one of the most, if not the most significant factor in the lifeworld of these women.14 One’s daily routine begins with fetching water and the entire social life of the women surrounds water-related activities—gathering at the water source, exchanging conversation, washing, bathing, and caring for the animals. Carrying heavy loads of water is not merely an act of necessity; it also materializes a woman’s wish for the survival and well being of her family members, or her despair that she has no choice but to carry out an endless and repetitious duty she resents. Through this daily activity, she may understand herself as a carrier of the way of life of her own people. Or she may experience frustration in her inability to transcend to a better way of life. The pitchers and water pots are not merely containers; they are the very vessels of life, the extension of a way of being. Their particular shape and size affect the body and posture of the woman over many years. As a girl grows up, her bodily being-in-the-world adapts to carrying water and becomes a part of who she is. The particular setup of the wells and springs is more than an accidental geographical configuration; it is a gathering place, a place of solidarity as well as conflict that crosses over generations. The location of the water source also determines where they live and how they live.

It is not an exaggeration to say that their very existence, self-understanding in the cosmic scheme of things, and continual day-to-day struggles are defined in terms of their lived experiences that surround water; in short, relation to water is their being-in-the-world and expresses their mythic–spiritual worldview. The geographical and the cultural are ontologically codependent in the lifeworld. The everydayness of their existence in relation to water is decidedly different from those of us who turn on a faucet for clean hot water every day, and this difference involves the totality of the lifeworld of the women. But if so, changing their relations to water could fundamentally change not only their lives in the practical sense, but also their very sense of cultural selfhood. Thus, any intervention would have to pay attention to this level of understanding, as there is a good possibility that changing an aspect of their relation to water could have unforeseen consequences and trigger a dynamic change in the lives of these women.

Murcott is in a unique position. In both the Burmese and Nepalese cases, the usual model based on development economics might have suggested building a modern, centralized system modeled after designs that maximize efficiency. In fact, this is very much a standard model used in civil engineering based on the general conception of technical progress and rationality, fueled also by global capital exchange. Had such a method of development been applied in the Burmese and Nepalese situations (not that anyone was ever interested in such an intervention), it would have disrupted the lives of these women significantly. There would have been too much of an incongruity between the “system” and the “lifeworld.” The women would have been disempowered in the midst of foreign devices that would have made them even more dependent on those who controlled the technology. In fact, in India and elsewhere, the construction of dams has displaced thousands of people and created hundreds of semipermanent refugee camps.15 As an activist, Murcott explicitly opposes such a model in favor of the self-sustainability of the local residents.

In addition, as someone who understands Buddhist as well as feminist concerns, Murcott is acutely sensitive to both the political and spiritual significance of women’s existential involvement with domestic work in Nepal, as well as its consequence regarding empowerment and what it would mean for these women’s lives to “improve.” At the same time, she is a civil engineer who can provide them with water treatment technology, as modern or as simple as the residents would like. Because of the uncomplicated and easy-to-operate systems she sets up, the children and the elderly are less sick, and because her systems are a cocreation with the local women, these women gain control over the actual manipulation and maintenance of the system, rather than relying on some outside power disconnected from their lives. She notes, “The challenge to me was how to give women, especially rural women, direct control over their water quality. Just as we in the West want our personal computers and private automobiles, the Nepalese village women want to have control in their own hands, personally, instead of being controlled by outside forces—upstream villages, local, state, or national government agencies, whatever” (Murcott 1998, 3). Though important, the point is not simply that Murcott is able to facilitate the transfer of technology into a new cultural setting in a women-friendly manner. The more important point is that she adopts a democratic procedure in doing so, and in this process the local women gain a new sense of awareness and control regarding their own lives. This is a form of empowerment that comes from working together, and because Murcott works on behalf of these women, listening to their stories, needs, and wishes, rather than simply giving them Western tools, the system becomes integrated into their local practices with minimum sense of cultural disruption. It may be a small step, but the women come to feel that not only are they the owners of the system, but also that by being in charge they are actually enhancing even their spiritual lives as well.

POSTCOLONIAL PRAXIS AND EXISTENTIAL CRITICAL
THEORY OF TECHNOLOGY

I would now like to return to the theoretical issues raised earlier, in the context of the concrete example of Murcott’s work. What interests me about her work is that not only are her efforts making real differences in the lives of women in rural Asia, but they are also a beautiful illustration of the theoretical points raised at the beginning of this discussion.

Matuštík’s emphasis on the “existential” in Critical Theory is well taken, but in order for his call that a truly existential Critical Theory must be antipatriarchal, anti-racist, and anti-colonial to be concretized, the very conception of Critical Theory itself may have to be questioned from the bottom up. Critical Theory, if understood in terms of identity formation and political theorizing, is much too deeply rooted in the post-Enlightenment western European political tradition and much too abstractly formulated. As noted, it empowers those who already participate in this particular political consciousness, but it remains still quite alien for those who are outside it. Dussel expands the framework, but his Marxist formulation may oversimplify the specificity of the day-to-day content of the lives of women. Postmodern and typically theory-heavy postcolonial interventions aiming to destabilize the essentializing categories are also just as deeply embedded in the European- and American-style theorizing and language, and ultimately unhelpful in terms of really changing the lives of people who are outside power and knowledge. Thus, if Critical Theory is to become truly global in substance, its methodology would have to go beyond theorizing radical postcolonial and feminist perspectives and include a robust analysis of the realm of praxis able to critique the very assumptions of Critical Theory itself. In short, it would have to become a postcolonial praxis. This would require a broadening of the existential conception beyond abstractions, but since this procedure has always been at the heart of Critical Theory, what I am suggesting here is to use Critical Theory’s own method to do a complete overhaul of itself. In fact, what needs to be examined at this point just might be the very conception of political agency itself.

The Nepalese women who gain control over their water quality are becoming empowered, and to the extent that they are much less subject to the control of other villages, the state, and the government, their new lifestyle is indeed a form of political subjectivity, though it does not explicitly refer to identity concerns or economic reconstruction. As such, it looks very different from what that notion might imply within Western political contexts. In fact, if one were to ask these women about “political agency,” a blank stare would be the most likely response. Yet, a technically mediated method such as Murcott’s is precisely what is needed to empower these women politically, because that would be the most effective, if not the only way for them to gain more self-sufficiency and control. Thus, in this case a democratic technical intervention opens up a new direction both in terms of material conditions and political agency, albeit in a new form. To appreciate the different forms of the political beyond the usual Western version, one must pay close attention to local norms, practices, and value systems, such as those of women in rural Nepal, and understand from their own cultural perspective what it means to be liberated. In such a context, the very notion of liberation would look very different indeed.

To illustrate this point further, a disastrous example of the introduction of a new technology might be instructive. In a well-known case, missionaries introduced steel axes to the Australian aboriginal hunter–gatherer tribe of Yir Yoront at the end of the nineteenth century. Up until then, the Yir Yoront lived with stone axes that not only served as tools but also served an important symbolic function that was thoroughly and elaborately integrated in their kinship patterns, social discourse, and totem and mythic worldview. The production and handling of stone axes shaped their daily activities, interpersonal relations, and various ceremonies and rituals. However, because the steel axes were so much more efficient, the Yir Yoront welcomed them, and increasingly they became highly sought-after objects. The missionaries believed that the steel axes definitely indicated “progress” over primitive stone axes and introduced them in large quantities, so as to increase the number of axes per capita. Unfortunately, the introduction of steel axes had a devastating effect—it disrupted social patterns and the Yir Yoront had no way of handling the new changes. As one anthropologist noted, the “result was a mental and moral void which foreshadowed the collapse and destruction of all Yir Yoront culture, if not, indeed, the extinction of the biological group itself” (Sharp 1952, 85–86). The missionaries’ conception of progress and penchant for efficiency led to confusion, resentment, and general unhappiness in the daily lives of the people; it turned out to be no liberation at all for the Yir Yoront. The failure resulted from an insufficient understanding of the value-laden nature of a particular technology and its total embeddedness in the cultural system of the Yir Yoront. A better understanding of the situation may have avoided such a collapse.

If technology is existentially understood at the basic level of the lifeworld, that is, at the level of things we use to live and how they transform us in particular cultural instances, then one can begin to notice its political import. The Nepalese women’s desire for independence and a better life is not cast in terms of the usual political subjectivity and society building that we are accustomed to in modern societies, but rather in terms of improving their day-to-day lives through implementing and controlling technologies that fit their cultural self-understanding. It is also important to note that the women desired better quality water and self-management of it, but not necessarily a waterline to the house that would eliminate the practice of carrying water. Carrying water is not “lack of technology” as we might imagine in the West; it is an integral daily activity that enlivens their cultural and spiritual significance. To the question, “wouldn’t you want to have an indoor plumbing?” one Indian woman answered, “but if the water comes to the house, where do we see each other and talk about everything?”

Let me introduce another example to discuss the cultural nature of technology. In Japan, except for the major passageways, streets have no names.16 From the point of view of maximizing efficiency, one can hardly call this a successful picture and one would think that people would opt for a change—just imagine giving directions to a complicated place in Tokyo, where streets inherit the meandering ancient patterns without even a clear sense of north, south, east, and west. However, despite the American occupation in the 1950s which led the Japanese to adopt many American practices, people have never felt the need for naming the streets and have never even raised the issue. The long-standing practice of recalling landmarks and the system of indicating how one finds one’s way have been such an ingrained part of life that having names to the streets appears superfluous. Children are taught instead to be more orientationally aware, to be mindful of where they are and how to get around, to make mental maps, and to learn the system of navigation without street names. Because giving directions is generally much easier by drawing a map with key landmark items rather than in a linear, written form, the Japanese automobile makers adopted global positioning system technology—originally developed by the U.S. military—as a visual map display feature for navigation (called “carnavi”). This system took hold and became widely used in Japan earlier than anywhere else in the world. With other hand-held models that are now combined with cell phones and palm-sized computers and the general love of the people for creating more gadgets, there is even less need for naming streets. So what appears inefficient to an outsider is no guarantee that the users find it so, and it may lead to an adoption and development of different technologies.

A more political example is the use of home security systems. In U.S. metropolitan areas and suburbs, having such a system in one’s home is becoming more and more common, and the implementation of the technology is supposed to indicate better security and improved protection against burglary. But is it really so? Imagine installing such a system at a home in a small town (in the United States or perhaps in rural France). It will likely not indicate better security and improved protection, but rather it would be a display of something like a paranoid distrust of other people. The home security industry sells fear, and as this technology becomes a part of the suburban American culture, so do paranoia, distrust, isolation, and even a self-fulfilling prophesy of our quiet defeat that home invasion and burglary must be a permanent reality. Since the return to the good old days of happy neighborhoods may not be available to us any longer, a better use of technology to move forward might be alternative urban planning that gathers rather than isolates people so as to foster more a common sense of community and well being.

These cases show that the question of technology is really a question of our collective actions and decision making that shape our culture, which is why it is important that not only the designers, planners, and the financial superstructure, but also the users and consumers that are all part of the civilizational picture must be involved. More politically progressive technologists, such as Murcott or the Bioneers,17 are certainly needed to begin the process of change.

One may argue that these are examples from already Westernized practices. But when the issue involves groups outside the West, is it really true that technology can be used in a liberatory manner? Isn’t technology inherently a Western tool of domination, in that the powers and structures that dominate are in the very nature of technology? Despite Murcott’s approach, isn’t the Nepalese rural culture already beginning to erode? Finally, let me address these and other possible objections.

Contrary to these popular objections, Feenberg argues that technology is not essentially the product of the West but only contingently so. In order to see this point, it is important to realize the implications of de-essentializing technology; there is no technology per se that can be captured on the scene. After all, long before the West appeared on the map, there have been traditions of various technologies around the world for thousands of years, and today, there are many different kinds of technological practices in other parts of the world, such as technologies involving shipbuilding, construction methods, and indigenous medicine. So the problem of domination is not so much a problem of technology per se, but rather the political problem of who is making relevant technical decisions. Moreover, one must remember that cultures are not static; they are always in the state of dynamic transformation, so in essence there is no “original” culture to be found, destroyed, or preserved. We must be wary of the myth of “us Westerners” laying claim to the “preservation of the natives.” The introduction of new technology of course alters cultures, sometimes quite dramatically, but that is not in itself the problem. Changes are sometimes brought about entirely within a cultural group without the issue of foreign invasion. The problem is again how such a transformation occurs and who controls the direction. As noted, technology is itself a form of culture, so it is in principle adaptable to different cultural forms, norms, practices, and value systems, and the same piece of technology (a water purification system) could acquire radically different significance in the larger scheme of things. (For instance, in the United States, a new water purification system might be understood as a “means of sanitation,” but in Nepal it might in addition be something like a “means for a better spiritual life and karma.” In both cases, people would think that their lives are improved.) If so, there is no reason to believe that technology must be dominating in itself.

But to the extent that carrying water was also a common practice in Europe that was taken for granted for centuries but was easily abandoned, would not the Nepalese women, given time, also abandon it, because, objectively speaking, it is simply a better way of life not to have to carry loads of water every day? Perhaps technical progress does move in a similar direction no matter where it occurs, and if so, perhaps there really is some essential feature about technology. To this worry I answer that it is probably true that every culture recognizes efficiency as a good, and this fact partially contributes to the spread of technology all over the world (the Yir Yoront preferred the steel axes). But again this is not a feature of technology per se but rather a feature of cultures. The notion of efficiency has variations across cultures; our motto “more and faster equals better” may only be a particular American version that connects the means-to-ends value line. If other cultures become Americanized, then this particular norm might also be adopted (and along with it technologies that realize it), but this is not a guarantee that all cultures favor and adopt this particular model. French people who reject fast-food chains do not thereby consider themselves inefficient; neither do people in Japan who do not want street names. Likewise, the Nepalese women who opt for carrying water probably do not consider themselves to be choosing inefficiency.

However, for my purposes, the more important question is not so much whether technology inherently carries certain features that would alter cultures, but rather the extent to which the users are participants in the decision-making process. The Nepalese women very well might decide some day that they would prefer living like Western women, with indoor hot-water plumbing and access to Evian water at nearby stores. The issue is who is making that decision. If that is what they wish and if they work to attain that end, then it should be within their own cultural self-determination. The point here is that it is not for us to decide that the Nepalese should or should not modernize. The decision-making power should rest with the women themselves, and this is why the question of empowerment is crucial. Here, I admit that the negotiations are quite delicate and difficult—especially given the problem of false consciousness—and the future cannot be predicted very well, but the hermeneutical loop is not closed. Cultural exchange and communication should flow in all directions, and no one in this process should dominate or silence other voices.

In the Nepalese case, the hybrid situation of “modern technology but not Westernization” is achieved by means of Murcott’s particular method of working with the local women from their perspective, in contrast to the case of the missionaries. She remains faithful to the actual content of the lifeworld of the women. These women are indeed empowered by adopting the technology; they gain a sense of independence, and their lives are definitely improved, but they are not thereby “Westernized” because Murcott did not import the ideological, economic, and political framework and the underlying rationalistic assumptions that shape our technology today. It is not the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, some multinational water purification firm, or the Nepalese government that is making the decisions as to how the women ought to live. Some technologies besides water purification may be successfully introduced, while others, however minor, may seriously disrupt the patterns of their lives. This will depend upon mutual cooperation and negotiation and most importantly not imposing any agendas by those who will introduce a new element. The whole point is again the fact that the ultimate decision-making power is shared democratically, in spite of the obvious difference in knowledge, both technical and cultural. It is also important to note that it is inappropriate for us to judge that the Nepalese women are still not “liberated” because they are tied to domestic work or that they continue carrying water; such a critique does not take into consideration the overall understanding of such issues as domesticity in a larger cultural context. (Would we complain that men who won a strike and dramatically improved their working conditions and wages had achieved little because they still had jobs?) Again, what counts as liberation is itself a cultural question in such a way that we must be sensitive not to impose a particular European norm.

But what about the very notions of self-empowerment, autonomy, liberation, and control? By projecting these categories onto the situations of the Nepalese women, are we not imposing Western norms to judge? Celebrating that the Nepalese women are gaining self-empowerment—isn’t this a Western story to tell? To this worry I would answer that the notions of self-empowerment and liberation from external control have to do with a basic welfare question that is not limited to the West. The European tradition has made an explicit agenda of these political notions and therefore they appear to be Western preoccupations. But in fact these are fundamental concerns that have developments other than the particular form that emerged in the West. With or without the Western notion of human rights (as in Nepal), for instance, people still suffer or prosper under various constraints of empowerment, liberation, and control, and adopting the so-called Western political system is no guarantee that these fundamental welfare questions would be answered adequately. Thus, it is too simple to equate these notions with Western political ideas. The more interesting project is to develop and support alternative visions of self-empowerment, autonomy, and liberation.

If the overall aim of Critical Theory is liberation, this notion itself needs to be understood in a wider cultural context if it is to be truly cosmopolitan. Technology is indeed a ubiquitous global phenomenon today with rich existential, political, and cultural meaning. If Critical Theory is to be updated for the coming generation, technology must therefore be one of its essential components. In this context, the case of Nepal shows that what should be the object of critique is not technological interventions as such, since they can enter the lifeworlds of different cultures if the process of adoption is executed in a culturally sensitive, democratic, and liberatory manner such as Murcott’s. Our object of critique is rather the ways in which the adoption is occurring—who is defining the design, power, dissemination, and control, for whom and for what purpose, and in what context. Murcott’s case shows that a truly global Critical Theory would also need strong feminist and post-colonial perspectives as Matuštík suggests, not simply in theory but in actuality, in order to remain vigilant against the tendency to define liberation in a way limited to European Man.

NOTES

This chapter was originally delivered at the Society for Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy’s 1999 meeting. I thank David Ingram for organizing the session on “Critical Theory from a Global Perspective.” A modified version was presented at the 8th East–West Philosophers’ Conference in 2000 in Hawaii. I thank Arindam Chakrabarti for the invitation and comments. In completing this chapter, I wish to thank Vrinda Dalmiya, Andrew Feenberg, Martin Jay, Martin Beck Matuštík, Eduardo Mendieta, Susan Murcott, Jeffrey Paris, Hans Sluga, and William S. Wilkerson for assistance and comments.

1.  Miki states, “Technology is fundamentally a form of adaptation to the new environment through the invention of complex forms of actions” (1968, 201). For technology to exist, “the active subject and the environment must confront each other”; “technology is what mediates this confrontation” (202). Furthermore, “As formative action, our actions are historical. Historical actions are technological. Indeed, history is created technologically; historicity cannot be conceived of apart from technology” (211).

2.  See also Simpson (1995).

3.  See Murcott (1991).

4.  The mission statement of Women and Water International reads:

Water is life, and without clean water, we cannot live. Water is a women’s issue; all over the world, women carry water to their families, and use water for cleaning and for growing food. Now, when water quality and quantity are threatened by pollution and misuse, the need for clean and available water in the world is growing exponentially. Increasingly, women from many walks of life such as educators, artists, mothers, writers, doctors, agriculturalists, activists, scientists—are addressing this issue.

Women and Water International (W&WI) is at the forefront of this vital endeavor. We develop alliances with women from all parts of the world, supporting efforts to attain clean and available water for our communities, offering training on specific technological options and providing educational programs concerning the global interdependence of water issues. Toward these goals, W&WI produces biennial international conferences and develops community projects that provide scientific and organizational assistance, financial support, and community training programs.

A partnership model guides our work, linking women in countries with developing or emerging economies with one another and with women in the global north. W&WI brings together women with immediate, pressing water needs, and women whose primary concern is to increase understanding about global interdependence and the need for their countries to address issues of overconsumption and misuse of water. W&WI is a women-led organization that welcomes the participation and contributions of men. W&WI is part of the NGO Crabgrass, which serves as our Fiscal Agent, and is currently based in the United States.

5.  See also Matuštík (1998, particularly 227–266). See also a symposium on this work, which includes comments by Andrew Feenberg, Bill Martin, and Cynthia Willett, with Matuštík’s response, Radical Philosophy Review 2 (2) (1999): 139–182. For an example of race-based analysis, see Outlaw (1996, especially 159–182). For a gender-based critique of Habermas that also focuses on the lack of concrete specificity in his discussion of lifeworlds, see Fraser (1995).

6.  The problem, according to Matuštík, is that “Habermas operates with a two-term communications model of practical discourse”—those of “ethical self-understanding” (which raises questions about “personal and group identity”) and “moral deliberation” (which deals with questions of “valid norms of conduct”)—but this two-tiered model essentially obscures the “existential” questions (1999, 105–106). In place of Habermas’s two-pronged model, Matuštík calls for a three-pronged model of communicative theory that includes the “existential.”

7.  For an application of Critical Theory to the issues of globalization and postcolonialism, see Held et al. (1999).

8.  Fraser’s attempt to reconcile the social justice concerns and cultural identity politics in what she calls a “critical theory of recognition” broadens the scope of the discussion within already highly developed academic and political debates such as in the United States, but as Fraser herself notes, the problem is still that for most of the people whose lives are at the level of basic sustenance, explicitly political- and identity-based concerns may not be the most effective means of empowerment (1997). For a review and critical commentary, see Orosco (1999, 133–138).

9.  For a more detailed discussion on neutrality, see Feenberg (1991, 5–8, 163–198).

10.  In January 2000, Murcott worked in Nepal with graduate students from MIT on this project. For a collection of photos from her previous trip to Nepal, visit http://www.sustainableliving.org/nepal.html [last accessed: June 2, 2001].

11.  UN statistics from 1990 show that “1.23 billion people did not have adequate access to clean drinking water; 2.1 billion people did not have access to adequate sanitation” (Murcott 1998, 1). For more information on Crabgrass, a San Francisco–based women’s organization that cohosted the Second International Women and Water Conference in Kathmandu, Nepal, in August 1998, visit http://www.crabgrass.org [last accessed: June 2, 2001].

12.  Regarding her recent water project trip to Haiti, Murcott remarks:

In Haiti, where there is a drought currently, I witnessed the women carrying the water. The mountain road/path they had to climb up and down was about 2 miles each way. The women carried 5 gallon buckets on their heads, filled with water (= 40 lbs). The water source in the valley was practically dry, a mere trickle of water, and that source served 8,000 people. When we visited homes to check if they were properly using the household water treatment systems that are part of the Haitian program, like what we want to implement in Nepal, some houses didn’t have any water at all, because of the scarcity. It was a most humbling experience. . . . I barely washed at all for 4 days, because I didn’t want the women to have to work so hard just to bring me water. (Personal email correspondence)

13.  For an analysis of the situation in Bangladesh, see Hanchett, Akhter, and Akhter (1998).

14.  I was told by several women from India that the analysis applies just as well to the situation in India. If so, the number of women affected is not insignificant.

15.  See Roy (1999).

16.  In other words, city blocks and their subdivisions are numbered, and the smallest unit may contain several houses and they may share an identical number address. Individual houses are marked by the last names of the residents and the mail is delivered to the proper family according to the name designation.

17.  For more information on the Bioneers, see http://www.bioneers.org [last accessed: June 2, 2001].
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Chronotopology: Critique of Spatiotemporal Regimes

Eduardo Mendieta


Since we cannot have a pure unmediated experience of our environment, that experience is better understood as an active construction resulting from a dialectical interaction between the “lumps” in the landscape and our imposed connections of those lumps. Our experience and our representation are formative of each other and are only separable analytically. Hence there is an important sense in which the map is the territory, even though paradoxically the territory is not the map.

—David Turnbull, Maps Are Territories (1993)

A whole history remains to be written of spaces—which would at the same time be the history of power (both these terms in plural)—from the great strategies of geo-politics to the little tactics of the habitat, institutional architecture from the classroom to the design of hospitals, passing via economic and political installations. It is surprising how long the problem of space took to emerge as a historical problem. Space used to be either dismissed as belonging to “nature”—that is, the given, the basic conditions, “physical geography,” in other words a sort of “prehistoric” stratum; or else it was conceived as the residential site or field of expansion of peoples, of a culture, a language or a State.

—Michel Foucault, “The Eye of Power” (1980)

In that Empire, the craft of Cartography attained such a Perfection that the Map of a Single province covered the space of an entire City, and the Map of the Empire itself an entire Province. In the Course of Time, these Extensive maps were found somehow wanting, and so the College of Cartographers evolved a Map of the Empire that was of the same Scale as the Empire and that coincided with it point for point. Less attentive to the Study of Geography, succeeding Generations came to judge a map of such Magnitude cumbersome, and, not without Irreverence, they abandoned it to the Rigors of Sun and Rain. In the western Deserts, tattered Fragments of the Map are still to be found, Sheltering an occasional Beast or beggar; in the whole Nation, no other relic is left of the Discipline of Geography.

—Jorge Luis Borges, “Of Exactitude in Science” (1979)



If it were not for the fact that Charles Dickens’s first few sentences from his classic A Tale of Two Cities (1859) have been worn out by overuse, they would have been the lines I would have used to open this brief meditation on the impasse of social theory. Amartya Sen’s opening lines from his new book Development As Freedom (1999), however, capture the feeling, the realization, the inescapable experience of a world spinning out of control, tearing itself asunder in two parts: “We live in a world of unprecedented opulence, of a kind that would have been hard even to imagine a century or two ago. . . . And yet we also live in a world with remarkable deprivation, destitution and oppression” (xi). The misery of the world weighs heavily upon the shoulders of a growing humanity, just as the tube of plenty (television) announces that anything and everything is to be had and should be had. Scarcity, privation, hungering, and human tragedy are matched by the pornography of opulence, waste, frivolity, and conspicuous consumption. While fewer and fewer participate in the bacchanal of grotesque consumption, more and more just peer in through the world window of mass culture, turning away hungry, resentful, and ready to take any desperate measure to be included in an orgy that is only possible at the very expense of their exclusion. Exclusion is the rule, rather than the exception.

We live in a world that speaks the language of walls falling, horizons expanding, and border crossings, but practices systematic marginalization and material exclusion. We live in a world that preaches the gospel of unfettered investment and transcontinental travel for the few, while stricter immigration policies are enacted, prison building has become a profitable business, and gated communities gentrify out the hardly mobile majority. The inclusion of the other of which the enlightened philosophers of the West speak has to be tempered with an insight into what Manuel Castells calls “perverse integration” (1998, 74). Indeed, given the present New World Order, an honest attempt to share the world with the “others” requires not that we include them in our system, but rather that our system be changed so that it does not produce so many “others.”

This is all far from being hyperbole. The recent Human Development Report 1998 notes that we live in an age of unprecedented world consumption. In 1998, world expenditures reached $24 trillion, two times the levels of 1975, and six times those of 1950. Compare that to $1.5 trillion at the turn of the twentieth century. While consumption has expanded, it has done so unevenly across the world and across areas of need. The fact is that the poorest 20 percent of the world population has been excluded from the consumption explosion so much celebrated by the UN Development Programme. Twenty percent of the world’s people in the countries with the highest incomes account for 86 percent of total private consumption. (This is important to underscore, for in the industrialized nations there has also been a simultaneous process of disinvestment from the public sector.) This is in contrast to the fact that the poorest 20 percent account for only 1.3 percent in private consumption. But to get concrete, the wealthiest fifth:


•  consume 45 percent of all meat and fish, the poorest fifth 5 percent.

•  consume 58 percent of total energy, the poorest fifth less than 4 percent.

•  have 74 percent of all the telephone lines, the poorest fifth 1.5 percent.

•  consume 84 percent of all paper, the poorest fifth 1.1 percent.

•  own 87 percent of the world’s vehicle fleet, the poorest fifth less than 1 percent. (Human Development Report [HDR] 1998, 2)



This obscenely unequal appropriation of world wealth is matched only by the equally obscene unequal production of waste and pollution. The wealthiest industrialized countries in the Northern Hemisphere account for 53 percent of carbon dioxide emissions, while the poorest produce only 3 percent (4). Unsurprisingly, the United States heads the list of global polluters, with 20.5 metric tons of carbon dioxide. The runners up are Canada (14.8 metric tons), Germany (10.2 metric tons), and Japan (9.0 metric tons). Compare this to Mexico (3.9 metric tons) and Brazil (1.6 metric tons). The fact is that despite almost a quarter of a century of activism to halt and reverse the effects of carbon dioxide emissions, the burning of fossil fuels has quintupled since 1950. (In 1900, a few thousand barrels of oil were used daily. In 1997 the figure has climbed to 72 million barrels per day! [Brown, Flavin, and French 1999, 5]). Simultaneously, the world’s forests have been steadily shrinking—since 1970 the ratio of wooded areas per thousand inhabitants has fallen from 11.4 to 7.3 (HDR 1998, 4). This adds up to more people, more cars, less forest, less arable land, less potable water, and most importantly, more people living in cities. At the turn of the twentieth century, only 160 million people—one-tenth of the world’s population—lived in cities, yet at the turn of the new millennium, over half of the world population are living in cities (more specifically, by 2015 it is projected that 54.4 percent of the world population will live in cities) (O’Meara 1999, 134). The world is becoming a globe of megacities, perhaps actualizing that mesmerizing image of a planet that is a city from George Lucas’s recent, and dreadfully crass and intolerant movie, Phantom Menace.

While the nineteenth and twentieth were the centuries of the European and North American metropolises, the twenty-first century will begin the millennium of the non-Western megacities. Asia, which has led world urbanization since the 800s, today has half of the largest cities in the world. Populations of India and China have each surpassed one billion. A brief list would be useful: Tokyo (28.0 million inhabitants), Mexico City (18.1), Bombay (18.0), São Paulo (17.7), New York (16.6), Shanghai (14.2), Lagos (13.5), New Delhi (13.0), Los Angeles (13.1), Seoul (12.9), and Beijing (12.4). Eric Hobsbawm has captured this trend of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries from the other side: “The most dramatic and far-reaching social change of the second half of this century, and the one which cuts us off for ever from the world of the past, is the death of the peasantry” (1995, 289).

The situation is no doubt bleak and desperate. Anything a social critic might say will seem trite and insufficient when compared with the gigantic character of the challenges that the state of the world presents to all of us. Some, in fact, might even suggest that contemporary social theory in general, and critical theory in particular, not only are unprepared to meet the challenges presented by a social reality that has overtaken them, but further, that present critical theory precludes, hinders, and even conceals the gravity of the contemporary challenges that we face as a global community. Critical theory, as does any type of social theory, always lags behind the social reality that it seeks to comprehend. Today, however, it is not only the case that critical theory has become anachronistic, it has also become a veil, even an apologia, for a world torn between rapidly distancing and separating sectors: the poor who are getting poorer, and the rich who are getting richer. At the very least, however, a fundamental aspect of critical theory has not become obsolete or outlived its usefulness and indispensability. From Karl Marx, to Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, to Jürgen Habermas and Anthony Giddens, critical theory defined itself as the relentless criticism of the weapons of criticism. Critical theory is critical of social reality, and the conceptual and theoretical tools by means of which social reality is inspected, analyzed, and criticized. Today more than ever, if critical theory is to remain a viable option, it must turn to itself to criticize its own criticism and critical tools. The following chapter illustrates one of the ways in which critical theory can be made relevant to our new social order, namely by clarifying the ways in which all theory operates with certain assumptions about space and time, and how critical theory itself has failed to appropriately analyze its own mystifications of the spaces and times out of which and about which it theorizes. If critical theory is to remain vital, to put it succinctly, it must become a critique of both the spatiotemporal regimes through which agents are regimented and the theoretical crystallizations that allow us to map space and time. As a critique of contemporaneity, of our times, Critical Theory must become a chronotopology.

WHEN/WHERE ARE WE WHEN WE OBSERVE THE WORLD?

Contemporary trends in social theory might seduce us into formulating the following parallelism: time is to modernity what space is to postmodernity. Reinhart Koselleck (1985) and Habermas (1987) have captured with great acuteness and precision the temporal character of modernity. Edward Soja (1988) and David Harvey (1989) have done a similar task for postmodernity. While there is some truth to this formulation, we do not have to accept it in toto in order to recognize the fact that space is in, and time is out.1

Nonetheless, the truth that does lurk behind the aphoristic formulation, “time is to modernity what space is to postmodernity” is that space needs to come to the foreground to be theorized in tandem with or with the same zeal that time has been and can be theorized. To think space and time at the same time requires that we do not think of space as a product of time, and vice versa. To think space and time as being equiprimordial requires that we do not attempt to think time as an event in space, as an eventuality that is a spacing, a locating. Nor should we attempt to think space as that which acquires significance through its relation to something that is dynamic and creative, namely time. To think “space-time” requires that we do not subordinate one to the other. We can neither reduce the one to the other, nor can we think the one without the other. To put it in terms of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, both belong together because they determine the spatiality of a situation. Space and time are not just matters of points or positions, or their concatenation, but of situations, that is, circumstantial nexuses (what Heidegger called Bewandtnis2). We are in the world in and through an “existential space”—and we would have to add “existential time.” A situation is always a now and a here, or a then and a there.3 Or, we could say with the young Heidegger “Time itself is meaningless; time is temporal (Die Zeit ist sinnlos; Zeit ist zeitlich)” (1992, 21). Which means that time by itself does not mean anything unless we put it in the context of a project, of the being futural or being oriented temporally. Space and time are by themselves meaningless unless we understand them through the lens of spatiotemporal projections. Heidegger thus correctly spoke of Raum-Zeit (space-time), thereby correcting his pre-Turn temporalizing of Being.4

To think space and time as co-originary requires that we discern, at minimum, what is common to both. And there is something that is common to both: time and space are socially produced. (In fact, society is produced through the production of space and time. Time and space, their codetermination, how one might subordinate the other, and how we attempt to retain their autonomy, produce and reproduce society.) Society, as the arrangement of the interaction of social agents, is at the most elemental level the organization of time and space. Society is therefore a spatiotemporal arrangement, a matrix that orders space and time. This matrix is a way of determining the ways in which time and space are lived and experienced. Time and space are produced by social arrangements so that social order may be produced, an order that is attained first and foremost through the regimentation of space and time. Again, neither one alone means anything. Together as abstractions—which as Edmund Husserl (1970) puts it are formalizations crystallized from a particular lifeworld—they still do not mean anything. If we are to understand them at all, we must begin from the perspective of spatiotemporal practices.

The “production of society”—to paraphrase Giddens—takes place through the production of space and time.5 If by society we understand at the very least the organization of human groups through all kinds of relations, then we need to understand society itself as a spatiotemporal arrangement. Society is the way in which human communities or human groups extend themselves across space and time. Histories of humanity are histories of different modes of social organization, which in turn are understood as different modes of the production and reproduction of life. But these histories are also the histories of the different ways in which social organizations have regimented space and time. Thus, to each society, and in accordance with its modes of material production and social relations, there belong specific temporal and spatial regimes with their own technologies of temporalizing and spatializing. The history of humanity is therefore also the history of different territorial organizations, from village, to city, to empire, to city-state, to medieval town, to mercantile port, and so on. The history of societies is the tracing of routes of migration, invasion, and escape, but also of trade, technological diffusion, and innovation. The history of spatiotemporal regimes, as the history of society, is thus also the history of the different struggles through and against spatial regimentation. So, for instance, it would be impossible to understand the rise of capitalism without at the same time keeping in sight the history of its territorial organization, of “colonization and imperialism, of uneven geographical development, of urban and rural contradictions, as well as of geopolitical conflict. . . . [All of this] testifies to the importance of such struggles within the history of capitalism” (Harvey 1989, 237). Prior to society, in short, there is no space and time, and after society has produced space and time, we have to seek behind the veil that conceals the historical geography traced by different modes of their production.

The most fundamental commonality between space and time, thus, is that both are produced. This is precisely what chronotopology6 seeks to study: how space and time are produced by society, and how society, in turn, is enabled to produce and reproduce itself through the binding of space and time. A chronotopology is therefore also the science of the spatiotemporal regimes that control the very horizon within which and from which society can visualize itself. To this extent, chronotopology lies at the base of all social theorizing, even when it lies concealed. How space and time are produced and reproduced therefore tells us a lot, if not all, about a society: the parameters, ideals, goals, rules, regulations, norms, and so on of a society. These social interactions, themselves always traces and detritus of space-time regimes, are also the projection of spatiotemporal horizons. Utopian images and projects and critiques of contemporaneity are the means by which a society submits its present spatiotemporal formations to criticism and revision (Harvey, “Utopia,” forthcoming). In short, then, a chronotopology studies the spatiotemporal regimes that make up the structures that determine and make possible social agency, and the imaginary that projects alternative spatiotemporal horizons.

Following Lefebvre (1991) and Harvey (1989), I will operate with the analytical disaggregation between the space of experience, the representation of space, and the spaces of representation. But these categories stand in need of reformulation, so I will translate them into the language of chronotopology. We would have to speak of spatiotemporal practices (these are the horizon of experience, or “spaces of flows” as Castells calls them [1996, 376ff.]), spatiotemporal representations, and spatiotemporal horizons of the imaginary. I find that both Lefebvre’s and Harvey’s nomenclature, notwithstanding their unequivocal disavowal of the precedence of time over space, and their critique of the dialectical priority of the former over the latter, continues to insinuate a sequential ordering, a pedigree of primacy and privilege. In defense of this translation, the space of experience must be thought of as a spatiotemporal practice because a horizon of experience is always a practice; the representation of space must be thought of as a spatiotemporal representation, for as Merleau-Ponty points out spatiality is always a temporal situation (i.e., when we represent space, we also represent time); and finally, the spaces of representation must be thought of as spatiotemporal horizons of the imaginary, by which I mean that the way we are able to imagine space at all as a horizon of possible action is a function of a cultural imaginary. Sometimes it is necessary to tangle up, or wring around, language in order to have it speak what it wants to conceal. In our case, the point is to disabuse ourselves of the dialectical predilection for time over space, and of the capitalist and neoimperialist penchant for seeing space as inert and available. The very productivist notion of time with which we operate seems to be boundless, infinite, and perfectly and perpetually projectable, irrespective of the very boundaries of its presencing and experiencing. The goal is not to lose sight of the way in which space has come to be inscribed by a particular chronotope, thereby obscuring and disabling other chronotopes. We approach different spatiotemporal regimes by way of their historical geographies (Harvey), or by way of “time–space regionalization” (Giddens), or by way of the many different techniques of territorialization and deterritorialization of which Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1994) also speak. To these approaches we would have to add the cognates coined by Spivak: cosmograph, ontograph, epistemograph, historiograph, and chronotypography (1991, 99–117). If space and time are produced, there is not just a science of their production, but also a history of different spatiotemporal regimes.7 To chronotopology as the science of the production of space and time, there also belongs the realization that the history of different space-times leads us to a heterochronotopology, namely, the idea that the study of the production of space and time must also be the study of the different forms of their production, and the different regions within specific spatiotemporal regimes. There are different space-times of experience, but within these there are differentially valued regions. Put simply, within different geographies, we find geographies of difference.

Heterochronotopology, thus, is a way of approaching the historical production of difference and otherness. The other is either spatially or temporally different. Multiplicity and variability are produced through space-time distanciation and collapsing or compression. Otherness is not metaphysical or ontological, but spatiotemporal. Chronotopology, finally, is also the study of the production of alterity, of radical otherness.8

EXPERIENCE, PERCEPTION, REPRESENTATION—
IMAGE, IMAGINATION, IMAGINARY

We must begin where we are. But I am not in my now without being my now. In Spanish one can distinguish between ser y estar. But this ser (to be, sein) is a convergence of experience, self-perception, and representation, or to put it in the specular language: We see ourselves in a situation by imagining ourselves in that situation, only if our imaginary allows us to imagine ourselves in that situation. Lefebvre coined the terms I have been translating into the language of chronotopology in order to give spatiality to the phenomenology of life, that is, to our experiencing, our perception, and our representations. Indeed, when we begin anything at all, we begin by experiencing, perceiving, and representing that experiencing. And now and here, we are in the midst of flows of space-time. We might say we are these flows (or in the language of Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit, we are co-originary with the world). Our bodies are precisely a spatiotemporal practice. Bodies are technologies of space and time, the routinization of certain specific spatial and temporal practices.9 We get up at a certain time: with the sun, when the alarm clock goes off, when we have to get up to make the train, to get there before the rush hour traffic, to get our kids on the school bus, to put makeup on, shave, go jogging, or simply to share breakfast with the kids. Some get up early, before all the other members of the family, and return after all have already gone to bed. The following are exemplifications of the entwinement between image, imagination, and imaginary (or experience, perception, and representation).

We get up at a specific and regular time because we must transverse a social space, which is a space of flows: traffic, people, and commodities. Do we get up when we are rested, when we no longer need to stay put, in bed, lounging, reading the morning paper? Or, do we get up when we must in order to make it across the city, the highway, across the state, across the country, across the morning and afternoon of the flow of labor power fueling the machine of production? What if there is no place to get up and go to because capital has “moved” to Mexico?

The supermarket is another nexus of space and time. Is it a bodega, at the corner, or is it a large chain supermarket in the nice part of town? Do you get your groceries at the farmer’s market, at the local grocery, or at the vegetable and fruits department of the supermarket? How far did the foods on your table travel? Are they fresh, or have they undergone chemical treatment to retard their spoiling? Are your bananas from Guatemala or Haiti? Is your coffee from Colombia, Mexico, or Brazil, and do you buy it packaged by Folgers, Starbucks, or by global exchange stores (found only in major metropolises and university towns)? Do you buy genetically enhanced rice grown in the irrigated central valley of California, or is it imported from Southeast Asia? And just as importantly, where does your water come from: upstate, from across the state, bottled up from Canada? Where does your sewage end up?

Of course, to be a social agent is to have certain claims over social space and time, which is a way of having claims over our bodies. A body, therefore, is a spatiotemporal technology that assigns specific values to different so-called natural functions. Bodies, in short, are gendered not by nature but by sociality. Gendering is a practice of differentially distributing, parceling, and managing social space and time with reference to males and females. Thus, if you are a woman, a mother, and single, the space and time where you might go are also substantially different from those a man in similar situations might go. For one, your kids must go to day care, which is distant from your work and runs on a timetable that conflicts with the regimes of your labor place. It is amazing that already after a quarter of a century of technological revolution, and the growth in women’s economic autonomy, as well as the growth of single woman-led households, the timetable of social production proceeds at the pace of an industrial, male-operate timetable. The point is that public and private institutions operate to disadvantage and overburden women. Why are so few corporations willing to accommodate working parents? And, once a woman has run herself silly picking up the groceries, the laundry, and the kids, she better not find herself alone in a dark, underground garage, or a deserted place of the city. Being gendered means above all moving through a space-time that is panoptically controlled by a male gaze.10

If you are black, Hispanic, or a recent immigrant from either Latin America or Southeast Asia, you are likely to live in a city, most likely a barrio, an ethnic enclave. High-paying jobs are away from the city, in suburbs, which in turn are far away from the industrial/office parks that have become prevalent in the megaurban centers of postindustrial capitalism. The inner city is the region where the marginalized are disenfranchised from the production of social wealth, as well as from political self-legislation. Gerrymandering follows the flows of capital, just as schooling maps social wealth. Should you cross the tracks, you will be in the wrong side of town and the police will stop you and question you, request your identification, and ask about your business in this part of the city. If you are marked by the difference of skin color, you are branded to move along certain specified regions. Being raced is being disallowed to move through space and time as those who have been marked differentially by whiteness.

The horizon of experience, the space-times of flows within which we constitute the very boundaries of our bodies, are determined by the flows of commodities, money, people, labor power, information, transportation, and the agglomeration of educational and recreational facilities. These material markers condition the ways in which space and time are made accessible or rendered available. These space-times of flow are in turn detritus, traces of practices of appropriation of space-time. A highway, the extension of a train line, the building of a nearby supermarket, a gas station, a local post office, a high school, a day care center, and a community entertainment center command political, economic, and social power, but they are the result of the domination of space-time. Some communities take years to get a local supermarket, a public park with basketball courts and running tracks, and so on. Other communities can have them built from season to season, in some cases, faster than affected communities can organize to counter the adverse invasion of their space. The inner city is allegedly a region of urban decay and blight until redevelopment and capital relocates and colonizes it, gentrifies it, and makes it desirable and expensive through “revitalization” and urban renewal. Revitalization and gentrification are the best examples of the ways in which space-time is both a trace of a past practice and the site of an ongoing contestation over the control of a certain region in a city, a country, or a continent. For continents can also be gentrified and eviscerated for the use of a certain imaginary.

How do we perceive these space-times? We are when/where we think we are because we represent our space-time through certain “images” or metaphors. If you are in New York, Los Angeles, Berlin, or Tokyo, you probably think you are at the very forefront of space-time: where the new and best happens. If you are modern, you are in one of the major metropolises of the industrialized world. It would be inconceivable to believe the modern as being in Africa or Latin America. To be in time is also to be in space. The problem is that both are projections mobilized to manage space-time against or over others. At a more subterranean level, however, space-time might be conceived as universals that preexist humans or that are conditions of possibility of all cognition, as Immanuel Kant thought. Or, space-time might be conceived as a cosmic dimension possessing divine aspects. But whether we conceive or represent space and time as universal, abstract, a priori, or produced and thus historical, what we must confront is that in all cases they are signifiers of social institutions and activities.11 By means of a particular temporal or spatial metaphor we signal a particular practice of relating positions. Thus, if we speak of absolute and abstract space-time it is because we have a practice in which different spaces and times must be brought into coordination so as to be synchronized and juxtaposed (either through distanciation or proximation). As Norbert Elias put it: “ ‘Time’ and ‘space’ are conceptual symbols of specific types of social activities and institutions” (1992, 98).

The representations of space-time are therefore those images and metaphors produced for our domestication by city planners, scientists, urbanists, and social engineers (Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon remains the epitome of the entwinement of representation and production). Chronologists, historiographers of urban, national, continental, and universal history, and choreographers of social existence also produce these metaphors that domesticate and regiment our spatial and temporal practices. These metaphors and images dictate the conditions under which we represent to ourselves the space-times we live in, dwell in, and inhabit.

We criticize ourselves and societies by projecting alternate space-times. Critique, as Koselleck (1985, 1988) points out, is a function of the discovery of a horizon of expectation. Critique presupposes what Foucault calls heterotopias.12 Where are we when we criticize ourselves? Somewhere else than here/now. Evidently, a heterotopic space might be a mirror image, even if in the negative, of the place-time where/when we are, but these also show where/when we are not. For this reason, Foucault compares heterotopic spaces to the mirror. In them we see ourselves, in order to see our sameness, but also in them we see ourselves where we are not, in order to see our difference. Mirrors can be used to distort and thus to execute an anamorphosis of ourselves. Representations of space-times, therefore, require space-times of representations. What space-times we represent or are authorized to represent is made possible by the representational space-times we inhabit. Put differently, representational space-times are the regions in which we dwell and live; from them, we perceive and conceive the world. These are the space-times closest to the sites of our embodiment, the regions in which we carry out the practices that grant us our sense of body. Harvey, for instance, lists as representational spaces “familiarity; hearth and home; open places; places of popular spectacle (streets, squares, markets); iconography and graffiti; advertising” (1989, 221). We could add: the street corner, the basketball court, the local church or cathedral, and some might argue for red-light districts as liminal zones for the refiguring of space-time.

While Lefebvre linked these three space-times to the triad of the perceived, the conceived, and the lived (1991, 39ff.), Harvey links them to the triad of experience, perception, and imagination (1989, 220ff.). I would like to build on these parallels and link the space-times we discussed earlier to the triad image, imagination, and imaginary.13 What is perceived is projected as an image, what is conceived is imagined, what is lived is a function of an imaginary. A social order, thus, commands a territory by regionalizing a particular spatiotemporal regime. This territory is an image. Control is maintained through the legitimation of this regionalization or territorialization of power. A society maintains itself through the control of its own visualizing, how it can be imagined. Furthermore, hegemony is further enhanced if the system is able to reproduce itself through further integration of other territories. When alternate regions or space-times are made unthinkable, blocked off, cordoned off, prescribed as polluted, unproductive, or liminal, the social imaginary has been territorialized. In sum, we control social transformation by controlling the social imaginary. To make this analysis more concrete, I will now focus on the chronotope that is projected by the contemporary space-times of theory in the “Western” world. To give greater conceptual precision and critical edge to my reflections, I would like to illustrate the ways in which certain spatiotemporal locales (the university and the disciplines produced therein) regiment space-time by orchestrating and projecting certain conceptual, geohistorical, and political images and imaginaries (the West as what lies to the West of the Middle East, and as the site for the actualization of the world-historical Logos).

THE SPACE-TIMES OF THEORY AND ITS CHRONOGRAPHS

One of the central concerns of contemporary critical theory is the critique of the political economy of knowledges.14 In other words, where, how, who, under what conditions, through whose financing, and for what purposes have institutions of knowledge production been constituted, legitimated, and authorized to produce knowledges about society and for society? Chronotopology seeks to contribute to the elucidation of the capillarity and porosity of knowledge productions and authorizations, as well as to their disruptions and contestations. On the one hand, chronotopology aims to study the constitution of social spaces for the production of knowledges. This requires a long view of the formalization of the university, the public sphere, the rise of a print media, and so on. Simultaneously, chronotopology aims to investigate the constitution of disciplinarity, taxonomies of knowledges, typologies of forms of research, and pedigrees of methodologies of abstraction. This requires a genealogy of certain forms of knowledge, disciplines, theories, formalizations of methods, and so on that have come to sediment in the contemporary notions of, for instance, the natural sciences and the social sciences, or the division of labor between the humanities and the social science. This two-prong approach (in which the prongs are separated only for heuristic reasons) makes explicit how it is that certain sociopolitical and socioeconomic spaces produce certain representations, or images, of their surroundings, and possible horizons of critique.

Eurocentrism and Occidentalism cannot be separated from the rise of the university, and with it, of a nation-state whose sovereignty and power was both legitimated and exhibited in the university. The epitome of this entwinement is to be observed in the rise of the French and German universities, both great spectacles of nationalism and nation-state consolidation.15 For a long time, the university was a liminal area, suspended between the Catholic Church, where its roots lay, and the rising bourgeois class that was neither the state nor the nobility. The slow process of the secularization of the university begins in earnest only in the early part of the nineteenth century, when the university begins to be seen as a place for the training not just of the future leaders of a bureaucratized state, but also of the technocrats who will aid in national development. Furthermore, with the bureaucratization of the nation-state and the development of the idea of a rule of law, the need to produce an educated polity also became imperative. Together, the need to produce bureaucrats, technocrats, and an educated citizenry constituted the impetus to make the university a national priority. Thus, the unification of Germany, and the development of German nationalism in the nineteenth century, is supported by and recognizable in Wilhelm von Humboldt’s educational reforms of the German university. Similar projects of educational reform were undertaken in France.16

Aspects of this educational reform included the development of graduate education, the granting of doctoral degrees, the pedagogical ideal that graduate students should be taught by professors who were at the forefront of their field, and installing within graduate departments centers of investigation and technical innovation. Indeed, for the first time research and teaching were integrated under the same roof, and the production of knowledge became linked to the national project of progress and international prestige. It needs to be underscored that prior to these educational reforms of the early part of the nineteenth century, research was conducted by independently wealthy “scientists” or what today we would call independent entrepreneurs: Alexander Graham Bell, Alfred Nobel, and so on are the classical examples. The coalescence of the university as an institutional space takes place under the imperative to put this new social space of legitimation and knowledge production at the service of the project of nation-state building. This ontogenesis or trajectory of the rise of the modern research university was replayed almost identically in the United States. Through the early part of the twentieth century, universities begin to shake off their clerical ties, moving from being seminaries to becoming secular institutions. This process was slow, and many would argue that it has not gone far enough, for even today we can identify many universities with their religious backgrounds. Johns Hopkins was perhaps the first U.S. university to be established by the state with the express purpose of being a research institution at the service of society and the sciences. It was not until the 1950s that, under the pressures of the Cold War and the rise of the United States to a world power, the U.S. university can be said to have become a machine for the production of knowledge and educated citizens for a new polity.

There are other parallels in the lines of development of the U.S. and European universities. The European university arose under the pressures to participate in the process of nation building, which means it was also a tool for imperialism. Nation-states in Europe, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in particular, developed with an eye on internal—intraborder—homogenization and normalization, but also and at the same time with an eye toward its imperial aims. The university participated in the project of empire building as well. The U.S. university, similarly, also participated in the project of U.S. imperialism and global hegemony.17

From this angle of analysis, then, it becomes more clear why it is that in the nineteenth century, under the pressure to make the university available to the state, a series of disciplines begin to develop under a matrix that determined what was to be included or excluded in the reconfiguring nation-states. Following Wallerstein (1995), this matrix can be described as being constituted around three axes. The first axis is the study of the modern (civilized) and nonmodern worlds. Simply put, this axis concerns the division past/present, which corresponds with the division between history and the nomothetic social sciences. The second axis is the distinction between the West and the non-West, which replicates the first axis slightly. The difference is that contemporary non-Western societies are dealt with as though they were the past of the West’s present (i.e., what is most present, most modern cannot but be the West, and conversely, what is past cannot but be the past of our contemporaneity). The third axis concerns distinctions between the state, market, and society, which correspond to political science, economics, and sociology.18 Following these divisions of intellectual labor and objects of scientific investigation, we conclude that historians studied the past, while social scientists studied the present. As a group, they studied the West, whether in its contemporaneity or its history. It is peculiar, however, how the study of the present is determined by the third axis: “state, market, society.” It should be evident that the concern with the present and the past was determined by the very categories of European societies, and in particular those countries that heralded the rise of the modern research university. To study the non-West, which was from the outset articulated as the study of past cultures, or far and distant cultures, two major disciplines arose: anthropology and Oriental studies. Anthropology was the study of those cultures different and distant from the “investigators.” Thus, it would have been unthinkable to do an anthropology of European societies, in the way that Marc Augé suggests, or in the way Umberto Eco spoofed in his newspaper columns. In order to study cultures other than ours, the disciplines had to engage in what Johannes Fabian has called the “denial of coevalness,” or temporal contemporaneity (1983, 37ff.). They had to be relegated to a premodern time, a time even before the beginning of writing, technology, and the development of social structures that were taken to be a mark of development, like economy, state, and a distinctly recognizable sphere called the social. Since not all non-Western societies, however, could be easily agglutinated under the rubric of societies without writing, technology, state, and so on, these cultures came instead under the rubric of Oriental studies: China, India, Persia, the Arab–Islamic world, and even Byzantium and Egypt. In short, what is not the object of the study of contemporary studies is the past, but there is a past that is prior to the birth of the West, and it falls under the second axis: West and non-West. What is absolutely past, not coeval, not contemporaneous, is the non-West. As Wallerstein states: “There was a social science for the civilized world that invented modernity, and there was a social science for the rest of the world, a zone that had no history and whose virtues, whatever they might be, held not a candle to those of Western civilization” (1995, 848).

The third axis of the matrix that constitutes the organizing principle of the development of the disciplines within the university is that which pertains to the nomothetic social sciences, that is, those social sciences that purportedly can be submitted to a rigorous process of both academization and sciencization: economics, politics, and sociology. It is clear, however, that the pressure to sciencize these disciplines came from the pressures to provide society with data, methods, and statistics that would be useful in the art of government, forecasting, planning, and so on that aided in the domestication and control of the growing masses of citizens and urban dwellers. Waller-stein states: “It is hard to miss the degree to which these divisions reflected the dominant liberal ideology of the times, which argued that the state, the market, and civil society were the three separated pillars upon which modern social structures were built. It was argued—indeed, it is still being argued today—that this differentiation constitutes the distinctive feature that distinguishes the modern world from all the pre-modern societies” (1995, 851).

In short, there is a very important correspondence between the rise of the university as a mechanism of the state, and for nation-state building, and the kinds of disciplines that are housed and knowledges that get produced within the walls of the ivory tower. Furthermore, these disciplines and authorized knowledges project and trace very specific cartographies of knowledge and human development.

If we take the long view of trying to discern the rise of the discourse about modernity and Occidentalism, which gives a privileged place to the West, then we must note that there are several stages in its evolution. In its earliest stages, before the academization and formalization of the social sciences, and the separation of the social sciences and the humanities, before the university had gained its alleged independence from the Catholic Church, the discourse about civilization was an ontotheological discourse.19 In other words, the discourse about the rise and mission of the West was couched in terms of its divine, sacramental, and evangelizing mission. This is a discourse that has its roots at the very least in St. Augustine’s divine history.20 In the early stage of this discourse, the West is merely the continuation of Christendom. West (Occident) and Europe do not overlap (Europe in fact does not exist). As the evangelical mission of the West retreated to be supplanted by the colonial project of separate nations within Europe, the civilizational discourse became a discourse about the rise of the West and about the formal, sociological, and technological advances of the European countries to warrant and justify its colonial advances. The West, in the earlier discourse, is a religious designation. It is the West of Byzantium, and the West of the East, as well as the West of Islam. As the discourse turned secular and became less about evangelization and more about imperialism and economic–military conquest, the referent turned to Europe. The referent of the new civilizational discourse has ceased to be some abstract notion of the West, and has become an expanded but also de-Orientalized Europe. (From this new Europe are excluded, for instance, the lands east of the Austro-Hungarian empire. Eventually, the Austro-Hungarian empire itself will be written out of Europe’s boundaries.)

Between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as the civilizational discourse was sciencized, the referent became a world system of economy, political institutions, and social organizations. The process of the transformation of the civilizational mission of Europe into a modernizing mission of the West in turn brought about the deterritorialization or deregionalization of the West itself. The West or the Occident came to be identified with development, progress, and modernity. It is at this same time, therefore, that the discourse about modernity takes on a sociopolitical connotation. Modernity has become less an aesthetic attitude, and more an epochal adjective that describes the very nature of modernized societies.21 The West no longer matches its original geographical reference, namely, the West of Byzantium, just as modernity has come to be identified with the very nature of the West. Modernity, which in the vision of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries Europeans proceeded from the East, has now been displaced entirely to the West. Modernity today is a metonym for the West, and the West is a metonym for where rationality has come to achieve its highest expression, or externalization and objectification, to use Hegel’s language.

In the twentieth century, and most particularly, after the end of World War II and the onset of the Cold War, three new geopolitical cartographies developed: East–West, North–South, and the Three Worlds subdivision of the sciences in the United States. The East–West split acquired a new connotation. After the defeat of the Axis powers and the creation of two geopolitical spheres of influence, the East came to represent the state authoritarian and socialist bloc countries, and the West the so-called democratic and capitalist countries, while each made claims on the civilizational discourse of the enlightenment.

Partly in contestation of this new geopolitical parceling of the globe, and inspired by new trends in social theory and the academization of Marxist theory, social scientists put forward the claim that the world should not be understood along the lines of the capitalist versus socialist blocs, but along the North–South axis. The central issues of society had to do with the preservation of a geopolitical economy that maintained former colonies in peripheral conditions, while former metropolises of the colonial system retained their central position in the network of capital flows. At around the same time, North American academics, with an eye to the East–West and North–South divisions, suggested the division that assimilated them, namely, the Three Worlds division. The First World came to represent the advanced industrial, democratic, and market economies of western Europe and North America; the Second World, the countries behind the Iron Curtain, with socialist economies and one-party polities; the Third World, all those countries that had been former colonies of the West and that mostly lay south of the equator.22

Such a division has become indefensible and misleading. There are many third worlds within some of the most advanced nations of the so-called First World, just as there are islands of affluence in many so-called Third World countries. With the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the fall of the Berlin Wall, the East–West dimension of the Second World has become highly anachronistic. Many eastern Europeans complain that the fall of the Iron Curtain has meant that their countries have disappeared from the map of Europe. In the United States, the fall of the Berlin Wall has resulted in a crisis of area studies, and the drying up of higher education funds. Indeed, the shifting dynamics of global politics has substantially affected the way the universities in the former First World finance themselves. More and more, universities are turning to private sources, such as corporations, and to the military–industrial complex. This is having substantive effects on the way research is financed, and thus also the way it is made accessible to the public, nations, and citizens.

FOR THE MOMENT, HERE

This chapter began with a description of some trends and statistics that indicate an increasingly differentiated and grotesquely unjust world system. I argued that both social theory and critical theory are either unprepared to face the challenges of this dehumanizing world order, or in fact contribute to its obfuscation and intractability. I then turned to what might have appeared as a highly abstract and somewhat irrelevant discussion of the way space and time have been and can be considered. I provided some arguments in favor of the development of chronotopology, which I take to be the study of the ways in which both space and time are produced. I offered some illustrations of what kinds of studies chronotopology can undertake and commands us to engage. More concretely, the last part of the chapter sought to illustrate the ways in which a certain chronotope, that of the industrialized, democratic “West,” and more specifically, the North Atlantic circuit of finance capital, has produced some very particular maps of the world. These maps are not only of continents, trade routes, commercial partners, and so forth, but more covertly, maps of social institutions, civilizational centers, and territories of rationality and modernity. These maps have not only been produced by a historical geography of conflict, power, war, colonization, and imperialism, but also by the institutions of knowledge production and authorization that have developed within and by the countries that have most benefited from modernity and imperialism. The point of this analysis is to make if not apparent, then at least a subject of further investigation, the entwinement between certain epistemographs and historiographs, to use Spivak’s terms. In other words, the way the social sciences map social space—that is, where, how, under what conditions, and through which institutions is social order obtained and manifested—correspond to certain historical cartographies and ways of portraying the march of history. Maps, as well as chronologies, are never innocent. They are part and parcel of an imperial project and a panoptical practice. But this is not their most onerous and pernicious aspect, just as pointing to their complicity with the present geopolitical order is only the most evident aspect of this chapter. The darkest side of maps,23 of all chronologies in general, and of all cosmographs and ontographs—ways of mapping the cosmos and Being—is how they place a mortgage on space and time as the ultimate horizon of futurity and conviviality. As long as we are unable to see through the ways in which we map space and time today, and how we thereby produce them, we will be unable to think of different space-times. Today, when so much seems inevitable, uncircumventable, intractable, and even systemic, utopia also seems to have become exhausted, even passé. But it is precisely today—here in this now of a world of simultaneity and the compression of space and time—that we most need to be truly utopian. Chronotopology, therefore, as the archeology of the different regimes of the production of space-time, is also a critique of utopian reason; it is a critique that hopes to make evident how utopia has been betrayed, but also how it can once again become possible.24

NOTES

I would like to thank Walter Mignolo and William S. Wilkerson for comments on early versions of this chapter.

1.  The fact is that space has been central to some, if not all, critical social theory. We should not forget, for instance, that Georg Simmel already dealt with the questions of the spatial character of social organization. In his Soziologie (1908), Simmel devotes a whole chapter to “Der Raum und die räumlichen Ordnungen der Gessellschaft.” Harvey himself notes how there is a rich, if often forgotten, tradition that has incorporated the analysis of spatial orders in their analysis of society. He mentions Émil Durkheim, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Edward Granville, Nancy Munn, Christine Hugh-Jones, Alfred Gell, and Henrietta L. Moore. Harvey also includes Aaron Gurevich and Jacques LeGoff as historians that have contributed to the understanding that different societies produced and reproduce themselves through different spatial and temporal regimes. To Harvey’s list, we could add Max Weber, Pierre Chaunu, Walter Benjamin, Henry Lefebvre, Cornelius Castoriadis, Pierre Bourdieu, and Martin Heidegger, of course, on the Continent, and Robert E. Park, Lewis Mumford, Enrique Dussel, Darcy Ribeiro, Angel Rama, Walter Mignolo, Immanuel Wallerstein, and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak on the American continent.

2.  See discussion of this term by Kisiel (1993, index).

3.  See Merleau-Ponty (1962, 100, 293).

4.  For Heidegger’s talk of Raum–Zeit, see Heidegger (1994); see also Heidegger (1972, especially “Summary of a Seminar on the Lecture ‘Time and Being,’ ” 25ff.). I do not take this corrective by Heidegger to be sui generis. His teacher, Edmund Husserl was arguing for a new way to understand the ways that mathematical and geometrical space-times were formalizations of lived spatiotemporality; see Husserl (1970); see also Wallerstein (1991, 135–148).

5.  Giddens (1984, especially chapter 3; see also the section “Critical Notes: Social Science, History and Geography,” 355 ff.).

6.  I arrived at this term through an attempt to read back into Foucault’s notion of heterotopias the simultaneous processes of managing space through the management of time. For this reason, I read Foucault’s panopticon not just as a technique to survey and control space, but also time. I combined both Foucaultian notions, the panopticon and heterotopias, and developed a critique of the discourses of modernity and postmodernity, as a spatiotemporal panopticon that eviscerates other culture’s spatiotemporal orders. The philosophical discourse of modernity, as well as that of postmodernity, is a way for the West to dictate the terms on which the time of the other is to click, to run. Like racism, in Frantz Fanon’s wonderful formulation, is finding yourself in a world already defined for you, modernity is a way of determining the timing of time, the temporalizing of history, according to the historicity of the West. To the modern, there always corresponds the unmodern or the premodern. But who is authorized to determine the criteria?

The locus classicus for the study of the uses of the chronotope, of course, is Bakhtin (1981, 84–258).

7.  Early works that have served as inspiration for a history of different spatiotemporal regimes are Godelier (1986); and Febvre (1932). Now we have the fortune to have available Livingstone (1993); and Lewis and Wigen (1997).

8.  See Castoriadis (1991); and the sections on time in Castoriadis (1987, 183–220); see also Giddens (1979, especially chapter 6); and Giddens (1981, especially chapters 1 and 6).

9.  See Mauss (1973, 70–88).

10.  Two feminist theorists who have informed my thinking on the relationship between space and gender are Massey (1994); and Grosz (1995).

11.  For a study of the different uses of temporal regimes and their respective projections of time, see Adam (1990); Landes (1983); and Dohrn-Van Rossum (1996).

12.  On Foucault’s notion of heterotopias, see Foucault (1998, 178–179). A different translation appeared earlier: Foucault (1986, 22–27).

13.  Partly working from Arjun Appadurai’s project (1996, 31).

14.  Mignolo (2000). This is perhaps the most sweeping and systematic investigation to warrant this statement.

15.  The two works that I have benefited most from are Heilbron (1995); and Lepenies (1988).

16.  For a brief but insightful overview, see Altbach, Berdahl, and Gumport (1999, chapter 1).

17.  This is the central theme of these two important books: Chomsky et al. (1997); and its sequel, Simpson (1998). Chomsky et al.’s book contains some wonderful autobiographical as well as critical pieces by figures like R. C. Lewontin, Laura Nader, Richard Ohmann, Ray Siever, Immanuel Wallerstein, and Howard Zinn.

18.  See Wallerstein et al. (1996, 36ff.); and Wallerstein (1999, 221).

19.  See Hay (1957); and Elliott (1970).

20.  See Nordholt (1995, especially chapter 1).

21.  See Lewis and Wigen (1997, especially chapters 2 and 5).

22.  The classic analysis of this geopolitical nomenclature is Pletsch (1981, 565–590).

23.  I use the phrase “darkest side of maps” in part paralleling its use in the brilliant article by Harpold (1999).

24.  This is the subject of my work in progress The Geography of Utopia: Modernity’s Spatiotemporal Regimes, which includes this chapter; see also Wallerstein (1998); and Harvey (Spaces of Hope, forthcoming).
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Can Queer Theory Be Critical Theory?

Michael Hames-García


Up to now, it has been one of the principal tenets of the critical theory of society . . . to refrain from . . . utopian speculation. Social theory is supposed to analyze existing societies in the light of their own functions and capabilities and to identify demonstrable tendencies (if any) which might lead beyond the existing state of affairs. . . . I believe that this restrictive conception must be revised . . . what is denounced as “utopian” is no longer that which has “no place” and cannot have any place in the historical universe, but rather that which is blocked from coming about by the power of the established societies.

—Herbert Marcuse, An Essay on Liberation (1969)



QUEER THEORY AND ITS DISCONTENTS

The body of critical work most often cited in discussions of “queer theory” appears to have entered the academy around the same time that I did. Judith Butler’s Bodies That Matter (1993), Michael Warner’s anthology Fear of a Queer Planet (1993) and The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader (1993) were all published during my first year of graduate school. Most of what are now considered to be the foundational texts for queer theory appeared while I was an undergraduate: Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1990), Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990), the Diana Fuss anthology Inside/Out (1991), and the queer theory issue of differences, edited by Teresa de Lauretis (1991). Others came out while I was still in high school: the first issue of the journal Out/Look (1988), Leo Bersani’s “Is the Rectum a Grave?” (1987), and Sedgwick’s Between Men (1985). Gayle Rubin’s oft-cited essay “Thinking Sex” (1984) was written in 1982 while I was in junior high school, and when I began to have my first serious homosexual fantasies, the so-called sex wars in feminism were already raging, as was the Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). I was just getting the hang of tying my shoes when the first volume of History of Sexuality (1976) was published in France, and, yes, I was born a few years after Stonewall.

I begin this way to emphasize the context in which I first approached queer theory. Rather than discovering a refreshing corrective to my past experiences within the feminist and/or gay rights movements (since I had none), queer theory (along with ACT UP and Queer Nation) comprised the milieu in(to) which I came out sexually, politically, and intellectually. “Queer” does not feel to me like a reclaimed term of derision any more than “gay” does. Having accepted my sexuality well before high school graduation, I found waiting for me in college and graduate school an exciting, sexy academic discourse for interpreting my sexual identity and desires and inserting them into political venues.

As a Chicano and a first-generation college graduate, it did not take me too long to begin to have questions about this new academic discourse, however, particularly in relation to issues of race and class. Imagine my surprise when, as I began to voice these questions to professors and fellow graduate students, I frequently met with exasperated responses: “we [the queer theory reading group of which I was a part] haven’t read anything talking about race because you haven’t brought us anything yet”; “I don’t think racism is as big a problem in the gay community as some people say”; and “well, I don’t go through authors’ footnotes to count up the identities of the people they cite.” Later would come other patronizing responses from journal reviewers telling me how valuable my “personal insights” were and how important they felt my “particular perspective” to be, but that my theoretical disagreements with famous queer theorist X were “underdeveloped.” There was always praise for my contribution of a (colored, classed) queer experience and dismissal of my attempts to theorize that experience for myself, especially when my theory challenged the dominant presuppositions of queer theory. The message seemed clear: people of color were to provide raw experience for white academics to theorize. (In reaction, I spent the next several years eliminating anything personal from my writing.)

The seed for this chapter was a brief position paper I delivered some years ago as a graduate student on a queer theory roundtable at Cornell University. At the time, I envisioned that paper as a challenge; I later came to see it as a farewell. This greatly expanded and revised version marks a return: both my own return to queer theory and my attempt to return race and class to the center of queer theoretical debate. The original paper began with the following anecdote.

I was in Spokane, Washington, for a national conference on Chicana/o studies. On the second night of the conference, I was thrown out of the hotel’s up-scale bar. Approximately twenty-five Chicanas and Chicanos, mostly gay and lesbian, had gone to the bar on the top floor of the hotel after the more casual bar on the first floor closed. Several same-sex couples began to dance, to the visible and audible dismay of many of the white, heterosexual patrons. When I went to the bar to order drinks for myself and a straight Chicana friend, the bartender refused to accept my out-of-state identification. When my friend attempted to purchase the drinks, the bartender said that he did not want me in the bar and that I had to leave. He then called hotel security, who threatened to have every one of us (students, professors, and all) arrested if we did not leave. As I wrote my presentation for the queer theory roundtable that following weekend, questions swirled around me. Behind it all was a frustration at not knowing why. Because I was/we were Chicano(s)? Because I was/we were queer? Because it was a swanky bar and we were clearly “low-class”? All of the above? Similar questions have arisen for me when I have been an object of derogatory remarks at gay bars. One friend told me that someone who saw him talking to me had told him he had better watch his wallet. Another time, a gay white man described me as having “that cheesy Mexican look.” What is “specifically sexual” or “properly racial” about these instances? To me, they all seem to point out the limitations of theories of society that seek to privilege analytically one particular dimension of the social world and to understand it apart from its relations to other dimensions. All aspects of the social world, including social location (e.g., race, class, gender, sexuality, and so on), are multidimensional and to seek to understand them as otherwise is to do violence to the multidimensionality of experience.

What did I want from queer theory anyway? I had hoped that queer theory would be able to make sexuality and desire central, rather than peripheral, to radical politics and would be unrelentingly critical in Marcuse’s sense of simultaneously negating society as a given and imagining what more liberatory possibilities are being blocked by that given state of affairs. For me, this had to include critical understandings of race, class, gender, and capitalism. Despite the promises of many of queer theory’s early proponents and its development since I first delivered my position paper, I still find myself at a loss to locate in it the tools for understanding such complex relations of meaning. None of the works listed in my opening paragraph even begins to tell me anything about how to understand the connections implied by these anecdotes between white homosexuality and white supremacy, between the experience of class and that of race for a queer subject, or between the racialized misogyny faced (differently) by all straight women and the racialized homophobia faced (differently) by all gay men and all lesbians. Nor do they begin to engage the issue of how gay white and straight white spaces serve class interests and how the varying class inflections of those spaces might be perceived by queer people of color. Certainly, very little in queer theory has sought to answer such questions as effectively or with as much political conviction as many of the older works by feminists that queer theorists so often criticize. These lacks lead to the questions asked by this chapter: Can queer theory be critical social theory, negating domination, affirming and articulating liberatory alternatives, and participating in a critique of society as a whole? How do queer theory and lesbian and gay studies answer their discontents, those of us who signed on to their projects in the late 1980s and early 1990s, spending student budgets on Routledge books and GLQ only to find ourselves eventually (re)turning elsewhere for answers?

Before continuing, I want to separate my criticisms of broad tendencies (of which I see the texts and passages I discuss here as indicative) from a critique of individual theorists, their intentions, the sum total of their ideas, or queer theory as a whole. For this reason, I have chosen to engage with the projects of theorists whom I see as either especially prominent and/or as generally sympathetic to my own positions. To see my position as one of rejection would be to participate in one of the things for which I criticize gay and lesbian studies and queer theory: the tendency to view criticism from people of color as external, rather than internal, to gay/lesbian/queer debate. Thus, although a large part of this chapter reads rather like an unrelenting critique, I hope that it will be approached by others as a productive engagement with other queer theorists. Difference should not signal the end of conversation, but rather its possibility.

QUEER GENEALOGIES

Genealogies of queer theory and gay and lesbian studies have become something of a growth industry. Among these there are two dominant narratives of the birth of queer theory, which are referred to as the “separatist” and “integrationist” accounts. These should not be understood either as solely identifiable with or identical to the positions of the authors with whom I associate them, nor as mutually exclusive, but rather as differences in emphasis and strategy (e.g., I see Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet as primarily separatist, but her later book Tendencies [1993] as primarily integrative). Where these accounts differ most is in their narration of the institutionalization of the academic study of sexuality in the United States and of its relation to feminism.

Proponents of the separatist account generally begin with Rubin’s essay “Thinking Sex.” The essay is usually characterized as a sex-positive reaction to feminism: 1970s feminism, lesbian feminism, Catherine McKinnon’s feminism, and/or the feminism of Rubin’s earlier essay, “The Traffic in Women.” Rubin argues that the politics of sexuality cannot be reduced to the politics of gender and that it is a mistake to assume that feminism (understood as the politics of gender) can therefore be a privileged site for understanding all the workings of sexuality in our society. For her, the politics of sexuality include the demands of prostitutes, “boy-lovers,” and s/m practitioners, as well as gay men and lesbians. She therefore advocates the creation of “an accurate, humane, and genuinely liberatory body of thought about sexuality” (1984, 275). She additionally claims that feminism had not done this (274–275).1 Rubin is aware of the multiplicity of approaches to sexuality within feminism from its earliest days to the present. Rather than championing a better feminist theory of sexuality, however, Rubin advocates for a separate theorizing of sexuality, “challeng[ing] the assumption that feminism is or should be the privileged site of a theory of sexuality” (307). She accomplishes this move by reducing feminism to “the theory of gender oppression” (307). She goes on to argue that “it is essential to separate gender and sexuality analytically to more accurately reflect their separate social existence. This goes against the grain of much contemporary feminist thought, which treats sexuality as a derivation of gender” (308). By collapsing “feminism” into “gender” and then pointing out the lack of congruence between sexuality and gender, Rubin argues for the study of sexuality outside of a feminist context.

In Epistemology of the Closet, Eve Sedgwick takes her cue from Rubin. Understanding sexuality more narrowly as homosexuality and heterosexuality, Sedgwick provides a persuasive account of the uniqueness and importance of this binary division in Western culture. Biddy Martin has done a careful job of delineating Sedgwick’s theoretical moves: to separate sexuality from gender, to separate it from race, and to argue for the necessary disarticulation of gay theory from feminism and antiracist theory (Sedgwick 1990, 16, 27–39, 75–82; Martin 1996, 75–79). (Ironically, Sedgwick’s argument for separating sexuality from gender relies on the claim that the polymorphous quality of sexuality is lost when its forms that focus on gender relations are privileged. She then goes on, however, to privilege that classification of sexuality that is made according to gender of sexual object choice [homo–hetero] and to privilege especially male homosexuality, making her project gender specific while simultaneously claiming to investigate sexuality without viewing it in relation to gender.)

Writing in 1995, Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner adapt the separatist account to queer theory. They chart the contours of what they loosely characterize as “queer commentary,” something that “cannot be assimilated to a single discourse, let alone a propositional program” (343). They do, however, have a sense of how queer commentary differs from lesbian and gay studies:


Just as AIDS activists were defined more by a concern for practice and for risk than by identity, so queer commentary has refused to draw boundaries around its constituency. And without forgetting the importance of the hetero–homo distinction of object choice in modern culture, queer work wants to address the full range of power-ridden normativities of sex. . . . Queer commentary in this sense is not necessarily superior to or more inclusive than conventional lesbian and gay studies; the two have overlapping but different aims and therefore potentially different publics. (345–346)



In keeping with both Sedgwick and Rubin, however, Berlant and Warner do not see queer commentary as necessarily promising a greater attentiveness to race, class, or ethnicity. It is simply a different kind of attentiveness to sexuality. Warner has elsewhere charted a genealogy for “queer social theory,” which he situates within a lineage of radical thought that includes Georges Bataille and Marcuse as well as white gay liberationists and white feminists (Warner 1993, viii). He notes that queer theories of sexuality have been unable to answer fundamental questions about “whether or in what context queers have political interests, as queers, that connect them to broader demands for justice and freedom” (xi). The emphasis he gives to “as queers” perhaps indicates why, for example, he does not imagine a queer political genealogy beginning with (or at least including) James Baldwin, Bayard Rustin, or Audre Lorde. Indeed, citing Sedgwick, Warner is at pains to separate sexuality as a political issue from race and gender (which he associates with reproductive metaphors): “This very incommensurability between genetic and erotic logics suggests that queerness, race, and gender can never be brought into parallel alignment” (xviii). Warner is aware of relations among these categories, but argues that it is the unique task of queer social theory to “disarticulate” them as “styles of politics” (xix).

Proponents of the separatist account focus on the articulation of sexuality (sometimes understood only as lesbian and gay sexuality) as distinct from gender, race, and class. These narratives depend for their coherence on the erasure and/or rejection of several decades of persistent calls within feminism, Marxism, antiracist movements, and lesbian and gay theory and activism to highlight and to understand the ways that different aspects of identity interconnect and mutually constitute each other in such as way as to make separation futile at best and mystifying at worst. However, since I address the problems with theoretical separation of aspects of social identity at length elsewhere, my attention here will be focused primarily on integrationist accounts of queer theory (Hames-García 2000).

The integrationist account attempts to respond to the challenges posed by the multiplicity of identity. It does so most often by eschewing or bracketing identity questions and using “queer” to blur the lines among aspects of social location. In its strongest expressions, drawing from postmodern critiques of the subject, it comes to see identity itself as oppressive and always pernicious.

In her introduction to the Queer Theory issue of the journal differences, Teresa de Lauretis recounts the motivations behind her organizing of a 1990 conference on the topic, from which the special issue emerged:


It was my hope that the conference would also problematize some of the discursive constructions and constructed silences in the emergent field of “gay and lesbian studies,” and would further explore questions . . . such as the respective and/or common grounding of current discourses and practices of homo-sexualities in relation to gender and to race, with their attendant differences of class or ethnic culture, generational, geographical, and socio-political location.” (1991, iii-iv)



As de Lauretis goes on to chronicle the emergence of lesbian and gay studies and theory, she begins by noting the separate trajectories of white gay studies in the 1970s and 1980s and white lesbian feminism in the same period. She notes in response to the sometimes thoughtless conjoining of “lesbian and gay” that she intends queer “not to adhere to any one of the given terms, not to assume their ideological liabilities, but instead to both transgress and transcend them—or at the very least problematize them” (v). Next, de Lauretis introduces the issue of race, noting how little critical work has been produced by lesbians and gay men of color and suggesting that this may be due both to “restricted institutional access to publishing and higher education” and to “different choices, different work priorities, different constituencies and forms of address” (viii, ix). She adds that the importance of race “urge[s] the reframing of the questions of queer theory from different perspectives, histories, experiences, and in different terms” (x). Within de Lauretis’s account, gay liberatory theory and lesbian feminism appear to have been developed by whites without significant participation from people of color with the consequence that their histories can be told without reference to works by people of color. The issue of how race relates to sexuality is asked at a chronologically later time, and will now be addressed within the realm of queer theory.

Although I find much to agree with in Steven Seidman’s contribution to Fear of a Queer Planet, he, too, separates lesbians and gay men of color from gay liberation and lesbian feminist discourses, portraying them instead as external critics of those discourses and of identity politics more generally. For example, Seidman discusses the sex wars in feminism separately from the critical writings of gays and lesbians of color. He associates these debates on sex “[w]ith publications such as Pleasure and Danger, The Powers of Desire, Heresies, On Our Backs, and in the writings of Pat Califia, Gayle Rubin, Dorothy Allison, Amber Hollibaugh, Susie Bright” (1993, 124). In two footnotes on the sex wars, he cites several volumes and journals and fourteen individual articles; none of the articles is by a person of color (140–141nn44–45). This account of the sex wars ignores, for example, the contributions of Cherrie Moraga, hattie gossett, Hortense Spillers, Rennie Simson, Felicita Garcia, Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, Barbara Omolade, and Jayne Cortez, among others, to Pleasure and Danger, The Powers of Desire, and the sex issue of Heresies. How can that many women of color be invisible? Why this rewriting of history? Both de Lauretis and Seidman first erase people of color from the center of debate in order to introduce them at the margin of gay and lesbian theory. Their introduction as external interlocutors allows these theorists to buttress the legitimacy of their own critiques of identity-based theorizing by appealing to “excluded people of color.”

The key issue separating the integrationist account from the earlier one is most sharply honed in the work of Judith Butler. For Butler, both feminism and lesbian and gay studies are too bound to identity. The very existence of identity is at least part of what she identifies as the problem (1990, 16–17; 1991, 16; see also Brown 1994, 66–76; Fuss 1991, 102–103). For Butler, the subject comes into existence as subjugated by identity. Since there is “no outside” to the constituted frame of domination, resistance lies in dismantling identity through parody and reiteration. Like de Lauretis and Seidman, Butler enlists antiracist critiques to fortify her anti-identitarian position, but does so by making them external, rather than internal, to feminism (1990, 3–4). Butler argues that a new discourse is necessary that will be able to “remain self-critical with respect to the totalizing gestures of feminism” (13). This new discourse will more adequately serve, it is presumed, the political needs of, among others, women of color.

Genealogists of queer theory who favor the integrationist account tend to focus their narratives on the movement away from identity-based theorizing and politics toward analyses of power and desire as fundamental to the constitution of subjectivity. As I argue later in this chapter, these narratives depend for their coherence on ignoring earlier calls for understanding interconnections among forms of identity or on mischaracterizing such calls as external, rather than internal, critiques of the identity-based projects of feminism, gay liberation, lesbian feminism, and antiracist and anticolonial theory and activism. For the integrationist account, queer theorizing will more adequately be attentive to nuances of race, class, geography, and other aspects of social location than identity-based theories of oppression. Queer theory is thus presented as the solution to the limitations of identity-based projects, poststructural assistance for queers of color in need of theory.

QUEER DISCONTENT

One could make any number of criticisms of the above genealogies and what they imply about the nature of queer theory.2 Among other things, they all flatten “theorists of color,” assuming that we all make the same critique with the same theoretical tools. We seem to be rarely, if ever, useful to white queer theorists, except insofar as our words can be tucked into footnotes to support their claims.

There exist broad and far-reaching critiques of the way queer theory engages with the issue of race. Biddy Martin has written critically of the ways that “racial markers can be used problematically in the effort to mark sexual differences between women and make lesbian desire visible” (1996, 84). This analysis has formed for her part of a larger critique of tendencies in some queer theory to cast “sexuality as that which exceeds, transgresses, or supersedes gender” and race. Gender and race, in turn, are then “construed as stagnant and ensnaring” (46). Her critiques have most notably been directed at Sedgwick’s axioms in Epistemology of the Closet and what Martin describes as an occasional overemphasis in Butler’s work on “sexual differences and defiances of norms” that make invisible the “difference that it makes to be a woman” (82).3 Evelynn Hammonds, responding primarily to The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader and to the Queer Theory issue of differences, has argued that, “while it has been acknowledged that race is not simply additive to, or derivative of sexual difference, few white feminists have attempted to move beyond simply stating this point to describe the powerful effect that race has on the construction and representation of gender and sexuality” (1997, 137). In her detailed reading of de Lauretis’s introduction to the differences issue, she delineates a divergence between the putative goals of queer theory and what she sees queer theory to be enacting. De Lauretis states these goals to include the theorization of the complex interrelations of race, ethnicity, and class; Hammonds demonstrates how “queer theory as reflected in [the Queer Theory issue of differences] . . . fail[s] to theorize the very questions de Lauretis announces that the term ‘queer’ will address” (140).

I would like to examine how queer theory, following an integrationist account, has treated race by bringing the question of race to three highly influential texts: The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader (and other queer anthologies), Sedgwick’s Tendencies, and Butler’s Bodies That Matter. My treatment of each text will not be equal, and I do not hope to treat the ideas of all these works in their entirety. My goal is merely to provide illustrations that can contribute to a picture of the general tendencies in queer theory regarding race.

Abelove, Barale, and Halperin’s The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader is racially diverse in subject matter and contributors. Additionally, contributions by theorists of color have not been shunted off into a special section on race and ethnicity, but integrated into “central” categories of analysis. However, in the anthology’s “User’s Guide,” out of forty-two essays in the volume only two pieces by white theorists (Biddy Martin and Cindy Patton) are listed under “African American Studies” or “Ethnic Studies.” One therefore wants to ask what function the essays by people of color serve in the context of the whole. Each category within the anthology seems to demarcate a particular field of inquiry within lesbian and gay studies. Most of the essays in that category offer theorization of and investigation into that topic. Contributions by people of color usually serve to provide a look into how that topic relates to race.

Tomás Almaguer’s “Chicano Gay Men” (1993) provides a useful example. The function of that essay in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader is largely to present another, different construction of sexuality. This presentation throws Anglo gay male desire into relief, but simultaneously reaffirms it as the central construction of sexuality. A false sense of homogeneity within the group of Chicano gay men is implied, while Anglo gay male sexuality, treated diversely throughout the anthology, is allowed to float free of the fixed otherness to which Chicano gay sexuality has been tethered. Chicano gay sexuality is presented as a colorful addition to the anthology, while the category of Anglo gay sexuality is never named as a racial identity and never questioned as such.

Contributions dealing with race to other queer anthologies are used similarly (e.g., Fuss’s Inside/Out, Warner’s Fear of a Queer Planet, and Elizabeth Weed and Naomi Schor’s Feminism Meets Queer Theory [1997]). For example, in the otherwise fine anthology Fear of a Queer Planet, with the possible exception of Jonathan Goldberg’s “Sodomy in the New World,” the definitional centrality of white queerness is never questioned. The two essays focusing on contemporary articulations of race fall largely into the pattern I have already noted. The contributions by Phillip Brian Harper and Henry Louis Gates Jr. analyze specific manifestations of homophobia in black communities, while the remaining essays in the volume are never presented as analyses of homophobia in white communities, but as analyses of sexual politics, heteronormativity, and homophobia per se. Like salsa at a Thanksgiving dinner, contributions by queers of color remain zesty outsiders as long as the normative centrality assumed by white queer sexualities go unquestioned.4

In her engaging book Tendencies, Sedgwick pushes further the theses of her ground-breaking Epistemology of the Closet, although she pulls back from the separatist emphasis of the earlier book, embracing at times an integrative queer theoretical approach with regard to race. Without seeking to detract from Sedgwick’s undeniable contributions to the study of gay male sexuality, I would like to raise some questions about some of the moves that she makes in the first essay of Tendencies, “Queer and Now.” I believe that the theoretical moves I have singled out are indicative of larger tendencies throughout the fields of gay and lesbian studies and queer theory. In discussing the utility of the term “queer,” Sedgwick writes that one of its advantages is that it can refer to such a wide variety of things (1993, 8). However, for political reasons, she also wants to retain a connection between queer and gay and lesbian sexualities. She visualizes the relation of queer to gay and lesbian identities through a spatial metaphor of center and periphery: “[T]o displace [same-sex sexual object choice] from the term’s definitional center, would be to dematerialize any possibility of queerness itself’ (8). Thus, Sedgwick, fearing the possible apolitical nature of a queer theory without homosexuals, positions homosexuality as central to the project of queer theory and politics.

“At the same time,” she writes, “a lot of the most exciting recent work around ‘queer’ spins the term outward along dimensions that can’t be sub-sumed under gender and sexuality at all” (1993, 8–9). Once again, “[i]ntellectuals and artists of color” are positioned chronologically later and spatially outside, on the margins (9). While it is true that Sedgwick considers this work to be some of the “most exciting” and that she sees it as deepening and shifting the meaning and the “center of gravity” of the term “queer,” one must consider what her positioning of work on sexuality and race, ethnicity, and postcolonial identity does (9). Work like her own, which addresses white, Western homosexuality, is allowed to pose as both the center and the point of origin for all work on homosexuality. Work by theorists of color is derivative, even if interesting, because it is taking something already developed by white theorists and adding to it and spinning terms “outward.”

Interestingly, both Martin and Hammonds cite Butler’s Bodies That Matter approvingly and in support of their arguments. I find this surprising in part because it could easily switch places with de Lauretis’s essay in Hammonds’s critique. The book’s introduction contains the very promising claim, cited by Martin, that “the symbolic—that register of regulatory ideality—is also and always a racial industry, indeed, the reiterated practice of racializing interpellations” (Butler 1993, 18). Given Butler’s claim that the symbolic is “also and always” racial, one might reasonably expect that her discussions of “The Lesbian Phallus and the Morphological Imaginary” and being “Critically Queer” will demonstrate a keen analysis of the role of racial discourses in shaping the histories of psychoanalysis, radical democratic theory, and poststructuralism. One might expect to glean from the pages of this book an understanding of how dominant Western theoretical discourses are “also and always” inflected by race, perhaps especially when that inflection is unacknowledged and taken for granted, that is, white.

One would be disappointed, however. In Bodies That Matter, race surfaces only in two pages of the book’s introduction (where the claim is made that race needs to always be taken into account) and in the two chapters of the book that deal with black and Latina/o subjects. Race, in other words, as figured in Bodies That Matter, is only and always present in the presence of nonwhite bodies. Without the presence of a black author or a Latina drag queen, bearing the bodily stigmata of race and dragging them into the theorist’s field of vision, the “discursive limits of ‘sex’ ” become falsely universalized into a deracinated whiteness. In the presence of such bodily stigmata, race comes to play a very interesting role. In the chapters on Nella Larsen’s novel Passing and Jennie Livingston’s film Paris Is Burning, race becomes a limit, the limit to the mobility of bodies and desires. It is fixed and corporeal. In both chapters, raced (black and Latina/o) subjects who attempt to exercise the fluid mobility promised by postmodern theories of identity find death (Clare Kendry and Venus Xtravaganza). Through what chain of events does race (supposedly always present) come to equal black or Latina/o, and then come to equal limit, limitation, and fixedness, and then further come to equal death? What is the relationship between this chain of signification and the fact that the other, sometimes more optimistic, chapters get articulated around genders, sexualities, and desires apparently understood as free of race (i.e., white)? This relationship is clear in the chapter on Paris Is Burning, where Butler deflects her discussion from race to a consideration of the mobility of the film’s white director, whose desire and gender ultimately prove to be the transgressive center of the chapter. The white director and the white theorist prove to be capable of adopting the lesbian phallus and performing the subversion of identity their black and Latina/o subjects could not. Given the structure of the chapter, however, this transgression can only be visible against the backdrop of the failed “performances” of the black and Latina/o gay men and transsexuals depicted in the film. Their failure, their death in the symbolic is a prerequisite for the intelligibility of Livingston’s transgression within the terms of Butler’s analysis.

In light of these critiques and in response to the genealogies of queer theory given in the last section, I would like to offer a countergenealogy. Like all such attempts, it is necessarily partial and incomplete, but I believe the exercise will prove illuminating.


1962: James Baldwin publishes Another Country, an exceedingly complex novel that focuses on the impact of multiple, shifting gender, racial, class, and sexual identities on interpersonal relationships. He later publishes Just above My Head (1979), which returns to many themes introduced here, including racism and black male bisexuality/homosexuality.

1977: Barbara Smith publishes “Toward a Black Feminist Criticism” in which she argues for an inseparable understanding of race, gender, and sexuality.

1977: The Combahee River Collective writes “A Black Feminist Statement,” one of the strongest defenses of an identity politics based on the interrelations among race, class, gender, and sexuality.

1978: Lorde publishes The Uses of the Erotic, which articulates a strategy for integrating the power of eroticism into all aspects of life, including work and politics, and Pat Parker publishes Movement in Black.

1978: Foucault’s The History of Sexuality: An Introduction is translated into English and brings his account of the social construction and “implantation” of sexual identities to a U.S. readership.

1979: Lorde publishes “Man Child: A Black Lesbian Feminist’s Response,” a severe challenge to mutually exclusive thinking about identity among lesbian separatists.

1980: Adrienne Rich first publishes “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” which argues, among other things, that heterosexuality is enforced and reproduced through a complex series of erasures and injunctions and that it “needs to be recognized and studied as a political institution” (1993, 232).

1980: Moraga and Amber Hollibaugh coauthor “What We’re Rollin around in Bed With: Sexual Silences in Feminism.” Published in the sex issue of Heresies, it articulates a complex understanding of the interplay between masculinity, femininity, eroticism, fantasy, race, and class in lesbian desire.

1981: Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa coedit This Bridge Called My Back, a collection of writings by radical women of color that argues for a radical understanding of race, gender, sexuality, and class as interconnected sources of oppression and strength. This anthology collectively makes an argument for an identity-based politics (U.S. Third World feminism) that is attentive to multiplicity and the various contexts of economic exploitation.

1982: Rubin argues in “Thinking Sex” that feminism has not and cannot articulate a radical theory of sexuality because it is only a theory of gender oppression.

1982: But Some of Us Are Brave is published, followed by Home Girls (1983), both anthologies providing numerous arguments for interconnection and multiplicity.

1983: Moraga’s Loving in the War Years is published, expressing a keen understanding of the fundamental inseparability of race, class, gender, and sexuality.

1983: Marilyn Frye first publishes “On Being White,” making a powerful argument for the need to understand sexual and gender identities as simultaneously racial identities, and “Lesbian Feminism and the Gay Rights Movement” in which she argues that gay men should embrace their marginality, demand rights “as women” instead of “as men,” and invent new ways of enjoying the erotic possibilities of penises and male bodies rather than clinging to patriarchal modes of masculinity.

1983–1984: The anthologies Powers of Desire and Pleasure and Danger present challenges to restrictive notions of sexuality assumed by many in the feminist movement as well as numerous strong statements about the mutual constitution of race and gender and the ineliminable connections between them.

1986: Joseph Beam edits In the Life: A Black Gay Anthology, bringing a large number of black gay voices to the critical scene for the first time.

1987: Anzaldúa publishes Borderlands/La Frontera, in which she explicitly relates the epistemological significance of being “queer” to being a woman of color, and urges people to listen to their jotería (queer folk) (38–39, 85).

1989: Fuss claims in Essentially Speaking that black women theorists have shown a preference for essentialist modes of theorizing, rather than embracing poststructuralist critiques of identity (94–95).

1990: Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet and Butler’s Gender Trouble are published, the former arguing for an analytic separation of the “axis of sexuality” from other social axes of identity, the latter arguing for the need to subvert identity and to move away from identity-based politics, partly in the interests of those who have been alienated by dominant feminist discourses.

1991: Fuss edits Inside/Out and de Lauretis edits a special issue of differences, titled Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities in which she coins the term “queer theory” and laments the fact that queers of color have not produced much theory.



In light of the actual publication of critical work on race and sexuality by queers of color, I would like to propose that we have been there all along, and that arguments for an analysis of race, gender, class, and sexuality as inseparable are nothing new at all. What we should chart in a critical queer genealogy is not a movement away from feminism to a study of sexuality and then a later addition of the question of race by people of color and/or queer theorists. Instead, we see critiques of mainstream feminism by straight women of color, white lesbians, and lesbians of color in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Along with these critiques (sometimes in tension with them) are calls for more complicated analyses of sexuality and desire as they relate to and complicate analyses of gender, race, and class (e.g., Moraga and Hollibaugh). Then one sees a move to separate sexuality from gender, race, and class as a unique concern. This move is partly justified by the claim that sexuality is not reducible to the terms of the other categories, and therefore must be considered a separate domain. Calls to institutionalize “gay” and/or “lesbian and gay” studies immediately follow in the mid to late 1980s.

Rather than calling for a Grand Unification Theory, I am arguing for an understanding of identity and oppression that is always attentive to the constant interrelations (rather than occasional “intersections”) among race, gender, sexuality, and class. The problems with most gay liberation and 1970s feminist attempts to construct grand narratives have been well documented. They were frequently characterized by a desire, following Engels, to find the single historical foundation for all oppression and often resulted in reductions like Shulamith Firestone’s equation, “racism is sexism extended” (1970, 108). Such reductionism, however, was not the only way in which 1970s theorists attempted to understand the mutually constitutive nature of oppression. Others, predominantly women of color, sought to relate modes of oppression without simply reducing them to a single cause. Ironically, many of these very calls for not subsuming oppressions into one another were later cited as justification for separating them or for seeking to do away with the category of identity altogether (e.g., Sedgwick 1990, 33–34; Butler 1990, 13–16).

Queer theory and lesbian and gay studies have never adequately addressed the fact that they are founded on the erasure of a substantial body of critical literature by people of color and of gay liberation’s original commitment to a materialist analysis at the same time that these bodies of work are included for strategic purposes. Queer genealogies are rewritten so that theorists of color are simultaneously marginal and new; white theorists provide insights into sexuality and then theorists of color (and writings by working-class queers) show how sexuality varies in other contexts. Gay and lesbian studies and queer theory are repackaged so that work by people of color gets redefined as adding colorful, additional considerations to the central work on sexuality per se, sexuality deracinated and apart from its construction within economic systems.

My argument up to this point might be summed up by saying that, in dominant texts in queer theory, race tends to be addressed in at least one of two (often interrelated) ways: either a silence that projects whiteness as universal or an inscription of race onto the bodies of people of color, leaving the normative claims of whiteness intact and inscribing the existence of people of color into a reified category of otherness.

RETURNING RACE AND CLASS TO THE IDENTITY MANTRA

Clearly, attempts to analyze race and class together with sexuality and gender are not new. The attempt to perform this analysis under the specific rubric of queer theory, however, is new. So it bears asking: What specifically marks this analysis as “queer” and what forms can this analysis take? I would want, first off, to caution queer theory against simply enjoining discussions of race and ethnicity solely within the terms of desire, rather than substantively engaging with those discourses that have historically been more centrally concerned with the interplay of race and class. What I am suggesting is a queering of critical race theory and critical social theory, rather than a reductive articulation of racism-as-desire or colonialism-as-sadism.

Consider, for example, Selena Whang’s “The White Heterosexual Couple: On Masculinity, Sadism, and Racialized Lesbian Desire,” where only the terms of queer theory are privileged. Racism and colonialism are reduced to effects of sexual desire: “This imprint of the White Father effectively and successfully protects the white daughter from the death drive, shielding her from the unvarnished sadism of masculine sexuality. . . . This unvarnished sadism, however, is unleashed elsewhere, in sites of racialized historical trauma, such as war, genocide, rape, colonization” (1997, 122). In passages such as this, “war, genocide, rape, colonization” appear to be the results of sexual sadism. Even as a metaphor, one should be troubled by such a reductive equation. While I admire Whang’s attempts to view sexuality as raced and race as sexualized, I am troubled by the fact that when race is incorporated into queer theory, the move can constitute a mere recasting of questions of race into the language of desire rather than a critical challenging of dominant discourses of (queer) desire and of race and class. Surely, it verges on irresponsibility to attribute colonialism to sexual sadism while ignoring the historical links between modern imperialism and the birth and growth of capitalism as a world system, just as it would be reductive to consider empire and colonialism without attending to the role of sexuality and desire in their formation and in the individual relationships among subjects bound up in their creation and aftermath.

I therefore suggest that another task for a critical queer theory should be a reintroduction of materialist questions of class and capitalism. The Marxist critic Donald Morton casts gay and lesbian studies as centrally tied to the study of gender, while queer theory he claims “fetishizes desire by rendering it autonomous” (1995, 370). For Morton, queer theory understands desire as an entity disconnected from the material economic forces of capitalism, which he considers the primary force shaping contemporary subjectivity. Thus, by disguising the reality of economic influences on desire, queer theory is complicit with capitalist ideology. The goal of a critical theory of gay and lesbian identity, according to Morton, should be to elucidate those connections that exist between capitalism and the regulation of sexuality. Avoiding some of the rigidity of Morton’s analysis, Sue-Ellen Case (1997) has recently made a similar call, urging us in the process not to lose sight of the gains made for feminist theorizing as a result of postmodern and queer critique. She writes of many queer theorists that “[t]hey invent queer discourse out of an addiction to the allure of the mass market” (213). Along with several other arguments in her insightful article, “Toward a Butch-Feminist Retro Future,” she draws parallels between the commodification of a “queer” desire, the lack of a materialist or historical analysis in queer theorizing, the disappearance of lesbian and feminist collectives, and the increasing assimilationism of the gay and lesbian movement (210–211, 214–215).

Perhaps, following Morton and Case one might ask of queer theoretical attempts to address race and sexuality: What possible relationships can exist between an analysis of race and desire and an understanding of the role of material history and economic systems of production? This question leads me to others. If critical social theory has traditionally (although not exclusively) been more concerned with history, economics, and their relations to culture and ideology, what might the contours of a critical queer theory look like? Can queer theory be critical theory? Additionally: To what extent can the privileging of desire as a realm of freedom and/or transgression occlude the collusion of desire with domination and oppression?

If anything, a materialist critique of queer theory should cause us to ask: Even when desire transgresses norms and destabilizes hierarchies, to what end is it accomplishing this? How lasting are its effects? Is it important to try to link subversive desires with other kinds of political projects? The answers to the first two questions will always be contextual. My answer to the third question is affirmative. If it is vital to understand how sexuality and other aspects of identity are always already interrelated and if it is equally important to understand how their apparent separateness is created by and facilitates domination and exploitation, then we must also begin to understand how the politics of sexuality and desire are connected to other forms of political action and how the call to separate the politics of sexuality and desire from other political considerations colludes with oppression. For example, a truly critical queer theory might explore how Western homosexuality depends for its positive articulation on the imperially established position of power of the “West” over the “Third World” as well as how that very articulation of a gay or lesbian identity might enable some forms of resistance outside of the “West” that may ultimately prove anticapitalist and anti-imperialist. It should not be assumed in advance that the point of origin of modern gay and lesbian identities will give them an essentially Western and imperialist character any more than it should be assumed that their originally resistant character will remain unchanged across time and cultures.

CONCLUSION: TOWARD A CRITICAL QUEER THEORY

I hope that my criticisms of some attempts to incorporate race into queer theory will not give the impression that such incorporation has only been problematic. Three recent and notable projects to address queerness, gender, race, and class include Amy Abugo Ongiri’s “We Are Family: Black Nationalism, Black Masculinity, and the Black Gay Cultural Imagination,” Elizabeth Povinelli’s “Sexual Savages/Sexual Sovereignty: Australian Colonial Texts and the Postcolonial Politics of Nationalism,” and Homo Economics: Capitalism, Community, and Lesbian and Gay Life, edited by Amy Gluckman and Betsy Reed. Indeed, people have been practicing critical queer theory since at least the 1970s and 1980s, from theorists like Audre Lorde, Cherríe Moraga, Gloria Anzaldúa, Pat Parker, Barbara Smith, Bernice Johnson Reagon, Marilyn Frye, and María Lugones, to the work of Jackie Goldsby, Deena González, Coco Fusco, Deborah McDowell, Essex Hemphill, Kobena Mercer, Jacqui Alexander, Paula Moya, Joan Nestle, Cindy Patton, Ramón Gutierrez, Alan Bérubé, and Mab Segrest, to name but a few. This list of authors is far from exhaustive and far from univocal. There remains considerable debate and disagreement over how, when, and why variables of identity interrelate in contexts of oppression and how resistance might best be formulated.

One cannot help but note, however, that among the theorists most often integrating the concerns of class, race, gender, and sexuality, there is a frequent reticence to identify specifically with the rubric of “queer theory.” Indeed, few of the writers previously mentioned are ever included in queer genealogies, and those few are never considered to be central. In fact, I would submit that the best, most important work on queer sexuality and desire in the last two decades has not been done in the “center,” but rather at the “periphery” of queer theory and lesbian and gay studies. One of the problems with queer theory is precisely that less interesting, less innovative work is consistently accorded a foundational position more because of its willed ignorance (its taking of sexuality as an object of study independent of other concerns) than because of its actual insights. In other words, the things that I am identifying as a problem (the absence of considerations of race and class) are the very things that enable less encompassing works to claim a central position in the field. What might a reconfigured queer theory look like that took Baldwin, Lorde, and Moraga as central, founding, and definitive rather than peripheral, subsequent, or minor?

It bears restating that I do not wish to argue that every essay and book and theorist must be able to account for everything. Nor am I claiming that there is nothing useful (say, for a gay Chicano) in Steven Goldberg’s Sodometries, a study of sexuality in the early modern period, de Lauretis’s The Practice of Love, an exploration of lesbian sexuality, or David Halperin’s Saint Foucault, study of Foucault and gay culture; without a doubt, there is much that one can gain from such works. I am arguing—and this bears repeating as well—that “queer theory” has often justified its own existence and argued for its newness largely based on claims that it can link sexuality, power, and desire to considerations of race, gender, and society better than other, competing discourses (the integrative account). At the same time, queer theory has systematically sought to define its newness and uniqueness through a denial of past and ongoing (frequently successful) efforts to integrate considerations of class, gender, race, and sexuality, the origins of which predate queer theory itself. Additionally, queer theory has consistently resisted the consequences of a truly substantive, thorough, and ongoing engagement with theories that are more centrally concerned with race and class. When queer theory has included considerations of race, it has frequently been through gestures of marginalization, paternalism, and/or tokenism.

I do not want to argue that we have no need of independent lesbian and gay studies programs, centers, and journals. As a member of the coordinating committee for the National Association of Chicana and Chicano Studies (NACCS), I have tirelessly worked for the inclusion of gender and sexuality at the center of Chicana/o studies; this does not mean that I would support the dissolution of Chicana/o studies and its merger into women’s studies and/or queer studies programs. However, we must always be aware that the desire to separate disciplines actively encourages the tendency to fragment our understanding of social oppression and identity. One way to resist this tendency is to genuinely see race and class as centrally constitutive of queer studies at the same time that gender and sexuality are centrally constitutive of Chicana/o studies. What might a queer theory course look like that began with Lorde, Moraga, Smith, Lugones, Frye, and Beam? How out of place or unoriginal might some of the “central” figures of queer theory seem when they showed up toward the end of the syllabus arguing that sexuality needs to be separated from race and gender or that previous theories of sexuality need to have race and class “added”? A critical queer theory might present us with something like Baldwin’s 1962 account of the complete interrelation of race, gender, class, and sexuality in Another Country, neither reducing any individual to a single category of analysis nor losing sight of the profound political salience of each category.

As I finish this chapter, I wonder: Will my efforts here amount to anything more than one more piece in a long series of attempted interventions against the tendency for progressive movements to collude with social fragmentation? At least as far back as the mid-nineteenth century, with the black and white abolitionists’ protests of the Women’s Pavilion at the Columbian Exhibition and Sojourner Truth’s famous plaint, critics have called for other radicals to see oppressions as interconnected. Given this fact, I do not expect the scales to fall from the eyes of the Left upon publication of this chapter. One may be tempted to conclude that such failings are inherent in social movements and resistant practice. I take strength, however, in Marcuse’s assertion in his Essay on Liberation (1969). Critical theory needs not only to analyze the limitations and possibilities of the world as it exists, but also to look beyond it and to glimpse what kind of world, what kind of practice is being prevented from coming into being. When I try to do this, what I see is a critical queer theory and practice in which the multiplicity of subjectivity and the interconnection of oppressions within a context of capitalist exploitation are not blind spots to be pointed out by discontents like myself, but rather matters of common sense.

NOTES

1.  Rubin’s formulations move us away from simplistic categorizations of certain sexual acts (e.g., pedophilia) as always bad and other acts as sometimes good and sometimes bad. However, this qualification is overshadowed by a larger thrust of the essay, which characterizes all desire as free and chosen, rather than often self-destructively constructed within an oppressive society. Female masochism and heterosexuality, for example, might be considered one’s innermost sexual desire at one point, but after a later (often political) transformation those same desires might be understood as the results of indoctrination by an oppressive society (Wilkerson 2000).

2.  For examples of feminist critiques of queer theory, see Weed and Schor (1997), Martin (1996), and Heller (1997).

3.  I once made a similar observation (Martin 1996, 82). I would add to Martin’s recapitulation of my observation that the difference that it makes to be nonwhite is equally occluded. In Butler’s interpretation of the death of a Latina, preoperative transsexual prostitute’s murder, she assumes the death to be a result of the prostitute’s failure to completely pass for a woman (1993, 129–130). Martin writes that it is just as possible that she was murdered as a woman. I want to stress that she may also have been murdered for being Latina (most likely in combination with her gender, perceived gender, class, and profession).

4.  Two notable exceptions include the 1997 issue of College Literature edited by Donald Hall, Jean Walton, and Garry Leonard and the 1994 issue of diacritics edited by Biddy Martin and Judith Butler.
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The Mother Wit of Justice: Eros and Hubris in the African American Context

Cynthia Willett

“Who better to know what freedom means than the slave” (Wideman 1999). So speculates the contemporary writer, John Edger Wideman. Wideman explains that freedom was the fire that kept the plantation worker in America alive. The vision of freedom ran deep and wide through plantation communities. Its truth was spiritual. If the slave were to lose sight of that vision, Wideman remarks, that slave was doomed. The Civil War held out the promise of a second American Revolution. It would be a revolution to complete the first. But if the Civil War brought an end to chattel slavery, it did not to bring the freedom that it had promised. Critical theorist Patricia Hill Collins observes the long-standing racial hierarchy in America and concludes, “the more things change, the more they stay the same” (1998, 13). What is the promise of freedom against the changing same of race in America? What did the plantation worker mean by the term “freedom”?

One might think, as did Walt Whitman, that the cure for democracy is more democracy. A majoritarian system, however, does not guarantee protection to minority groups. The civil rights movement extended formal rights of citizenship to African Americans. These rights eased but did not erase long-standing racial hierarchies. If we are to overcome racial hierarchies, we will need to search for the deeper meaning of freedom in the context of a modern democracy.

Collins develops some of the basic concepts for the project in her social theory.1 She uses an Afrocentric perspective to reground European critical theory. This perspective turns our focus from the center to the periphery of modern social systems. From the periphery of modern power, Collins replaces arcane European themes of the alienated man or the exoticized Other with her more politically savvy concept of the “outsider within” (1998, 5). The concept of the outsider within draws attention to the fact that modern alienated subjects do not inhabit some space beyond the reach of modern social structures. In the modern world, individuals are situated at the intersections of diverse sources of power. The outsider within struggles at the periphery of these modern systems. The classic example is the black domestic worker in the white household. Collins does not allow us to exoticize the domestic worker as the object of hospitality or charitable interest. We are led instead to focalize our theoretical perspective from the domestic worker’s point of view. The change of focus supports what Collins describes as an intersectional analysis of social identity. As Collins observes, in “a system of interlocking race, gender, class, and sexual oppression, there are few pure oppressors or victims” (1990, 194). An analysis of these interlocking systems scrutinizes the ways in which individuals both have and do not have power (59). While what Collins terms the “both/and” perspective reengages dialectical language, she avoids the binary categories and polarizing tactics of the European model. Old styles of dialectical subversion and class warfare fail to capture the heterogeneous sources of identity in modern life (cf. 139).

Modern communitarian and individualistic theories of democracy lack tools for addressing the ways in which hybrid social forces define the parameters for modern life. However, these theories do offer some partial concepts for a new critical theory. African American writers know well the central impact of communal and historical forces on individual identity. As Collins observes, African Americans have taken back the term “race” from reactive white supremacists. While white racists have used science in order to claim significant biological differences, African Americans use race to establish a common heritage within America and “perceived kinship relations between blacks . . . throughout the diaspora” (1998, 24). Moreover, social categories such as race are necessary in order to discern group-based injustices and construct group-based remedies (cf. xiv). This does not mean, however, that we do not need as well a concept of individual right. As Patricia J. Williams points out, both positive rights that emphasize community responsibility and negative rights centered on individual freedoms serve as indispensable weapons in legal struggles against racism (1996, 154). The trick is understanding what concepts of community and right would offer serious justice to the outsider within the racial system of modern America.

In a classic analysis of black alienation, Howard McGary explains why the liberal concept of right is ineffective against the social ills of racism (1999, 7–26; Willett 1998). Liberalism, McGary observes, rests upon a relatively sharp distinction between internal and external constraints on individual freedom. Among internal constraints are biological or psychic ills that might hinder one’s free action. Among external constraints are such violations as theft of property or lack of opportunity for employment or housing. Liberal rights may guarantee some protection against external constraints to freedom. However, as McGary argues, one of the significant harms of racism lies outside of the liberal paradigm altogether. McGary terms this harm “self-alienation.” His use of the term “alienation” seems at variance with Collins’s preference for the term “outsider within.” However, his analysis of alienation dovetails very well with Collins’s remarks on mixed forms of power. McGary explains that the expression of race-based attitudes is part of the norm of white-controlled societies. These attitudes constitute what we can identify as a source of social force. Social forces affect the individual’s psychic and even biological sense of well being (recall the high incidence of stress-related illnesses such as high blood pressure among disempowered groups). In a hostile racial climate, the African American can experience alienation from the social world, and this alienation can damage the self. Race-based alienation is not the same thing as alienation from work. Race-based alienation can cut deeper into the sense of who one is and what one desires. As McGary points out, however, hostile social forces do not necessarily damage personal identity. On this point, McGary like Collins recognizes that the individual stands at the intersection of many sources of power. McGary explains that African Americans may lack recognition from white-controlled societies, and yet sustain a strong and unalienated sense of self from family and community.

Multiple and conflicting social forces traverse the centers and peripheries of modern systems. While these forces make up the air we live and breathe, no single force defines the individual. Social forces are not strictly speaking either “internal” or “external” to the individual. The sources of social force include discursive forms of power (art and the media, and political control over the language and the symbols that we use). They also include events from past history that affect our wealth and our spirit. We might say that these sources are both external to the individual and yet also internal to what contemporary liberalism too narrowly conceives in terms of self-esteem and bodily integrity. As McGary observes, the act of resisting social forces that are alienating or harmful costs psychic and bodily energy (1999, 16). As he also claims, because racism exerts quasi-internal and quasi-external kinds of constraints, liberal theories of justice leave this force partially obscured from vision. But then what basis for right would protect the individual from constraints based on race? What notion of harm describes the impact of a hostile social force?

McGary points out that this question cannot be answered by the simple turn to a liberal notion of group rights. Even if African Americans have such group rights as equal employment opportunities, they may still suffer from estrangement in a way that whites do not (1999, 16). McGary’s conclusion is that the only solution available in liberalism is for the individual to attain a strong sense of autonomy (or self-choice) with the support of ethnic communities.

McGary’s tentative remarks recall recent efforts on the part of various philosophers to marry an ethics of care with a moral concept of individual autonomy. These approaches go some ways but not far enough toward challenging the social minimalism of the modern tradition. This tradition needs a thicker account of human sociality. We moral philosophers have also not given nearly enough attention to the social and economic impact of those whose care work sustains the so-called self-directed, autonomous individual. The question is whether or not there is a richer basis for social freedom than the autonomous self propped up by the anonymous service of unseen others.

Racism has been and continues to constitute an assault upon the social being of the individual. Slave owners broke up families and communities and suppressed Afrocentric social practices both for economic motives and for social control. As Frederick Douglass observed, the plantation economy functions through tactics aimed to render a people “morally, politically, and socially dead” (1975, 352). Moreover, as Douglass foresaw, the end of the plantation system would not mean the end of slavery or of its tactics. To free the slave from individual masters only to make him a slave to the economy, “to emancipate the bondsman from the laws that make him a chattel, and yet subject him to laws and deprivations which will inevitably break down his spirit,” hardly constitutes significant change (350–351). Economic slavery no less than chattel slavery casts the black worker in the role of the “social pest.” The process is of “little gain” to the emancipated slave. And, he adds, it is of even “less gain to the country” (351). With this warning, Douglass establishes himself as a major prophet of the “changing same” of racial arrogance, the race tragedy of America.

In this chapter, I take up what Collins among others argues to be the spiritual core of freedom in the love and justice tradition of black America. Collins discerns the meaning of this freedom by returning to the words of a former slave in Toni Morrison’s Beloved. The slave, as Morrison writes, searches for “a place where you could love anything you chose.” As I understand this vision of freedom, it exceeds narrow parameters that locate the self in discourses of ownership or self-choice. Female and male narratives of love and freedom—my primary examples include Morrison’s Beloved and Frederick Douglass’s My Bondage and My Freedom (1987)—may differ in focus. As Claudia Tate observes, “ ‘In the work of many Black male writers, the significant relationships are those that involve confrontation with individuals outside the family and community. But among Black women writers, relationships within family and community, between men and women, and among women are treated as complex and significant’ ” (quoted in Collins 1990, 98).2 However, both styles of narrative subordinate metaphysical (and economic) claims to ownership to more basic rights of the individual as a social being.

The invocation of a freedom that is at once spiritual and economic resonates with a theme of social justice that lies buried in ancient European, African, and Asian texts. I will examine only one of these many sources. This is a source from the ancient Greek world. Disconnected passages in Aristotle’s works reflect (if only dimly) the popular Greek understanding of injustice as the violation of sacred social bonds. The conception of violation as a social crime constitutes what in popular Greek culture is called hubris. Tragic hubris occurs through partly seen, partly unseen acts of arrogance. Arrogance is a social crime, and it goes unchecked in race-torn America today.

Modern writers in the African American context have reflected upon the crimes of arrogance in a land plagued by racial violence. They challenge the constricted ideologies of liberal freedom. They demonstrate how constricted ideologies sustain unacknowledged forms of social and economic control. Many of these writers would not doubt the central claim of the liberal theorist John Rawls. As Rawls writes, “each person possesses an inviolability founded on justice, that even the welfare of society as a whole cannot override.”3 But black critical theory exposes the social vacuum of the modern tradition of liberal right. The basic rights of the person cannot rest on metaphysical, psychological, or economic conceptions of ownership. On the contrary, black critical theory teaches that just as surely as the origin of the person is with-the-other so the goal of freedom must be in the inviolability of the individual-in-relationship-to-others. The primary bearer of rights and opportunities is not the rational person per se; the primary bearer of rights is the social person. It is this person that rights must protect. As the Greek people partly understood, the violation of the social person constitutes an act of hubris. The function of the law is to protect the social individual from violation, and to cultivate the erotic power of the individual-in-relationship-to-others.

TOWARD THE EROTIC CORE OF THE MODERN SUBJECT: KELLY OLIVER’S PARADOX OF LOVE, DRUCILLA CORNELL’S RIGHTS OF THE SEXUATE BEING, AND SYLVIA ANN HEWLETT AND CORNEL WEST’S CALL FORA PARENTS’ BILL OF RIGHTS

Kelly Oliver argues persuasively that modern European conceptions of the subject render relationships of love impossible. Neo-Hegelian theories of recognition (e.g., Jessica Benjamin) assume that “master–slave” style conflicts are normative for the formation of the subject (Oliver forthcoming). Neo-Lacanian theories of subjectivity (e.g., Judith Butler and Julia Kristeva) take as a norm the abjection of the mother. In a fascinating analysis, Oliver demonstrates that both psychoanalytic and Hegelian theories reflect the failure of mainstream Western culture to develop adequate models of subjectivity (1997, 3). Our intimate relationships with our mothers provide the prototype for all subsequent social relationships and yet this original relationship is asocial. This scenario of asocial intimacy poses what Oliver terms the “paradox of love.”

Oliver draws from the work of Kristeva in order to elaborate upon the lack of love in modern culture. Quoting from Kristeva’s Tales of Love, Oliver writes: “modern man dwells ‘in exile, deprived of his psychic space, an extraterrestrial . . . , wanting for love’ ” (1998, 4). “Kristeva describes a threatening body that has completely colonized the soul. . . . ‘In the wake of psychiatric medicines, aerobic, and media zapping, [Kristeva asks,] does the soul still exist?”’ (143–144). Kristeva’s remedy to the modern crisis is to replace the stern father of traditional psychoanalytic theory with the loving father: “For Kristeva, only the loving father can feed and fill the psyche.” While the stern father uses disciplinary tactics in order to educate the child into the abstract norms of modern social systems, the loving father allows the child to invent a psychic space of its own.

Although Kristeva teaches us much about the crisis of the soul in modern culture, her critique of the norms of psychoanalytic theory does not venture far from modernity’s centers. As Oliver argues, the desire to cultivate one’s own psychic space does not sufficiently challenge modern narcissism. Oliver asks: “If Narcissus suffers when he realizes that he sees only his own image reflected back to him, that he is alone, then doesn’t he need companionship and communion, communication and a shared discourse instead of his own individual discourse? Are modern men . . . looking for [new forms of] ownership or the gift of love?” (1998, 145).

Oliver points out the need to nudge Kristeva’s critique of psychoanalytic theory two steps further. First, if we were to view the mother as a social person (and not as an asocial zone of Eros), then we might assume that the mother could provide the source of love necessary for the maturation of the child. Second, if the mother is a loving subject, then abjection would not be necessary in the process of maturation (1998, 137). Luce Irigaray invites us to view both the mother and the child (if not a host of other unacknowledged caregivers) as “whole creatures” in “communion” with one another.

One more step might be necessary as well. We might also think of the mother as a political and economic power in relationship with others (including fathers, domestic workers, or white employees). These others mediate her relationship with her child. From this perspective, I would question the representation of maturation in terms of the separation of the child from the mother altogether. If the mother and child already enjoy a multifaceted social relationship, then symbolic rituals of separation would seem to function more to devalue the mother’s domestic work and disconnect the mother from her adult children than to perform a necessary function for subject formation. Actual violations of the connection between the mother and her child can induce trauma, and theories of separation do not shy away from this fact. On the contrary, major theories from Hegel through Jacques Lacan and Emanuel Lévinas glorify trauma-inducing separations as though they test manhood or moral conscience. The experience of the middle passage and slavery in America argue for the reverse in African American culture. Separation from the mother, family, or community does not make the man; it breaks him.

These three steps beyond the work of Kristeva need to be brought back into a post–Frankfurt School philosophical anthropology. Some theorists who are critical of narcissistic conceptions of subjectivity draw upon a neo-Hegelian notion of recognition in order to focus on the subject’s “desire for the desire of the other.” But, as Oliver argues, the desire for recognition is also narcissistic. She explains: “theories dependent on notions of recognition reinscribe a type of master–slave relationship within the very act of recognition of the other. . . . [R]ecognition presupposes a recognizer who has the authority and power to determine who is in and who is out” (1998, 173).

For this reason, Oliver rightly rejects neo-Hegelian theories of the subject. She turns instead to African American and post-holocaust texts, and proposes a notion of subjectivity based on witnessing an other who is beyond recognition. “Unlike recognition, . . . witnessing admits that the other comes first” (1998, 175). Oliver argues persuasively that the notion of witnessing has much to contribute to moral philosophy. It is an especially significant moral charge for those of us who dwell in asymmetrical positions of power over others. We might also incorporate an awareness of the asymmetry of subject positions into our third claim made vis-à-vis Francophone philosophy: no encounter with the “other” can escape the heterogeneous sources of power that structure modern societies.

In particular, Collins’s analysis of the “outsider within” at the “intersections of power” alters the focus for normative philosophy in two significant ways. First, Collins’s analysis enables us to focus our theories or narratives from the point of view of those at the periphery of power. A witness theory of ethics focalizes ethical encounters from the view of those who occupy the centers of power, and who seek to help others. The generous subjectivity that witnesses would not aim to master the other. However, this subjectivity would have some kind of power that we would want to distinguish from “the authority to determine who is in and who is out.” This kind of empowered subjectivity does in fact characterize the position of many of us who are working in theory (including myself). Still, it is also interesting to follow Collins as she shifts our theoretical focus to the point of view of those specific groups and individuals who are struggling against the outrages of power. Second, Collins’s analysis places not the bare Other but human relationships at the center of analysis. It is both the complicity and the intimacy between differently empowered subjects, not the bare need of the Other, that would orient a new critical theory. This analysis of relationships allows us to work out underlying political and moral conflicts behind charitable acts of moral goodness as well as evil acts of domination and cruelty.

If we can struggle against domination, but never entirely eradicate ourselves from complicity in an alternative system of power, and if human subjects are never entirely innocent of power, then we might struggle for justice through a dialectic of subversion and recognition. As Oliver warns us, however, we would have to theorize dialectic outside of the Hegelian quest for mastery. Collins provides the key concepts for this task. In the modern world, we emerge as subjects by struggling both within and against specific histories of power. Oliver’s critique of Hegel needs to be brought in to the core of dialectical critical theory. A dialectic from the position of the outsider within would not take as its telos the arguably self-involved subject of mainstream modern culture. As Oliver explains, “ethics cannot be based on the rights or reason of an autonomous subject if all subjects are inherently social in the constitution of their very subjectivity” (1997, 231). But then the question is: How does one define the rights or reason of the subject who is of Eros born?

Drucilla Cornell responds to the problems of difference and misrecognition by reenvisioning a liberal concept of individual rights. Her fascinating innovation is to introduce into liberal theory an erotic dimension of the individual. She does this by redefining the legal person as a sexed being. Her strategy, as she writes, is “to introduce the issues of sex and sexuality into the analytic framework of John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice” (1995, x). In order to develop a liberal theory of equality that is rich enough to address issues of sexual difference, she foregrounds what Rawls argues to be one among many primary goods: self-respect. Special attention to the primary good of self-respect prepares her to redefine equality in terms of the “equal protection of certain minimal conditions of individuation” (4).

Cornell lays out these minimal conditions via Lacanian theory. These conditions are: the right to bodily integrity, the right to symbolic forms, and the right to the imaginary domain. She points out that sex and sexuality play central roles in the formation of personhood. Therefore, basic law should protect the “imaginary domain” against the kinds of degradation or shame that would “limit psychic space for free play with one’s sexuality” (1995, 9). Cornell acknowledges that her minimum conditions of individuation require an appeal to some empirical notions of human psychology. And she believes that her three conditions are “tailored broadly enough so that almost all psychological and psychoanalytic schools would agree that these conditions are necessary for the achievement of any sense of self” (18).4

The right of the imaginary domain expands the liberal doctrine of basic rights through a treatment of sex and sexuality as central to individual self-respect. However, there are three concerns that Cornell’s work leaves unaddressed. These concerns will take us to the work of those critical theorists who treat race-based oppression as central for defining the meaning of law and the function of justice.

First, it is not clear that Cornell’s appeal to the “rights of the noumenal person” is the best way to deal with specific histories of group-based domination in America. While Cornell aims to abstract from specific group identities in order to secure individual freedom, Collins (citing the work of Iris Young [1990]) argues that a theory of justice must focus on inequalities among social groups. Black women see a particular gender identity as part of a specific history defined along multiple axes, including race. Under these conditions, it would not be especially effective to redefine one’s personal psychic space without simultaneously dealing with larger social and economic issues of race.

Second, Cornell argues for the need to establish a theory of justice on the basis of a noncontroversial philosophical anthropology. However, her own remarks borrow heavily from an original and controversial weave of neo-Kantian and psychoanalytic sources. For example, she locates the basis for rights in the disembodied noumenal person of Immanuel Kant. At the same time, she claims that the embodied experience of sexuality is core to the formation of the moral and legal person. This is an intriguing if not paradoxical position to defend. If sexual drives enter into the noumenal core of the person, then in what sense is the core noumenal? Doesn’t the introduction of erotic desire into the core of the subject introduce controversies about who we are and who we ought to be? In fact, I think these questions are among the most exciting and controversial questions for moral and political philosophy. Cornell argues that her empirical claim regarding the centrality of sexuality is based on broad agreements across psychological and psychoanalytic theories of the subject. She elaborates upon these agreements by drawing upon a Lacanian framework. But Lacan does not see race as playing a role in the formation of the modern subject. Frantz Fanon has shown us how the modern subject forms his identity precisely through ideas about race (Winnubst forthcoming).

Moreover, as Oliver argues, the bare-bone premises of psychoanalytic theory exemplify problematic views with regard to human sociality and mothering. Cornell bases the right to bodily integrity on the Freudian thesis that the child’s first developmental task is to organize its fragmentary experiences of embodiment into an experience of its body as its “own.” She quotes Oliver Sacks, who writes, “What is more important for us, at an elemental level, than the control, the owning and operation, of our own physical selves” (1995, 34). Cornell takes from Lacan the thesis that the child develops a sense of autonomy through the mirroring of the self that occurs in relationship to the caregiver (35). The view that the originary aim of maturation is the development of autonomy, and that autonomy is primarily focused on developing a sense of one’s own wholeness, obscures the equally primordial import of human interaction. The Lacanian use of the mirror metaphor fails to do justice to the complexity of the mother’s subjectivity in her relation with her child. The Lacanian framework sets her up as a passive prop for the child’s developing ego. My interest is in how the concept of right might be rethought if the development of autonomy retreats to the background in the larger drama of the social self.

Third, one wonders if a theory of the noumenal legal subject can deal with the economic, environmental, and cultural forces that traverse psychic and physiological space. These traversive forces are ever more apparent in modern life. Cornell describes the right to the imaginary domain as guaranteeing a “sanctuary” for the individual to create infinitely varied sexual identities (1995, 8). She argues for the need to get the state out of the business of giving form to intimate life (26). The right to the imaginary domain also entails that “states no longer force women to play the role of the primary caretaker in families. . . . Some women who continue to do so would be freely expressing themselves in an intimate life that is their own” (xi).

However, it hardly seems possible for the private individual, except maybe the artistic genius, to create for him- or herself an imaginary realm. I do not think I can do it. Nor is it clear that the legal protection of a private “sanctuary” could provide a realistic barrier against hypermodern forms of social power. In fact, I wonder if liberalism’s double focus on two sources of power, the private individual and the state, is not one more modernist binary that needs to be thrown into question. Clearly, corporate culture respects neither side of the line, situating both individual and state as pawns in more global strategies of power. The modern liberal state is less in the business of giving form to intimate life than is business. Fantasies of personal life are inhibited or promoted more forcefully via economic and electronic resources (including mass culture) than through government regulation.

The intractable individualism of the liberal model downplays the ways in which we draw our sense of who we are from our experiences within a social environment. We cannot step outside of modern systems into a private sanctuary any more than we can step outside of our skin. Our social practices sustain or drain our psychic and biological health. They can weaken or strengthen our sense of who we are. Of course, it is, as Cornell also so well teaches us throughout her work, a mistake to postulate some privileged dimension of the self that is immune from the impact of these forces. In order to develop a theory of law that can address these nebulous and often conflicting social forces, I wonder if we might not alter our focus from the individual-in-opposition-to-the-state to the individual-in-relationship within transnational systems of economic power. This altered focus takes us beyond the liberal concept of the individual and freedom and toward a more social concept of personal identity and power.

Michael Lerner has argued that “fetishizing the freedom to choose as our highest goal in life” conspires against humanizing relationships (1996, 95). Sylvia Ann Hewlett and Cornel West expand upon Lerner’s admonitions against classic liberalism in The War against Parents (1998, 96). Indeed, they pose a direct challenge to the individual versus state kind of liberalism found in Rawls. For Hewlett and West, a liberalism centered on self-fulfillment reflects the narcissism of a consumer-oriented society. They argue that liberalism misses the web of care that sustains social systems. Their first concern is not with the fulfillment of the individual but with the well being of the family. They argue that “untrammeled choice and uncluttered freedom get in the way of the altruistic, other-directed energy that is the stuff of parenting. The recent liberalization of our divorce laws is a case in point” (94).

According to Hewlett and West, the problem Americans face today is not that there are women who are compelled by the state to serve as mothers for the nation; the problem is that parents fail to receive the support from the state that they need for their families. They cite studies claiming that 85 percent of working women with school-age children feel that “they cannot fulfill their responsibility to their children and work a forty-hour week” (1998, 107). The absence of public policy supporting families means that these women need to work in order to help pay the rent and put food on the table. The issue of women’s independence from the parenting role may be less significant than the fact that, as Hewlett and West argue, “big business, government, and the wider culture have waged a silent war against parents, undermining the work they do” (xiii). “[I]n late-twentieth-century America, parenting has become a countercultural activity” (xii). The failure to support parents pushes up child poverty rates and school drop-out rates. “More and more babies are being born without a skin—with none of that protective armor that in the past was provided by loving parents and supportive communities” (29). “The parent–child bond is the most powerful of all human attachments” (xiv). It is also the basis for establishing the bonds of friendship and compassion that build the infrastructure of society (41). The destruction of this bond means that “entire web of care is breaking down.” While Cornell argues for the rights of the sexed individual, Hewlett and West propose what they call the Parents’ Bill of Rights. It is the social individual and not the classic liberal individual who is the subject of these rights.

The claim is that there is no way that governmental policy does not play a constitutive role in defining the family. They argue that the effect of public policy on the family has been especially visible to African Americans since the middle passage. The forced separations and break up of community that began with slavery have been replaced by well-intentioned liberal programs such as the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and the Child Protective Services of foster care. The AFDC supported only those families without fathers, leaving many fathers with no option but to leave their families. The foster care system removes children from poor parents instead of supporting the families (Hewlett and West 1998, 123). This is not a small problem. One-third of the men between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four earn less than the amount necessary to keep a family of four out of poverty (174). This rate is much higher for African American men. “We rarely recognized how ‘welfare,’ a set of programs that render men redundant . . . , recalls and renews the deep wounds of slavery” (182).

The Parents’ Bill of Rights takes the GI Bill of Rights as its model. Benefits such as tax breaks, wage increases, day care, and parental leave programs are designed to apply universally to all parents regardless of race, gender, income, and so on. These programs are to be financed by establishing firm limits on corporate greed. And the Parents’ Bill of Rights, like the GI Bill, is based on the ethical principle of service to the country (Hewlett and West 1998, 230). Finally, while Cornell argues for maximizing childcare alternatives to the nuclear family, Hewlett and West praise the parenting virtues of “honor and sacrifice” and of biological parents raising their own children (249).

No doubt Hewlett and West are right to urge strong government policies to support families. They are also right to recall biological and libidinal bases for parent–child bonding. These bonds have been assaulted by government policies from slavery to workfare. Perhaps there is no greater pathos than the destruction of the individual through the weakening of family and community relationships. However, Hewlett and West’s proposals are not sufficiently critical of the ways in which what they champion as an “ethic of service” might perpetuate the social category of a servant class. The problem with the ethic of service is that not all are guaranteed to serve an equal amount. Just as men of color and working-class white men have performed more than their fair share of military service, so women of color and working-class whites continue to perform a disproportionate share of the so-called honorable (but disempowered) work of caregiving. Collins astutely draws our attention to ways in which the “paradigm of individual sacrifice . . . can border on exploitation” for women. She cites a psychological study of battered black women.


One significant factor in [the] study distinguished Black women from those who were not—almost all of the battered women held privileged positions in their families of origin. As young girls, the African-American women who were battered had seen themselves as important family members, and other family members depended upon them. But although they held high self-esteem and felt powerful, their identities were also wrapped up in pleasing and accommodating the needs of others . . . [which] left them vulnerable to abuse. (1998, 29–30)



Women do not need an ethic of sacrifice or liberal self-esteem as much as they need a fair share of social power and protections for their chosen family roles.

Moreover, Cornell is right, I think, to emphasize our need to protect the parenting rights of gays, lesbians, and transsexuals among other rights for the sexuate being. The heterosexual nuclear family was never more than one model, and not necessarily the best, for raising children. As much work as is involved, one can imagine that children may be better raised by extended sources of care. This extended model of care continues to be a viable model of childrearing in both modern and nonmodern societies. Hewlett and West acknowledge that these extended sources of care in the community are critical for individual well being. However, they overlook the ways in which various forms of community and extended family relationships can be critical for childrearing. They also overlook the vital right of gay, lesbian, and transsexual individuals to raise children. But then how do we negotiate between a liberal justification of rights for the sexed individual and a communitarian conception of parents’ rights? How do we break out of individualism without slipping into an ethic of service to family and country?

Irigaray’s efforts toward revising the liberal conception of autonomy provide some partial clues for resolving the differences between Cornell’s liberalism and Hewlett and West’s communitarianism. Irigaray invites us to reroot human subjectivity in our erotic attachment to our mothers. She asks us to practice autonomy as a ritual of reconnection rather than as a game of mastery. But Irigaray is able to make only a partial break from the class and race based systems that she critiques. One doubts that as social animals we will ever find ourselves in a sanctuary outside of interlocking systems of economic and cultural power. Certainly, Irigaray’s own racist appeal to the blanc flesh in a dream of perfect sympathy leaves white skin privilege and the wounds of racial arrogance unacknowledged and unchecked. Her exclusive celebration of the mother obscures the debts we owe to the many who labor for the sake of our well being. How might we go about recognizing the labor that sustains the fabric of our relationships? If African American women have had a disproportionate share in the sex, care, and other service work in our society, then it is to the theoretical writings from these women that we should turn.

JAZZ FREEDOM AND THE VISIONARY PRAGMATISM OF AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN

The modern subject is dependent upon a host of caregivers, service workers, and institutions to prop up the private domain of his or her self-determination. Exploited service workers seem to be well within the view of the wealthy middle-class subject, and yet the subject who prizes his or her autonomy acts as though he or she does not see them. No doubt, the liberal ideology of autonomy trains those who dwell at the centers of power not to register certain facts. It trains us not to register the peculiar property of white skin privilege. It trains us as well to minimalize the fact that the modern, liberal subject cannot thrive outside of the womb of a disproportionately nonwhite service economy. The knowledge practices of the modern subject are part of a long history of the disassociation of thought, feeling, and action. They are practices that separate reason and care, love and work, and black and white. They are practices that mask the hubris that lies at the center of white power. In order to understand the nature of this peculiar power, we need to distance ourselves from white norms of knowledge and learn practices of knowledge that are historically black. From this alternative modern culture emerges a vision of justice that acknowledges the social individual at its core. From my understanding of this vision, I will argue that the basis for rights is not the self-interested or rational individual, but the individual-in-relationship-with-others. This model of the individual takes us beyond classical liberalism but short of the classical Marxist emphasis on group interests over the social needs of individuals.

Collins explains the differences between black and white practices of knowledge. She explains how Afrocentric and Eurocentric practices emphasize differently the value of oral- and visual-print-based media of expression for constructing knowledge-based communities. For African Americans, “[t]he sound of what is being said is just as important as the words themselves in what is, in a sense, a dialogue of reason and emotion” (1990, 216). She explains that “written documents are limited in what they can teach about life and survival in the world. Blacks are quick to ridicule ‘educated fools’ . . . [as those who] have ‘book learning’ but no ‘mother wit’—knowledge, but not wisdom” (208).5 It is not wisdom to separate poetry, politics, and knowledge. On the contrary, the reassociation of what has been artificially severed is at the heart of wisdom for an oppressed people. Otherwise, that power to oppress goes unseen and unchecked.

For the black women whom Collins has known, wisdom teaches survival through focus on a future that is free. Collins describes the mother wit of black women as a “visionary pragmatism” (1998, 29). She traces the roots of this wisdom to a black tradition of love and justice (188). She claims both that the roots of this wisdom are black and that its aims are “universalist” (29). She argues that black women bring a philosophy of both struggle and connection to critical theory. And she argues that the “love and justice” tradition offers an overarching moral framework for modern life that is both individualistic and communal. She compares the love and justice tradition to the musical tradition of jazz: “one effect of this oral mode of discourse is that individuality, rather than being stifled by group activity or being equated with specialization, actually flourishes in a group context” (1990, 99).

The relationship between the love–justice tradition and the music of jazz is complex. An oral discourse of freedom is amplified by the expressivity of jazz. Jazz communicates a pattern of sound and a rhythm that is just as vital to individual freedom as it is to our rich culture. In her novel Jazz (1992), Morrison speaks to the connection between music and freedom. The novel contrasts the improvisational style, erotic energy, and group spirit of jazz with two troubling and polarized styles of music. Both styles constitute in part black responses to white violence. One style is heard in the sad and sometimes preachy militancy of drums beating out a rhythm of “fellowship, discipline and transcendence.” The other style is heard in the “[h]it me but don’t quit me” tunes of blues (59, 60). Morrison’s novel fuses feelings of self, ideas of freedom, and musical styles. Her novel tells of the temptation to the stoic rhythms of self-righteousness and to the blues cycles of libidinal explosion and violent rejection. The novel also warns against the uneasy polemic between these two sensibilities. This polemic turns up throughout her novels, including, for example, in the differences between the stoic and self-righteous Sethe and the blues-style man Paul D. At the end of Jazz, the narrator, who is in many ways a jazz spirit, reflects back on the evolution of feeling6 of the characters in the novel: “I was so sure . . . [t]hat the past was an abused record with no choice but to repeat itself. . . . I was so sure, [but the characters] danced. . . . Busy, they were, busy being original, complicated, changeable—human” (220). The point of jazz improvisation is the erotic freedom of the individual. But what all is meant by this kind of freedom? How deep does it tap down into the human?

In a subtle analysis of the many faces of evil, Roy Martinez exposes the inner recesses of Europe’s “rational individual” and calls for philosophers to rethink their definition of the human (1998, 83–90). While his conclusions teach us much about the alternative modernism that Collins seeks, his beginning point is not slavery but Auschwitz. Martinez recalls that “Auschwitz was clearly and distinctly conceived, meticulously calculated and planned, systematically executed and mellifluously justified by its agents. It does not suffice to dismiss Auschwitz as the product of a reason gone haywire.” Repeating the words of Jean Lyotard, Martinez challenges us to think how we modernists might strengthen not our abstract powers of cognition, but rather our social bonds: “The question of the social bond, when it is put in political terms has always been raised in the form of a possible interruption of the social bond, which is simply called ‘death’ in all of its forms: imprisonment, unemployment, repression, hunger, anything you want. Those are all deaths” (90).

Martinez argues that chief among the “countermeasures” to social, moral, and political deaths is the virtue of compassion: “contrary to the received view, to be human is not determined by the sheer rational distinction of the species, but rather by its ability to share the suffering of others, and its willingness to relieve them of it” (1998, 89). Collins takes up the call for compassion in the context of an intersectional analysis of oppression (1998, 182). The analysis of power prepares us to incorporate an ethics of compassion into a concrete and universalist framework for justice.

This framework is designed to challenge forms of oppression that cannot be articulated or addressed in a liberal theory. At the center of this framework lies the moral and legal concern with the kinds of assaults on the soul that McGary analyzes in terms of alienation and that Collins revisits with her intersectional analysis of power.

Collins takes as her starting point what Audre Lorde terms “the power of the erotic.” With this term, Lorde offers a materialist analysis of Eros that both parallels and differs from the classic Marxist analysis of alienated labor. Marxist analysis has well demonstrated how capitalist modes of production strip the individual of meaningful modes of work in order to increase profits for an elite middle class. In these analyses, work is taken to be a central source of identity in ways in which it may not be for black persons in antiblack societies. As Collins explains, “work is a contested category” for African Americans. She quotes an urban worker in order to underscore what she sees as “the difference between work as an instrumental activity and work as something for self: ‘One very important difference between white people and black people is that white people think you are your work’ ” (1990, 46). African Americans who are alienated from work in white-managed economies and do not see realistic opportunities for nonalienating work may define themselves through social and cultural achievements instead. This is in contrast with many whites, who may identify themselves through their work despite its alienating affects. Perhaps the persistent marginalization of blacks at all levels of the white-dominated market system has enabled blacks to challenge more thoroughly the basis for power and meaning.

Certainly, something like this scenario seems to be implied in Collins’s and Lorde’s various remarks on the “power of the erotic.” Rather than focus on the need of the worker to possess or control the conditions or fruits of one’s labor, Collins and Lorde focus on the need to reclaim the erotic power that has been “annexed” or “appropriated” by white systems of domination. Lorde develops the thesis in her essay “Uses of the Erotic” (1996). She argues that Eros is one of many kinds of power. She notes that psychic and emotional meanings of power are missed by classic Marxist or liberal analyses of alienation. She argues that “the principle horror of any system which defines the good in terms of profit rather than in terms of human need, or which defines human need to the exclusion of the psychic and emotional components of that need—the principal horror of such a system is that it robs our work of its erotic value . . . and fulfillment” (55). The labor theory of value is based on a recognition of the self in the product of one’s labor. Under capitalism, labor (at best) bequeaths the prize of ownership. The capitalist does not really ask for anything more. The aim of Lorde’s alternative materialism is to shift the focus from meaningful productive work (note, here I would include Herbert Marcuse’s interest in the artistic and intellectual works of the cultivated but lone individual) toward meaningful erotic work. Or as Lorde explains, the aim is to “make our lives and the lives of our children richer and more possible” (1996, 55).

The power of the erotic is suppressed in white culture. Lorde explains that white cultures reduce Eros to sexuality, and channel sexuality into restricted forms of heterosexuality. The dynamic of the erotic, she argues, is naturally expansive; its power is perverted when it is restricted to a single object. Collins adds that this more expansive erotic power emanates from those black women she knew as a child: “There was not the individualized, sexualized, private romantic love currently commodified and marketed by American media, but rather a proclaimed, actively struggled-for, passionate love ethic” (1998, 200). Collins calls this the power of “mother love,” and she distinguishes this love from any kind of “natural, instinctual female condition.” She explains that the ability to survive oppression has been rooted in these women’s love for their (biological or nonbiological) children and their community. She also observes how “the power of intense connectedness and . . . caring deeply for someone can foster a revolutionary politics” (200). Eros is a healing art. It rekindles the ethical bonds of a people in struggle. It is also a political art. It serves as a major catalyst for social change. Eros is a threat to a culture that is based on oppression.

This is because the power of the erotic is a significant source of energy for a social system. At issue is who controls this energy. Lorde observes that “every oppression must corrupt or distort those various sources of power within the culture of the oppressed that can provide energy for change” (1996, 53). In “Sexual Politics and Black Women’s Relationships,” Collins elaborates upon Lorde’s thesis by locating it at the core of Morrison’s Beloved. “[F]reedom from slavery meant not only the absence of capricious masters and endless work but regaining the power to ‘love anything you chose,”’ Collins writes, citing phrases from Beloved. The characters in the novel “saw that system of oppression function by controlling the ‘permission for desire’—in other words, by harnessing the energy of fully human relationships to the exigencies of domination” (1990, 182).

Because erotic power can be a catalyst for social change, it is the direct if unexpressed target of oppressive social systems. “Political economies of domination . . . aim to thwart the power as energy available to subordinate groups” (Collins 1990, 182). “By distorting Sethe’s ability to love her children ‘proper,’ slavery annexed Sethe’s power as energy for its own ends” (181).

The racial caste system produces conflicting perceptions of what structures American society. Collins’s remarks on these conflicting perceptions help us to see why the power of the erotic is less a biological and more a spiritual and political force for black culture than it is for white culture. She argues that Afrocentric worldviews and the economic conditions of poverty challenge the “radical split equating private with home and public with work” (1990, 47). The color line between white capitalist society and the black community marks a more relevant distinction for African Americans, many but not all of whom have been poor. Women-centered networks of “fictive kin” or “othermothers” (i.e., networks missed by Hewlett and West’s analysis of parenting) generate shared responsibilities for raising children (Collins 1990, 119). And as Collins argues, this shared sense of responsibility implies that children have not been viewed primarily in terms of property or ownership in the African American community (123).7

Drawing upon a black literary tradition, Collins draws further connections between the meaning of freedom and relationships based on a black tradition of care (1990, 137). She cites Marita Golden, who writes that it was from her son’s love that she found more “freedom than any love I had known” (1983, 240–241). Golden describes this experience of freedom as having “expanded” her self. Alice Walker focuses on the significance of the face in relationships of love, and sees the friendly exchange between her self and her child as more sisterly than maternal: “my child loves my face . . . as I have loved my own parents’ faces. . . . We are together, my child and I, Mother and child, yes, but sisters really, against whatever denies us all that we are” (1979, 75). The asymmetrical power between a mother or othermother and child may foster less a relationship of dependency than a ground for mutual strength and spiritual renewal.

If children and caring adults know each other through the face and its expressions, then it is human expression and not the oral, anal, or phallic organ, not even (as Irigaray supposes) the umbilical cord and placenta, that is the primary vehicle of intimacy. As a consequence of this altered site of human connection, the dynamic of love in the black tradition does not take the same pattern as the dynamic of love in white culture. While Freudian and post-Freudian writers portray love as a threat of immersion, black writers like Lorde and Walker present love as a force for the expansion of the human personality in relationship to others. Eros is most decidedly a primary source for, and not a primitive threat to, subjectivity. Again, Collins explains: “Self is not defined as the increased autonomy gained by separating oneself from others. . . . Rather than defining the self in opposition to others, the connectedness among individuals provides Black women deeper, more meaningful self-definitions” (1990, 105–106).

The implication for political theory is striking. Freedom is not to be defined through the classic individual versus state liberal model. This model poses freedom in opposition to constraints on autonomy. Certainly, if freedom means to “get to a place where you could love anything you chose,” self-determination is important. But more fundamental to social justice than the ability to choose is the ability to sustain relationships. Freedom’s most sublime meaning is Eros. As we shall see in the next section, the connection between Eros and social justice may elude the categories of liberal and Marxist theories, but this connection has a place in older conceptions of democracy and social justice. For the ancient Greeks, the violation of the bonds of human sociality constitutes what they called hubris. One of crucial functions of law and moral education was to establish limits on hubris in order to protect the citizen’s significant social and personal relationships. As I will argue, there are strong parallels between what the Greeks called hubris and what black theorists write about racial injustice in modern societies. In order to gain a better understanding of these parallels, we need to examine briefly some ancient sources. Among the most informative of these sources is tragic drama.

HUBRIS AND HUMAN RIGHTS

Aristotle gives us some hints about the function of drama in Athenian democracy, although he misses the significance of the political and social crime of hubris for the common laborers and poor farmers who made up most of the audience for these plays. In the Poetics, Aristotle argues that the terrible suffering that tragic drama portrays results from hamartia, or an error of judgment or character. As Aristotle observes, the tragic hero is described as “one of those people with a great reputation and good fortune, e.g. Oedipus, Thyestes and distinguished men from similar families,” which (from what I know) accurately locates the tragic actor among the elite (1987, 53a10). He goes on to explain that the tragic actor commits an act of violation as the result of “error” rather than “vice and wickedness” (53a10). Aristotle turns to the topics of vice and wickedness in the Nicomachean Ethics (1985). In the Ethics, he locates hubris (or wanton aggression) as the result of either vice (as in the arrogance of the rich and powerful [1124a289]) or as in the crimes of one’s enemies (1125a8) or moral weakness (as found in sexual abusers [1148b27]), and therefore, I would assume, as distinct from, and worse than, mere error. In the glossary of his edition of Aristotle’s Ethics, Terence Irwin connects various passages in the Ethics with a discussion of hubris in the Rhetoric and gleans that “[a]n act of hubris involves attacking or insulting another, but in a special way: so as to cause dishonor and shame to the victim for the agent’s pleasure” (Aristotle 1985, 432).

This Macedonian’s interpretation of tragedy as the result of error reflects a skewed elite view of tragic drama. For the common Athenian people (demos) of the ancient democracy, hubris, and not hamartia, would have more likely been recognized as the cause of tragic suffering.8 The legal system in democratic Athens recognized hubris as a crime of arrogance, punishable by law, and designed to restrain the power of the elite over the masses. And as the famous case of Alcibiades reminds us, hubris is a type of crime that is “characteristic of the young, and/or of the rich and/or of the upper classes” (Fisher 1992, 1). The elite protagonists of tragic drama would have been among the paradigmatic instigators of this crime. It was not a crime typically committed by the subaltern.

Aristotle remarks that tragic error leads to a dialectical reversal of fortune from happiness to unhappiness. The protagonist’s error must be revealed in a context in which ignorance leads to knowledge. This knowledge occurs in the climax of the drama, and is defined in terms of a scene of recognition. Aristotle mentions the essential elements of this scene of recognition in his discussion of Oedipus and yet he does not lay out in full what for the communal Greek citizens must have been this scene’s central importance. He notes that Oedipus comes to realize who he is at the same time that he comes to realize that those he took to be enemies were in fact friends. He observes that tragic violence in general targets “friendly relationships, e.g., brother against brother, son against father, mother against son or son against mother” (1987, 53b20). These friendly relationships usually center around a household: “the finest tragedies are constructed around a few households” (53a19). His location of the cause of tragedy in a simple error does not fully explain the escalating violence that leads to the downfall of the agent. Nor do his remarks make clear how such a simple error would bring down not only the tragic actor and his immediate family, but also a city.

Richard Janko’s remarks on the Greek language in his translation of the Poetics provide us with some more clues to understanding what is obscured by Aristotle’s notion of tragic “error” and abbreviated discussion of “friendly relationships.” Janko notes that in the Greek context, friendship (philia) is “much stronger than in English, denoting someone connected by blood, marriage, or the sacred ties of hospitality” (Aristotle 1987, 208). For the racist and patriarchal Greek citizen, these ethical ties were certainly neither universalist nor egalitarian. However, both elite and nonelite Greek citizens assumed that the individual does not stand alone but in a web of relationships. Aristotle (writing during the rise of the Alexandrian empire) begins to back away from this classic Greek idea of friendship when he subordinates all other friendships to intimate relationships based on mutual admiration of shared virtues and an extension of proper self-love (1985, 1168b, 1171a14). In the Ethics, Aristotle discusses the role of political friendship, which probably refers to the broader social friendships of the earlier era. However, he restricts these forms of friendships to those who are “respectable,” and excludes the “inferior” class of people.

For the ordinary honor-loving Greek, the individual and his few intimate friends is not the significant unit of political society. The citizen is defined as the head of a household, and the household is defined through its links in the polis. It is because the individual is part of the household that the destruction of the household is understood to bring about the destruction of the individual and the polis. This complicated pattern of destruction is central to the plot of Greek tragedy.

Aristotle’s focus on individual error in his discussion of the cathartic poetics of tragedy does not give full due to the ecstatic sociality of the Greek citizen. For the Greek citizen, the knowledge that comes about through tragic suffering is not the reflection of the exiled protagonist on his error. In drama, one learns who one is as one learns of the significance of “friendly relationships.” At the center of the tragedy is the assault on these relationships. For this reason, hubris cannot be understood primarily as an excess of character. The crime of hubris is not first of all an individual vice, but an assault on social bonds.

Crimes of hubris violated codes of honor and hospitality among friends and strangers (xenos). The horror of these crimes (in large part, the nature of evil) is the pleasure that the powerful could take in asserting their superior status over those of lesser status. It is true that the Greeks lacked the modern liberal concept of a negative right, if we understand this kind of right as a restraint against government interference on the private individual (Ober 1989, 10). The Athenians, however, had available a political tool that contemporary liberal democracies lack. The recognition of hubris as a moral and legal crime allowed the working poor and subsistence farmers who made up the masses to establish restraints on the power of elite social groups.

Man is by nature a social animal (Aristotle 1995, 1252b27). Based on this Greek insight, Aristotle argues that the purpose of the city is to promote the good life through various kinds of friendship (1280b29). Aristotle also argued that the law was to prohibit such social vices as hubris (1985, 1129b25; 1995, 1295a34). Aristotle’s reflections on Greek democracy teach us much about what is missing in modern systems. But if Aristotle undertakes his Politics with a classical Greek vision of the polis, he occludes this wisdom from his discussion of tragedy in the Poetics. The ironical reversal that defines Greek tragedy is not a mere change in fortune for drama’s haphazard protagonist. What for the Greeks must be the major irony (the dialectical reversal) of tragedy is that the crime against the other is a crime against the self. The mythic god or beast might exist alone. Sociality is the element of man. This is tragic wisdom.

Inasmuch as Aristotle occludes from his discussion of tragedy the political and social implications of the Greek theater, and focuses instead on individual character, he obscures what must have been for the Greek people the essence of tragic wisdom. The dialectic of reversal and recognition in tragic drama is not primarily about excess of character or error of judgment. Tragic drama warns of the ways in which we destroy ourselves as we destroy each other.9 If tragic art depicts the pathos of hubris, it is so that we may learn how crimes of arrogance tear at the social fabric of our existence.

EROS AND HUBRIS IN THE AFRICAN AMERICAN CONTEXT

The ancient view of justice reemerges in modern African American contexts. However, modern writers develop the classical themes of Eros and hubris from a different origin and toward a different end. Aristotle’s practical philosophy reflects the standpoint of the elite outsider within the leisure class of Athenian democracy. Contemporary critical theory reflects the visionary pragmatism of the outsider within America’s racialized service economy. The highest aim of Aristotle’s ideal polis was to cultivate the social virtues of the leisure class. Modern writers in America develop ideas of social existence in ways that bear a kinship to ancient Greek themes. These writers hold social bonds to be sacred for justice. However, these writers contest the race and class divisions of democracies old and new.

The ideas of social existence developed by these writers carry forward the discussion of Eros and hubris through a three-dimensional vision of human identity and social freedom. First, these conceptions of identity and freedom reach down deep into the power of the erotic at the core of personality. The Western tradition misses the power of the erotic in its speculation on our pre-subjective origins in “animal-like” appetite. This tradition posits basic drives that are narcissistic or biological but not social. For this tradition, these basic human drives may engulf or consume but they do not respond discretely to the warmth and the touch, the rhythms and the tone, that is, to the embodied presence of the other. Morrison’s Beloved evokes the power of the erotic in the sermons of Baby Suggs. “We Flesh,” Baby Suggs calls out as she tells of a body that is born not of sin but of a sensuous love. For writers like Lorde and Morrison, the most primordial impulse of Eros is not turned inward but outward in an epic quest for human relationship—wider universality, as the dialectical thinker might say. The draining of erotic energy under conditions of oppression challenges our expressive capacities and blocks the energy for social change.

The liberal state protects the religious freedom of the individual, but this right does not suffice for guaranteeing erotic freedom. Religious rituals based on confessing sin or individual responsibility need to give way to state-funded celebrations in the public sphere that rekindle our social energy. At the same time, we must challenge those social practices that appropriate or distort the flow of this energy for the sake of material profit or arrogant power. Firm limits need to be set on corporate greed. Taxes on corporate wealth need to be appropriated in order to support childbearing in households, low-wage service work across national boundaries, and social activities in communities.

Second, these modern writers pose the person as a social event. Hegel misrepresents this event when he stages the inaugural encounter with the other as a threat to the narcissism of the subject. Given the premise of originary narcissism, Hegel’s dialectic can find no other path for checking the hubristic impulse to dominate except by way of the stoic turn in Hellenistic culture. African American writers conceive the struggle for recognition differently. Texts emphasize the significance of human expressive and social capacities beginning with the face-to-face encounter between mother and child. In Morrison’s novel, the ghost from the middle passage (also, in some sense Sethe’s daughter, Beloved) is portrayed as having lost her sense of self as she is separated by the white slave traders from her mother. Beloved expresses the pathos of loss through her yearning for her mother’s “face,” and she exhibits the symptoms of traumatic separation through her refusal to distinguish her mother’s face from her own face. In his depiction of slavery, Douglass focuses on the cruelty of practices that severed families and denied mothers the “intelligent smiles” of their children (1987, 39).

From both of these writers, we learn that the distorted representation of the face (e.g., the gross caricature of the black face in white art) and the displacement of the face (e.g., in the representation of the person as a biological organ) are issues of social justice. Legal or ethical codes need to restrain the hubristic humiliation or misrepresentation of one group of people by another group of people in sites of public consumption or at work. Mothers and other caregivers need to be recognized and rewarded for their cultural and economic work. Rituals of friendship need to join with family rituals as central parts of our political culture.

Third, we learn how the child might mature through erotic rites of reconnection rather than stoic rituals of separation. For both Douglass and Morrison, cathartic rites of reconnection heal the social and psychic wounds that threaten to tear us apart. Douglass orchestrates the agonistic contest for social recognition as a spirited reply to the hubris of white domination. The violence of the contest is checked by Douglass’s desire to recreate the basis for social bonds. Morrison tells a kindred story in Beloved. The tormented daughter Denver does not leave behind her family in order to stake out an identity alone or submerged in a larger community. Denver decides who she is as she brings the community back to her family, and together they work against the terrible forces from the past that haunt the present.

In these narratives, Morrison and Douglass give us significant lessons for social justice. If the struggle for freedom collapses into a sacrificial ritual or a politics of retribution and revenge, then justice falters. We must work instead for the spiritual renewal of social bonds. The renewal of these bonds requires confronting economic and moral debts that we owe for crimes that we have committed in the past. In America, one of the worst of these crimes is slavery. Core to white arrogance is the refusal to acknowledge the role of slavery in perpetuating cycles of racial violence in America today. This means understanding the high rates of incarceration of blacks in America as just one more chapter in the history of slavery. We cannot begin to overcome racism in contemporary institutions until we make reparations for social crimes of the past and present. Moreover, basic laws must protect us against large-scale social practices or persistent rituals of humiliation. These laws must secure rights for individuals to claim the existential, social, and material resources that they need in order to develop their capacities to form friendships in the family and across social groups.

For the ancient Greek people, hubris names the violation of the bonds that make up a fully human existence. The crime of hubris can lead to horror. This horror is not easily contained. The veiled consciousness of the perpetrator means that he both knows and does not know the humanity of the one that he assails. Secret pleasure comes from knowing what one is not supposed to know. Power comes from denying what one knows. The Greek people believed that those who have been assaulted would not rest until things were set right. This is what makes for the angst of the privileged classes. The elite create for themselves the terms of their own undoing. The symptoms of this undoing will not disappear until we come together to recognize who we are and where we have been and to make amends.

NOTES

1.  For Collins’s account of her relation to Frankfurt School critical theory, see Collins (1998, 254n4).

2.  Collins draws this conclusion from Tate (1983, especially 92).

3.  This quote serves as the epigraph for Cornell (1998, 3). I will return to Cornell’s fascinating elaborations of Rawls’s liberal paradigm later.

4.  Cornell elaborates upon the “right of the imaginary domain” in Cornell (1998). She begins by establishing her claim through a revision of Rawls’s doctrine that “each person possesses an inviolability founded on justice” (3). She argues that the

freedom to create ourselves as sexed beings . . . lies at the heart of the ideal of the imaginary domain. . . . Some formal-equality feminists have ignored the reality that hearts continue to starve, no matter the new opportunities available to women. . . . What has been missing is the protection of each person’s imaginary domain, that psychic and moral space in which we, as sexed creatures who care deeply about matters of the heart, are allowed to evaluate and represent who we are. (ix, xi)

The imaginary domain is “an essential right of personality” (ix).

5.  Collins is quoting from Smitherman (1977, 76).

6.  This wonderful phrase was suggested to me by Opal Moore in conversation.

7.  Collins’s source is hooks (1984, 144).

8.  See Blondell et al. (1999, 19); cf. Ober (1989, 162).

9.  For a discussion of a tragic dialectic of reversal and recognition driven by ecstatic desire, see Willett (1990, 268–283).
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Imagining the Horizon

Gail Weiss


No more than are the sky or the earth is the horizon a collection of things held together, or a class name, or a logical possibility of conception, or a system of “potentiality of consciousness”: it is a new type of being, a being by porosity, pregnancy, or generality, and he before whom the horizon opens is caught up, included within it.

—Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible (1968)



What, exactly, is at stake, ontologically, perceptually, and politically, in depicting the horizon as closed or as open? For most people, the term “horizon” connotes first and foremost a politically neutral, perceptual phenomenon. More specifically, the horizon usually refers to the visual limit of my perception and it is often identified with a line that runs across the visual field separating earth from sky. Insofar as it marks the terminus of the visual field, the perceptual horizon functions to demarcate the visible from the invisible, that which is present and perceptible from that which is absent and imperceptible.

In this chapter, I want to explore a less well-known conception of the horizon, one that was first introduced by the phenomenologist Edmund Husserl and later taken up by one of his “students,” Maurice Merleau-Ponty.1 In contrast to the familiar view of the horizon as providing closure to the visual field, both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty emphasize the open-ended nature of the horizon. Both view the horizon not as the natural limit of vision, but as the indispensable background against which the visible appears as such. That is, for both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, the horizon does not reveal the endpoint of vision, but the very condition for visibility. Moreover, both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty extend the implications of this understanding of the horizon beyond perception to encompass all aspects of our lived experience. More specifically, Husserl maintains that the horizon functions as a “zone of indeterminacy” that surrounds each and every one of our experiences whether these latter be perceptual or not.

Although neither Husserl nor Merleau-Ponty acknowledge, much less develop, the political implications of their respective conceptions of the horizon, in this chapter I would like to explore the promise of the horizon (insofar as it provides the shifting, yet omnipresent context for my thoughts, perceptions, social attitudes, actions, and even my values) for a liberatory praxis.

In the epigraph to this chapter, Merleau-Ponty maintains both that the horizon has its own particular type of being, and that the person who turns toward the horizon is implicated in that horizon. If these claims are indeed true, then the project of articulating the horizon becomes rather complicated. To perform this latter task requires that we first begin by interrogating the very nature of the horizon qua horizon, and second, that we must do so not from a detached perspective, but from the standpoint of one who is part of that horizon.

To make matters even more difficult, Merleau-Ponty, following Husserl, argues that there are not one but many horizons operative for any individual at any given point in time, horizons that are not separate from one another but that overlap to constitute a general framework for our actual as well as possible experiences. For both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, although many of these horizons are (or at least can be) shared, they always vary from one individual to another. In the discussion that follows, I would like to focus on the difficulty of imagining the horizon and on why it is nonetheless necessary to do so.

To take seriously the claim that we ourselves are part of the horizon requires that we consider the relationship between self and other as it plays out in the horizonal domain of our experience. Specifically, I want to suggest that “the problem of the Other,” which has dogged both phenomenology and existentialism, can best be addressed through an understanding of the Other not as a figure of radical alterity whom I continually confront in my experience, but as someone with whom I am always already engaged on the horizons of each and every one of my experiences.

THE HORIZON AS GROUND

The idea of the horizon as it has been used by Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, and others is closely linked to the notion of the ground as it was first discussed by Gestalt psychologists. Although the term “ground” may seem to have strong ontological implications, Gestalt psychologists understood the ground not as an independent substrate or origin, but as an interdependent phenomenon that, with its inverse and necessary correlate the figure structures each and every one of our perceptions. The figure–ground relationship, as they described it, is one whereby the figure can only stand out as such over and against the ground and the ground can only be revealed as ground through its role in situating a particular figure. In Merleau-Pontian terms, the visibility of the figure is inversely proportionate to the invisibility of the ground. Without the invisible horizon provided by the ground, no visible figure could emerge and yet the very nature of the figure as the primary focus of our attention obscures the crucial, constitutive role played by the ground. As Merleau-Ponty observes, “the proper essence [le propre] of the visible is to have a layer [doublure] of invisibility in the strict sense, which it makes present as a certain absence” (1964a, 187).

In this same essay, “Eye and Mind,” he argues that the painter must be attuned to this invisible horizon that organizes visibility by structuring what is and is not visible. The painter, for example, needs to be sensitive to the way in which light serves as a ground against which visible figures emerge, and, in depicting the play of light upon particular objects, the painter calls our attention not only to the objects themselves, but also to the light that reveals them. Thus, according to Merleau-Ponty, the painting “gives visible existence to what profane vision believes to be invisible” (1964a, 166).

Insofar as any one horizon overlaps with other horizons, articulating the interplay between visibility and invisibility in one register leads inevitably to an exploration of how it is elaborated in other registers. These are not separate inquiries, moreover, but are mutually informed by one another. Merleau-Ponty eloquently describes this process as follows:


In “working over” a favorite problem, even if it is just the problem of velvet or wool, the true painter unknowingly upsets the givens of all the other problems. His quest is total even where it looks partial. Just when he has reached proficiency in some area, he finds that he has reopened another one where everything he said before must be said again in a different way. The upshot is that what he has found he does not yet have. It remains to be sought out; the discovery itself calls forth still further quests. (1964a, 189)



SHARED HORIZONS

On Merleau-Ponty’s account, the painter re-creates the reversible or chiasmatic relationship between visibility and invisibility that she or he experiences on canvas, so that we, the viewers, can become reacquainted with how these relationships structure our everyday perceptual experience. Indeed, I would argue that a primary way in which a viewer participates in the painting is by opening herself up to the horizons indicated in and through the painting. To the extent that she feels herself to be implicated in these horizons, she could be said, perhaps, to have traversed the invisible boundaries that separate her own experience from the experience of others.

Although Merleau-Ponty does not invoke Husserl in this essay, I believe that Husserl’s notion of the empathy horizon is particularly appropriate in addressing the intersubjective dimensions of the viewer’s and the painter’s experience. For Husserl, the fact that we live in a world with others means “that even what is straightforwardly perceptual is communalized” (1970, 163). Not only do we tend to revise our own perceptions as we attain new perspectives on a given object, but also, as Husserl observes, the communalization of perceptual experience guarantees that “there constantly occurs an alteration of validity through reciprocal correction” (163). On his account, each perceiver has, on the one hand an “original perceptual field . . . opened up through free activity, which leads to ever new perceptual fields . . . within a horizon that can be preindicated through a combination of the determinate and the indeterminate” and, on the other hand, a “horizon of empathy, that of [our] cosubjects, which can be opened up through direct and indirect commerce with the chain of others, who are all others for one another” (255).

According to Husserl, it is this latter empathy horizon, elusive as it is to straightforward analysis, that makes the process of reciprocal correction he describes possible. However, the coexistence of an original perceptual field with a broader empathy horizon makes it impossible to distinguish sharply between individual and communal experiences. Indeed, Husserl asserts that “at the same time . . . within the vitally flowing intentionality in which the life of an ego-subject consists, every other ego is already intentionally implied in advance by way of empathy and the empathy-horizon” (1970, 255).

In these descriptions of the empathy horizon, the “otherness” of the Other appears to be radically diminished. Although Husserl continues to maintain a distinction between an individual horizon and an empathy horizon, it becomes less and less clear how these two horizons are to be demarcated from one another. Indeed, the independence of the transcendental ego seems to give way to a subject whose own intentionality is intertwined through and through with the intentionality of others.

From the standpoint of what Husserl calls the phenomenological epoché, a process whereby one provides a “pure description” of a given experience without relying upon taken-for-granted assumptions about that experience, these interconnected intentionalities are portrayed as follows: “What remains, now, is not a multiplicity of separated souls, each reduced to its pure interiority, but rather . . . a sole psychic framework, a total framework of all souls, which are united not externally but internally, namely, through the intentional interpenetration [Ineinander] which is the communalization of their lives” (1970, 255). Although this unified framework that is provided by the empathy horizon breaks down distinctions between one individual and another, I would argue that the very notion of empathy preserves such a distinction. For, to experience empathy requires a simultaneous acknowledgment that the other is different than myself (i.e., I do not coincide with the other, I empathize with them), but it also implies that whatever distance there may be between the other’s perspective and my own, it is capable of being traversed.

Despite the ambiguities in Husserl’s account of the empathy horizon and the role it plays in the life of each individual, it is clear that his whole account not only of intersubjectivity, but also of subjectivity, depends upon it. For Husserl, what the empathy horizon accomplishes, above all, is the possibility of achieving intersubjective unity in our experience. Perhaps a bit too optimistically, he asserts that, on the basis of the empathy horizon, an “intersubjective harmony of validity occurs, [establishing what is] ‘normal’ in respect to particular details.” Husserl recognizes that “intersubjective discrepancies show themselves often enough” but nonetheless maintains that these discrepancies do not preclude the establishment of an intersubjective unity of experience (1970, 163).

In keeping with the title of this chapter, I want to pause at this point to interrogate further this image of a harmonious, intersubjective experience based upon a shared empathy horizon that Husserl has so eloquently described. In particular, I want to question whether the discrepancies that Husserl acknowledges can arise out of the empathy horizon really do always give way to the intersubjective harmony that, on his account, provides us with a sense of inhabiting one and the same world.

To pursue this inquiry, I would like to consider some examples in which the intersubjective discrepancies Husserl mentions can only be reconciled if we see them as emerging from different horizons, horizons that are indeed shared by some, but certainly not by all of us. If these discrepancies can and often do threaten the intersubjective unity of our experience, then this may mean that rather than inhabiting a single world, or possessing a communal world-consciousness to use Husserl’s language, there are limits to empathy that, whether they are self- or socially imposed, lead to the establishment of different (and perhaps even radically incommensurable) worlds.

HORIZONS OF DISCOURSE

The essays contained in Robert Gooding-Williams’s edited volume, Reading Rodney King/Reading Urban Uprising (1993), offer a series of interpretations of the interpretations made by the police officers, the Simi Valley jury, the black community in south-central Los Angeles, the neighboring Korean American community, and the general public in the aftermath of what has come to be known as “the Rodney King incident.” This incident, which took place in 1991, is not restricted to the beating of Rodney King that was captured on videotape but also extends to the police officers’ trial, and to the rioting and destruction that followed the verdict.2

Although the word “incident” suggests a discrete event and therefore may seem to be somewhat of a misnomer in this case, the word still seems to be appropriate insofar as it expresses a definitive experience that has left an indelible mark in the history of race relations in the United States. Like other well-known episodes in American history (e.g., Jim Crow laws, the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., state and federal court rejections of affirmative action policies for college and graduate school admissions in California and Texas, and so on), for better or worse, the Rodney King incident has become part of the horizon that grounds our collective racial consciousness at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

In “Endangered/Endangering: Schematic Racism and White Paranoia,” Judith Butler argues that the Simi Valley jurors were able to corroborate the policemen’s interpretation of the events that transpired on the videotape (specifically the interpretation that Rodney King was and remained a threat to the police before and during his beating), because the video was reproduced for them “within a racially saturated field of visibility” (1993, 15).

Before discussing her position further, let us first examine this expression more closely. The expression “field of visibility” is straightforward enough. It refers to the Gestalt notion of the perceptual field, which, as noted earlier, is organized in reference to a figure perceived against a ground. More specifically, we might understand this field of visibility to consist primarily of those possible objects of perception that we are not currently attending to but which form part of the background of our current perception (e.g., the objects behind, above, below, or beside the object on which we are focusing).

Strikingly, Butler’s claim that the field of visibility is “racially saturated” seems to refer to an invisible quality of an already invisible horizon. For, if the field of visibility is indeed racially saturated, this means that its racial structure cannot easily be discerned because it is inseparable from the field of visibility itself. And, any objects discerned within that field will be discerned through a racially saturated horizon of significance, a horizon that will situate any and all interpretations that arise from it.

Deliberately conflating the terms “racial” and “racist,” Butler asks whether the existence of a racially saturated field of visibility already privileges racist interpretations. That is,


If racism pervades white perception, structuring what can and cannot appear within the horizon of white perception, then to what extent does it interpret in advance “visual evidence”? And how, then, does such “evidence” have to be read, and read publicly, against the racist disposition of the visible which will prepare and achieve its own inverted perceptions under the rubric of “what is seen”? (1993, 15–16)



Butler’s second question raises the possibility of an alternative, antiracist reading of the Rodney King videotape, one that depends upon an almost invisible shift in this passage from a racially saturated field of visibility in which racist interpretations seem to be almost inevitable to a racial disposition of the visible that can be “read against the grain” to produce antiracist, counterhegemonic readings. By aggrandizing the tensions between racist and antiracist interpretations of the Rodney King videotape, and by reinvoking the notion of a saturated visual field as a constitutive horizon for both readings, Butler claims that these conflicting interpretations produce “a contest within the visual field, a crisis in the certainty of what is visible, one that is produced through the saturation and schematization of that field with the inverted projections of white paranoia” (16, emphasis mine).

To “win” this contest, Butler suggests that an antiracist reading of the Rodney King videotape must be aggressively promulgated in order to counter the violence and aggressivity of the racist reading. For, she notes, “if the field of the visible is a racially contested terrain, it will be politically imperative to read such videos aggressively, to repeat and publicize such readings, if only to further an antiracist hegemony over the visual field” (1993, 17). This “eye for an eye” strategy, however, leaves us with two alternative readings whose respective legitimacy seems to rest on little more than whose reading is more violently proclaimed and aggressively established. And given the current climate in U.S. racial politics, it would seem that the racist reading would have a distinct advantage in this regard.

Another difficulty with this strategy, which reminds me a bit of a shouting match in which whoever shouts loudest dominates the auditory field, is that the two opponents both seem to be competing for complete control over the “correct” interpretation; both are striving for, in Butler’s own words, “hegemony over the visual field,” a hegemony, it should be noted, that is not restricted to the visual field or even the perceptual field, but extends to the linguistic, cultural, and political domains as well.

Although Butler’s strategy of countering a racist hegemony with an antiracist hegemony may be rhetorically and politically effective, I think it is also extremely problematic. I would like to introduce my specific objections to it through asking the following questions: Is aggressivity either necessary or sufficient to promote the viability of alternative readings to the Rodney King incident and to other equally disturbing events in recent and past history? And if it is, then is there a way of distinguishing the violence and aggressivity deployed in the antiracist reading from the violence and aggressivity that inheres in the racist one? Last, but not least, is it politically or even philosophically desirable to claim that the goal of the antiracist reading should be to achieve “hegemony” over the visual field (or whatever field is in question)?

The dilemma that motivates Butler’s analysis of the Rodney King incident is one that must be grappled with by anyone who adopts a deconstructionist model in which appeals to an extradiscursive truth to adjudicate disputes among interpretations are ruled out from the start. Indeed, in the following passage, Butler challenges the very distinction between “seeing” and “reading,” and, in so doing, she rejects any basis for demarcating a direct perceptual truth from “mere” interpretation. Although the Simi Valley jurors were allowed to view the videotape of Rodney King’s beating over and over again with their own eyes, Butler argues that, “[t]his is a seeing which is a reading, that is, a contestable construal, but one which nevertheless passes itself off as ‘seeing,’ a reading which became for that white community, and for countless others, the same as seeing” (1993, 16).

If seeing is indeed indistinguishable from reading, as Butler suggests, then this means not only that a particular seeing/reading is always contestable, as is true of all interpretations, but also that one’s seeing/reading is the product of a process of construction and not a pure representation of reality itself. The dilemma, then, is to determine a basis for privileging one interpretation over another. On what grounds, for instance, can Butler insist on the legitimacy of the antiracist reading of the Rodney King videotape over the racist one? Given her own account of seeing as reading, as we have noted, any appeal to the “true facts” of the matter has to be ruled out. To complicate matters further, even to identify these two possible readings as such seems to imply that one is not locked into either of them and yet, if it is indeed impossible to occupy an extradiscursive position, then it is not clear where the power to name and critique these readings comes from.

One possible strategy that Butler does not employ is to argue that the racist and antiracist readings emerge from different horizons, for instance, one that is racially saturated and one that is not. Then the issue of which interpretation is more accurate could potentially be resolved in terms of which horizon is more appropriate for situating the particular events witnessed on the videotape. However, one would still have to determine which horizon provides the best context for the videotape, and one can only do this from the standpoint of yet another horizon; that is, one cannot appeal to extradiscursive criteria to adjudicate between the respective horizons of significance.3

Butler suggests that both the racist and the antiracist readings of the Rodney King videotape emerge out of the same field, a field that is organized “with the inverted projections of white paranoia.” How, we might ask, can such divergent readings arise out of the same field? In another essay from the same collection entitled, “Reel Time/Real Justice” (1993), Kimberlé Crenshaw and Gary Peller claim that the jurors’ reading of the Rodney King videotape was facilitated by the defense strategy of breaking down the eighty-one-second videotape frame by frame for the court. Instead of the jurors’ viewing a fast-paced sequence of actions and reactions by the police officers and Rodney King, “[e]ach micromoment of the beating of King was broken down into a series of frozen images” (58). And, Crenshaw and Peller argue,


[o]nce the video was broken up like this, each still picture could then be reweaved into a different narrative about the restraint of King, one in which each blow to King represented, not beating one of the “gorillas in the mist,” but a police-approved technique of restraint complete with technical names for each baton strike (or “stroke”). The videotape images were physically mediated by the illustration board upon which the still pictures were mounted, and in the same moment of disaggregation, they were symbolically mediated by the new narrative backdrops of the technical discourse of institutional security and the reframing of King as a threat rather than a victim. (59)



According to Crenshaw and Peller, then, the jurors’ reading of Rodney King as a threat to the police was due primarily to the decontextualization or, in their words, disaggregation of the temporally and spatially contiguous events depicted on the videotape into a set of framed stills. We could describe this process of disaggregation as an attempt to dismantle the unity that ordinarily characterizes the figure–ground relationship. In this particular case, the ground was quite literally detached from the figure and was replaced with a new, allegedly neutral backdrop: the white poster board.

Of course, this was not the only ground that was detached from the figure. As Crenshaw and Peller note, the still images from the videotape received a new narrative context as well, a “technical discourse of institutional security” that symbolically mediated the reception of those reframed images by the jurors. The decontextualization and recontextualization described by Crenshaw and Peller helps to reveal the high political stakes involved in promoting one particular reading over another. This deliberate contestation and manipulation of the ground to produce a certain figure (e.g., Rodney King as threat rather than victim), and, ultimately, to produce a specific set of meanings, powerfully demonstrates the constitutive role the ground plays in defining “reality.”

The successfulness of this defense strategy, however, and the acquittal that resulted from it, still came as a shock to much of our nation. Indeed, the reverberations of that verdict remain with us today.4 If the jurors saw a radically altered version of the events that occurred in south-central Los Angeles that fateful night in 1991, why were they faulted for acquitting the police officers on the basis of that reading? For, most Americans who deplored the acquittal of the police officers also blamed the jurors for accepting the interpretation of the events that the defense presented to them.

The blame heaped upon the jurors for their reading is not so surprising, however, if we remember that for Husserl as well as for Merleau-Ponty, the horizon never determines the meaning of the figure, but plays a structuring role in its presentation and articulation. To the extent that the jurors seem to have uncritically accepted a particular interpretation that could not be sustained except through the artificial decontextualization and recontextualization performed by the defense team, they reinforced the hegemony of the racist reading.

If an antiracist reading is possible on the basis of a racially saturated field of the visible, this must be accomplished through a subversive appropriation of this racially organized horizon, one that requires, I would argue, much like the example of the painter for Merleau-Ponty, an awareness of the horizon and the structuring role it plays in everyday perception so that one can render it visible to and for others. Moreover, by rendering the horizon visible, as Butler and Crenshaw and Peller attempt to do, one also transforms the horizon itself, making it the critical figure rather than the uncritical ground of one’s discourse.

THE POLITICS OF THE HORIZON

Such an enterprise is a risky one because it generates a whole host of questions. First, are there other aspects of the horizon that we lose sight of if we characterize it as racially saturated? Isn’t the horizon structured by other schematizations aside from racial ones? How might our description of this racially saturated horizon differ if we consider how race always intersects with gender, sexuality, age, ethnicity, and class, and if we consider the role they collectively play in the construction of the visible field? And, if we render this horizon visible, then what new horizons will arise to take its place?

In her essay “The Problem of Speaking for Others” (1991), Linda Martin Alcoff poignantly raises the issue of what happens when horizons are not shared and one person presumes to speak for others in such a fashion that the difference in the horizons that situate their respective discourses are elided. For Alcoff, it is crucial that both the speaker and those who are spoken for be attuned to the contexts that situate their own respective discourses. Failure to attend sufficiently to the differences between the contexts out of which the speaker’s and the spoken for’s voices have emerged (or failed to emerge) can result in misunderstanding and serious misinterpretations. Moreover, because in everyday discourse we tend to focus on what is said to the exclusion of how and why it is said, the very act of speaking for others has a performative force that can preclude inquiry into whether the one who is speaking and those who are spoken for share a common ground.

Alcoff identifies four “premises” or considerations that a speaker (and I would argue, the listeners as well as those spoken for) must remain cognizant of before, during, and after her utterance. These are: (1) the impetus or motivation for speaking; (2) the location and context for the discourse; (3) the speaker’s accountability and responsibility for what she says; and (4) the effect the words have on the “discursive and material context” (1991, 24–26).

These considerations themselves span the past, present, and future, and together can be seen as requiring the speaker to address those ordinarily invisible features of her discourse that produce visible effects for those about whom and to whom she speaks. Although Alcoff claims that one must try to resist the temptation to speak for others who are less enfranchised than oneself because of the danger of misrepresenting their interests due to one’s own interpretation of what those interests are and how they can best be addressed, she also argues that one cannot always refrain from speaking for others either because doing so can lead to an equally problematic abdication of one’s responsibility to aid others in improving their situation.

Avoiding the false dilemma of, on the one hand, the “reductionist response,” which maintains that the differences between the speaker’s and the spoken for’s location either automatically validates or nullifies the validity of the speaker’s utterance, or, on the other hand, the “retreat response,” which maintains that it is better not to attempt to speak at all than to risk doing so inappropriately, Alcoff argues that while location is epistemically salient it does not itself determine meaning and truth. According to Alcoff, “[I]location and positionality should not be conceived as one-dimensional or static, but as multiple and with varying degrees of mobility” (1991, 16). Despite the undeniable importance of location in assessing where the speaker and the spoken for are coming from, she cautions against weighing location too heavily in ascertaining the significance of what is said: “To the extent that location is not a fixed essence, and to the extent that there is an uneasy, undetermined, and contested relationship between location on the one hand and meaning and truth on the other, we cannot reduce the evaluation of meaning and truth to a simple identification of the speaker’s location” (17).

Insofar as Alcoff understands the term “location” to refer to a speaker’s social location and not just her physical location, the expression seems quite close to the notion of the horizon as I have been using it here. Understanding it in this way leads one to the conclusion that while it is necessary to interrogate differences between the horizons that situate both the speaker’s and the spoken for’s discourse, this does not mean that such an investigation will lead one to a final meaning or truth. It may lead one to the conclusion that these horizons are so radically different that one should not attempt to speak for others, or it may lead to a recognition of shared horizons that will provide a common ground for one’s discourse. In either case, rendering these horizons visible, despite the pain this effort may entail, is a necessary first step to bridging what may initially appear to be the radical Otherness of the Other; hence a necessary first step in building a successful, political coalition.

How can we image these structuring horizons, both our own and those of others? Or, in Merleau-Pontian terms, how can we render visible the invisible ground that makes the visible figure perceptible? María Lugones (1990) provides one possible strategy, one that she calls “world-travelling.” Although Lugones never makes this claim, I would argue that the idea of world-travelling is closely related to Husserl’s notion of the empathy horizon. Both are ways of traversing the divide between self and other through opening oneself up to the structural framework that undergirds the experiences of the other. Lugones, however, is more specific than Husserl about what this might entail. Most notably, Lugones focuses on the political implications of world-travelling by concentrating on issues such as who is expected to empathize/relate to whom, for what purposes, and with what consequences. She maintains that, traditionally, world-travelling has not been equally practiced by those who are comfortably within the mainstream of society and those who exist on its margins. That is, the kind of empathic experience involved in world-travelling is not a natural feature of our intersubjective existence as Husserl has suggested. Rather, Lugones maintains that it is the “outsiders” to mainstream white/Anglo culture who have, as a survival strategy, been expected to become familiar with and accommodate themselves to the interpretations of the mainstream. According to Lugones, “the outsider has necessarily acquired flexibility in shifting from the mainstream construction of life where she is constructed as an outsider to other constructions of life where she is more or less ‘at home.’ This flexibility is necessary for the outsider but it can also be willfully exercised by the outsider or by those who are at ease in the mainstream” (159).

For Lugones, world-travelling can and should be a “willful exercise” rather than a matter of necessity. It requires, as she notes, flexibility in shifting from a given perspective to another, with both being equally possible. Doing so forces one to acknowledge that other interpretations of a particular situation can be just as efficacious as one’s own.

Most importantly, Lugones suggests that world-travelling provides an indispensable means of relating successfully to others whose interests, needs, and desires are radically different than our own. She advocates that this become a more reciprocal process than it has been to date. Rather than continuing to expect “outsiders” or, to use bell hooks’s (1990) language, those on the margins to travel to the often hostile world of the “center,” a world that they are expected to “master” without ever being accepted within it, a similar effort must be made on the part of those in the center to occupy the standpoint of those on the margin. If world-travelling can move from being a compulsory activity practiced by those on the margins to a willful, loving way of bridging the gaps between one individual and another, Lugones believes that the “skillful, creative, rich,” and “enriching” aspects of this process can be affirmed and celebrated.

Although I believe that Lugones, like Husserl in his discussion of the intersubjective harmony of our communal experience, is too optimistic regarding the benefits of world-travelling, and although I find her description of this process to be a bit too one-sided to the extent that, in her examples, one individual always seems to be engaging in this travel while the other seems to stay right where she is, Lugones’s insights that this process requires flexibility and new ways of “seeing” are invaluable in addressing the issue of how we can break out of hegemonic frameworks that restrict the possibilities for nonhegemonic interpretations.

If, for instance, an antiracist reading is able to emerge from a “racially saturated field of the visible,” such a reading must be capable of transforming not just the figure of the discourse, but also the very terms of the discourse itself. If we are to be able to speak for others who are less enfranchised than ourselves, without misrepresenting their interests and/or taking their voices and ability to be heard away from them, we must become more attuned to the horizons that differentiate their experiences from our own, and we must draw upon the empathy horizon to do so. What I am calling for here is a way of rendering the invisible framework of our discourses regarding the other more visible, a “politics of the horizon” if you will, that will restore the dynamic interdependency between figure and ground so that any aspect of the ground can truly be imagined as the figure. Thus, rather than keeping our focus exclusively on the figure, we need to become more attuned to the invisible, structuring role played by the ground; we must, as Merleau-Ponty observes, draw upon its porosity, its pregnancy, its generality. For, only if we see the intersubjective richness of the ground out of which the figure has emerged can we produce new, shared horizons, horizons that can help us to alter the fixity of our established discourses about ourselves and others.

NOTES

1.  Merleau-Ponty was never, in point of fact, an actual student of Husserl. I identify him as a student of Husserl because Merleau-Ponty continuously employs key Husserlian concepts (such as the horizon) and refers to Husserl’s formative influence on his thought in his written works. For an explicit discussion of Husserl’s legacy to Merleau-Ponty and phenomenology more generally, see his essay “The Philosopher and his Shadow” in Merleau-Ponty (1964b).

2.  Some would argue that the incident began decades before that infamous day on March 3, 1991, given the long history of ill-treatment of blacks and other minorities by the Los Angeles Police Department and other law enforcement agencies. This history, moreover, is by no means restricted to southern California but encompasses the entire United States. Thus, there are both past and future dimensions to the Rodney King incident that defy any attempt to view it as an isolated, unique event.

3.  Wilhelm Dilthey’s (1976) conception of objectivity in the human sciences is instructive on this issue. Dilthey claims that there is no such thing as objectivity if it is conceived in terms of an aperspectival standpoint. He does maintain, however, that we can critically evaluate a given perspective from the standpoint of another one. Thus, although we always occupy some perspective or other, we can nonetheless shift our perspectives and use a new perspective to assess a previous one. It is quite common, in fact, to hear someone say, “I used to view this type of situation like this, but now I see things differently.” In the account I am providing here, this notion of seeing differently should be taken literally and not just figuratively.

4.  To give just one example, I believe that the Rodney King verdict and the public outrage that resulted from it played an important (and often unacknowledged) role in the acquittal of O. J. Simpson for the murder of Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald Goldman.
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