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  FOREWORD


  HAYDEN WHITE, MODERNISM, PRACTICAL KNOWLEDGE


  JUDITH BUTLER


  Hayden White’s contributions to the humanities and social sciences are not easy to summarize. And even though he is no longer with us, his texts continue to act. One of the central features of his work is that it raises what appear to be existential questions in the midst of modern historical realities, such as, “How am I to live?” or, “What is the right way to act?” Anyone who knows his work knows that the answers to such questions are neither simple nor direct, and that abiding with the complexity is part of what ethical thought demands. This kind of thinking does not demand complexity for its own sake but because an ethical reflection within history must orient itself in a field of coordinates. Hence, the question, “What are the ethical pragmatics of Hayden White’s work?” requires a turn to a prior question: “How did the question of ethics emerge within literary modernism—what forms did it take?” I can answer neither in full, but I want to show that as much as White was claimed by the Kantian problem of the Second Critique—“What ought I to do?”—he understood that this question could only be asked and answered within a specifically historical configuration of space and time that assumes specific narrative and textual dimensions in the historical documents and literary fictions he considered. His view speaks perhaps to our own situation to the extent that we are not only asking what to do, but we are asking it in a context in which our sense of planet, earth, history, and politics is undergoing radical and devastating change. In a sense, the political syntax of the ethical question is now saturated and dis-oriented by climate change, the rise of authoritarianism, the intensification of administrative forms of violence in prison and along the borders. In a time of political despair and occasional hope, in a time of deep disorientation and continuing constraints, where people wonder what they can do, Hayden White has something to say to us. I do not have a single answer to what we should do, but neither am I simply helpless before the question. Many of us are surely engaged in deliberate forms of social transformation. At the same time, however, new forms of spatial and temporal disorientation scatter the horizon within which we pose and pursue ethical action. Even the earth that bears our weight is less the stable ground upon which we stand than a crisis both made and in the making, one that enters into the form of the ethical questions we now pose. White’s question might be rephrased this way: “From what historical resources do we draw sustenance and orientation, or have those lines of transmission from the past been so fully broken that we have only fragments on hand for thinking in the present?”


  White’s last book, The Practical Past, concludes with a well-known chapter, “Historical Discourse and Literary Theory,” in which he considers the proposition that the past can yield knowledge of both a practical and theoretical kind. He suggests that we might understand the “practical” knowledge that history yields in the sense that Kant intended in his Second Critique, The Critique of Practical Reason. There Kant interrogates the conditions and limits of that kind of “knowledge” intended to answer the question “What should I do?” or “What should we do?” or “What should any of us do?” Despite what some critics imagine, White would surely agree with the slogan popularized by contemporary climate activists that “facts matter”: he argued that the facts that come to matter are to some degree conditioned by the questions that one brings to the facts, the way they are approached and narrated; the way we treat them as mattering is already part of the matter at hand, sorting between facts that matter and those that do not. This does not mean we make them up, or that they are readily deniable. It means only they always appear in some form, through some media, and that the form has its own content, and contributes to what is presented—this is why some realities can be communicated through some forms better than others. With regard to Primo Levi, White focuses on a wide range of figures in his work, arguing that the use of the rhetorical features of language more powerfully conveys the emotional reality of the concentration camp, thus running counter to the positivist demand for language to act only and always transparently with regard to the facts.


  The facts of atrocity have to be presented: every memorial museum knows this—or should. A fact can only be shown to be a fact if the presentation works with the fact in the service of communicating a reality (a reality is minimally a relationship among facts, not simply a random collection). It would be an error to conclude that a fact is nothing other than its presentation; it is only a necessary condition for its formulation and communication, a condition for understanding its reality. Pounding the table and repeating, “a fact is a fact” makes use of a principle of identity and constitutes a gesture of relentless repetition of what is supposedly obvious, but the repetition also concedes that the case has to be made, and it implies that there are skeptics in the audience who have to be overcome and defeated. Even still, neither the rhetoric nor the rhetorical repetition simply falls away as the content of the claim comes into view. In what form does the fact appear such that we can, and do, affirm its reality? The rhetoric is not external to the content: we require it to make the content clear, to establish the conditions of communicability for that content or those facts.


  Call it a Kantian turn, as many have, but Marx is in the picture as well. In White’s view, a specific set of temporal pasts rises up and bears upon the present when the question, the ethical question, is asked: “What ought I to do?” He took Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire seriously because present questions are haunted and burdened by past temporalities that are not always consciously registered, ones that surge up in new form within the present. The sense of the past that White wrote about is not the same as the documented past delivered by professional historians and chronicled in the library. Indeed, for history to become practical in the Kantian sense, argues White, it has to depart to some extent from the version of history accepted by the discipline of history. The discipline of history cannot by itself furnish practical knowledge. In other words, it has to become unprofessional and to a certain degree undisciplined, that is, willingly contaminated by inter-disciplinarity for the promise of its future life.


  For instance, a distinctly unprofessional sense of history comes into play when the ethical question is posed: “What should I do?” “What should we do, or what should anyone do?” This is different from the Leninist question, “What is to be done?” since that demand emerges from the direction of an objective field. The first person “I” or the plural “we” remains as the site of a lived disorientation, one that is orchestrated by historical conditions that are not reducible to the subjective moment in which they are endured. When we deliberately turn to the past for a practical or ethical orientation, we tend to expect to find a rule, a maxim, or a model that will help us to orient ourselves toward action in the present; we turn to a version of the past that we already believe will be most relevant to our situation and our question. A principle of selection is built into that turn. That does not mean that we predetermine the answer that will be found. It means only that we tend to seek out a narrative, a story that might first connect the present to the past, so that we can then discern what the past has to say to us, as it were, in the present, as we fathom a course of action now. It is a way of prompting the past to speak to the present, striking the chords of an instrument to register a reverberation. White’s point is not simply to say that every such version of the past will be partially delimited by the question posed (which is a more straightforward hermeneutic proposition), but that narrativizing the past, giving it story form, or giving formal shape to a sequence, has an ethical valence that is largely undervalued by both narratology and professional history, especially under conditions where there is no discernible plot or when ellipsis becomes a central feature of the narrative.


  The view that an ethical life requires the capacity to give a coherent story of that life is a popular view, one that has also registered in various psychoanalytic theories, including that of Roy Schaefer (who did take narrative seriously). Such a view is espoused by Fredric Jameson as well, who claimed that without a narratable story an ethical life cannot be lived. Jameson calls for “an idea of history responsible to the lived ‘temporality’ within which a historically responsible life can be lived”—that is a tough sentence, but perhaps not quite as bad as some of mine (!). Jameson’s worry, one inherited from Lukács, is that literary modernism runs the risk of separating art from ethics by contesting the narrative conditions of responsibility. Hayden White responded to his close friend by suggesting that the kinds of literary modernism that contest narrativity can be seen as reconfiguring the relation between art and ethics, and precisely not as its destruction. For White, modernist events are “overdetermined” (as Stefan Ernst says) by a wide number of historical processes and investments, and so cannot be emplotted (rendered through a plot) in the usual way. One requires neither realism nor a clear form of emplotment in order to convey an ethical orientation; accordingly, one requires neither realism nor a clear form of emplotment for a literary work to contend with a practical past and to be involved in a practical and ethical dilemma. White understands all too well the claims made on behalf of realism, especially the view that realism is required to defend against falsifications of history, especially forms of negationism and revisionism that diminish or deny the atrocious Nazi destruction of life. And yet, as White argues in his essay on Primo Levi, “Figural Realism in Witness Literature” (chapter 9 of this volume), sometimes only a fiction can convey the emotional reality of a historical catastrophe: “The most vivid scenes of the horrors of life in the camps produced by Levi consist less in the delineation of ‘facts’ as conventionally conceived than of the sequences of figures he creates by which to endow the facts with passion, his own feelings about and the value he therefore attaches to them.” And then again about Levi, he writes: figures are needed in order to “grasp” “a real situation.” Levi’s turn away from realist representation, he argues, “has the effect of actually producing the referent rather than merely pointing to it—and much more vividly than any kind of impersonal registration of the ‘facts’ could ever have done.” Perhaps we can say that the production of the referent is not its fabrication, but its reproduction or enactment within the story, laden with the emotional reality that a non-figural representation could not possibly convey. In other words, the facts are conveyed along with their status as atrocity. The figure is not a lie, but a composite form of truth, one that delivers the emotion with the fact as a way of establishing the ethical horror of the fact itself. If we think that the threat of revisionism demands that we accept positivism, we miss the point that the reality denied is at once an emotional reality, a horrific history, and that horrific histories remain alive within historical consciousness, depending, in part, on how they are relayed, understood, and registered.


  When White refers to “the practical past,” he means that “archive of experience,” or what Reinhart Koselleck called “the space of experience,” in which one gains orientation and finds resources for posing and answering the basic questions of the Second Critique: “What ought I to do?” and “What grounds do I have for my judgment about what is best to do?” The problem, of course, is that this kind of archive may be remote or absent, or arrive only in a confused or fragmented form. (See, for example, Saidiya Hartman’s challenge in her Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval, 2019.) Multiple directives may converge that make it even more difficult to identify that dimension of the past that is relevant for the practical or ethical question at hand. The Kantian scene is still in some sense structuring the problem: “What ought I do?” “How do I follow the law?” or even, “What is the best action under these circumstances?” But also: “What are the conditions of possibility for action when destruction is taking place so quickly and irreversibly?” For White, the practical past, which might furnish the coordinates for moral action, includes memory, dream, fantasy, experience, and imagination, and specifically works of literature that register and give form to the breakdown of the very coordinates of time and space, the ones we apparently require in order to honor any moral dictum derived from Kantian grounds. All of these have a pragmatic dimension because they are still oriented toward the question, “What to do?” without being able to ground the question in a space-time that is fully graspable. Thus, both history and literary form intervene in the transcendental sphere. When we ask what to do because we do not know what to do, we are also asking about an orientation in and toward space and time, the condition of possibility of knowledge and rational deliberation, the transmission of directives from those who are wise or who are, at least, our predecessors in some sense; indeed, in his view, literature can convey that practical dimension of reality better than the works of disciplinary historians.


  For White, literary modernism in particular is concerned with the practical past because, in White’s view, it is preoccupied with the question of finding an orientation toward action in the midst of a history whose temporal coordinates are difficult to determine. An action I will take is one that would appear to be possible within the future, presuming or invoking a sense of futurity. But sometimes the action I am obligated to take is one that breaks the horizon open, seems impossible from the outset, but has as one of its aims the expansion of the sense of the possible. A sense of the possible is no ordinary sense. In some ways, it is required; in other ways, it is what one madly fights for precisely because it is a requirement of life itself. The point of White’s reflection is thus not to answer the question, “What to do?” but to reflect on the historical conditions that give rise to the question, to the horizon of possibility invoked for the question even to be posed. We expect orientation to ground action, that the “I” who would take that action must be capable of deliberation and movement, must know the map within which action is possible, must establish an orientation within the world in order to take that action. Sara Ahmed puts it this way in her introduction to her Queer Phenomenology: in an orientation, “we tend toward, where the ‘toward’ marks a space and time that is almost, but not quite, available in the present.” Some space-time is opened up, or seeks to be opened up, through orientation. Thus, the conditions of movement, moving forward, situating oneself within a recognizable environment, receiving the past for pragmatic purposes, which in turn requires the historical transmissibility of instruction manuals, law, and/or stories meant to convey wisdom, all become pertinent to the possibility of knowing what to do and then doing it. And yet, in a world that is structured for the able bodied or where checkpoints and walls or military force block the freedom of movement, the conditions of deliberate action are undermined, though other forms of resistance can form in their place. Action is blocked, and in its place emerges a resistance to the blockage, a no to what blocks the yes, an effort, invariably collective, to transform the world into a space-time where deliberate action becomes a possibility.


  In some future time, it may be possible to read Kafka with Hayden White, in order to understand how certain forms of literary modernism investigate and demonstrate the spatiotemporal conditions of practical judgment. Certain basic practical questions emerge, sometimes in the voice of a character, but sometimes in the less explicit organization of a scene: “Where am I going?” “What am I to do?” “How do I get there?” “What can we do?” “What can anyone do?” “What is being said to me?” or “What is demanded of me?” These questions are at once reflexive and allocutory; they are posed to anything or anyone who might have an answer. The task of deliberating on right actions to take would seem to depend upon the existence, readability, and transmissibility of prior instructions, norms, customs, and guidelines or the possibility of translating between one historical time and another, or among languages. In the world of Kafka’s parables, the Critique of Judgment has been subjected to a massive historical disorientation, and yet its questions survive, as if detached from any context, without its traditional supports in Kant’s transcendental philosophy. This is one reason, according to White, we need fictions, because they alone can register and distill this loss of sequence, this spatial disorientation. Disorientation is not paralysis, but rather a new scene for the problem of judgment. In this way, Kant emerged again, postwar, for both White and differently for Hannah Arendt (see chapter 10 of this volume), as articulating practical judgment as a historical problem, one most sharply delineated in literary fictions that tend to minimize character and abandon or disorient plot. On the one hand, it would seem that there is no ethical orientation without a subject grounded in a place faced with a prospect. On the other hand, the disruption of that very scene introduces another sense of both the ethical and the literary.


  In White’s brief consideration of the Annals of Saint Gall in his The Content of the Form, he cites a list of events recorded there that occurred in the region of Gaul from the eighth century through part of the ninth. The Annals was republished in a volume on monumental German history in the mid-1800s in Latin. The sequencing does not involve a plot, and there is no subject, but it demonstrates one sense of narrativity that in White’s view communicates a historical reality of suffering that may well remind us of our own pandemic times and climatic conditions. The lines, a series of dates, go like this:



  709. Hard winter. Duke Gottfried died.

			   
  710. Hard year and deficient in crops.

			   
  711. [states only the year but without an entry]

			   
  712. Flood everywhere.




  Although this is history understood as chronology, each entry indicating an entire year, the phrase used to describe it is condensed, brief, or entirely absent. Something similar happens with the diary entries that Kafka wrote in 1914. This is the entry for August 2, 1914: “Germany declared war on Russia. Swimming in the afternoon.”


  Or this from February 15, 1922: “A bit of singing on the floor below, an occasional door slamming in the corridor, and all is lost.” One way to sum up a year; one way to sum up a day, but also a world in which the sense of the possible has been shattered. Of course, the early modern chronicler and the modernist writer of parables could not be further apart, and yet a formal problem recurs that couples chronology with the lived temporality of the events with an acute sense of discordance. Of the Annals of Saint Gall, White writes, “This list immediately locates us in a culture hovering on the brink of dissolution, a society of radical scarcity, a world of human groups threatened by death, devastation, flood, and famine.” Perhaps our lists today would include the plastic floating in the ocean, the improbably hot temperatures and fires that push Australians to huddle along their coast, the literal loss of Paradise in California, the biblical floods in Tennessee, the extinction of species, each of which we could name individually as part of a growing list. Under what historical conditions does the list become the occasion for horror, even a genre of horror? The list in the Annals, but also in Kafka, marks chronology as another sense of time shoots off from the mark, one that relies neither on causal sequence, nor plot, nor even a subject. In both cases, what is conveyed through the form is a sense of suffering and destruction, perhaps the form is also the chronicle as testimonial, the enactment of writing as a form of persistence.


  The situation in Kafka’s diaries is of a different order, and yet the disjunction between date and entry communicates a stark situation. Kafka’s subjects are vacated from their sentences, and yet nation states and untethered gerunds survive. Where there is sequence, it fails to plot potential human action or to guarantee a narrative account of the self that would comply with those generally required for ethical responsibility. So how do texts such as these inform an ethical orientation? To what extent do they register in literary form what White has called the practical past? When action and sequence have lost their traditional supports, they become what Walter Benjamin would call “gestic.” Kafka’s stories seem to move forward with characters and plots until we realize that sequence and narrative movement are not the same; sequence exposes a vacated narrative structure. Yet another sense of temporality, one that shutters the sense of the possible with a nearly automatic repetition, extends indeterminately beyond the chronological date. The spatiotemporal coordinates of the world have changed, and so too must the formulation of basic ethical questions. Those questions cannot even presume the human form of the subject, but that is no reason for them to be abandoned. They are still worlded, but point to a shifting sense of world. The new configuration of the historical and natural world, the collapse of time through climate change, pandemic, and unpayable debt, inheres in the form of the question, in the way the “we” is posed or abandoned, in the form of the ethical demand, and in the very ideas of doing and not doing in their ethical implications as they intersect with political conditions.


  Kafka’s parables tend to open onto another space-time only to refract and register a historical world structured by the losses. In one parable, a man on a horse is asked where he is going, and he names a place, a hyphenated name, “Away-From-Here.” The place name here names a place that will never be any here, that will never be located—it escapes location itself. Kafka makes use of textual sequences and even the specifically blank space of the page to both open up and close down the expectation of a final understanding, a movement to another location and moment in time. And yet, this shutting opens up another sense of time and space within the terms of the fiction itself. Indeed, for Kafka, and perhaps for White, fictions are the closest we get to exiting space and time within the domain of life—a poor but theologically resonant version of the afterlife or, the outside to life. Parables in particular carry the longing for redemption as well as the impossibility of its realization, depriving us of the expectation of narrative resolution we bring to sequence.


  The experimental dimension of Kafka’s text undermines our usual conceptions of space and time, opening up a glimpse of another space and time, an afterworld, only to bar its realization, thwarting any expectation that we can actually go there. In “Exile and Abjection” (chapter 13 of this volume), White shows how this impossibility of departure and arrival situates Kafka as “the quintessential modernist exilic writer in the Jewish sense of the term: Jewish because exile is the condition in which the human has its being, modernist insofar as there is neither ‘place from’ which humanity has come nor ‘place at’ which it finds itself in any given moment.” In the place of a moral to the story, Kafka’s story animates a time beyond our time, that is, a fictional time nevertheless saturated with our own. These are not forms that transcend history: they deliver it in the only way they can. And in this way, they point to Hayden White’s insights about how we understand ethical orientation within a scene of historical suffering. White’s examples do not draw exclusively from modernism (the Annals is obviously a key case in point, and he valued premodern disorientations of modernist conceits). And yet, the twentieth-century wars yielded historical materials that would reorient and reformulate the form of ethical questions to be found in literary modernism. We know that Kafka kept his lists, but for the Annals of Saint Gaul, we do not even have the name of an author or scribe. Something about a world is communicated, relayed, conveyed, not as a content that might be rephrased in another way, but one that is bound to its phrasing and cannot get free from its structuring and animating hold: only by taking the content as the form can we begin to read. Dates and events are linked, but the chasm between them is clearly exposed. How, then, to tell a history when the archive is riddled with absence? White finds in the annals form a mode of organizing and conveying a historical time of suffering or a scene of cultural and ethical disorientation. And yet, the sequence that is not story, or the sequence that marks the loss of that kind of narratability, communicates historical suffering in fragmented form and with necessary figural power. That loss surfaces again, and differently, in Kafka’s fragments and parables, where suffering and hope are entwined without a resolution, where action dissolves into scene and gesture, but also where work is put out of play, deliberate inaction slows down production, letting the earth repair as a new political ethos begins to take form.




  EDITOR’S NOTE


  This two-volume anthology collects both published and unpublished material by Hayden White from 1998 to 2017. With respect to the published material in the present volume, I have for the most part used the original print text as the main authoritative source, but in many cases I have consulted the manuscript version as well (electronic computer file obtained directly from White’s hard drive) and have favored the manuscript version if it was longer (in the sense of being more complete). Thus, in a few cases a chapter represents an amalgam of both printed and manuscript versions. For example, only the first half of chapter 3, “The Discourse of Europe and the Search for a European Identity,” was published as a book chapter; the manuscript includes the following note referring to the second half of the text: “This is the full version of the essay, part of which was published in a book edited by Bo Stråth: Europe and the Other and Europe as the Other, Brussels, 2000.” I have thus published the “full version” (nearly twice as long as the original) for the first time herein.


  With regard to the unpublished material, these five essays (chapters 2, 8, 10, 12, and 13), which appear here for the first time in print, were all manuscripts (printouts) for lectures given at conferences, colloquia, or other venues and thus are “public” texts, texts intended for public consumption (the dates and occasions for these lectures are indicated in the first note of each chapter). I have not published any “private” texts: notes, early drafts, or texts with no connection to a publication or public lecture. Although unpolished, these lectures read remarkably well, featuring a more conversational tone with references to the occasion or audience for which they were written. For the most part, these required only minimal editing for typos, stylistic anomalies, and references. The section titles for the unpublished lecture “Symbols and Allegories of Temporality” (chapter 2) were added by me to help guide the reader. I also added section breaks (***) to the lecture “Historicality as a Trope of Political Discourse: Rhetoric, Ethics, Politics” (chapter 12), where they seem to be indicated by the text itself. All other section titles or section breaks are by White.


  The lecture “Anomalies of the Historical Museum, or, History as Utopian Space” (chapter 8) breaks off rather abruptly; White would have no doubt supplied a more developed ending in his spoken remarks, but I thought the piece sufficiently interesting to include, despite its somewhat unfinished state. Chapters 5 (“Figura and Historical Subalternation”) and 11 (“The Metaphysics of Western Historiography: Cosmos, Chaos, and Sequence in Historiological Representation”) contain approximately four printed pages of overlap. I thought these essays sufficiently interesting in themselves to include both and best for the integrity of each to keep them as they are.


  In regard to the references in the unpublished lectures, these are either by White or indicated by White (in parentheses, for example) and completed by me (including some updating of the editions referred to, where appropriate).


  In all the chapters, the notes and/or references I have added to the text are indicated by “Ed” and are enclosed in brackets. I have kept these to a minimum.


  The chapters appear in chronological order, with the date of publication (of the English version) or of composition (for the unpublished material) appearing in brackets after each chapter title. Some of the published essays have also appeared in other languages. I have indicated this in the first note of these chapters, where the non-English publication preceded the English one.
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  EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION


  HAYDEN WHITE, HISTORY, AND THE ETHICS OF NARRATIVE



   Without a narrativization of the facts in question, the facts can never yield that combination of truth and meaning that is the aim of every properly historical reconstruction. . . . Beyond this consideration there is another matter, having to do with the ethics of narration itself, or rather with the ethical import of the decision to treat historical events as narratable, as manifesting not only the kind of formal coherency that story typically provides, but as being comprehendible as plot or mythos.


  —Hayden White, “Figura and Subalternation”




  Hayden White (1928–2018) casts a long shadow over historical theory and over historical studies more generally. Although his theories of historical representation, narrative, and tropes have long been controversial in departments of history, White is by far the most influential theorist of history across the humanities, particularly in literary and cultural studies, art history/visual studies, media studies, and area studies. This two-volume anthology brings together nearly all of White’s uncollected essays from the last two decades of his life.1 The last book White published during his lifetime, The Practical Past (2014), collects only five essays after 1998 (White’s previous collection, Figural Realism, was published in 1999), leaving aside a mountain of important material that deserves to be better known or made accessible. Given the scope and quantity of this material, Cornell University Press suggested dividing it into two volumes (volume 2 is projected to appear in 2023). I have thus done so, according to a chronological organization.


  As the title The Ethics of Narrative suggests, this collection represents a sequel of sorts to the volume of Hayden White’s essays I edited in 2010 under the title The Fiction of Narrative: Essays on History, Literature, and Theory, 1953–2007; given that only two essays in that anthology were from the 1998–2007 period, this volume essentially picks up where that one left off. White had planned to collect a broad selection of his recent work into a single thematic volume along the lines of Figural Realism and his earlier published collections Tropics of Discourse (1978) and The Content of the Form (1987), requesting that I withhold several of these recent essays from the 2010 anthology.2 But instead of the projected collection, White opted for a smaller, more focused volume in response to an invitation by Edward Dimendberg to contribute to the FlashPoints book series (Northwestern University Press). This book was The Practical Past. After White’s death in 2018, I discovered a table of contents among his papers that projected a very different volume on “The Practical Past”: a volume of nine essays and an alternate volume of ten essays, with the first five chapters of each version overlapping.3 The essays presented in the two volumes of The Ethics of Narrative thus include all those that were destined for two versions of the enlarged book on “The Practical Past,” minus those published in The Practical Past. I have also incorporated an array of other texts, including hard-to-find published essays and unpublished lectures (and unpublished parts of published essays) heretofore unavailable,4 offering the reader a panoramic view of White’s late thought.


  The present volume, volume 1, already shows the astonishing variety of topics White engaged with during the last twenty years of his life: from the problem of modern patriotism and the question of European identity to Hannah Arendt’s theses on totalitarianism; from the historical museum and the theme of melancholy in art history to readings of classic literary texts by Leo Tolstoy and Primo Levi; and from essays on historiography and historical theory developing White’s seminal ideas to the relation between history and political discourse. Although wide-ranging in terms of topics and ideas, White’s late thought—backgrounded by a tumultuous period from the attacks of September 11, 2001, and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, to the Financial Crisis of 2009 and the chaotic and divisive US presidency that began in 2017—nevertheless displays a kind of unity. It is especially concerned with the problem of ethics in historiography and in narrative expression more generally, hence the capacious title of these two volumes, The Ethics of Narrative.


  To be sure, the question of ethics and historiography had always been a concern of White’s, as the preface and conclusion to his magnum opus Meta-history (1973) amply attest.5 This, however, was obscured for many readers by the book’s formalist apparatus and theory of tropes presented in an elaborate introduction (and in a subsequent collection Tropics of Discourse, 1978). In his later years, however, while always maintaining a staunchly “rhetorical” (Vichian) approach,6 White tended to somewhat deemphasize the tropological and elevate the ethical, particularly in regard to his discussions of narrative. Prompted no doubt by the neuralgic debate over Holocaust representation that came to a head in 1990 at the famous UCLA conference organized by Saul Friedlander, “Probing the Limits of Holocaust Representation” (later published as a volume by Harvard University Press), in which White participated, the problem of ethics in historical writing attained a new significance and urgency in his work.7 In the late 1990s and 2000s, White sought to clarify and develop his positions, without ever abandoning the key theoretical tenets articulated in Metahistory. (The Holocaust is most specifically addressed in this volume in chapter 9: “Figural Realism in Witness Literature: On Primo Levi’s Se questo è un uomo.)


  White’s controversial reputation as a “postmodernist” theorist has, unfortunately, engendered a host of misunderstandings and misapprehensions. Thus, Dirk Moses could not be more wrong, in attribution, or right, in substance, when he states that “the historical is not opposed to the ethical, as White maintains; the historical is the ethical.”8 White is certainly in agreement that the historical is the ethical, for, as he has always argued, historiography necessarily involves choices, narrative choices that can only be ethically informed and that inevitably involve ethical consequences. As he stated in the conclusion to Metahistory, “When it is a matter of choosing among these alternative visions of history, the only grounds for preferring one over another are moral or aesthetic ones.”9 In his later work, however, he will insist on the moral/ethical as the ultimate basis for historiological choice.


  White saw that, given its basis in narrative, history cannot be the merely empirical, quasi-scientific, or value-neutral apprehension of a past reality, as the field of historical studies has often aspired or pretended to be since the field’s professionalization in the late nineteenth century, but is in fact infused with value judgments through and through. Thus, as I shall endeavor to demonstrate in this introduction, White’s vaunted formalism—his tropological approach to language and emphasis on plot-type as structuring historical discourse—is not the neutral-analytical-ironical copout it appeared to be to some early readers of Metahistory.10


  But before I address the ethical dimension of White’s work more specifically, let me first offer, for those readers who may be picking up this book without any prior acquaintance with White’s work, a brief overview of White’s thought. (I should also direct the reader to my editor’s introductions to The Fiction of Narrative and to Philosophy of History After Hayden White for broader synopses, particularly of White’s earlier work.)11


  The Historical Narrative: Fact, Form, and Value


  White’s career as a historical theorist was launched by the publication of two controversial texts: his classic essay “The Burden of History,” published in 1966 in the recently founded journal History and Theory, and the abovementioned Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe, still his best-known and most widely discussed work. During the first decade of White’s career (1958–1968), when he was on the faculty of the History Department at the University of Rochester, White was known primarily as a medieval historian: his 622-page doctoral dissertation had probed the papal schism of 1130, and his teaching focused mostly on the European Middle Ages and the early modern era.12 White also published extensively in the area of intellectual history, coauthoring two books on liberal humanism with William Coates and a short, single-authored monograph titled The Greco-Roman Tradition.13 There was little to suggest in these publications the polemical reputation of the historical theorist that was to come.


  Metahistory changed all this, effectively bringing the theory of history or historiography to the fore of intellectual debates around language, representation, and society, in dialogue with such movements as structuralism, poststructuralism, and postmodernism.14 In this work, White lays out for the first time in any systematic manner the ways in which narrative form is inextricable from historical content. Previously, narrative form was viewed as a neutral, or even a natural vessel for the expression of historical information. Narrative techniques appropriated by historians from literary realism were thought to be ornamental or merely aesthetic in nature, with no effect on the truth-value of the historical account. The content or substance of the historical account was taken to be the historical facts; that these were arranged in narrative form was considered to be a function of the facts themselves. In other words, the historian was simply revealing the story found in the facts, as if this story existed independently as something to which the facts pointed; all that was required was for it to be “reconstructed.” Even now, this idea of “reconstructing a story” is probably the commonsensical view most people have of history or indeed other types of inquiry into past events, be they judicial, journalistic, or academic in nature. (Recall that historia is an ancient Greek word meaning “inquiry” or “to learn through research.”)


  What we might call this “naïve realism” is basically the view of the nineteenth-century German historian Leopold von Ranke, widely considered to be the father of modern historical studies. What made Ranke’s naïve realism powerful and appealing to a modern secular-scientific mind-set was his insistence on archival research and the use of primary source materials. Thus, with Ranke, history for the first time lays claim to scientific truth. True history was the history that reflected the facts that had been uncovered by dint of research and treated with scientific care and precision; it showed, in Ranke’s famous phrase, “wie es eigentlich gewesen,”—how things actually were.15 Ranke’s positivist and scientistic vision of historical studies thereby marks a definitive break with the speculative philosophy of history à la Hegel and Marx, which involved the extrinsic imposition of nonempirical, conceptual categories, and with the old-style dilettante and Romantic historiography based largely on secondary sources. Indeed, prior to the nineteenth century, as White often points out, history had been considered a branch of rhetoric or belles lettres, and its affinity with literature taken for granted. The Rankean scientization of historical studies thus paves the way for the institutionalization of history as a professional and academic discipline and its concomitant monopolization of historical truth. History was separated from literature and philosophy by an unbridgeable gulf, a gulf that largely persists to the present day (indeed, many departments of history in the US are grouped under the rubric of the social sciences rather than the humanities).16


  White’s Metahistory was thus intended primarily as an attack on this scientization of history and on the naïve historical realism it presupposed and promoted. Although White was certainly not advocating a return to speculative philosophy of history or to preprofessional historiography, he nevertheless took pains to highlight historiography’s secret kinship with philosophical conceptions of history-in-general and with the rhetorical tradition, the adamant denial of which was seen as imperative to maintaining history as an autonomous discipline. In particular, White saw the reliance on narrative—itself underwritten by rhetorical tropes—as undercutting history’s pretensions to empirical, objective, neutral inquiry, such as the sciences suppose. Indeed, the status of narrative in historical studies generally goes unexamined; the scientific methodology employed in fact gathering and the single-minded focus on the factual record deflected attention away from any issues that narrative itself might pose. White was thus raising a question historians had been content to avoid: what is the specific role of narrative in historical understanding and explanation? The analysis of narrative pertained to the study of literature; it related to form, not content, and thus was the province of literature departments. To even admit the validity of the question was ipso facto to concede a fundamental affinity with literary studies and literary fiction. White’s Metahistory was thus perceived as a direct threat to historical studies, insofar as it questioned the core assumptions that legitimated history as a scientific, or quasi-scientific, academic discipline.


  White argued that far from being an empty vessel or a kind of ornamentation, narrative form actually determined to a large extent the meaning ascribed to the facts amassed from the historical sources, even if the facts themselves were ascertained according to a scientific process. This is what White meant by “the content of the form” (the title of one of his essay collections):17 namely, that narrative provides an interpretative framework that does not merely shape but actually constitutes the meaning of the historical particulars. Disparate facts do not possess story or historical meaning in themselves; they are an inherently meaningless, inchoate mass that the historian must sift through, weigh, and fashion into a narrative.


  White thus starts from the existentialist standpoint that there is no pre-given meaning to history and that all historical meaning is imputed to a set of facts by the choices—that is, the free agency—of the historian. The idea that the facts reveal a preexisting historical reality, and that this reality is pre-given in story form, is thus an illusion; it is what White calls, following Roland Barthes, the mimesis effect (after Barthes’s effet de réel or “reality effect”).18 The historical narrative is not found ready-made in the facts, but is rather imposed on them through an interpretative and poetic process White calls emplotment. In a word, stories are made, not found. Historical narratives are not derived from conceptual categories or deductive reasoning but follow a “poetic logic” (as described in Vico’s La scienza nuova). As White observes in his lecture “Historicality as a Trope of Political Discourse” (included in this volume),



   I depend upon the early modern and specifically Vichian conception of “trope” as the basis of what Vico called “poetic logic,” by which cultures authorize a connection between domains of human thought and action that defy conceptual connection in terms of the logic of identity and non-contradiction. . . . The description of an event as a specifically historical event operates in conformity with the tropological principles conventionally utilized—ekphrasis, synecdoche, hypotyposis, identification, and so on—by “poetic logic” to turn natural entities into cultural ones.




  Historical narratives are made in a twofold sense: (1) they are constructed by emplotment in the volitional act of arrangement into story form; and (2) they are constructed by emplotment in that they necessarily draw on conventional (man-made) forms; that is, they are reducible to a few overarching plot types and storytelling procedures that are part of our cultural patrimony and as such necessarily preexist the data to which they are applied (for narrative is more than mere sequence, such as is found in the chronicle; a simple listing of fact-events in chronological order is not a story).19 In Metahistory, White identifies four such master plot types, borrowed from Northrop Frye’s narrative archetypes (as elaborated in his Anatomy of Criticism): Romance, Tragedy, Comedy, and Satire. These in turn are undergirded by the four corresponding master tropes, derived from Vico: Metaphor, Metonymy, Synecdoche, and Irony.20 The tropes are the “deep structure”—the tropological unconscious, if you will—of historical discourse, with the plot types operating “above” them on the manifest level.


  Thus, facts relating to past occurrences do not reveal a story so much as they provide the raw material for a variety of possible, convention-based narrative strategies, none of which can claim epistemological preeminence.21 Unlike the establishment of individual facts, there is no epistemological or scientific basis for the choice of narrative strategy that binds them together. For example, to emplot a set of historical particulars as a tragedy implies that the historian has chosen this plot structure as the best way of endowing a set of facts with historical meaning (thereby ascribing a certain value to them, since the adjective “historical” confers significance and thus value, even the value of humanity itself—that is, vis-à-vis nonhistorical or prehistorical peoples). There is no necessity to emplot as a tragedy; what may be tragic for some may not be tragic for others. This is because tragedy is as much a moral category as it is a plot type or aesthetic form: it infuses its subjects with a certain dignity and pathos, making them an object of sympathy. Only a neo-Nazi historian would emplot Hitler’s final days as a tragedy.


  Narratives qua narratives cannot be fact-checked; forms are not facts; only individual elements of a story are subject to epistemological verification. White thus readily accepts the idea of historical facts as what Arthur Danto called “singular existential statements”: statements such as “so and so was born on such and such a day.” But such statements, taken in isolation, are not history; the historical referent is still constructed in White’s view (what he calls in an essay in this volume “figurative referentiality”),22 since the localized meaning of individual facts is superseded by the overarching meaning conferred by narrative, by what White calls “story-truth.”


  Historical Truth and Story-Truth


  White’s rapprochement between literature and history, effected through his innovative analysis of narrative and tropes, was seen by his critics as proof of an indifference to the concept of historical truth and to the empirical concerns of hardworking historians in a fact-based discipline. Moreover, White’s seeming suggestion that history is a kind of fiction (“all stories are fictions”)23 was denounced as downright dangerous in a world in which Holocaust denial, “alternative facts,” and ideological polarization point to the fragility of the academic and civic mission of historical studies.


  Like the philosophers and theorists who made their mark in the 1960s and 1970s—in particular, those associated with French thought and often lumped together under the “poststructuralist” banner (that is, those influenced by Nietzsche and especially Heidegger)—White rejected the idea of truth as discourse corresponding to reality (veritas est adaequatio rei et intellectus, “truth as the adequation of intellect and things,” in the classic formulation). For these thinkers, there is no “truth” in the usual—natural-scientific or metaphysical-realist—way of understanding it, namely as denoting a mind-independent reality that language merely reflects, discovers, etc. Thus, for the postmodernist philosopher Richard Rorty (White’s friend and colleague when he was at Stanford University and with whom he shares important intellectual affinities), the term “truth” is little more than a form of flattery for propositions: “To say that Freud’s vocabulary gets at the truth about human nature, or Newton’s at the truth about the heavens, is not an explanation of anything. It is just an empty compliment—one traditionally paid to writers whose novel jargon we have found useful.”24 On Rorty’s view, a more deflationary characterization such as “this is what works” or “this is the current consensus of the experts” would do just as well as the phrase “x is true.” As Rorty often said in his seminars (as I can attest): “the only thing we need to know about x is the history and uses of the term x.” Nothing has an essence, just a history—hence Foucault’s historio-genealogical approach to institutions and discursive practices, and Derrida’s etymologies and emphasis on temporal deferral and dislocation in meaning-production (différance).


  But White thought that anti- or post-metaphysical thinkers such as Foucault, Derrida, and Rorty were missing a crucial point in their reflexive recourse to history to problematize/deconstruct/ironize every discourse of truth: the extent to which “history” is just as problematic and discursive and contingent as any other discipline or area of inquiry. In his lecture “Historicality as a Trope of Political Discourse,” White observes, “It is too bad that deconstruction never got around to deconstructing history. Too bad, even Derrida thought that deconstruction was a ground clearing operation that would prepare the way for the constitution of history as the only kind of philosophy that could be practiced after modernity. In a number of places, he says that all he has ever done is history. Well . . . history is no more decidable, stable, or certain than philosophy.” History is not some neutral ground from which to launch anti-metaphysical missiles but is itself shot through with metaphysical assumptions.25 (See in this regard chapter 11 of this volume, “The Metaphysics of Western Historiography.”) In revealing the tropological and narratological underpinnings of history (that is, of historical writing), White demonstrates the affinities of historiography with discourses of truth (their common tropological structure), as against simply asserting the ability of the former to undermine the latter. (White is in this vein more Heideggerian than specifically poststructuralist in wanting to preserve a certain notion of truth, all while undermining the more traditional, metaphysico-scientific conception).


  Thus, perhaps surprisingly, White is quite amenable to an idea of historical truth, even if his conception is markedly different from that of the historians or the philosophers.26 In an unpublished lecture included in the present volume, “Symbols and Allegories of Temporality” (1998), White makes clear his view of truth: “The historical account thus pretends to two kinds of truth: (1) truth as fact; and (2) truth as story. In story-truth the sequence of events reported as having been established as facts in the research phase of a historiological investigation is endowed with narrative meaning: the events under investigation are represented as displaying the coherency of a recognizable story-type or genre or plot-structure.”27 In short, there is no such thing as a story bereft of preexisting, conventional procedures and of the sort of meaning that is particular to narrative and that is moreover created by narrative. There is no narrative closure in reality; there are no beginnings and endings in reality; there is no foreshadowing in reality. None of these elements of “historical truth” can exist in reality or in real time; they are brought into existence by narrative, by the act of putting elements into story form: emplotment. It is in this way that we “make” our own history and thus know it in a privileged way (according to Vico’s principle of verum esse ipsum factum, “the true is precisely what is made”). Story-truth is therefore distinct from, and even opposed to, the concept of a “true story,” which for White is a virtual contradiction in terms;28 it implies that history exists in the form of a story and that the truth of a narrative is a matter of its correspondence to the primordial story.


  Narrative truth is thus of a different order from factual truth, without thereby canceling out the latter. The truth of narrative stems from both in its internal coherence as plot (story) and in its ability to integrate and organize the facts in ways that do not violate their fact-value. Effective historical representation, namely the type that will resonate with a certain community of readers (but not with all communities) involves the marriage of local fact-meaning with the overarching meaning (plot-meaning) of the whole—the part-whole relation that is captured most effectively and emblematically by narrative. As White observes in “The Metaphysics of Western Historiography” (included in this volume), a successful historical narrative is one “that is both literally truthful in its parts even if only figuratively truthful in its totality.” Indeed, for White, “figurative truth” is another way of describing story-truth: the figura (the prefiguration-fulfillment relation) is the temporal (diachronic) complement to the structural (plot-type—synchronic) in White’s thought.29 Both modes—structure and event—are constituted by figuration; in short, then, historical truth involves the fulfillment of a figure.


  Figuralism, Narrative Meaning, and Historicity


  History depends on a type of meaning that is an ineluctable property of stories, namely retrospective meaning—that is, looking at the past from the perspective of a future vantage point unknown to the historical agents. For one event cannot be said to foreshadow, anticipate, or be otherwise connected to a later event, until the later event has in fact happened. As White notes in “Figura and Historical Subalternation” (included in this volume),



   The recognition of the earlier entity, its identification as an anticipation of something of which it could not have been aware, is bestowed retroactively. This identification is made on the authority of a knowledge specifically historical in kind, because it is a knowledge of “what has happened” in the time that separates the earlier entity from the later one. It is a knowledge based on historical distance and historical perspective and on the certitude of one’s own identity as a subject who grasps itself as an actualization of what had previously been only a virtual possibility. It is on the basis of this recognition that the relation of continuity and change that unites and separates them can be established.




  It is in this manner that the meaning of historical events changes while the facts remain the same; that is, new meanings are revealed/created that cancel out old meanings as events unfold and as the historical context in which the historian writes evolves. The historical category “World War I” presupposes a historical vantage point after World War II. Those who lived during World War I thought of it as the “Great War” or “The War to End All Wars,” which, although meant earnestly at the time, now appears only as ironic or hopelessly naïve. Just as in literary fiction, where the characters are presented as not knowing what will happen to them, every sentence about a historical figure can be preceded by an implied, retrospective “unbeknownst to him/her . . .”


  This is akin to what Arthur Danto observes in his notion of “narrative sentences”: phrases like “The Thirty Years’ War started in 1618” or “Petrarch opened the Renaissance”—true historical statements no doubt, but obviously no one in 1618 could have known that the war would last thirty years, and Petrarch had no idea he was opening anything.30 White, however, goes beyond Danto in asserting a volitional element in the creation of retrospective meaning, as we shall see below.31


  All history is therefore ironic insofar as it presents figures who are necessarily ignorant of their fate as ignorant of their fate, since “fate” is a peculiar effect of narration itself. Unlike the historian and the reader, the historical actors are unaware of the historical meaning their acts will eventually have, for this meaning depends on later events. Before he was elected president, the meaning of Donald Trump’s life was that of a real estate developer, celebrity playboy, and reality TV star, things that are admittedly rather incongruous with public service. Now, while those things are still true, any biography of Trump necessarily starts from the perspective of the man-who-would-be-president. The facts of his earlier life have not changed, but their meaning has been irrevocably altered. Any biography of Donald Trump is now ipso facto a presidential biography. Retrospective meaning not only reflects our present knowledge but also our current moral preferences—for example, Columbus Day versus Indigenous Peoples Day, or the consideration of the Holocaust as an autonomous historical event rather than as simply an adjunct of World War II. There is no one, fixed way to describe historical events, the one way that will be forever stable and recognized by all, since, by definition, retrospective meaning necessarily depends on an open-ended future. White is effectively following Sartre here, who posits in Being and Nothingness that “human history would have to be finished before a particular event, for example the taking of the Bastille, could receive a definitive meaning.”32 Historical meaning is thus infinitely deferred (Derrida’s différance). There is no way to know now what an event will have meant, for this depends on the choices and actions of future actors. Indeed, it is not merely a matter of seeing how things turned out and then projecting meaning backward; it is also matter of “choosing the past.”


  I have treated White’s paradoxical idea of “choosing the past” extensively elsewhere,33 but I shall endeavor here to tie it more explicitly to the problem of ethics and truth. (White himself uses various terms or phrases—such as “figural causation” or “backward causation”—in addition to “choosing the past,”34 which I am using as an umbrella term.) It has two primary sources: (1) the existentialist idea of using the past to transcend oneself in the present toward a projected future, such as is found in Nietzsche’s second Untimely Meditation and especially in Sartre; (2) the Christian-hermeneutic idea of seeing one event as prefiguring another, later event, in which it can be said to find its fulfillment, as articulated in Erich Auerbach’s writings, in particular his essay “Figura” (1938) and his magnum opus Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (1946).35 On the surface, the two conceptions of a dynamic or dialectical relation between present and past appear opposed: one is atheistic and based on the idea of human autonomy, while the other is theological and involves the idea of providence or a divine plan. But this seeming incongruity masks a deeper connection White saw between them. They are both versions of choosing the past.


  The existentialist version is best exemplified in this passage from a section of Sartre’s Being and Nothingness titled “My Past”:



   Now the meaning of the past is strictly dependent on my present project. . . . I alone in fact can decide at each moment the bearing of the past. I do not decide it by debating over it, and in each instance evaluating the importance of this or that prior event; but by projecting myself toward my ends, I preserve the past with me, and by action I decide its meaning. Who shall decide whether the mystic crisis in my fifteenth year “was” a pure accident of puberty or, on the contrary, the first sign of a future conversion? I myself, according to whether I shall decide—at twenty years of age, at thirty years—to be converted.36




  This passage draws on Sartre’s ontological duality between facticity and transcendence (being-in-itself versus being-for-itself), which parallels White’s separation between fact and interpretation (narrative). For Sartre, the facticity of the past is largely immutable: things like “I was born on such and such a day”; “I was arrested for stealing a loaf of bread.” But the meaning of such acts depends on my present and future projects. I alter the meaning of or confer meaning on past acts through my present and future choices. Will my arrest as a teenager be seen as presaging a life of crime, or an aberration? If I choose to keep breaking the law, then the former, if not, then the latter. The meaning of my arrest is not the result of reflecting on it but is rather a function of my “projecting myself toward my ends”—that is, choosing myself. As long as I am alive I can (and must) transcend myself (since I am condemned to be free), choosing my past as I choose my future.


  In a key early essay titled “What Is a Historical System?” (1972), White appropriates this Sartrean (and largely individualistic) conception for historiography.37 Further developing this conception in a lecture delivered in Zurich in 1998 (included in this volume as chapter 2), White distinguishes the historical system, based on genealogical relations (freedom), from a biological system, based on genetic ones (determinism), thus:



   The genealogical model presumes the power of a present to impose upon the past retrospectively a form and a substance that makes of it what the present has to have become. We distinguish between a conception of ourselves as an inevitable consequence of the choices of others (in our past) and a conception of ourselves as makers of ourselves against the force of others’ choices of what they might have wished us to have become. In this case, we assume the right to define the past, not as an imperative to become what it might have wished us to be, but as a choice to be “other” than that. At the same time, however, we cannot wish to be other than what our “significant others” might have wished us to have become. We desire continuity between ourselves and our ancestors quite as much as we desire change between what they were and what we are. The way we handle this contradiction is by genealogization. We construct an ancestry from which we would have wished to have descended and substitute it for the ancestry from which we have actually or at least think we might have actually descended.




  In other words, there is no deterministic or unidirectional causality in history, for we inevitably choose the past by activating a certain present and by projecting a certain future: “It is considerations such as these that lead me to view (Western) historiology or historiosophy as a complex dialectical relationship between people still alive and those who are dead or dying, rather than a process in which some abstraction called ‘the past’ influences, sets limits on, or determines another abstraction called ‘the present.’”38 The present is not the result of the past; rather, it constructs the past on the basis of its needs, desires, and fantasies.39


  There is an equivalency between White’s genealogical conception of the “historical system” and the kind of backward causation (choosing one’s ancestors) White observes in the idea of the Christian figura or typology, which involves a relation of prefiguration and fulfillment, or type and antitype, by which an earlier event is said to be completed in the later event, and which gives the earlier event its meaning retrospectively. It was in this way that the early Christian exegetes connected the Old and New Testaments: the meaning of the Old was revealed in the New, redeeming the supposedly incomplete pre-Christian Old Testament, while providing both Testaments with a concrete, historical meaning as opposed to a merely symbolic or allegorical one that evacuated reality. In “The Metaphysics of Western Historiography,” White makes clear the close relation between his concept of the “historical system” and the figura, between the genealogical and the figural:



   Christian theologians worked out a notion of retroactive causation by which an event was to be historicized (distanced, placed in perspective, and assigned a positive or negative value) in the extent to which it could be interpreted primarily as an anticipation (a figure) of a later event or a fulfillment (eine Erfüllung) of an earlier event. . . . The figure-fulfillment model (which is not linear, not cyclical, not dualistic, nor fractal—none of the above) is a way of construing historical processes as a development in which an entity coming later in the order of time simultaneously exalts an entity preceding it as its own precursor and derogates it as an imperfect or partial or incomplete protomorph of the later and more fully actualized type to which both, though differentially, belong. The two entities—earlier and later—do not have to be construed as genetically related, in the manner of an ancestor and descendant. Indeed, it is the recognition by the later entity of the earlier entity as a virtual precursor of itself that bestows genealogical meaning on the relationship presumed to exist between them. (Original emphasis.)




  Although, in theory, the Christian model obviously presupposes a preestablished meaning in history, one that is simply revealed in the figura or typo-logical relations—an assumed teleology or divine causality—in practice, this procedure reassembles the existentialist version of choosing the past: the meaning of the earlier event only comes to light through the later; thus there is no real prophesying at work. The interpreter decides volitionally on the basis of the later event what the earlier event will have meant.40


  Narrative is the only discursive mode that can unite the structural (tropes, plot types) and the temporal (genealogy, prefiguration-fulfillment) into a meaningful whole, one that is therefore thoroughly figurative in nature. There is no purely literal or purely factual narrative account of historical events, even if it is based on factual, real-world occurrences, those that claim “reality.” The historical narrative is a hybrid genre: it combines the factual and the fictional, the literal and the figurative, the logical and the tropological.


  The Ethics of Narrative


  This metaphysical conception of the being of history—that there is a past reality outside of the historical account that all accounts strive, albeit imperfectly, to approximate—is also the basis of the historian’s pretension to value-neutral, objective, unbiased inquiry. As Hannah Arendt puts it in “The Concept of History,” “Objectivity . . . [according to Ranke] meant abstention from the historian’s bestowing either praise or blame, together with an attitude of perfect distance with which he would follow the course of events as they were revealed in the documentary sources.”41 This attitude is presupposed in the commonsensical ideas of “allowing the facts to speak for themselves,” “based on a true story,” “the truth will come out when the facts are known,” and so on. These phrases may be unproblematic in everyday conversation, and in certain, highly circumscribed forms of inquiry, such as journalism, in which the interpretative frame is uncontested; but writing history involves nothing less than an existential engagement: it is a matter of defining one’s community and that of the other.


  This is why in today’s public discourse the term “truth” has taken on a distinctively moral flavor. Phrases such as “speak truth to power,” “I believe in the truth,” or “he or she is on the side of truth” reveal a kind of moral commitment. But this is precisely the problem of historiography, caught as it is between the competing exigencies of civic responsibility and dispassionate inquiry, between the ethical substance of the humanities and the scientific search for knowledge presumed to be ideologically neutral. For example: how much emphasis to give in a presidential biography to the fact that George Washington was a slave owner? How many units should be devoted to the institution of slavery in a US history textbook? The facts do not come with an instruction manual (a meta-rule); they do not tell us how they are to be used and how they fit into a larger context—the part-whole (fact-narrative, particular-universal) relation White sees as key to understanding how historical discourse functions.


  Thus, while on the manifest level historical discourse presents itself as dictated by the facts, in reality every step in the establishment of a historical account of specific persons or events involves myriad unseen (and often unconscious) choices that constitute their meaning or identity, and thus the being or “truth” attributed to them. These ethically informed choices are of three basic types: (1) selection and arrangement—choice of what facts to include (history is not the sum total of all past events but a careful selection and distillation of them); choice of what points to emphasize or deemphasize (climaxes and denouements); choice of where to begin and where to end (narrative closure), or even of the traditional beginning-middle-end structure (Aristotle); choice of who is worthy of representation and of historical attention; (2) choosing the past—the projection of a chosen present or future onto the past; the use or actualization of the past by historical agents/historian-subjects (genealogy/figuralism, as in the Sartre example cited above or in Heidegger’s description of “historicity” in Being and Time: “the authentic repetition [Wiederholung] of a possibility of existence that has been—possibility that Dasein may choose its hero”);42 (3) plot choice—in which both the conventionality of form and the choice of form are bearers of (ethical) meaning.


  These narrative choices are unavoidable and cannot be value neutral, for they require selection between different, and often competing, moral/ethical orders. As White writes in his essay “Catastrophe, Communal Memory, and Mythic Discourse” (included in this volume), emplotment “‘dramatizes’ complex processes of change by presenting them as conflicts between agents undertaking projects that are either ‘proper’ or ‘improper’ to the scenes (the places and moments) of their enactment. It is in this sense that ‘narrativization’ can be said to ‘moralize’ what would otherwise have to be construed as a casual conjuncture of forces merely physical in kind.” While the objectivist historian might agree that narrative contains ethical import, he/she would argue that narration simply reflects the ethical choices of the historical agents and the ethical meaning these choices had for their contemporaries. All else is anachronism. White, on the other hand, holds that the narration of facts relating to human thought and action is ipso facto an interpretation, not a mere reflection, of these facts, an ethical response to the moral choices of past actors. This is what White had always meant by his iconic term emplotment: the use of a specific interpretative frame derived from the historian’s cultural patrimony and contemporary mind-set, mediated by present cultural, political, and personal realities—that is, values. For White, narration is an ethical act: it imposes a poetico-moral order that supplants and subverts logical, naturalistic, and empirical-causal efforts to explicate past (human) events. The historian can never escape ethical responsibility for the history he/she writes, according to White, for the interpretative freedom that is constitutive of narrative expression can neither be surrendered nor infringed upon.
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  CHAPTER 1

				     			   
  The Problem with Modern Patriotism [1998]



   Noi non abbiamo, infatti, la minima idea di che cosa sia un popolo né di che cosa sia una lingua.


  (In fact, we do not have even the slightest idea of what might be a people or what might be a language.)


  —Giorgio Agamben, Mezzi senza fine




  My epigraph is taken from Giorgio Agamben’s reflections on recent research on Gypsies (Romani) and the difficulty that linguists have had in identifying Gypsy speech as anything other than an “argot” and that ethnographers have had in identifying their ethnicity as anything other than a hybrid.1 Agamben suggests that the problem is less with the Gypsies than with our inherited ideas of “people” and “language,” both of which presuppose a kind of substantive integrity and wholeness that no “folk” and only such invented “tongues” such as Esperanto or mathematical symbolism could possibly possess. I want to register my agreement with Agamben on this point in order to launch my own reflections on the relation between nationalism and patriotism in our time.


  I will argue that patriotism and nationalism are gradually being dissociated from one another with the breakup of nations and the growing recognition of their artificiality. But the kind of “zealous devotion” that is characteristic of the patriot will not die out, I maintain, because it is a devotion founded upon the phantasm of paternity. Patriotism is a structure of desire that can find its object of devotion in anything that can be apprehended as “a figure of the father.” The secret of patriotism lies in the presumed spirituality of the bonds that link sons to their fathers in the patriarchally organized family. Patriarchally organized families presume a subjectivity that is fully realizable only in the son’s succession of the father as the custodian, representative, and incarnation of the family patrimony. Thus, the secret of patriotism resides in the structure of the patriarchal family, not in any other kind of family structure, nor in any other social institution. This is why other kinds of patriotism, such as Jürgen Habermas’s “constitutional patriotism” or the cosmopolitan’s “patriotism of humanity,” can be established only if the posited object of patriotic devotion can be convincingly presented as a figure of the father.


  For classic nineteenth-century European nationalism, the nation was supposed to be the historical expression of the “genius,” “spirit,” or “substance” shared by a specific people occupying a specific land and speaking a common language. Forget the fact that the modern physical sciences have long since dispelled the idea that the world-space is “naturally” apportioned as “lands” (each of which having its “proper” boundaries and presided over by its own unique “spirit”) on which a “people” grows, as if it were a plant or any other kind of biologically defined organism. Not only is a “people” a culturally rather than a naturally determined entity—the millions of displaced peoples that populate the earth in our century demonstrate that this entity can thrive and reproduce itself anywhere. As for the languages that supposedly express the essence or spirit of the peoples who speak them, modern historical and socio-linguistic research indicates that there is nothing biologically determinate about the language one learns at the mother’s breast. There is no “language gene”; the healthy human infant is capable of uttering all the sounds that appear in all of the languages of the world. An Asian child brought up in an English-speaking household will have English as its native language. It may learn other languages and even come to speak them with fluency, and so on. The capacity to speak language may be innate, but the language(s) one actually speaks are acquired—by socialization into the group that one happens to belong to—rather than inherited by genetic endowment.


  Thus, if a nation is supposed to be a natural organism manifesting the essence or substance of a people spawned by a particular land and speaking a unique language, then there is no such thing as a nation—except as a product of cultural and social processes directed by the necessity of human groups to organize themselves into the kinds of communities that require the sacrifice of their members on certain occasions for the community’s survival. The self-sacrifice of the member in defense of the nation or the prosecution of the nation’s causes can have the effect of confirming the sacred nature of the nation, just as the Christian martyrs by their suffering and death attested to the holiness of the community of Christians, which was not in any sense a natural community but a wholly spiritual one. But the kind of sacrifice that can have the effect of confirming the holiness of the community on behalf of which it is made is patriotic only in the extent to which it can be apprehended as a son’s sacrifice for his father.


  This is why I take patriotism to be an imaginary relationship of zealous devotion to a phantasm of paternity. The paternalistic object of the patriot’s devotion may take a number of forms—“das Land,” “le peuple,” “la naçion,” “lo stato,” “Western civilization,” or “humanitas.” But in order for the relationship to this object to qualify as patriotic, it must be conceived on the model of a son’s moral relationship to a paterfamilias. In order to understand the dynamics of this relationship and the threats presented to it by a cosmopolitan ethics and a globalized economy, it must be recognized that patriotism is an affectionate relationship between a subjectivity self-identified as male and filial and an object perceived as male and paternal. Patriotic piety, the feeling that motivates the patriot to sacrificial action in the service of the object of devotion, is filiopiety, the love and respect that the son of a given kind of family is supposed to feel for his father, sire, progenitor, or male ancestors. The sex of the patriot is immaterial. The patriot may be either male or female. It is necessary only that the subject of social action take up the social role assigned to masculine members of families and comport itself with respect to the nation as if it were a son fulfilling a duty, sacred in nature, to his father.


  If we accept this hypothesis regarding the gendered and familial model of patriotic devotion, we can understand a number of the tensions and conflicts that have arisen in the history of Western patriotism and the difficulties that patriotism has met with in the transition from the nation-states of the nineteenth century to the multinational and non-national statist societies that have supplanted them in the twentieth century.


  Patriotism is easily transportable to those areas of the world where peoples are engaged in constituting themselves as nations and where families remain patriarchalist in nature and structure. This is why the Western ideology of feminism or any conception of “human rights” that does not differentiate between the rights of men and the rights of women constitutes a threat to patriotism and nationalism alike in traditional cultures and societies. This threat was already inherent in the Western European and American conception of “citizenship,” which presumes a social subjectivity different in kind from that of the patriot and at odds with the kind of social subjectivity based on the “family member” model.


  Nineteenth-century nationalism was founded on the belief that a nation is a unique synthesis of elements at once natural and spiritual: a land, a people, a language, a cultural heritage, and a state apparatus. It is to the nation as thus conceived that the modern “citizen” owes his allegiance, loyalty, and service. But the citizen’s relationship to the nation is conceived to be mediated by a contract legal in nature between himself and the nation’s manifestation as a political entity, the state and its various apparatuses. This relationship is considered to be negotiable on the basis of laws, rules, and procedures subject to rational criticism on both sides, in terms of the different kinds of interests that the parties to the contract may be conceived to be legitimately pursuing. Thus, citizenship differs from patriotism both quantitatively (it is less “zealous” in the expression of its devotion) and qualitatively (its relation to its object of devotion is more rational than sentimental, more social than genetic).


  The citizen can treat both himself and the state as “representatives” of the nation and his relationship to the state as contractual, conventional, and social in kind rather than “natural,” genetic, and customary. The citizen’s right of resistance to the state is based on the possibility of the state’s violation of contracted obligations. Among these obligations are, to be sure, that of defending the nation’s interests and promoting its “naturally” given aims and purposes. But also among these obligations is its duty to protect the rights of citizens to serve their individual interests and purposes short of their violation of the laws of the nation and its founding contracts or constitutions. Whence the possibility of theorizing, as Habermas has done, the idea of a “constitutional patriotism,” based less upon the citizen’s relationship to the nation than upon his relation to the legal system that presides over it and defines the limits of both his rights and his duties vis-à-vis the state. But whence also the resistance of traditional societies trying to constitute themselves as nations to the idea of citizenship as the model of a national subjectivity.


  Citizenship is in principle both ungendered and transfamilial. And this goes for national citizenship as well as for world citizenship. Citizenship is un- and even anti-natural. The citizen does not derive his rights as a human being from the nation but from the society of which he is a member, whether born into it, immigrated, or compelled by force to join it. There are various degrees of citizenship in modern multinational societies, but the citizens of modern multinational societies have one thing in common: the societies to which they belong were not spawned naturally but created, made, manufactured, contrived. This means that they have the aspect of commodities that can be exchanged, consumed, abandoned, invested, divested, destroyed, or cherished indiscriminately. In this situation, patriotism is indistinguishable from consumerism.


  There was a time when patriotism was regarded as a transcendental moral virtue. “I regret that I have but one life to give to my country,” the American patriot Nathan Hale is supposed to have said just before being hanged for treason by the British in the American Revolution. “My country, right or wrong,” said Stephen Decatur, a famous early nineteenth-century American patriot, suggesting that his devotion to his “country” overrode all other loyalties. “This is my country, land of my birth / This is my country, greatest on earth”—so goes a popular patriotic hymn that I learned as a child during the years of World War II. “America, America, God shed his grace on Thee / And crown Thy Good with Brotherhood / From sea to shining sea”—so goes another hymn intended to inspire that “zealous devotion” to the nation required for the defense of its virtue in war by an army of “ordinary” citizens led by professional soldiers impelled by a similar “devotion.”


  If the “zealous devotion” that such actions, utterances, and hymns were meant to inspire is still taken to be an unimpeachable good, then it is not the “devotion” of the patriot to the nation, nor even its “zeal, ardor, or intensity,” that might make it suspect as an ideology or ideal of civic comportment. It is rather the nature of the object of that devotion, the nation, that renders patriotism suspect in our time. For if patriotism is a kind of secular equivalent of a “devotion” religious in nature, but directed to the nation rather than to God, then it is the awareness of the “profanity” of the “nation”—its merely secular nature—that will chill the zealotry of the patriot and exonerate him from his vows of fidelity and service to the nation. And it is this awareness that has been produced by a form of nationalism unique to modernity, a nationalism that treats the nation less as a natural than as an artificial construction—as a structure made by men for the realization of their ends and purposes as men.


  As long as mankind was regarded as a transcendental subject sharing in all of the qualities that myth and religion had formerly attributed to gods, the meaning of the nation could be searched for in the qualities that made mankind godlike in its highest manifestations. But with the “death of man” and his demotion to the status of merely one natural thing among the others that inhabit the earth, the nation is deprived of the privileged status it once enjoyed as the ideal form of human community. This demotion of man was caused no doubt by two movements peculiar to modernism: scientific materialism, on the one hand, and historicism, on the other.


  The destructive effects of scientific materialism on the ideology of humanism are too obvious to need recounting. But historicism is another matter. In many respects, historicism was invented in the early nineteenth century as an antidote and corrective to the disconcerting effects of scientific materialism. Scientific materialism removes all teleology and therefore all meaning from nature. Historicism is a doctrine that is founded on the conviction that man’s nature is his history. Or to put it in Ortega y Gasset’s terms: “Man has no nature. What he has is history.” Which is to say: the meaning of human being is revealed in the history—the truthful account—of man’s actions over time.


  It is ironic that modern historicism was invented to provide a genealogy of the new nations taking shape in Western Europe in the wake of the French Revolution. It was thought that a merely truthful and richly detailed account of how these nations originated and developed over time—an account that would be genetic, since it would begin with the origins and follow the path of development that led from the remote past to the present—would provide a kind of genealogical legitimacy for their claims to autonomy vis-à-vis one another and make clear the degrees of affiliation and disaffiliation among them, so that they could be grasped as elements of a harmonium in which each nation could be said to play a part in the whole to the general benefit of all the civilized peoples of the world. Indeed, “civilized” peoples were to be distinguished from uncivilized, primitive, and barbarous peoples precisely by the fact that they possessed a history, that they knew this history, and therefore knew themselves as they truly were. Uncivilized peoples were considered to be “prehistorical” or “ahistorical.” They existed outside of history and therefore outside of civilization and were therefore naturally subaltern to the civilized peoples whose mission it was to civilize them and bring them into history or, failing that, exterminate them as subhuman brutes blocking the path to civilized humanity’s proper development.


  But in their zeal to know the truth about their pasts, the historians of the nineteenth century were too successful. The more they pushed their investigations back into time and out into space, the more difficulties they encountered in locating the origin of the nations whose genealogies they were trying to establish. The more they sought to identify the nation’s proper substance or essence or spirit or genius, the more they were forced to deny that such a substance existed. Where they sought for purity, they instead found mixture, hybridity, mongrelism, bastardy, and brutishness. The more they tried to ground the forms of modern state apparatuses in the spirit of the nation, the more they were forced to conclude that, far from being the expression of the national spirit, the state was the one instrument by which a nation could be wrenched from nature, set over against nature as a civilizing force, and directed to the fulfillment of its preordained destiny.


  Thus, historicism, originally invented to discover the origins of the nation in a magical symbiosis between a land and its human inhabitants, ended by identifying the nation with the state, thereby making possible that peculiar form of state-patriotism that is the mark of modern totalitarian regimes. If man’s nature was his history, and if his history was the history of states, then man’s nature found its highest and most meaningful expression in service to the state—even if this meant service to the state against the nation and its peoples.


  It is obvious that most modern nations bear little actual resemblance to their nineteenth-century Western European prototypes and even less resemblance to the ideal of nationhood that these prototypes sought to approximate. In modern societies, the state and its apparatuses have succeeded in supplanting the nation as the primary object of the citizen’s devotion. In the nineteenth century, the state was considered to be an expression of the substance of the nation in the sphere of political action, as an instrument of and means to the nation’s self-actualization in history. In the twentieth century, this relationship has been reversed. Now, the state can present itself as the creator of nationhood, the principal cause of the nation’s possibility of existence, custodian and determinant of the conditions of membership in the nation. Modern totalitarian regimes—Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, Communist Russia, Imperial Japan, Maoist China, Corporate America, Khmer Rouge Cambodia, etc.—have demonstrated their power to purge nations of their native peoples and create new societies defined less by birth, language, and cultural endowment than by conformity to ideological orthodoxies.


  Disillusionment with the nation should not be confused with disillusionment with the state apparatus that at any given time in the nation’s history may present itself as the political, military, and legal expression of the nation’s spirit or substance. The nineteenth-century state was considered sacred only to the extent that its principles and practices were deemed consonant with the spirit of the nation. Nineteenth-century revolutions were typically justified as redemptions of the nation against state apparatuses that had violated the nation’s virtue or ill-served its people. Patriotic rebellions were raised not only against “foreign” oppressors but also against “native” social castes or classes that had used the state apparatus to violate the “rights” the people inherently possessed as members of a given nation. Thus, the association of patriotism with nationalism is historically well founded.


  It was once commonly thought there is a difference between a patriotism devoted to the liberation of the nation or a part of it from the oppression of foreign or native rulers and a patriotism devoted to the service of oppressive regimes. And recently it has become commonly thought that there is a difference between a patriotism devoted to the development of a nation’s spiritual and ethical heritage and a patriotism in the service of a nation embarked upon a course of empire and expansion at the expense of another nation. But are these kinds of patriotism so different? In all cases, it is devotion to the cause of the nation that distinguishes patriotism from other kinds of social devotion, whether religious, mercenary, or generally servile in kind. The morality of the patriot resides in the quality and degree of his devotion to the nation, not in the nature or kind of nation that is the object of his devotion. Patriotism presumes that the nation is a real presence that deserves his devotion, whatever its condition of development and whatever causes it may be embarked upon at any given moment of its existence. This is why even a bad or evil cause must be served with as much devotion as a good or noble cause if it be apprehended as a national cause. Indeed, for the patriot, service to an evil national cause can be taken as the highest form of patriotic devotion, since for this cause he could be thought to sacrifice not only his life but his soul as well.2


  Thus, the object of the traditional patriot’s “zealous devotion” has changed. The patriot may continue to conceive of himself as devoted to the nation and the nation’s causes, but this devotion is mediated now by a relationship to a higher power, the state. Therewith a new kind of patriotism is made possible: state patriotism. This differs from national patriotism of the classical nineteenth-century variety by the nature of its object of devotion, but not by virtue of either the modality of its relationship to its object or its degree of “zealotry.” This is because patriotism—as the word itself suggests—is founded on a particular kind of imaginary relationship to its object: familialism. The patriot is one who relates to his object of devotion as a child is supposed to relate to his family. This means that in the conceptualization of the patriot’s duties and responsibilities, rights, and obligations, it is the kind of family that is at issue.


  The structure of relationships—of subordination and superordination, of rights and duties, of alliance and misalliance, of affection and disaffection, of conflict and coercion, of responsibilities and neglect, and so on—that informs the lives of families varies from culture to culture and from place to place. The familial structures of nineteenth-century Western Europe varied radically from one region to another, from one class to another, and from one social environment (urban versus rural) to another. Nonetheless, one feature all of these familial structures had in common was that of patriarchalism, the presumption that whatever else a family might be, it was a regime of paternal authority, a regime in which fathers exercised the authority to govern the family as custodians of the family heritage, to confer or withhold “legitimacy” from its children, and to include or exclude both sons and daughters from inheritance of the “patrimony.”


  But as modern ethnography has clearly demonstrated, the idea that there is anything like a universal form of family relationships is a delusion. Every form of patriotism—tribal, regional, civic, nationalist, classist, and statist—is an expression of a phantasmatic relationship of a child to its father, a relationship at once generational, sexual, economic, and political. Specifically, patriotism presupposes the legitimacy of “the law of the father,” which is to say, submission to the right of the paterfamilias to recognize and thereby legitimize the existence of his children or to destroy, cast out, enslave, enserf, or otherwise “subalternate” them. This is an “imaginary” relationship because the patriot perceives in the object of his devotion—whether it be the nation or the state—an “image” of an authority “paternal” in kind and therefore seeks in service to this imaginal presence a “recognition” of his identity-as-posterity.


  A fear of every son (and some daughters) is preterition (Latin: praeteritio), being passed over or “not mentioned” in the father’s will, denied a share in the family patrimony, and being thereby deprived of his “birthright.” Devotion to the family and sacrificial service to the father who rules over it are held out as the means by which sons can redeem their posterity and pass over into the condition of priority that will allow them to found their own families and exercise the powers of fatherhood in their own right. In the nineteenth century, the nation was presented as a kind of super-family from which individual family units derived their substance as structures of authority and without which individual families could not pass on in their entirety the heritage, both material and spiritual, due to the sons as parts of their birthright. Devotion to the nation was not seen as being in any way inconsistent with devotion to the family. Indeed, in the program of national liberation and integration the promise or covenant that bound children to their parents and siblings in sacrificial service was to be “fulfilled”—actualized, realized, completed, or consummated. Whence the once intimate relation between patriotism and nationalism. But in the nineteenth-century nation, patriotism stood at odds with another kind of relationship that the national subject might bear to the nation: citizenship. Citizenship substitutes the notion of the fraternalism understood as a corporate rather than a blood relationship for the traditional conception of the nation-as-family.


  The patriot typically treats his relationship to the nation as being in the nature of a familial bond and specifically as that of a young adult to its parents. This is why modern state-patriotism can be produced only by the intensive use of “ideological state apparatuses” (Althusser’s term) designed to produce the “family effect” of nineteenth-century nationalistic patriotism. In order for the modern state to function as an object of devotion capable of eliciting the kind of sacrificial service that nineteenth-century patriots gave to the nation, it must present itself in the paternal image of both an object of fear and an object of love.


  Christianity in all its forms has always been ambivalent in its attitudes toward the “nations” (the merely natural groupings—the gentes) of the world. Its relations with the “nationes” (from natus / natio) have been construed in terms of the presumed superiority of divine to natural law. Christian theology holds that nature, being a creation of God, bears the stamp of divinity just as the human being bears the stamp of godliness. Thus, all aspects of nature, including the nation or gens, have something of the divine and therefore of the ethical in them and are therefore worthy of respect and even devotion. This implies that if the nation is a natural phenomenon, it too is worthy of respect and even devotion. But the respect and devotion to which the nation can lay claim hinge on the conviction that nature itself is—if only derivatively—sacred.


  In the modern period of Western civilization, however, nature has been “demystified” (or “disenchanted,” Max Weber’s term), deprived of spiritual and ethical import. Natural law has been dissociated from divine law and voided of its authority to serve as paradigm by which the propriety of positive law (the law of the nations: lex gentium) can be established and measured. This leaves the subject or citizen of the nation without any source of authority transcendent to the laws of the nation, to which he might appeal to justify resistance to those laws, customs, or conventions that he feels are unjust or oppressive. If the nation is a “natural” entity, the nature out of which it is supposed to have grown is a cosmos devoid of purpose or ethical aim. The nation, consequently, must be construed either as a product of causal forces purely material and contingent in kind, lacking all inherent aim or purpose, or as a purely human construction, an “anti-natural” entity intended to serve the needs of specific groups or kinds of humanity. Within this context, patriotism must be understood as “zealous devotion” to a fraction of the human species defined by place, kinship, language, and culture, a specific combination of which is regarded as a “substance” or “genius” manifesting itself in the form of the nation.3


  This characterization of patriotism might be taken to suggest that patriotism is a form of religious devotion displaced onto a set of social and political institutions gathered under the name of “nation.” And there is some truth in this way of construing patriotism’s idea; in the nineteenth century, love of country was often described as, and no doubt fulfilled the function of, substituting for love of God. Especially insofar as the nineteenth century witnessed a union of churches and states and a nationalization of religion almost as extreme as the concurrent divinization of the nation itself. But the “secularization thesis,” which holds that modern forms of nationalism are only mundane or profane versions of religious communitarianism, leaves unexamined the question of the appeal that both devotion to God (or a church or sect) and devotion to the nation have in common. Here the question that should be asked is not, “How could a given individual choose to sacrifice his very life in service to the nation?” but rather, “How is it possible to produce the kind of subjectivity that finds in this kind of sacrificial service to the nation the possibility of fulfilling its noblest aspirations?”


  For it is obvious that nationalistic patriotism is not an anthropological universal. It is not a component of most cultures known to anthropology, and it appears as a possible mode of normal social comportment only in particular historical circumstances. Which is to say that it is produced as a distinctive kind of valorized political identity only under specific social and economic conditions. It seems simply tautologous to assert that these social and economic conditions were those that obtained in nineteenth-century Western societies and to conclude that the social value of patriotism is thus limited to the times and places in which the nation is celebrated as the ideal form of community for social groups and political constituencies that need it for their immediate purposes. It is no doubt true that patriotism was a useful ideological instrument for capitalist societies requiring spaces of action more extensive than the region, city, village, or neighborhood. If nations are to be made out of regions or carved out of supranational dynastic empires, patriots were needed.


  Moreover, if anciens régimes inhibiting of the kinds of freedoms necessary for the development of capitalist systems of production and exchange were to be dismantled, politically neutralized, and subordinated to the needs and interests of these systems, the very concept of nation had to be redefined. For the concept of the nation as a community of blood, kinship, and alliances between great families is inherited from aristocratic traditions of community identity. Bourgeois nationalism requires not so much the dissolution of aristocratic notions of inheritance by blood as rather their democratization, the extension of these notions to the entire citizenry—peasant, middle class, gentry, and noble alike. The French aristocracy distinguished itself from the peasantry and middle class, whose blood was the product of mongrelization, mixture, and hybridity, by the purity of its blood—descended from gods and heroes. The subjects of the bourgeois nation share a common blood—French blood—a blood that is mixed insofar as it contains the various “virtues” of all the classes of French society (noble, bourgeois, and peasant) but also pure insofar as it remains unpolluted by admixtures of alien bloods (German, English, Italian, etc.) and the viruses these contain. This is why the patriot, “zealous devotee” of the nation, can come from any class or region of the nation: he is not qualitatively but only quantitatively different from his compatriots. He possesses not a different but only a higher degree of the national virtus.


  This is not of course to suggest that nations are not “real” as against merely “imaginary” entities. But like those business corporations—those Ltd’s, SA’s, and AG’s—whose financial activities and interests now extend far beyond the borders of the nation, the nation itself is generally recognized to be a “legal fiction.” Nonetheless, nations—like corporations—really do exist as agencies of historical stability and change. They must be constantly repaired and remade, reconstituted and reaffirmed. And to this end state apparatuses utilize institutions endowed with the right to use means both violent (judicial, police, and military) and persuasive (authorized cultural institutions, religious, educational, and communicational) to endow the nation with an aura that is parareligious in nature. These apparatuses produce the ideology of patriotism, a social equivalent of a religious confession, and its corresponding citizen-type, “the patriot,” a secular equivalent of the saints and martyrs of the redemptive religions. The patriot is expected to worship the nation and to give the same kind of sacrificial service to it that the Christian “confessor” is supposed to have given to the Church.


  Today, however, the nation exists under conditions that render the production of this citizen-type singularly difficult. For in those parts of the world that are undergoing “development”—that is to say, seeking to enter the sphere of action defined by “world-market capitalism”—the interests of dominant social groups and their political constituencies have changed radically from what they were in the nineteenth century. The purposes that once sustained the nation are no longer realizable within the confines of the nation-state. Global markets, communication and trade channels, natural and labor resources are transnational in scope and require institutions of transnational reach for their successful exploitation. Consequently, institutions and technologies merely national in scope are of use to global corporations and transnational institutions only for purposes of disciplining labor forces and for policing commodity-consumer practices at local and regional levels of political organization. In this context, patriotism has an ideological function quite different from what it had been in its nineteenth-century archetypal form.


  In the nineteenth century, the ideology of patriotism had the function of producing citizen-subjects willing to sacrifice themselves for the liberation and unification of areas of the world conceived to comprise natural (geographical) and cultural (linguistic) unities. In the nineteenth century, the dismemberment of these units or their assimilation to transnational entities such as the Hapsburg, Ottoman, or Romanov empires was presented as being as “unnatural” as the enforced separation of families. And indeed, it is the family that served as the model for the kind of community that the nation was represented as striving to become. A member of a national community was therefore presumed to bear the same kind of moral relation to the nation that the individual (defined by gender, age, and function) bore to the family, which presupposed a relation at once natural, moral, and legal, governed by the principle of paternal sovereignty.


  The law of the family is the law of the father: the right (Recht, droit, lex) of the father to exercise sovereignty over the other members of the family and the freedom (libertas) of the father to use wives and children for the maintenance and enhancement of the family’s property, goods, and honor (the heritage of the family). In the nineteenth-century European nation, the state is endowed with the charisma of the paterfamilias. The nation is called the Patria, and a member of the nation, whether enjoying full rights of citizenship or only those of a guest, metic, helot, socius, or slave, is construed as a kind of “filius” more or less “infans” but always dependent upon the “pater” for his identity.


  Conceived as a “zealous devotion” to the cause of the nation, patriotism presumes the legitimacy of the law of the father (pater) and the necessity of submission to this law in the manner of a son’s devotion to his father. The subject of the liberated, reintegrated, and autonomous nation was supposed to envision himself as a young adult committed to the augmentation of a family heritage or patrimony. Nineteenth-century portrayals of the patriot—in literature, painting, sculpture, and commemorative monuments—feature the youthfulness and gender ambiguity of the type. Masculinized women (young or old, Michelangelesque in stature, with breasts or genitals exposed, engaging in martial activities) and feminized men (youthful, dressed in peasant rags or civilian garb, delicate of feature, wounded, sickly and ailing, yet aspiring even while expiring) labor beside patriarchal males of epic form (noble or military) and magnitude, in heroic service to the national patrimony. Like the Son of God of the Passion (Christus patiens), the patriot (miles patiens) is confirmed by his sacrificial submission to the Father’s will (“Pater eis cheiras sou parathesomai lo pneuma mou”: “Father, into Thy hands I commend my spirit” [Luke 23:46]). By his imitation of the Christus patiens, the patriot sustains the patrimony of the nation.


  The whole drift of modern economic development—transnational corporations, global markets, production for monetary profit, commitment to a continually rising rate of profit, advertising as the manufacture of a ceaseless desire for commodities—is in a direction to destabilize families and render the nation-as-family model nugatory. The result is to transfer patriarchal sovereignty to the corporation, which appears less as a family than a cybernetic system in a constant state of restructuration. Considered as an avatar of the kind of devotion that patriotism enjoins upon the subject of the nation, the modern corporation appears more and more like a Saturnus who devours his own children than a benign God who presides over his creation and therefore his subjects with love, justice, and pastoral care. Patriotism becomes more difficult to inculcate as national interests are increasingly defined in economic terms, and war—the principal activity to which the patriot is called—is fought to protect the interests of corporations or to ensure the natural resources and markets these corporations require for their ceaseless expansion. So, too, while patriotism was transferred from the task of liberating and uniting the nation to that of spreading the form of civilization incarnated in the nation to “lesser breeds without the Law” (Rudyard Kipling) in the late nineteenth century or for racial or ethnic cleansing in the twentieth century, it becomes increasingly difficult in our time to equate the spread of “free market capitalism” with the spread of “civilization.” If civilization is equated with democracy, and democracy is equated with free-market capitalism, then the patriotism of the future will depend on the power of advertising to present this civilization in the image of the father. This turns out to be more difficult than it might have seemed in an earlier time, in America, when the most popular comic strip in the daily newspapers was Little Orphan Annie, whose life is represented as an endless search for her “true” (not her “real”) father: Daddy Warbucks.


  Notes


  1. Giorgio Agamben, Mezzi senza fine: Note sulla politica (Turin: Bollati Boringhieri, 1996), 56.


  2. Heinrich Himmler, in his famous address to Gestapo functionaries at Wannsee on October 6, 1943, invoked this kind of patriotic devotion to justify the murder of Jewish women and children as well as Jewish men in the execution of the “Final Solution.” He admitted that this action would be regarded by conventional morality as both criminal and sinful, but held it to be morally justified by the ends of racial purity and the protection of “unsere Söhne und Enkel” from the revenge that might be taken on them by possible survivors (quoted in Eberhard Jäckel, “Die elende Praxis der Untersteller. Das Einmalige der nationalsozialistischen Verbrechen läßt sich nicht leugnen,” in Historikerstreit: Die Dokumentation der Kontroverse um die Einzigartigkeit der nationalsozialistischen Judenvernichtung, ed. Rudolf Augstein [Munich: Piper Verlag, 1987], 118–19).


  3. I leave aside the question of the divine origin of the nation, which has its archetype in the ancient Hebrew notion of a people chosen by God for a special mission. I presume that the idea of a theocracy is no longer viable except in the modern state of Israel, certain Muslim countries, and perhaps Japan. As for the idea of “the land” itself—the notion that the earth is divided into moieties or portions, each of which is possessed of a specific “spirit” or “genius”—I presume that this idea has gone the way of everything submitted to the disabling effects of what Max Weber called “the demystification/disenchantment of the world.”






  CHAPTER 2


  Symbols and Allegories of Temporality [1998]


  Can the various models of historical processes available in the myths, philosophies, and sciences of world culture be brought into fertile confrontation without producing the effect of “anomalous chaos”? This was the question posed by the organizers of this series of lectures.1 Six models of historical process were posited. In addition to the Cyclical, Linear, and Dualistic models of traditional philosophy of history, they referred us to three others derived, it would seem, from modern physics and cosmogony, and developed by modernist and postmodernist theory: Chaos, Constancy, and Fractal.


  The Cyclical model would be exemplified by Aristotle and Vico. It originates in agricultural cultures linked to earthly climatological cycles (in temperate zones?). In this model, change is real but marked by periods, with patterns of rise and fall, birth, growth, death, and rebirth or renewal predominating. The image of this model is the circle. The Linear model would be typical of the great redemptive religions (Judaism, Islam, Christianity), in which history is conceived as a process originating in the cosmos at a particular time and place and directed to a specific end or terminus: apocalyptic or teleological, as the case might be. Secular equivalents of this model would be modern Western notions of progress based on theories of unidirectional evolution (the “Whig Idea of History,” Darwinism, and various versions of Hegelian and Marxist thinking). In this model, change is considered to be real, qualitative, and continuous. The image of this model is the line. The Dualistic model features notions of polar opposition between the principles governing the cosmos: good and evil, light and darkness, and their cultural equivalents: classical and gothic, ancients and moderns, myth and superstition, being and nothingness, etc. In this model, there is no substantive change, because everything is a manifestation of the two (or more) original principles. What appears to be change or movement in history is in reality only an oscillation in place. The image of this model is the gyre or oscillogram.


  In the Chaos model, historical events are finally not “decidable” and cannot therefore be placed within any traditional paradigm of historical development, with the possible exception of the idea of the “sublime.”2 Here there is no pattern, merely the stupefying grandeur of explosive power. All is in flux; everything is random, aleatory. For historical consciousness based on this model, the problem is to account for the illusion of change, development, and process. Nietzsche would be the modern exponent of this idea. In the Constancy model, historical events are bound to “worldwide principles or anthropological constants,” expressed in myths of the “archaic” sort, for example, Egyptian, or Chinese. Here history is regarded as a condition of a “steady state” undergoing modal transformations à la Spinoza or Spengler. Things do not change, only their modalities of being in the world. That version of Marxism that posits a constant relationship between modes of production and social relations of production, with changes in the modes of production causing genuinely novel changes in the relations of production, would correspond to this model. Finally, in the Fractal model, the flow of historical events is regularly “interrupted” by “shifts” and/or “discontinuities” à la Kuhn, Foucault, and Deleuze. Thus, change is real, consisting of a displacement within a totality, while continuity is an illusion. The fundamental mode of relationship among historical entities is contiguity, and history in toto presents itself as a mosaic.


  All these models represent possible relations of the elements of history to the whole of which they are parts. The relations between parts and whole can be conceived (conceptualized) as conjunctive (and continuous) or disjunctive (and discontinuous). If the relations are conceived as conjunctive, the result is Cosmic; if disjunctive, Chaotic. The modes of conjunction are either aggregational (linear) or synthetic (cyclical); the modes of disjunction are either contigual (Fractal) or oppositive (Dualistic).


  Thus, the history of anything whatsoever, insofar as it fixes upon and represents either change-in-continuity or continuity-in-change, will wish to describe a process of disjunctive conjunction or conjunctive disjunction. But this does not get us very far, since historical existents are aprioristically conceived to manifest changes in the attributes of individuals whose substances are conceived to remain constant over discrete periods of time and finite domains of space. How are such entities presumed to be adequately represented in a discourse?


  The Historical System


  If we are going to analyze different visions or concepts of history, we need to posit some characteristic of a specifically historical system that will distinguish it from other (generally) similar systems also characterized by processes of growth, transformation, or aggregation, such as mineral, geological, and biological systems. I am interested in whether we can agree on a way to distinguish historical systems from biological systems in general, in which the relevant relationship between generations of the same species is taken to be genetical in nature. If a historical system is taken to be a system in which culture provides a way of transmitting information over and above that which is transmitted genetically, we must ask wherein historical systems differ from genetically related systems, that is, how the transmission of extra-genetical information acts on and modifies intra-genetic information.


  In the West at least, historical systems are generally treated as genetical systems in which the structure of any given present is treated as genetically related to its past as cause. A historical system appears to be, or presents itself as being, or is often represented as being a system of genetic relationships. After all, in a historical system, the living generations are typically presented as being a product of variations, under the press of the need to adapt to environmental challenges, in a pool of potentialities over time. Whence the notion of the dyad “continuity and change” and the various vicissitudes or trajectories of development emplotted in the concepts of line, duality, cycle, steady state, fractal, and chaos offered for consideration by the organizers of our conference.


  The steady-state, chaos, and fractal models are more spatial than temporal in their modalities of articulation; the linear, dualistic (oscillatory), and cycle models are both spatial and temporal. But all of these presume that, as models of historical processes, the relevant problem to be addressed is that of a transition or pseudo-transition (a “virtual” transition? what Spengler called “pseudo-morphosis”?) between what phenomenology calls the three “ekstases” of temporarily: past, present, and future. In these trace models of “historicity,” priority of causal effectivity is given to the past, with the present being considered as a kind of “transition” point between this past and a future considered to be virtually present within it.


  But I think that this notion of the relationships inhering in the ekstases (past-present-future) of temporality fails to capture what is unique about historical systems as against all genetical systems. What is unique about historical systems is their capacity to resist the lure of genetical causation, by which I mean the causal efficacity of the past on the present. I might say that a historical system is characterized by its exploitation of a cybernetic function, that is, the feedback loop between whatever is considered to be “the present” and whatever is considered to be “a past.” I would suggest that this feedback loop might be called—following Nietzsche and Foucault—genealogical.


  A genealogical system presumes the possibility of constructing a past from which its members would have wished to have descended as against that from which they might actually have genetically derived. The genealogical model presumes the power of a present to impose upon the past retrospectively a form and a substance that makes of it what the present has to have become. We distinguish between a conception of ourselves as an inevitable consequence of the choices of others (in our past) and a conception of ourselves as makers of ourselves against the force of others’ choices of what they might have wished us to have become. In this case, we assume the right to define the past, not as an imperative to become what it might have wished us to be, but as a choice to be “other” than that. At the same time, however, we cannot wish to be other than what our “significant others” might have wished us to have become. We desire continuity between ourselves and our ancestors quite as much as we desire change between what they were and what we are. The way we handle this contradiction is by genealogization. We construct an ancestry from which we would have wished to have descended and substitute it for the ancestry from which we have actually or at least think we might have actually descended.


  I will define as a historical system any community that identifies as its progenitors another group with which it may or may not be genetically affiliated and construes its collective identity as an effect of a genetic descent from them rather than as a product of only material causes. We can call this relationship between a group and its chosen ancestors a “virtual” one, insofar as it produces the effects of a genealogical filiation between generations without the genetic causes. A historical system as thus defined would be a community whose sense of its collective substance is based on a retrospective and selective identification with some earlier group from which it may or may not be genetically related but which it treats as its effective ancestors. This relationship of the group to its ideal ancestry I will call a genealogical relation, which, although it may be construed as a genetic relation, is in reality a retrospective construction of an ideal line of descent that provides indicators of how the group is to recognize and sustain its collective identity (in the group’s present and imagined future). In the genealogical relation, the group’s connection with its chosen ancestors may be construed in a variety of modes: linear, cyclical, constant, dualistic, fractal.


  Obviously, the forms indicated by the terms linear and cyclical are abstractions that are no more found in history than in nature. Constancy, duality, and fractality are different matters, since they intricate relationships of parts to wholes or of attributes to substances. Chaos can be meaningfully applied to “history” only as an image of reality preexisting any organization of history into elements in relationship with or conception of it as an organized whole.


  A historical system is, after all, a structure undergoing change in a specific chronotopical region of the cosmos—only on the planet Earth, as far as we know, and only in certain regions of the planet. Although we must presume that the cosmos is in general an entropic system (that is, a system that is over the long run losing its systematicity), specific areas of nature appear to be able to borrow energy from their environments and to organize it in a counter-entropic direction. Physical nature on the Earth is at least quadruply organized: first, as matter, second, as life, thirdly, as human life, and fourthly, as culture. The transition from nature to culture is a necessary presupposition of the concept of history. History is the articulation in time and space of culture, which itself is organized into areas: religion, economics, politics, etc. We want to know the general drift of development in these areas of culture. That is why we seek to plot their trajectories across a scale that has time as one of its axes and quantitative (more and less) measures as its other. If we substitute qualitative for quantitative criteria for measuring change in a given space over a given time, we have other models we can use for emplotting trajectories of development: myths, or more specifically, archetypal plot-structures of the kind found in divinatory, poetic, and fictional discourse.


  Each of the terms (linear, cyclical, fractal, etc.) has to be understood as a figure that, when projected onto a field of chronologically organized occur-rences, would be appropriately construed only as a metaphor (symbol) or simile (allegory). It is the impulse to read these figures literally and to colligate them according to a logic of identity and noncontradiction that causes problems. Obviously, a given sequence of events cannot be both rectilinear and circular at one and the same time, any more than a field of phenomena could be correctly apprehensible simultaneously as both chaotic and organized. The problems arise when we start using more than one of these figures to characterize a given field or phenomena, such as the chronicle of the field of art, or science, or economics, or, more problematically, the field of history-in-general. Of course, there is no reason why a field such as the history of science might not be responsibly represented as manifesting trends at different levels of its organization that are generally linear, cyclical, dualistic, fractal, constant, and chaotic at one and the same time. Problems arise in at least two cases: (1) when description gives way to the effort to reduce the plots discovered at a specific level of development of a field to manifestations of a single figure, or when one tries to reduce all of the fields to the status of manifestations of a single figure; and (2) when one tries to substitute a qualitative for a quantitative standard of measurement in the determination of the general drift of the whole set of emplotted fields of historical activity. But these are problems only for a certain (Newtonian) conception of (natural) scientific knowledge-production, in which algorithmic descriptions of the relations among phenomena and mechanico-nomologial conceptions of explanation prevail. If trends are discerned at different levels of integration of a field of occurrences, these trends may very well be related to one another in the modes of identity, difference, contiguity, or opposition without contradiction on the plane of description. This is especially the case when it is a matter of describing a field of occurrences in which, as in science or art or religion, issues are being debated over not only what are the facts of the matter in regard to the phenomena being investigated, but also what is to count as a phenomenon for this field of investigation.


  In the history of religion, what is to count as a religious phenomenon is quite as much a point at issue as the question of what the pertinent facts are to be discussed in assessing the general drift of a given religion or of religion in general. And so too in art and science, not to mention economics, politics, or “society.” In the field of historical research, where the object of study is taken to be events or processes of “the past” and their relation to “the present,” the question of what constitutes a specifically historical phenomenon is decided by convention (in modern historical research), by the “authority” of what is called “the community (of professional) historians.” Doxological conceptions of the necessary and sufficient conditions for the identification of events as “historical” change from time to time and place to place—in response to pressures at once social, political, and generally cultural, as well as epistemological and methodological in nature.


  And so too for the models that are used to characterize the general drift of the historical process as a whole. If a given society is concerned to know whether its general drift is progressive or degenerative, or whether it is simply moving in place, models that feature notions of growth and development will be used to provide a framework for assessing the facts turned up (or constituted) in the various specialized fields of investigation currently constituted by prevailing practices in the community of professional historians. The problem here is that such a concern cannot be satisfied with quantitative criteria for describing and explaining historical processes. If progress is to be measured by, say, urbanization or industrialization, a quantitative description of these processes can merely provide the data for a qualitative assessment of their significance. Are monotheistic religions qualitatively superior to polytheistic ones? What conception of anthropological universals would permit an unprejudiced answer to this question? How might we emplot the change from polytheism to monotheism that marks the difference between Israel and Canaan or that between pagan Rome and Christian Europe? With a line (either rising or descending), a circle, a fractation, an oscillatory exchange, or what? And so, too, for the changes described in the transition from Gothic art to Renaissance neoclassical art, from alchemy to chemistry, from Aristotelian to Newtonian physics, from Catholicism to Protestantism, or from the ancien régime to the bourgeois nation-state.


  Would the superimposition of these models for emplotting changes result in an image of chaos? Would such a superimposition allow us to discern continuity-in-change and change-in-continuity? Of course, it would. But would we be any wiser as a result? Possibly, but we would still not be able to discern whether progress had occurred in any of these changes without invoking some qualitative criterion for the assessment of their value or worth.


  But it is here that narrativity as a model for emplotting change-in-continuity and continuity-in-change shows its value as an instrument of group self-assessment. Narrative is the discursive mode in which phenomena can be at once laid out on a timeline that is existentially pertinent to a particular society and at the same time endowed with value.


  In other words, are these images of historical process incommensurable? It is like asking, can a straight line also be a circle, one thing also be two, chaos also be cosmos (constancy model), contiguity be identity? For my part, I do not think that we will get very far with these essentially metaphysical questions. It is obvious that each of the models identified by our leaders can be used to emplot, replot, or deplot diverse aspects of the field of historical occurrence, even if the rigid application of any one of them will be reductive and inattentive to the richness of texture that the field offers to any naïve observer of it at first glance.


  Let me put our question this way: We are interested in emplotting the development of various domains or strands of historical occurrence: economics, politics, society, culture. Each of these domains or strands of historical occurrence is presumed to possess a substance that constitutes its identity and to be characterizable in terms of its manifest attributes. Insofar as we conceive it to be a characteristic of historical entities to both develop or change and at the same time remain identifiable as the same thing throughout this process of change, we must suppose that either their substance changes while the attributes do not, or the reverse. Of course, it is possible to conceive of individuals as being identifiable with the sum total of their attributes, so that change would consist of the loss or gain of attributes, and continuity would consist of some ratio of the former to the latter to the point at which none of the attributes of an individual as some early states were present in that individual in a later one.


  But all this is pointless. We are interested in models or images or visions of entities that appear to remain continuous in change, or change while appearing to remain “the same” throughout this process. What is our investment in this interest? Why are the fractal or discontinuous models so disconcerting to anyone wanting to emplot a historical process, trajectory, or vicissitude? It is obvious why the chaos and constancy models are anathema: the first admits of neither change nor continuity, the latter of only continuity. Now while chaos and constancy are useful hypotheses about the nature of physical change (at different scales), they are not for history, because historical processes (and here they may be formally continuous with biological processes) are processes that combine change and continua in different modalities of articulation. But there is a difference between biological and historical processes: the latter, unlike the former, have to be presupposed to involve intentionality in the agents of change and continuity in some way or other, in a way that biological entities in general do not. This is a condition of their historicality.


  Now, we have a venerable technique for emplotting processes that involve both continuity and change, but also intentionality and contingency. It is called “narrativization,” and although its invention is not coextensive with historical consciousness, it is, as Hegel and others have argued, a sine qua non of a specifically historical consciousness—by which I mean a mode of consciousness that identifies as “historical” those processes that feature change-in-continuity and continuity-in-change as (Kantian) modes of perception (similar to time and space in Kant’s system). The modes of historical perception generate the categories (of quantity, quality, relation, and modality) by which the phenomena of historical processes are to be grasped in conceptual thought.


  Continuity and change: How to deal with these in representation? There are two ways: by showing change-in-continuity and/or continuity-in-change. This boils down to making an equivalence out of sequence, by showing how what appears to be a change is actually an equivalence, or how what appears to be an equivalence is actually a sequence. Continuity and change are of course fundamental concepts for historical research, functioning rather like time and space are conceived to do in Kant’s philosophy, that is to say, as “modes” of a specifically historicizing perception. An object that could not be apprehended as exhibiting change-in-continuity or continuity-in-change cannot qualify as a generically “historical” object. Of course, that alone is not enough for any given object to be construed as graspable by the categories (of quantity, quality, relation, and modality) proper to a specifically historiological method of inquiry. The object in question must also be susceptible to representation in a narrative that claims to be a truthful mimesis, not only in its parts (individual statements about particular states of affairs in the past and present), but also as a whole. A historiographical narrative must correspond in its plot-outline to that process of change-in-continuity and continuity-in-change actually “suffered” by the object in its status as a subject of historiological interest. Thus, a historiographical representation must correspond (mimetically) to the vicissitudes “suffered” by the object represented in the narrative in two ways: at the “story” or chronicle level (in which individual events are enunciated in the chronological order of their occurrence) and at the “plot” level (where the sequence of events given in the story is subjected to a second enunciation as elements of a recognizable story-type or genre).


  Two Kinds of Truth


  The historical account thus pretends to two kinds of truth: (1) truth as fact; and (2) truth as story. In story-truth the sequence of events reported as having been established as facts in the research phase of a historiological investigation is endowed with narrative meaning: the events under investigation are represented as displaying the coherency of a recognizable story-type or genre or plot-structure. Thus, for example, in Marx’s account of “Der achtzehnte Brumaire des Louis Bonaparte” he pretends to demonstrate that far from being what Hugo had represented as a “tragic” event, the revolution of 1848–51 in France is more truthfully envisioned as a “farce.” “First time as tragedy, second time as farce.” The characterization of these events as a “farce” is intended, I presume, to be taken as a factual statement quite as much as the characterization of Napoleon III as a “charlatan.” Although these terms “farce” and “charlatan” are manifestly metaphorical and indeed hyperbolical, they can be treated as instances of “figurative referentiality,” since they refer to a sequence of real events and a specific historical personage, respectively. Indeed, their force as figurations are effective only insofar as they are understood à la lettre—as statements meant to be taken literally. This is quite different from how works of fiction operate, which is to say, in the gap between literal and figurative usage. Note that a structural or predominantly synchronic account of historical phenomena is one that does not seek to endow a sequence with story-truth or plot-meaning.3 In a non-narrative account, sequences of events are projected from the axis of combination in the axis of selection, that is, they are de-diachronized.


  Now, this means that every historical narrative refers doubly: to the events of which it speaks, on the one side, and to the available array of plot-types (genes) provided by a culture for endowing events with story-meaning, on the other. To be sure, it is a convention of historical writing since Herodotus to treat the plot-type or genre by which the events are endowed with story-meaning as if this plot were inherent in the events themselves and was simply “discovered” rather than “invented” by the author or constructed by him/her and imposed upon the events retrospectively. Ricoeur and others have tried to sort out this relation between a historical narrative and the kinds of plot-types met with in poetry, myth, and fiction. But opinion remains divided between those who think that it is a characteristic of the historical entities to display narrative coherence in the articulation (or realization) of their life-trajectories and those who believe that narrative coherence exists only in discourse, not in reality, and that anyone who imposes narrative coherence on historical events is doing something akin to what fabulists and mythagogues do when they endow natural entities or animals with anthropomorphic attributes.


  From the standpoint of our interests here today it might be instructive to view narrative as that mode of discourse that was devised specifically to represent the phenomena of continuity-in-change insofar as they could be apprehended as effects of the two conceptual dyads: freedom and necessity in action and subjectivity and objectivity in perception. We are not scandalized, I should think, by the effort of certain cultures to explain themselves to themselves by telling stories (mythoi or logoi) about themselves, their ancestors, gods, animals, and certain natural phenomena such as thunder and lightning, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, and the like. Vico was impressed by the extent to which his hypothetical “bestioni” explained those natural phenomena that frightened them or aroused their desire by endowing these phenomena with anthropomorphic attributes and ascribing to them the same passions as those reading the bestial bodies of the first men. Myth, Vico thought, was doubly referential in the way I have suggested that historical narrative is: the myth refers to the natural phenomena to be grasped by consciousness as meaningful, and it refers to these phenomena, in turn, as caused by passional processes exactly like those wracking the bodies of the “bestioni” as the cause of their interest in the causal agents of their disease. Vico says that fear and lust are sufficient impulsions to focus on specific elements in the field of perception. Once this focus is attained, language in the elementary form of naming does the rest. Once the name “thunder” is assigned to a particular concatenation of aerological phenomena, it is simple enough to distinguish between the activity of “thundering” and the agent “the thundered” presumed to be engaging in this activity—on the analogy of the distinction between an emotion I may feel and the me who “suffers” that emotion. Once language permits the distinction between the subject of an action and the object or recipient thereof, the postulation of an agent behind every activity is not difficult to arrive at. And if on the analogy of my own experience of acting as an agent of my own or someone else’s patiency, I need only personify by giving a proper name to this agency to transform it into an agent whose actions can be comprehended and emotions assuaged by the kind of acts of propitiation I expect from those who are dependent upon (patient with) me. Thus, “the thunderer” becomes Zeus or Thor equipped with the power and means to bring to bear the force upon men that he has brought to bear upon the winds, skies, and rains. Of course, scientific knowledge of the impersonal nature of natural causality renders the myths based on the anthropomorphization of nature itself erroneous and licenses the retrospective endowment of the term “myth” with the connotation of “illusory” or “delusional” story.


  But Vico insisted that, although myths were based on ignorance and were products of error, misnomation, and anthropomorphism, they were under the circumstances of their origination “creatively” erroneous. For on the basis of their profound misunderstanding of both external nature and their internal emotional economy, the “bestioni ” of primitive times erected the three institutions necessary for their own self-repression and social disciplinization: marriage, burial, and worship. Therewith they were set upon the course of their own self-transformation into “civilized” men and the gradual amelioration of both their knowledge of and relation to nature and society. In other words, the kind of error that myth represents is creative in the extent to which it conduces to action—whether as active agent of social processes or passive patient thereof. And neither the institutions of science and learning, nor those of social control and subjection, would have been possible without this primary act of self-delusional projection of the emotions wracking the primitive body onto the imagined “body” of nature.


  Thus, in mythic consciousness, we may hypothesize, the world is rendered minimally, if erroneously comprehendible, by the projection onto it of processes more bodily than generally social in substance. It is this projection that renders possible the creation of fundamental social institutions—burial, marriage, worship, and divination—that provides orientation for primitive groups along what Ricoeur calls the three extases of temporality—past, present, and future—concepts necessary though not sufficient for the apprehension of historical change as a movement from past to present to future and of a specifically historical mode of consciousness oriented along the axis of present to past to future, or, in the case of divinatory practices, on the axis of future to past to present.


  Modern historiological conventions rule out the future as a viable object of investigation (except as in social scientific historiology, where the future can be figured in the mode of prognostication [Koselleck] or theorized as a “counterfactual” projection of “what might have been” had events not developed as they “in fact” did happen). Thus, a properly historiological investigation of a given segment of history must admit of the segment’s representation as an effectively closed story—we know how things came out. The historical story, then, is a story whose plot-type is treated as being identifiable and whose concluding phases can be said to take the form of “resolutions” of conflicts and contradictions (or fulfillments). The resolution of the story casts illumination back onto the sequence of events leading up to it and has the effect of revealing that the sequence was a process of either continuity-in-change or change-in-continuity, depending on whether the closure is enfigured as a “catastrophe” or as a “consummation.” This means, among other things, emplotting the story from the perspective of one or another of the social groups being treated as the “central subject” (or protagonist) of the story.


  Narratologists abstract the story as an account of a being in a condition of “lack” who takes on challenges to its efforts to overcome this condition and either succeeds in this endeavor (consummation) or fails to do so (catastrophe). The outcome of the story (catastrophe or consummation) is treated as being unforeseeable from the perspective of the agents and patients enfigured as “characters” in the tale but as being “retrodictable” from the perspective of the storyteller, the historian, in this case, who enjoys the advantage of hindsight or the certain (factual) knowledge of how the sequence of events “actually” came out in the putative present of the characters. Thus, it is whether a sequence can be represented as possessing an “end” that determines whether it can serve as a viable object of historiological inquiry, on the one hand, and a possible object of a properly historiographical representation, on the other.4


  All this is commonplace in historiographical narrative practice and well studied in narratological theory. But it raises the interesting question of the status of “the present” as a site of historial existence from which the spectacle of historical change-in-continuity or continuity-in-change can be invested as an object of study and representation. Historism—or the belief that historical knowledge hinges upon belief in “history” as a domain of human being sufficiently different from nature as to require a specifically historical mode of consciousness for its apprehension—presumes that not only the past, but also the present exists in the condition of “historicity.” Which implies that the present from which historical consciousness is launched is not a stable ground of knowledge but is subject to the same kinds or processes of change and transformation as those putative presents of the past were. But to view the present thus is to view it as a story whose end or conclusion cannot be known and knowledge of which cannot therefore be a properly “historical” knowledge but must be of some other kind—social scientific knowledge, experiential, or commonsensical knowledge. So that, in his tacit postulation of that nature of “the present” from which he is to launch his historical inquiry into the past, a historian has to be guided by the conventions of his “professional community” and accept on faith the conventions of inquiry and representation honored by this community as orthodox “rules” for determining what can count as a possible object of historical study, an acceptable representational practice for describing it, and a model of the strategies that can be used in “explaining” it.


  Postmodernism, or, the Crisis of Historicism


  This is why contemporary historical thought is so riven by controversy and why it gives so little hope of satisfactorily resolving the theoretical disputes about the nature of history and historical knowledge that have emerged since the end of the last century—once known as “the crisis of historicism” but now generally gatherable under the title “postmodernism.” Now, the “crisis” caused by postmodernist culture—if “crisis” there is—consists in its presumption that every historical representation of reality—whether of the past or the present, whether of micro- or of macro-phenomena, whether based on memory or on the documentary record—is a “construction” by which a false or fictive coherency is projected onto both the present and the past and, beyond that, on the relationship presumed to link past to present. This attack extends to both structuralist and narrativist representations of historical processes, and to the debate in the 1960s between structuralist and narrativist historians over the “ideological” nature of any effort to represent history as a narrative.5


  Moreover, it extends to the efforts of Marxists to employ a “dialectical” model for the representation and analysis of historical processes and as an instrument for mediating debates between structuralist and narrativist strategies of historical representation. When Jean-François Lyotard says that postmodernism is the rejection of all “grands récits” of history, he presumes that the difference between a grand and a petit récit is a matter of scale, not of substance. Any récit is suspect to postmodernism—including those of literary writing, not because they are grand or small, or because they belong to the symbolique more than to the imaginaire, but because they are mythic representations of reality unaware of their own mythicity. And when it comes to the problem of representing processes of change-in-continuity and of continuity-in-change, the récit is to be indicted, not because it is mythicalizing and fictionalizing without knowing it, but because it still presupposes a difference between a fictional and a factual representation of reality in writing and speech. Postmodernism presumes the possibility of a ground or state of human consciousness that preexists the articulation of all the oppositional dyads that provide the structural basis of both structural (synchronic) and narrative (diachronic) representations of “reality,” whether natural or historical: subject versus object, literal versus figurative speech, cause versus effect, fact versus fiction, science versus myth, past versus present, action versus passion, agent versus patient, thought versus emotion, pleasure versus pain, and even consciousness versus the unconscious. On this ground or state of human consciousness all of these dyads can be dissolved or collapsed into continua, like a spectrum composed of bands with fuzzy edges and in which what appears to be a relationship of contrariety, say, between subjectivity and objectivity, or between activity and passivity, can be shown to be, not a mixture of the two, but rather a third thing: an apparent relationship of mutual implicativeness (Windelband’s term) that can be sustained only by the repression of difference that distinguishes both of these terms from their alternative.


  For example, in historical linguistics, recent work (I am thinking of Benveniste) stresses the difference between the middle voice of the verb (in Sanskrit and Greek) and both the active and the passive voices (modi) of the verb. Although many of the functions of the middle voice have been sublated into the reflexive forms, it is obvious that in most instances of its use, it is not a matter of the actor splitting himself into an active agent and a passive patient and doing something to himself. When grammarians instruct us that in the middle voice one is doing something to oneself (active) for oneself (dative inflection)—as when I “wash myself”—it is obvious that the “mesotic” force of the more interesting middle voice verbs, such as “to become, to promise, to wed (used only for women),” is being denied in favor of reflexivity. When a Venetian Italian says, “Io mi ho bevuto una bella birra,” it appears to be an instance of the reflexive form of the verb bere, with the mi having the force of the dative case (for myself) and suggests something more and different from simple reflexivity. But I would understand this phrase as suggesting something like “I gave to myself the pleasure of drinking a fine glass of beer.” Only if the subject is doing violence to himself (as in “I hit myself”) would we say that he has become split into two beings, a subject and an object, so that the one part of the self could be said to have done something to the other part. In the case of giving oneself the pleasure of drinking a fine beer, it can hardly be called “reflexivity” that is at issue: it is more a matter of “self-care” (le souci de soi / Verwindung / rimettendosi).


  Let us take this a little further. In “Triebe und Triebschicksale” (“Instincts and Their Vicissitudes”), Freud dilates on the relationships among the three oppositive pairs: subject and object, activity and passivity, and pleasure and pain, in order to identify the strategies by which the psyche constructs scenarios in which a “drive” or “impulse” might seek satisfaction and release from the somatic pressure that impels it. Freud posits four such strategies: repression, sublimation, reversal, and “turning round upon the self.” These are all what I would call strategies for emplotting the trajectories of a drive after its passage over the threshold separating, but at the same time also translating, between the somatic and the psychic dimension of the subject’s consciousness; in fact, they appear to me to be the narratological equivalents of what, in chapter 6 of Die Traumdeutung (The Interpretation of Dreams) Freud called the “mechanisms” (Mechanismen) of the “Traumarbeit”—narratological equivalents because unlike “Verdichtung,” “Verschiebung,” “Darstellung,” and “Sekundäre Bearbeitung,” they operate across both the vertical (paradigmatic) and the horizontal (syntagmatic) axes of the drive’s articulation in psychic time and space.


  Now you can see immediately that these strategies of “emplotment” conform nicely to the models that Professors Schulz and Sonne have presented for our consideration in this series of seminars.6 Like Roman Jakobson’s “metalinguistic” and “poetic” functions of the speech-event, Freud’s Mechanismen and Schicksale provide models for identifying psychical strategies that allow a subject to construct a sense of its continuity and change over the course of its life-trajectory. I am especially interested in what Freud calls “secondary revision” and “turning round upon the self.” Because in both cases, what he posits is a process in which consciousness effects a “revision”—in the case of secondary revision, a process of changing the form of the dream contents; and in the case of “turning round upon the self,” transforming the self from a subject in itself into a subject for itself (that is, an object). This gives him a way of distinguishing between active masochism, in which a subject offers itself as an object of violation for another subject, and another kind of masochism, a kind of self-torture and self-violation, which—as he puts it—is neither active nor passive but rather a relation of the self to itself of the kind expressed in the “reflexive middle voice.” In the cases of promising and becoming, however, it is difficult to distinguish between subject and object. It is certainly the case that in becoming something other than what I was—as in Saint Augustine’s, or for that matter Saint Paul’s accounts of their “conversions” to “Christianity”—I experience myself as having both changed and continued to be myself, although now “purged” or “purified” of sin.


  Conclusion


  From the standpoint of a typical historical researcher (who still tends to be a single individual rather than a group), the record of the past seems much too full: the work of sorting out and working through the documentary record in any archive takes a long time, the connections between the events recorded seem tenuous, and the picture of the whole is difficult to discern on a day-to-day basis. From the standpoint of any meta-historian trying to grasp the shape and substance of “history” as a whole, the historical record is much too thin, porous, incomplete. Vast areas of event are undocumented; the events seem to be monstrously incommensurate, the picture of the whole more like a Rembrandt than a Perugino.


  How could any merely empirical glance at the human past not conclude that everything was chaos, meaningless, with neither form nor substance? This vision of human history is “sublime” in Kant’s sense of the term.7 And like Kant, Hegel assumes that this glance into the abyss must produce in any sensitive soul a reaction and the question: To what end or purpose can all this senseless conflict and confusion conduce? What can it possibly mean ? And Hegel’s own philosophy of history is meant to provide what he calls “the circle of concepts” necessary for a construction of history that would be a theodicy, a justification of the ways of God to man. This justification consists in the provision for history of a meaning, a formal meaning in the sense of providing history with a plot-structure, and substantive in the sense of providing it with an anagnorisis, a revelation of what it all imports to man’s sense of himself and his place in creation.


  But Hegel takes this “circle of concepts” adequate to the emplotment of history as a meaningful process to be inherent in historical, as against prehistorical (for example, African) and ahistorical (for example, animal) communities. He thought that the conditions of possibility for a specifically historical existence and a mode of consciousness adequate to its comprehension were inherent in communities organized as states, governed by law, and capable of producing written documents on the basis of which coherent narrative accounts of the past of those communities could be written. A narrative account of the past was crucial to the formation of a historical consciousness because only in a prose narrative could the dialectical relation between past and present be adequately represented.


  In Hegel’s formulation of the problem, a dialectical model allows one to aggregate and synthesize what our hosts call the linear, the cyclical, the dualistic, the constancy, and the even the fractal “plots” of historical process. It is a matter of “levels” of historical integration among the annals, the chronicles, the story, the plots, and the discontinuities caused by “revolutions” in the construal of the “events” that comprise the human experiences of history. What Hegel does not see, or is unwilling to concede, is the arbitrariness of these various impositions of form on the chaos of historical occurrence, even if he certainly knows the difference between the experience of mere occurrence (which might be called “continuity”) and that of meaningful or “kairotic” moments in time in which existentially significant “change” (as in revolution) occurs.


  Notes


  1. [Ed: This lecture series, organized by Evelyn Schulz and Wolfgang Sonne, took place at the University of Zurich during the summer semester of 1998. For the publication they edited, however, White sent them a different text that contains hardly any overlap with this lecture; this text was published in German under the title “Kosmos, Chaos und Reihenfolge in der historiologischen Darstellun” (Cosmos, chaos, and sequence in historiological representation), in Kontinüitat und Wandel: Geschichtsbilder in verschiedenen Fächern und Kultüren, ed. Evelyn Schulz and Wolfgang Sonne (Zurich: Zürcher Hochschulforum, 1999). The English version of this text was published in 2004 in Taiwan Journal of East Asian Studies under the title “The Metaphysics of Western Historiography: Cosmos, Chaos, and Sequence in Historiological Representation,” and I have included it in this volume as chapter 11.]


  2. [Ed: See Hayden White, “The Politics of Historical Interpretation: Discipline and De-Sublimation” (1982), collected in The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 58–82.]


  3. Cf. Frank Ankersmit’s idea of “narrative substance” as expounded in his Narrative Logic: A Semantic Analysis of the Historian’s Language (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1983).


  4. All the figures of time in classical mythology feature this duality of constancy and change: Uroboros, Oceanus, Kairos/Fortuna, Aion, Chronos.


  5. Cf. Braudel’s essay “History and the Social Sciences” (1958), collected in Fernand Braudel, On History, trans. Sarah Matthews (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 25–54.


  6. [Ed: See note 1.]


  7. [Ed: See note 2.]

  




  CHAPTER 3


  The Discourse of Europe and the Search for a European Identity [2000]


  The current “discourse of Europe” features an effort to “identify” a Europe that is good and noble, capable of serving as a spiritual basis for a new and (let us not fear the term) postmodernist economic system based on consumerism, multinational capitalism, and commitment to what is euphemistically called “the free market.” This quest for a Europe that is good and noble and therefore worthy to provide the ethos of a new kind of community (at once democratic and cultivated, socialistic and capitalistic, Christian and humanistic, scientific and pious) is motivated in large part by the desire to redeem the Europe of the fathers from the onus of guilt born of an awareness that “Europe” had been responsible for the new forms of social violence spawned in the “rotten twentieth century” (Timothy Garton Ash’s term). In this sense, the current quest for Europe’s true “identity” is the manifestation in public discourse of an effort to invent a new identity for “Europe” but in such a way as to mask the sleight of hand involved in pretending that Europe has been, if only secretly and in part, good and noble all along the course of its history.


  The term “identity,” when applied to an entity as nebulous and unspecifiable as that seemingly indicated by the lexeme “Europe,” is of course a mystification. For “Europe” has never existed anywhere except in discourse, which is to say, in the talk and writing of visionaries and scoundrels seeking an alibi for a civilization whose principal historical attribute has been an impulsion to universal hegemony and the need to destroy what it cannot dominate, assimilate, or consume as if by divine right. Thus, while some Europeans may have what is called in the United States an “identity problem,” the victims of Europeans’ depredations both at home and abroad have no difficulty identifying “Europe.” They know it as the source of travails peculiar to the modern or “European” epoch.


  That the European Union is simply the newest manifestation of European civilization’s drive for mastery of the rest of the world is a truth too obvious to need documentation or argument. The EU’s professions of interest only in the security and stability of its own proper spaces and ways of life entail a claim of a right to intervene economically, politically, and militarily in the spaces and ways of life of the rest of the globe when its own economic interests are threatened. The recent interventions by NATO forces in the former Yugoslavia, under the aegis of the United Nations, and current calls for military intervention in Indonesia only confirm that “Europe,” like its great offspring and ally, the United States, views its security and stability as a matter of universal rather than of only “European” concern. The justification of these interventions on the humanitarian grounds of opposition to programs of “ethnic cleansing” scarcely mask their economic motivations. Such grounds do not come into play when it is a matter of places like Rwanda where world capitalism is not threatened by its destabilization, or China where developing economic interests dictate (in the case of the United States) a more “flexible” political morality. In this sense, the quest for Europe’s identity is not different in any way from the century-long effort on the part of the United States to establish its identity as the moral model of the world, “the last best hope for mankind,” and the very summit of human community.


  At least, so it seems to me.


  I thought it best to lay my cards on the table at the outset of this essay in order not to be accused of duplicity in my own efforts to deal objectively with the discourse of Europe as it is unfolding at this moment, as a program of European self-identification. I do not challenge the expressions of goodwill and concern for humanity under which this effort at self-identification is being advanced. And I do not claim a goodness and clarity of insight superior to those who are engaged in this quest for a European identity at this moment. What I question is the delusory notion that there exists a European identity that has to be simply uncovered by historical and social scientific research in order to be grasped by Europeans and non-Europeans alike as the polar star that will guide them to a promised land where state violence and economic competitiveness can be practiced with honor.


  The ascription of an “identity” to anyone or anything whatsoever partakes of that violence by expropriation that the ascription of a class, racial, or gender essence to individuals and groups of individuals is always intended to serve. It will be recalled that the Jews were marked for destruction by the Nazis—with the complicity of most of “Europe”—not because of anything that any given Jew had done but because of what all Jews were considered to be. Under the Nazi regime, to be identified as a Jew was prima facie evidence of a lack of humanity and grounds for exemption, not only of civil but also from all human rights—even the right of life itself. But this has been the basis of European antisemitism for many centuries.


  These are banalities, I know. Everyone knows about the Nazis, their treatment of Jews, and the program of genocide that the Nazis implemented under the aegis of this ascription of identity. We should not be distracted by the fact that the Nazis identified Jews as precisely that fraction of the human species that actually possessed no identity, whose essence was to have no human essence, whose essence was that of “vermin.” For dis-identification is only the flip side of identification. Of course, we say, these Nazis were brutes, whose own “essence” was manifested in the error of believing that they were the highest representatives of a genuine humanity and justified therefore in arrogating to themselves the right to decide what was human and what was not. On this view, the Nazis were victims of misidentification. They falsely identified themselves as paradigms of the human species and took it upon themselves to assess anyone who did not, in their opinion, resemble themselves, as inhuman. Presumably, for anyone who holds this view, if the Nazis had only identified themselves as ordinary human beings, they might have escaped their fate of becoming paradigms of criminals against humanity.


  From another perspective, however, it could be said that the Nazis were victims of the myth of identification. They believed that the human species could be identified in its parts as more or less human, that the various races of the human species possessed different degrees or grades of the shared human essence. And what else is an identity except the kind of “sameness” that the word “identity” expresses in its Latin original (identitas = idem + ens : “same thing”)? Self-styled representatives of “European” civilization have consistently acted as racialists, if not racists, from the beginning—wherever one may choose to mark this beginning as having begun. And this civilization’s vaunted ethics of individualism, which purports to honor the rights of the individual person against certain claims to conformity that the group may bring to bear upon him or her, partakes of the same violence of essentialism that underwrites racism, classism, and genderism themselves. For the individual is conceived as nothing if not a kind of essence of the human, a microcosm of the macrocosmic humanity, and identifiable as such by the extent to which he (or she) incarnates the essence of the group that claims him (or her) as its “own.”


  So, obviously, I regard the search for Europe’s identity as ill-fated. If the aim of the quest is to provide the basis for a community to which individuals will be admitted only on the basis of their capacity to identify with this community’s essential nature, the project is ill-advised. For the problem does not lie in the effort to construct or to conceptualize a community more extensive, more inclusive, and more open than that of the nation-states that have in our time shown a horrifying willingness to turn upon their own citizens, to excommunicate them, to deprive them of civil and even human rights, and to kill them en masse on the basis of the identities ascribed to them. The error, less cognitive than moral, lies in the ascription to the in-group of an identity, a self-sameness that is always inflected in the direction of belief in an essence. I say “less cognitive than moral” because essentialism is always elaborated in the mode of exclusion rather than of inclusion, of alienation rather than of identification, of violence rather than (dare I say the word?) love.


  But having said all this, in the mode of assertion rather than of argument or demonstration, as the advancement of an opinion rather than a proof, as an impression rather than the fruit of a systematic analysis, I owe it to you, my readers, to say more about how identification works, what is involved in the discovery or the construction of an identity, and how every identification of anything whatsoever is always a re-identification, the displacement of what is regarded as a misidentification with what is regarded as a true, a genuine, and a timeless “identity.” And this because if Europe is a discourse or exists only in discourse (as the hypothesis informing our inquiry supposes), we must consider how discourse constructs identities, endows them with the aura of essential being, posits their existence, and goes on to act as if their being licensed the most inhumane social comportment.


  I do not mean to suggest that identities are not “real.” They are at least psychically real. Individuals and groups act on the basis of what they consider to be their identities. They aspire to have identities. They are fearful of weak identities, split identities, non-identities. They identify with persons whom they conceive to possess strong identities. They “identify” with other persons and groups very easily, although with always disastrous results—in my opinion. So we should wish to know how identities are constructed in and by discourse, and how this work of construction, this poiesis of identification, must always generate more problems than it solves.


  One way of approaching this problem is by way of a semiological analysis of a specific discursive regime, a regime that has created a psychic reality on behalf of which vast sums of money are expended, great profits are realized, and in the effort to conform to which many people live a good portion of their lives. I refer to Roland Barthes’s great (and, in my view, much misunderstood or misidentified) book, Système de la mode (1967).1 I will not presume to summarize this complex work, but simply note that it was Barthes’s effort to show how semiology could be used to disclose the ways in which common objects, in this case garments, could be endowed with a meaning far in excess of any need they might fulfill or any practical use to which they might be put. Barthes’s book is about how discourse can produce a sphere of meaning that is psychologically much more seductive of people’s allegiances and desires than any appeal to utility might produce. He shows how what he calls “a discourse of fashion” is set up alongside of, or on the basis of, “the garment system,” in such a way as to produce and channel desire by creating fantasmatic objects whose value consists solely in the provision of psychic satisfactions of a purely imaginary kind. The fashion world is produced by the fashion system the purpose of which is to provide objects for consumption and use only in the imaginary world of fashion’s time, space, and habitus.2


  Système de la mode (translated as The Fashion System)3 analyzes the ways in which discourse, in this case “the discourse of fashion,” succeeds in endowing objects and commodities having little or no utility—the fashion item as against the garment—with the luster of the desirable. Among the techniques of discursivity Barthes identifies as contributing to the desirability-effect is that of “identification” itself. In discourse, difference and even equivalence can be dissolved into identities. Thus, in the case of the fashion system, to “identify” a garment belonging to the genus of outerwear as, for example, “Chanel’s classic little red jacket,” effectively endows the garment so named with a meaning quite other than anything that might be derived from a description of the materials from which it was made, the tailoring that went into its production, or the practical uses to which it could be put. Simply by naming the garment in this way it is placed in the imaginary world of “High Fashion,” shares in the substance of that world, and enjoys a value as an object of the desire—the desire to be desirable—that structures that world. Thus, the most obscure, insubstantial, and useless of commodities can be endowed with an essence by what Barthes calls the “assertion of identity.” To name a garment as “Chanel’s classic little red jacket” is to endow it with individuality, by which is meant that this jacket possesses qualities that no other member of the genus “outerwear” or the species “jacket” possesses. These qualities—Chanel-ness, classic-ness, little-ness, red-ness, and jacketness—become elements of the jacket’s identity.


  Of course, a name or the assignment of a name is not alone sufficient to identify an individual garment, any more than it would be sufficient to identity an individual or a nation, society, or civilization. But by this example, we can see how the name of “Europe,” so rich in connotation and ambiguity, functions in the discourse of Europe to summon up to the imagination some “thing” of which an identity can be postulated. Could anyone say that “Europe” does not exist or that it has never existed?


  But “Europe” can be said to exist within the matrix consisting of those classes of objects that either have a name or do not. A thing that does not have a name may very well exist (as the history of the discovery of the elements of the periodic table amply suggests), but such things cannot be said to have an identity until they have actually been named. Conversely, names can be provided for entities that do not and never have existed, yet these purely imaginary things can be said to have had an “identity”—the examples of the ether and phlogiston in the history of chemistry come to mind. Some names refer to entities that have never existed (such as “Centaur” and “Gorgon”), while other names refer to things that once existed but no longer exist (such as “Napoleon” or “Robespierre”). This is why Barthes insisted that, in the assignment of an identity to anything whatsoever, we must not only assign it a name, we must also assert the absence or presence of some feature of it.


  Barthes’s examples of the way in which the assertion of the presence or the absence of a feature (a detail) may provide an identity for a garment are “a pocket with flaps” and “a dress without a belt.”4 The “identity” of garments having these features is established not only by the notion of what they have but also by the notion of what they lack. Thus, while the name indicates species being, the assertion of existence permits the thing named to be presented in vivo and as being “identifiable” by its possession of certain features and the absence of others. He calls this operation “the assertion of existence,” the perceivable “feature” being an earnest of the thing’s materialization in the real world.


  Two other discursive operations fill out the process of endowing a thing, whether real (such as a garment) or imaginary (such as a civilization), with an essence, an identity, and therefore a meaning. He calls the first of these two operations “the assertion of artifice,” which plays upon the value thought to attach to a thing’s status as something “natural” or as something “made.” Barthes’s examples feature those items of fashion that present the garment as either true or authentic, on the one side, or as artificial and contrived to appear as something other than it seems to be, on the other. The “fake knot” and simulated “fur” would be examples of the endowment of artificial entities with an identity. Mink fur or uncombed linen might be examples of the authenticity effect.


  The last operation required for the endowment of a thing with an identity (in the fashion world) is what Barthes calls the “variant of mark” or the assertion of “accent.” Culture differs from nature, he holds, by the fact that everything in culture is either marked or unmarked, through emphasis or de-emphasis, and endowed with meaning thereby, positive or negative, as the case may be. There are certain aspects that all garments share. Stitching is one of these (Barthes adds, “except for stockings”). What would be the point, then, he asks, of simply noting in a description of a given garment that they have stitches? None, he answers, except for the case in which the stitches are emphasized and turned into a mark of the garment’s individuality. A suit coat with large stitching around the lapels in vibrant colors and gross material gives to the stitches a kind of “superlative existence” and permits the coat to be identified as “the coat with stitches” or “the coat that flaunts its stitched nature.” Conversely, of course, the lack of a seam, in machine-woven stockings, could be raised by emphasis to the status of a superlative value by virtue of its difference from all other garments. In the case of “seamless stockings,” the absence of a seam is not presented as a defect, but rather as an indication of a certain wholeness and completion that other garments do not possess. The identity of this particular garment, therefore, is established by emphasis on what it lacks that all other garments cannot not have, namely, “seaminess.” In this respect, seamless stockings approach to the status of the perfect garment, the magical coat without seams, the universal garment that can enhance any body that wears it, that never needs repair, that changes in response to its wearer’s needs, and never “comes apart” because it is a whole without parts, a dream garment suitable to the body of dreamers.


  Barthes’s analysis of the process of identification can be usefully extended to a consideration of the current discussion of “European identity.” Because unlike with many discussions of this question, Barthes would not begin by seeking a referent for the term “Europe” and go on to ask whether this referent had an “identity” and could therefore be properly identified. Nor would he attempt to write a “history” of the term “Europe” in an effort to determine whether it had a fixed and constant conceptual content that would allow us to extract a kernel of meaning common to all of the uses to which the term has been put in its various identifications: classical, Christian, modern, and postmodern. He would begin by recognizing that the term “Europe” is a signifier with a host of different and often contradictory signifieds attached to it, and that “Europe” is less a concept than a figure the function of which is to hold a place in a meta-discourse in which other figures can be collected, endowed with “Europeanicity,” and used to produce a meaning-effect exactly like that produced by the discourse of fashion in transforming a piece of “clothing” into an item of “fashion.”


  In order to create, construct, or specify the “identity” of “Europe” it will be necessary to enter into a discourse featuring the four kinds of “assertion” (positings, or thematisations) listed by Barthes as “variants of identity” in his discussion of the discourse of fashion: the assertion of species, of existence, of artifice, and of accent. We must recall, however, what Barthes says about these variants: they do not, he stresses, “present themselves as the simple objects of a nomenclature, even when sorted into classes by exclusions, but rather as oppositions having several terms, for they possess the specifically paradigmatic power of the matrix.”5


  By “the specifically paradigmatic power of the matrix” Barthes means—so I surmise—the kind of substitution of one word or phrase for another on the basis of their presumed occupation of the same semantic domain and aptitude for performing the same grammatical function in transforming sequences of words into coherent phrases. Thus, in the epigraph to his chapter on “Variants of Existence,” Barthes offers the following phrase as an example of how the matrix functions: “The true Chinese tunic, flat and slit.” Here, the object, indicated by a noun (“tunic”), is identified by the assignment to it (through adjectivization) of the qualities of “trueness,” “Sinicity,” “flatness,” and “slittedness.” Each of the variants can be substituted by any term taken to be synonymous in meaning (however different in form) and authorized to perform the same grammatical function in the paradigmatic phrase: adjectivization, adverbialization, nomination, etc. Thus, the adjectives “authentic,” “real,” or “sincere” for “true”; “Asian,” “Far Eastern,” or “Oriental” for “Chinese”; “sleek,” “slinky,” or “uncurved” for “flat”; and “cut open,” “parted,” or simply “opened” for “slit,” and so on.


  Each of these terms indicates or manifests a quality whose meaning consists of its non-congruity with its conceptual opposite. What is a true Chinese tunic? Difficult to say. But in the expression here given us, we are allowed to conclude that, at the very least, “The true Chinese tunic” is a tunic that is “truly Chinese”—which is to say, a tunic that is, at the least, neither “undulating” nor “unslit.” And indeed, the statement that “The true Chinese tunic [is] flat and slit” provides us with an at least partial identification of the notion of Sinicity. If the “true Chinese” tunic is “flat and slit,” then what it means to be Chinese is to possess some quality or feature that is more “flat” than “curved” and more “slitted” or “slashed” than “seamed” or “whole.” In this kind of discourse (which increasingly begins to look more and more “orientalist” in its meaning), the expression “The true Chinese tunic, flat and slit” could be supplemented and filled out by a long set of equivalent phrases that, while seeming to amplify the identification of the specifically “Chinese” tunic, actually only repeats the substantial meaning of the paradigm. Phrases like “The authentic Oriental tunic [shirt, cassock, smock], plane and slashed up the leg,” or “The sincere Asian tunic, severe and parted from ankle to thigh,” have the same substance as the paradigmatic phrase. This means that such phrases possess both sense meaning and referential meaning, since they are grammatically correct and refer (or can be taken to be referring) to the same kind of garment. In the infinite string of assertions in which the same thing is said in the same forms but with different words, we can perceive how what Roman Jakobson dubbed the metalinguistic (or encoding) function of discourse operates to produce the identification-effect. Seeming to amplify and fill out an original identification of the essence of a specifically “Chinese” tunic as being “flat and slit,” the metalinguistic function produces the effect of definition by a simple positing of equivalencies in the mode of tautology. “What is A?” “A=A.” “What is a ‘true Chinese tunic’?” “A true Chinese tunic is flat and slitted.” “What is flat?” “Flat is plane.” “What makes this tunic both Chinese and truly Chinese?” “It is Chinese, and it is flat and slitted.” And so on.


  I will not belabor the matter further. But I must point out how this, Barthes’s discussion of how meaning is produced in the purely imaginary but all too real world of fashion, bears upon our efforts to comprehend the discourse of Europe and the search for a European identity.


  I surmise that, if Barthes had been able to intervene in this discussion, he would not have started out by asking whether the term “Europe” names a culture, a social system, or even a place that has the kind of fixed and stable meaning that would allow us to find its referent in the real world. He would not ask if Europe already possessed an identity and what it might be, but rather how one might go about assigning to the term “Europe” the kind of identity that could serve as the basis for an enlightened community in an era of post-nationalistic politics and a global economy. I cannot surmise how he would have answered these questions at a time other than when he was composing The Fashion System. But I would like to try, here and now, to see how far we might take our discussion of the discourse of Europe and the search for a European identity by using some version of his theory of the “variants of identity” to find a “place” from which to launch such a discussion.


  So let us begin by trying to imagine how to use the variant of “the assertion of species” to comprehend the sign “Europe” as belonging to the matrix of those kinds of cultures that either have or do not have a name. It immediately becomes apparent that among all of the cultures of the world, “Europe” is considered to be among the relatively few that are conceived to belong to “history,” which is to say, to have a history rather than to be either prehistorical, nonhistorical, or ahistorical. In other words, Europe belongs to the species “historical cultures,” the meaning of which consists minimally of a mode of being that is at least not-unhistorical. But this assignment of Europe to the class of cultures that belong to history or have a history (which is not the same thing as having a past) presupposes that certain cultures do not have histories, are pre- or nonhistorical. But insofar as this assignment to the category “cultures with histories” is implicitly valorizing (it is obvious that to have a history is better than to lack one), we might wish to question the strategy of classifying cultures in terms of their “historicity” or lack thereof. We might, in other words, have to deconstruct the concept of historicity in order to uncover the reasons why a specifically “historical” inquiry into the nature of “European culture” can never yield an insight into the nature of Europe’s identity that does not end in a simple reaffirmation of Europe’s identity as a culture that, in contrast to its less fortunate counterparts elsewhere and in other times, “has a history” or is “historical” in nature. This would allow us, in turn, to comprehend why all of those inquiries into the history of the “idea of Europe” have not, finally, or at least up to now, borne any fruit of a creatively revisionist kind.


  Supposing we hypothesized, then, that “Europe” names a culture whose species being consists of the possession of a “history” that distinguishes it from all other cultures to which the designation of “historical” cannot be said to apply. And that this self-identification is authorized by the identification of “history” with the specific process of development that has characterized Europe, and only Europe, since its origins in a past that did not itself “belong to history” but that was utterly ahistorical in its nature. Following out this line of thought, we should be compelled to question this identification of “Europe” with “history tout court.” And this would allow us to consider that Europe can be better and more humanely characterized as belonging to the species of culture tout court and that it has undergone a process of development that is not more essentially “historical” or “unhistorical” than any other, but is simply historical in a way different from other cultures. I think that this process of deconstructing the historicity of Europe is already under way and is manifested in postmodernist attacks upon the myths of “the grand narrative” and social scientists’ questioning of the validity and therefore the scientific value of a specifically “historical explanation” of anything whatsoever. On this view, the so-called “crisis of historicism” is to be understood less as a failure of nerve characteristic of the discipline of historical studies than as a manifestation of an awareness of the ways in which “history” itself is a cultural construction rather than a fundamental ontological category of being.


  Once Europe has been liberated from the illusion that it is not only essentially historical but also incarnates the essence of historicity itself, it might be possible to endow the name “Europe” with another signification, better suited to the professed desire of its devotees for a community more universalist and generically human than its previous incarnations. In this context it has to be said that “historicity” is not an ontological category, but only one way among many of articulating what Paul Ricoeur calls the “human experience of temporality.”


  Historicity is itself a construction, a construction of discourse by which the name of a certain discourse about the past (the genre “history”) is reified and assigned the function of indicating a certain manner of being-inthe-world (“historically”), which is then identified as an ontological mode (“historicality”), from which can be extracted an essentiality (“historicity”) that various other cultures either possess or do not. But to possess historicity to the nth degree, as “Europe” is supposed to do, is as delusory as the notion that there is one “civilization” that possesses or manifests the essence of “civilizationality” and is therefore justified in extending its sway all over the world in the service of a “humanity” of which this “civilizationality” is itself a manifestation.


  But with the equation “Europe = history = civilization = humanity,” each element of which is what it is, and all to the nth degree, we begin to grasp the import of Barthes’s analysis of the relation between naming (or better, the conferring of a name) and speciation (or the assignment of a thing to a species). For once the equation is stated, we can immediately see what is involved in “identification”: it is the transformation by discursive means of a chain of equivalences into a chain of identifications. And this allows us to grasp the relation of those other “variants of existence” (the assertions of existence, of artifice, and of mark or accent) to the process of naming itself. The name and especially a proper name (such as “Europe” or “the West” or “Western Europe,” “Eastern Europe,” “Central Europe,” etc.) generates and authorizes an inquiry into and specification of (1) what the thing so named possesses or does not possess, in the way of an achievement or lack thereof; (2) in the way of a mix of a natural endowment, on the one side, and a certain “artificial,” “artistic,” or simply “creative” supplementarity, on the other; and (3) the specific manner in which this mixture of naturalness and artificiality has been articulated, or marked and accentuated, over the course of its life.


  Now, if we grant that “culture” is the product of a process in which a postulated human group comprehends in theory as well as practice its continuity with and its difference from “nature,” we begin to grasp what is involved in Europe’s identification of its essence with “historicity.” Historicity is nothing more (and nothing less, to be sure) than the name that Europe has devised to indicate its peculiar version of the love-hate relationship that all cultures bear with “nature.” If every culture is a kind of “contra-nature,” then Europe is a kind of culture that has, in its own “modern” phase, defined itself, especially in its peculiar techno-scientific achievement, as the “contra-natural” culture par excellence. Herein, it seems to me, lies the secret of the peculiar hostility to “nature” and the “earth” that has led European civilization to destroy or to wound fatally the ecology of that “nature” that it professes to love and wishes to know to its depth, but that, through its techno-scientific manipulation, it has “murdered in order to dissect.”


  This formulation allows us to comprehend the function of Europe’s pride in its scientific achievement in the constitution of Europe’s “identity.” Science is, or is purported to be, the highest of Europe’s achievements, something it alone possesses and something that it alone has achieved among all of the civilizations of the world and something, therefore, that comprises an essential aspect of its being. In the European myth of its superiority over all other cultures of the world by virtue of its achievements in science, Europe feels justified in assessing all other cultures as valuable or valueless by virtue of their acceptance of Western science as the sole paradigm of civilized knowledge-production. The so-called “Second” and “Third” worlds must be understood as spheres of cultural activity that are inferior to Europe insofar as they are perceived as only quasi- and non-European entities respectively.


  Thus, we can see how Europe’s identity, considered as that culture whose principal species attribute is identified as “historicity,” is augmented and further specified by the assertion of the uniqueness of its “science” as its most precious but also most characteristic achievement. Science is supposed to be something that is uniquely “European”; it is supposed to constitute an achievement that differentiates Europe from all other cultures and civilizations. Indeed, it functions in the discourse of Europe as a criterion for distinguishing between mere cultures, on the one side, and genuine civilizations, on the other. So that in the discourse of Europe, other civilizations can become fully civilized only to the extent to which they adopt Western science as a paradigm for their own modes and means of knowledge production. Non-European cultures, on this view, can become civilized only to the extent to which they adopt European science as a universal value for determining what is realistic and what is only delusory knowledge. It goes without saying that other civilizations must shed their traditional identities and assume a European identity when they adopt European science. For although European science purports to be a universally valid and not merely a culturally determinate mode of knowledge production, in reality it is identified heart and soul with Europe’s “history.”


  It is ironic that European science—with its manifest love-hate relationship to that “nature” it studies—should lay claim to being a mode of knowledge production that is thoroughly “natural”—which is to say, a product of nature’s own way of knowing itself and therefore as having nothing “unnatural” about it. It is other cultures’ knowledges that are held to be “unnatural,” contrived, artificial, and alienating from nature in the long run.


  Here I begin to turn from the assertion of existence (specified in Europe’s identification with the science that it has developed and identified as its supreme achievement, as what it uniquely possesses) to the “assertion of artifice” in which the nature-culture paradigm serves as a basis for determining what is “genuine,” “true,” and “authentic” in Europe’s makeup and what is considered to be in the discourse of Europe false, fake, imitative, and therefore valueless in Europe’s own makeup. I turn, in a word, to the assertion of accentuation by which Europe is considered to be, or to manifest the highly valued qualities of internal variation, variety, pluralism, and texture.


  The establishment of Europe’s identity requires a principle of articulation by which to distinguish among its elements, aspects, or parts, on the one side, and, on the other, the whole for which these are deemed to be more or less valuable, more or less authentic, more or less essential to Europe’s integrity. Barthes remarks that what is important for the employment of any code is the acknowledgment that between any two elements of any whole “there is a mark.” Thus, for example, in a dress we can easily distinguish between the whole garment and the parts that can be identified as comprising it: collar, waist, skirt or peplum, sleeves, hemline, etc. He calls “the mark” that indicator of a point of juncture, of union, fusion, or articulation between one part and another. In fashion, he says, what is important, what signifies, is whether such points of juncture are stressed or unstressed, whether they are emphasized or not emphasized, whether they are treated as worthy of note or are left unmarked and thereby simply treated as “neutral.” That is to say, the identification of a mark can be used to emphasize or deemphasize certain points of articulation within a whole and therefore used to indicate hierarchies of valuation among the parts. So much is obvious. This is the meat, as it were, of any cultural analysis, to specify what is emphasized and what is deemphasized among the elements comprising the putative cultural whole.


  But just as important in this regard is what remains unmarked (rather than de-emphasized), for what is unmarked is not so much devalued as rather neutralized. The category of the “neutral” is what is left over, what remains, of a thing after the catalogue of marked elements has been sorted out as to the relative value assigned these elements by the process of marking. Such is the double function of discursive accentuation: it permits the determination of what is considered to be not so much unimportant as, rather, “what goes without saying,” what can be taken for granted, what can be perceived but does not have to be noted precisely because it has not been indicated.


  This idea of what is considered to be “neutral” in the composition of a thing is an important contribution to cultural semiotics. And it is especially important for understanding any discourse impelled by a desire to “identify,” to determine the “identity” of things. Any self-characterization by a person of him- or herself, any effort to “identify” oneself, can be itself characterized by what it lays stress on (as a good or a bad feature) and what it leaves unstressed, unmarked, unnoted. Thus, in that department of the discourse of Europe in which the search for a European identity is being carried out, we must seek to identify what is treated as neutral in the composition.


  A principal place of ambiguation and ambivalence within this discourse of Europe (in which identity is identified with historicity, scientificity, and civilizationality) is of course “tradition.” Europe is routinely considered to be characterizable by the multiplicity of the cultural traditions (Classical, Judaic, Christian, humanistic, Enlightenment, Romantic, Realistic, scientific, and the like) that have contributed to Europe’s articulation as a civilization over the course of time. And a great deal of energy has been expended in the effort to determine the weight, value, and effectivity of these various traditions within the cultural economy that produces a larger whole, the European tradition. Thus, no one would deny that whatever we mean by Europe’s identity, we cannot avoid consideration of the role that tradition(s) has(ve) played in determining the paths of articulation that have led to the formation of a uniquely European identity.


  To be sure, in contemporary or “modernist” discussions of Europe’s identity, the so-called Enlightenment tradition tends to be treated as a superlative value in virtue of its questioning of the value of tradition itself and its critique of traditionalism as an impediment to the full realization of Europe’s proper identity as a paradigm of “enlightened” civilization. But by and large, historians of European culture and society have had no difficulty forging genealogical links between this modernist and modernizing tradition and certain of its premodern and early modern prototypes. The current (post-modernist) debate over the value of the Enlightenment heritage—whether it is to be accorded the rank of end or telos toward which our civilization has been tending from the start or whether it is essentially “new” and provides a basis for negating or reducing the respect that premodernist traditions have traditionally demanded—can be considered as an example of how the process of marking operates in the work of conceptualizing our civilization’s articulation of its component elements. But this debate has resulted in a widespread reconsideration of the nature of tradition itself, discussion of the ways in which traditions have been “invented” and elaborated in response to practical problems having to do with community-formation and the assimilation of peoples who bring to their membership in the European community “traditions” that appear to be at odds with any claims to a right to participate in a community without assimilating that community’s traditions to their own “identities.”


  One product of these debates throws light on the role and function of the notion of tradition in the conceptualization of Europe’s identity in the modern era. For it appears that, according to many, a civilization cannot have an identity or must have a defective one unless it possesses a distinctive and integrating (and integrative) body of tradition by which to link any given generation of a civilization’s true members to its predecessors in a mode of “genetic” affiliation. In the case of the discourse of Europe, it is often surmised that Europe cannot be Europe without a tradition that is “proper” to its current incarnation.


  I would hypothesize that the current debate over tradition can be viewed as a debate over the accentuation of the elements of European culture by which to rank the different elements of its traditions. Obviously, this debate has to do with the relative worth to be assigned to the Classical, Judaic, Christian, humanistic, scientific, and Enlightenment elements that are supposed to make up the “body” of European culture. It is a debate over which elements of the tradition are to be valorized and marked as positive, negative, or ambiguous as contributions to the present “enlightened” incarnation. The fact that the Enlightenment tradition is taken as only one—even if the most important—element of the European tradition indicates that the debate has been launched from within a “post-Enlightenment” atmosphere. Which suggests that insofar as the Enlightenment has served as a cultural dominant in the identification of Europe with modernity, we are in the presence of a revision of European identity that is postmodernist in nature. So much is evident and can be confirmed by the extent to which postmodernism is criticized (not to say reviled) because of its apparent hostility to the Enlightenment tradition.


  But from a semiological perspective, this aspect of the effort to identify a specifically modern European identity may obscure the fact that it is tradition itself that is now being removed from its status as a “natural” and therefore “neutral” matrix contributory to the very notion of cultural identity itself and viewed as being as artificial, as false, fake, or pseudo as the cultural practices, beliefs, and values that comprise it.


  After all, the very language or languages in which this debate is being carried out are “traditional” in kind, which is to say, handed over, transmitted, and translated from earlier cultural endowments and adapted to uses and modes of expression quite alien to the practices and mind-sets of their earlier users. A given generation may innovate, revise, and add to its linguistic heritage (indeed necessarily does so), but not without at the same time affirming the utility of the linguistic heritage it has received from the past. And it is no accident—as we used to say—that the preservation of the European tradition is often identified with the preservation of the “purity” and “integrity” of European languages, an identification inspired no doubt by the belief that the corruption of one’s “native” or “maternal” language is tantamount to a loss of cultural identity. And this suggests in turn that the twentieth-century debate over the nature and function of language—whether language belongs to nature or to culture and whether, if language is “unnatural,” every aspect of “culture” must be “unnatural,” artificial, constructed, revisable ad libitum as well—has a bearing upon the so-called crisis of tradition that threatens Europe’s sense of its own identity. For language is by common consent considered to be not only an incarnation of tradition but in fact a paradigm of a traditionalist conception of tradition as providing the basis for a culture’s identity. And whereas language was once considered to be the “neutral” carrier, container, and instrument for communicating thoughts, feelings, ideas, impressions, and commands from those authorized to speak to those consigned the role of receivers and implementers of the messages thus transmitted, modern linguistics stresses the extent to which language is not a form fillable with diverse contents but is itself a content—exactly like tradition has been found to be in modern cultural studies.


  Thus, in any analysis of a culture or civilization, the discourse that fixes it as a possible object of knowledge will seek to identify and represent those marks that indicate points of articulation among the parts that comprise the whole. The marked points or junctures are indicative of value (positive or negative), whereas those unmarked are effectively treated as simply “neutral.” The oppositional pair “marked/unmarked” is a crucial component of the code of identification, since it indicates the existence of a dimension of being in the object that escapes determination by the valuable/valueless pair. In the discourse of Europe, that which escapes the effort to determine its intrinsic value, that which is considered to belong to Europe’s identity but need not be “remarked,” since it is what “goes without saying” as an element of that identity, is nothing other than the “barbarism” on the basis of which Europe’s “civilization” has been purchased. A number of modernist writers/thinkers have made this aspect of barbarism at the heart of European civilization the object of their analysis: Benjamin, Borges, and Foucault can be mentioned. This barbarism is manifested in the most recent incarnation of Europe’s effort at integration and purification of its identity: the Nazi Third Reich and the program for the destruction of any people, culture, or institution conceived to be corruptive of the Aryan race. The program for the destruction of European Jewry was only one, although the most energetically and systematically pursued element of this program. And the complicity of all of Europe, including that of its most powerful offspring, the United States, in this program is an index of Europe’s desire for “total identification” that impelled it. This general European complicity in the execution of the German Holocaust of world Jewry is what has been “neutralized” and left unmarked in the discourse of Europe over the last fifty years.


  It may be too simplistic to say that the failure of the “European community” to come to terms with the Holocaust is a principal index of Europe’s loss of identity and incapacity to forge a new one worthy of its aspirations to identify itself as a “good and noble” civilization, worthy, that is, of serving as a paradigm of civilization in general. The inclination, seen everywhere, to limit responsibility to Germany alone—treating this nation as something that was never really “European” in its essence—and to deny that antisemitism has been a component of Europe’s own efforts at self-identification since its beginnings, indeed, has been an identifying “mark” of its civilization; this inclination is present in all of the discourses representative of Europe’s multiform traditions. It is often suggested that European antisemitism was an aberration that the Enlightenment tradition countered in the cosmopolitanism and secularism that defined its program of reform and advancement of “civilization.” So that it could be argued, as defenders of Europe’s essential goodness and nobility have maintained, that racist totalitarianism in general and Nazi racism in particular were not expressive of Europe’s essence, that they were in fact atavisms of a barbarism that the good Europe, the true Europe, had never had any part in. Yet if the identity of a thing is to be known by what it does, what it has habitually done, and what it continues to do (rather than to think, to imagine, and to wish), then antisemitism and racism have to be seen as manifestations of Europe’s essential nature. And as long as the discourse of Europe continues to treat antisemitism, racism, religious and ethnic intolerance, the violence of the state against its own citizens, and any manifestation of “otherness” as a threat to its own integrity as a discourse, it will never attain to that condition of self-knowledge that is the defining mark of a civilization that has humanity itself as its goal and aspiration.


  Does any of this make any sense to anyone concerned about the search for a European identity? Is my own discourse only a fantasy of clarity of perception, superior in any way to those discourses in which Europe is being invented and reinvented in scholarly and intellectual discourses all over Europe and beyond its confines, day after day? I can only say that if my own discourse appears to be assertive and self-confident in its attempts to come to terms with the problem set for us in this essay, the problem of the discourse of Europe and its search for identity, it is anything but that. When one tries to deal with metaphysical issues—and that is what we are here dealing with—one can at best offer some suggestions to help identify the kinds of contradictions that, in any given discourse, appear to render progress impossible to achieve. When it comes to the question of identity, any analyst attempting to construct one must operate within the knowledge that, in addressing such an issue, his or her own identity is immediately brought under question. Is it possible that “identity” itself is a problem that no “search for identity” can ever resolve? Is it possible that any search for identity is never anything but an effort to come to terms with the ambivalence that characterizes one’s identification with the group to which the searcher ambivalently belongs?6


  Considered from the perspective of theory, however, the notion of “European identity” contains a double ambiguity. The first ambiguity is contained in the idea of “Europe”; for this lexeme indicates both a place that is difficult to demarcate and a cultural ideal whose conceptual contents are multiform and even contradictory. Europe has no definable spatial or temporal determinations. Indeed, the history of Europe from the eighth century AD has been a history of expansion out of an original, if only imaginary, geographical center over the whole of the globe; so that in a sense “Europe” exists wherever “Europeans” have succeeded in establishing themselves and their institutions anywhere in the world. For better or worse, “Europe” is a global idea, even more so than the great universalist religions of Christianity and Islam, which means that any attempt to identify it as a place in the way that the identity of a given nation can be associated with a place must fail.7


  And so too with the conceptual content of the lexeme “Europe”: it names a cultural endowment that is both traditionalist and modernist, religious and secular, totalitarian and democratic, humane and savage, scientific and mythic. But above all, Europe names a culture that is predominantly antagonistic with respect to all of its Others. Its drive is to dominate, assimilate, absorb, transform, and where it cannot transform, destroy whatever is different from itself. In this respect, Americanism is only the latest and most perfect form of Europeanism, which is why the effort of those “good Europeans” to insulate themselves from the influences of America contains a precious irony. In identifying the future of Europe with the fortunes of the “free market economy,” Europe must ultimately succeed in transforming itself into another version of America.


  Like so many of the terms we use in our attempts to endow life with meaning (terms like “history,” “happiness,” “reality,” “community,” “self”), the word “identity” is overdetermined. This is to say that it is a signifier with too many—and not a few contradictory—signifieds. When a signifier like “identity” is coupled with other overdetermined terms, such as nation, politics, community, and the like, it produces such obscure and essentially contestable notions as “national identity” and “identity politics.” Obscurities arise when “identity” is coupled with imaginary qualities, such as “whiteness” or “blackness,” to produce “white identity” or “black identity,” or with imaginary places, such as “Asia” or “Africa” or “Europe,” to produce such fantastic notions as American, Asian, or European “identities.” I call such phrases fantastic, not only because “America,” “Asia,” and “Europe” exist only in discourse, but also because whatever identity they may be said to possess is a product of discourse as well. It is not quite the same with such terms as German Federal Republic, France, or the United States of America, for these are political entities identifiable by their institutional structure, their spheres of legal authority, and a certain achieved autonomy of agency in politics. It is obviously in the interest of those powers who have a stake in the translation of the European Union into a kind of transnational community, with a state apparatus, a system of laws, and a military establishment, to believe in or speak as if they believed in a “European identity.” For the nation-state, that form of polity that a “European community” is supposed to supplant, required above all belief in the idea of a “national identity” as the moral glue capable of binding a people, a land, and a culture together into that kind of community of which the state would be the “natural” expression in the domain of politics.


  “Europe,” like the terms “Africa,” “Asia,” and “America,” is a word that can be used to refer to places, things, structures, and practices that actually exist in the real world. But the function of such terms in discourses aimed at the identification of their true natures and an assignment to them of specific identities is less referential than it is poetic, in the first instance, and meta-linguistic, in the second. But the referential use of these words obscures the extent to which each of them contains conceptual contents that endow what they refer to with a range of specific meanings, negative or positive as the case may be, but in any event always “idealizing” or stereotypifying what they pretend only to indicate. Indeed, the lexemes “Europe” and “European” already contain a wide range of signifieds that effectively define or, we might say, “identify,” Europe’s “identity.” Thus, to refer to a “European identity” or “Europe’s identity” doubles the idealizing effect of the signified of “identity.” For to possess an identity is already to be something more or other than what one appears to be; it is to possess a substance, an essence, a soul or a spirit: it is to be what one is.8


  Abstract entities can be given concreteness, and general concepts can be endowed with specificity, by discursive means. Whether cast in the form of an argument, a description, or a narrative, a discourse can transform referents into subjects (of discourse) by the twin techniques of nomination and adjectivization. “Europe” already possesses an economic identity of a sort. What it lacks is moral identity. It needs to be transformed from a mechanism into a person—by which I mean a corporate body possessing rights and duties recognized by law. This transformation cannot take place without the “identification” of Europe, the construction of an identity. This metamorphosis can be effected by discursive means, beginning with the simplest of grammatical operations: positing and adjectivization.


  In the phrase “European identity,” an entity (“Europe”) is simultaneously posited and endowed with an essence (“Europeanness”), which in turn can be used to modify the abstract noun “identity,” thereby producing the effect of specificity. A “European” identity is the kind of identity that possesses the quality of “Europeanness.” Or consider the phrase “Europe’s identity.” Here a subjective-genitive construction is used to idealize “Europe” by positing a subject whose individuality lies less in what it is than in what it possesses, namely, an identity. Or, finally, consider the phrase “the identity of Europe.” In this case, an objective-genitive construction is used to suggest that while there may be many different kinds of identity, that of “Europe” is unique. Unique in what sense? In its “self-sameness,” which is to say, in its “identical-ness.”


  It is precisely the plurality of its signifieds that makes the notion of “Europe” ideally suited to serve as a repository of an “identity.” For it is one thing to treat the terms “Europe” and “identity” as words referring to real things, places, or psychological (or ontological) states. It is quite another to treat them as signs functioning within a specific discourse to endow things referred to with specific qualities. For in this latter kind of usage, by a metonymy of the thing made (an “identity”) for the making of it (the activity of “making same”—the proper English translation of the gerundive form of the Latinate verb “to identify”), we can all too easily come to believe that “identity” names a real thing, state, or condition—when in reality it merely names only an aim, end, or purpose of an activity that is “human, all too human,” namely, that of “making sameness” where “difference” formerly had been.


  The term “identity” itself is a kind of etymological monster. In its original Late Latin, which is to say its Christian, acceptation, the term identitas meant “essential sameness.” By the time the term passes into modern languages (“identity” appears in English in the sixteenth century), it has come to signify almost anything other than essential sameness. Indeed, in modernity “identity” refers to all of the specific attributes of a person (height, weight, date of birth, color of hair and eyes, genetic code, and so on) that differentiate him or her from everyone else, hence its modern legal and political meaning of “individual difference.” It is an irony of the history of the term “identity,” then, that although it denotes “self-sameness,” it is itself anything but semantically “self-same.” “Identity” is a word that is hetero-rather than homonymic: it is a sign that connotes the opposite of what it denotes. While denoting “self-sameness,” “identity” connotes difference.


  But is this not true of the “identity” of any collectivity, such as “Europe” or “America” or “Asia,” or even that of “Germany,” “France,” Luxembourg, “Spain,” “the United Kingdom,” and the like? Do such collectivities not express their putative “self-sameness” in the nature of the “difference” they posit as constitutive of their specific “characters,” “spirits,” “essences,” or “substances”? Differences from their “others,” to be sure, but also those differences within the self-sameness posited as constitutive of their true “natures” as well?


  The notion of “the same” becomes a conceptual problem when an activity intended to produce “sameness,” likeness, homogeneity, or purity is nominalized, as in the noun “identity.” Its monstrosity stems from the use of the term “identity” to reify what is actually a process or program, namely, that of “identification.” “Identity” is, then, an effect produced by a certain kind of activity, which we may call “same-making” or “making-same” or, if we wish, “identifying,” but which is a process of constant negotiation, peaceful or violent, as the case may be, and never a finished product. Because “hybridity” or mixture rather than “purity” or perfect “self-sameness” is the rule in both nature and culture.


  It is no doubt a principle of social organization to always strive for ordered self-sameness. This is what is meant by “propriety”: a proper place for everything and everything in its proper place. And no problem if human beings were not, like other animals, impelled by desire, the passions, the drives that force them from their “proper” social places into the quest for whatever they might envision as their “fulfillment” or “completion” or, more simply, their “happiness,” what the American Declaration of Independence calls the “right” to the “pursuit of happiness.” This right to the pursuit of happiness at once constitutes the ground for the production of an identity and conduces to the condition of hybridity that thwarts the impulse to self-sameness. Identity is always deferred because self-sameness is at odds with desire.


  Now, if any of this is plausible, we should be speaking less of “identity” than of “identification,” less of “being same” than of “making same.” The search for or production of a European identity, then, must be viewed as a project in which a community will be produced by the homogenization of the differences that distinguish the various nations that wish to enter into or become elements of a unified “Europe.”


  It is a general presumption of modern Western humanistic culture that anything human, whether individual or collective, possesses an identity, which is to say, an ensemble of characteristics, qualities, or traits that at once distinguishes it from other members of the class and species to which it belongs and unites it therewith. As thus conceived, identity is a concept as mysterious as that of the Triune God or the doctrine of the Real Presence in the elements of the Eucharist. For identity, on this view, functions like a kind of alchemical essence, which at once expresses the self-sameness of an individualized entity and unites it with all the other individuals making up the community of which it is a member. A person’s identity expresses the union of the elements of the self, just as in Christian anthropology the soul is conceived to be the agency that unifies mind, body, and spirit in the creation of an individual person, and the union of that individual with other members of his community. Thus, identity presumes both sameness and difference. It is understandable, therefore, why certain devotees of the European Union decided to substitute the notion of “identity” for that of “integration,” which they had invoked as the aim of their would-be community in its earlier incarnation. The notion of identity expresses the notion of “diversity within unity” that is the professed ideal of those who would create a European community.


  This mysterious notion of identity is a crucial element in the constitution of the modern Western conception of the person and the related ideology of individualism, but it has a lineage that goes back to archaic times. This lineage is reflected in the etymology of the term, which locates the root of the word “identity” in the notion of “sameness” or, more specifically, “self-sameness.” In its traditional acceptation, the term “identity” names a substance that remains the same across whatever kinds of experiences, even those of religious conversion or rebirth, renaissance or reformation, an individual or a group may sustain in the course of its life-history. Identity, as thus conceived, is a kind of essence that is manifested in every aspect, part, or element of a person or group, while not being reducible to any specific attribute thereof. It is an idea as mysterious as the notion of “substance” itself. For in the ideology of identity, substance is not understood as the physical-chemical-biological elements and their fundamental structural relationships, but rather, after the manner of the Scholastics, as the qualitative essence of a thing: the “sweetness” of sugar, the “sourness” of vinegar, etc. The ancient doctrine of the humors used as a basis for classifying different character types (sanguine, bilious, melancholic, etc.) is another expression of the idealizing effect of the substantive notion of identity. Identity presupposes a difference between a whole and the parts that make it up, but always to the advantage of the whole—for a self-same whole can function without certain of the parts, but the part can function only within the whole to which it belongs.


  The structure of this notion of identity is thus synecdochic: identity names a whole of which the various parts of a person are different kinds of expressions—but only in their essence, not in their various forms, aspects, or attributes. In this, its synecdochic nature, identity is an illusion—in the way that all idealizations are illusory.


  The classical notion of destiny and the Aristotelian notion of telos, the aim, end, or purpose “proper” to any living thing, can be taken as bases of this conception of identity. The same is true of the ancient conceptions of “nation” (natio) and people (gens), understood as a community of individuals descended from a common ancestry, united by blood, and sharing a common “genius” (spirit or animus), the basis of the racist identity assumed by aristocracies in the Middle Ages and beyond. In classical times, of course, what we moderns would recognize as an identity was not extended to everything or everyone belonging to the human species. Enslaved people, children of both sexes, women, “barbarians,” and metics could hardly be said to have possessed a human identity in the extent to which they differed in one way or another from adult male citizens of communities ruled by law and endowed with a state apparatus.


  A telos, destiny, or legal status—yes, any human being could claim that. But what we would call an “identity,” no. Even male children in ancient Rome possessed no humanity until they had been “recognized” (in a ceremony in which the infant was touched on the knee) as viable members of the family by the paterfamilias. Identity is conferred by the reigning authority. Louis Althusser calls this process of identification “interpellation,” the “hailing” of an individual into the position of a “subject” within a “society” ruled by “the law of genre,” the law of self-sameness that requires that a person be what she is and not other than she is and make no alliances other than those sanctioned by “the law of the father.” When I respond to interpellation by the regnant authority of the society into which I have been born or to which I have immigrated, I take on an “identity.” Today, the citizens of the various nations of Europe are being interpellated as “Europeans.” But who is the interpellator and by what authority does he (it, they) summon the citizens of the various nations of Europe to respond to the demand of a European identity?


  The Christian or at least Roman Catholic conception of identity differs radically from its Classical pagan counterpart, simply by virtue of its notion of the possibility of transubstantiation, which allows for the idea that individuals as well as groups can put off an old self and put on a new one by the grace of God. This notion of identity allows for the possibility of radical discontinuities in the life of a person or group, changes that can occur in “the twinkling of an eye” and that produce “new beginnings” free of the influences of earlier, sinful acts and situations. Here changes in the identity of an individual or group may be signaled by the change of its name (as when Saul becomes Paul, or when a “Greek” becomes a “Christian”) or by a change of vocation, family affiliation, or social rank. But in this Roman Catholic instance, a transformation of the substance of an individual is conceived in much the same way the Eucharist is conceived, that is, as a mystery (sacramentum). It is not that Saul has become Paul or that Paul has ceased to be Saul, but rather that the change of name from Saul to Paul marks a renewal, a cleansing, and a rebirth without sin of that soul that Saul and Paul both share. What, then, is Paul’s “identity”? It is that substantive self that underwent the change that occurred when Saul was struck blind on the way to Damascus and was “converted” from persecutor of the Christians into “apostle to the gentiles.” Here identity remains a mystery quite as unplumbable as that of the Eucharist itself. But no more of a mystery than that of the soul born in sin and condemned to die and then cleansed of sin and released to life everlasting—or of the God who is both one in three and three in one, in both substance and manifestation.


  A third conception of identity is worked out in the Italian Renaissance, in the work of a strain of thought that leads from Boccaccio through Alberti to Machiavelli and Castiglione and that features the idea that there is no essential difference between substance and attributes, that, in short, one is what one is successful in portraying (presenting) oneself as being. Whence Machiavelli’s advice to the Prince that the mass only perceives what you appear to be, not what you really are—not because appearances are deceptive but because they are all that there is; so that, if you look like and are taken to be a powerful prince, so you will be it. Similarly, with Castiglione, who has Cardinal Bembo opine in The Courtier that it matters little whether you are born noble if you are taken to be such by those who count in society. In other words, if you are successful in appearing to be noble, you will effectively be so. In this conception, identity is a construction. It is no more teleologically determined by birth and inheritance than is the course of the Prince’s political destiny. Nor is it a mystery or sacramentum, as it is in the Roman Catholic notion. It is, rather, a construction—a product of will and wit and style (sprezzatura), variable at the behest of chance and fortune, infinitely changeable and subject to no rule of either authenticity or consistency.


  It is this Renaissance conception of identity as construction that ultimately undermined and came to take the place of both the classical pagan (substantialist) and the Christian (transubstantialist) ideas of identity. It is not surprising, therefore, that the demise of the classical pagan notion of substantive identity (the “Romanitas” of Roma, the “Caesaritas” of Caesar, the “barbaritas” of the Barbarians, and all such like) should be attended by a revision of the Roman Catholic notion of the mystery of identity analogous to the mystery of transubstantiation. In fact, we can discern in Calvin’s consideration of the mystery of the Eucharist the basis for a distinctively modern conception of identity, consistent with that of Machiavelli and Castiglione but cast in a distinctly religious register. When asked to arbitrate between the different doctrines of the Eucharist articulated by Rome, on one side, and by Martin Luther, on the other, Calvin arrived at a formulation prefigurative of modernist conceptions of virtuality. If Rome insisted on the “real presence” of the body and blood of the Redeemer in the bread and the wine of the sacrament, and Luther held that they were only “symbolically” present, Calvin suggested that they were “virtually present.” This meant that the bread and the wine of the sacrament would have the same effect on the believer whose soul had been redeemed by God as the body and blood of the Redeemer would have had if they had been really present in the bread and wine of the Eucharist.


  This suggests that in the matter of substance in general and therefore in the matter of identity-as-substance in particular, we are permitted to speak of identity as virtuality rather than as either substance or mystery. This would be much the same as the notions of identity-as-appearance projected by Machiavelli and Castiglione during the Renaissance, but with this difference: having the appearance of the “saved” becomes the kind of imperative that Max Weber identified as the basis of “the Protestant ethic.” Identity is not—as it was for Machiavelli and Castiglione—a game or an act that can be changed ad libitum according to circumstances, chance, or fortune. So, for the (bourgeois) Protestant and Puritan, to have the appearance of having been chosen by God for redemption—having the attributes of the saved, such as wealth, success in business, godliness, seriousness, simplicity in dress and comportment, etc.—is tantamount to confirmation of having been elected. Whence the conviction by the successful Puritan capitalist, or for that matter scientist, of the possession of an identity fully confirmed in its sanctity.


  But an identity does not appear instantaneously with the individual who may come to possesses it. Newborn babies may possess a soul and no doubt a discernible individuality, but they do not possess an identity. An identity is a product of the specific body of experiences that an individual sustains in the process of maturation and the manner in which that individual assimilates them to the life-story that is hers or his alone. An identity is not given; it does not precede the life of the individual who comes to be possessed by it over the course of a life span. An identity has to be made or produced as a result of an exchange that occurs between an individual and his life world over the course of a life history, even if, as Aristotle had it, every living thing was informed by a pre-given end or purpose peculiar to its species-being and even to its particularity. This is why the devotees of the European Community were mistaken in the early 1990s to speak of a “search” for a “European” identity, even while they began the task of “producing” it by having created a flag, an emblem, a hymn, and other paraphernalia of communal identity.


  When applied to a collectivity, such as a family (the Barberini), city (London), region (Provence), or nation (Germany), the notion of identity presumes more than a perfect equivalence between the individuals that belong to it or make it up. It presumes, rather, a shared essence, substance, or spirit, which is less empirically observable than symbolically decipherable.


  There are, then, at least four kinds of collective (group, communal, social) identity: charismatic (such as the early Christian “ecclesia,” in which identity is conferred by membership in the mystical body of a founding figure, a god or sovereign); genetic (such as a family and especially a “noble” family, bound by blood ties, alliances, and a possession of inheritable property); corporate-legal (associations bound by commitment to defined goals and projects, oaths, and contracts); and historico-genealogical (such as nations, communes, regions, veterans groups, survivors, based on shared experiences, tradition, and a heritage retrospectively defined by narrativization in the mode of history).


  The statesmen, politicians, and businessmen of Europe have decided—for reasons primarily economic and therefore inevitably political—that the nations of “Europe” must be integrated into a transnational community, and that consequently it is necessary to define, discover, or contrive a specifically European “identity.” This identity is generally thought of as resembling that soul, spirit, or substance of nations by appeal to which the wars of liberation and unification of the nineteenth century were fought. The idea of a European identity is thus manifestly an ideological construction. The longed-for or postulated “European identity” is intended to endow the “European Union” with a spiritual essence on the basis of which a specifically European patriotic morality, system of law, and political apparatus can be erected and legitimated.


  The construction of a “European identity” is certainly not the most important task confronting promoters of the European Union as a basis for a “United States of Europe.” But a “European identity” is required if the EU wishes to transcend its status as a corporation, société anonyme, or Aktiengesellschaft and become—or appear to become—a community. And the EU must become or appear to be a community. Otherwise, it will lack any moral ground on which to ask the member states to subordinate their individual interests to those of the totality called “Europe.” And beyond that, it would lack any moral ground on which to ask individual workers and consumers to make the kind of sacrifices for the EU that they have been formerly called upon to make as patriotic citizens of a nation. But there can be no community without an identity. Thus, if it could be shown that “Europe” possessed an “identity”—a spirit, soul, or substance in which every individual partook or with which she or he could “identify”—the discovery of such a “European identity” would contribute to the notion that Europe is or could be considered to be a “community.” In other words, the discovery or definition of a “European identity” would contribute to the constitution of what we might call a “community effect.”


   Notes
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  2. [Ed: On the notion of the habitus see Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977), trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).]


  3. Roland Barthes, The Fashion System, trans. Matthew Ward and Richard Howard (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983).


  4. Barthes, Fashion System, 115.


  5. Barthes, 121.


  6. [Ed: This is the end of the published version of this essay. The second part of this chapter, which follows, was not included in the published version. At the end of the manuscript White notes, “This is the full version of the essay, part of which was published in a book edited by Bo Stråth: Europe and the Other and Europe as the Other, Brussels, 2000.”]


  7. From the standpoint of those peoples and cultures that have been submitted to Europe’s expansion, invasions, colonizations, and depredations since the eighth century AD, the reality of “Europe,” and therefore its identity, can hardly be questioned. For its victims, the identity of Europe is easy enough to specify: it is that of the invader, the missionary, the crusader, the settler, the colonizer, the entrepreneur, and the oppressor. If Europeans have difficulty conceptualizing Europe’s identity, this is a problem internal to Europe’s own history and bespeaks a need on the part of Europeanists to provide an ideological basis for what they conceive to be the exigencies of a new globalized and postimperialist world order, in which “Europe” will be able to compete economically with other transnational blocs.


  8. For if it is not necessarily a bad thing to lack an identity (infants, animals, and machines are not bad for lacking an identity), it is undeniably a very good thing to possess an identity. Any identity, we might add, since a “bad” identity is better than no identity at all.

  




  CHAPTER 4


  Catastrophe, Communal Memory, and Mythic Discourse


  The Uses of Myth in the Reconstruction of Society [2000]


  In this volume,1 we are concerned with the relationships existing among a mode of discourse (myth), a human faculty (memory), and a specifically human activity (the “construction” of societies). But myth is an idea whose conceptual content is difficult to specify. The term “myth” has come to stand for any discourse deemed to be ahistorical, unscientific, illogical, and irrational—in a word, everything conceived to be “uncivilized.” Indeed, in modernist discourses, myth cannot be dissociated from the “primitive.” Therefore, even to suggest that myth might be of use in modern efforts at “social construction” risks the accusation of atavism or of abandoning civilized thought and reason itself.


  But if the concept of myth is indeterminable, the notion of “construction” as applied to “society” contains an ambiguity or equivocation. The word “construction” derives from the Latin construere, which indicates an activity of building by “piling up” a number of preexisting things, each being used as “parts.” In other words, the concept of “construction” presupposes a “destruction” of something else, a fragmentation of a structure, the remains of which can be used to “construct” another one. In this way, it is not the elements of the constructed entity that will be new, but only their specific combination. Thus, while “the construction of society” implies the notion of “reconstruction,” this is less as an innovation than a recycling of fragments of prior structures by recombination. It does not connote the activity of creating something new and original, but rather the activity of recombining fragments, shards, and parts taken from the rubble of formerly existing structures. Thus, when we speak of the activity of “constructing” a “society,” we are suggesting a situation in which a whole is to be refashioned out of the parts remaining from a prior social structure. In a word, to construct sensu stricto is to reconstruct; it is to reconstruct by combining materials already at hand; and it is to combine by techniques more mechanical than organic in kind. In this way, the project of constructing a society implies remaking it out of elements already at hand and treated as usable parts of a mechanical totality. It does not imply the making of something new or original, or the invention or creation of that which did not exist before.


  Now, this idea of building a form of life out of elements already present on the scene of construction is utterly alien to any ideology of modernism. Modernism presumes the possibility of qualitative differences between the “now” of present time and all of the “thens” of the past. For every modernism, the construction of anything whatsoever—from a self to a whole civilization—presumes the presence of things on the scene of construction that are radically “new.” And this is as true of the first religious “modernist,” Saint Paul, as it is of the first philosophical “postmodernist,” Friedrich Nietzsche. Modernism, in short, always presupposes a change in the substance of things as well as in their form.


  The same idea underlies the “historical” conception of change. A historical conception of change presupposes a qualitative difference between any past and the present that follows it in time. In other words, history, like modernism, presupposes changes in the substance as well as in the form of things. No historian would take the resemblance between an ancient and a modern social institution as indicative of a substantive identity between them. For example, there are distinct resemblances between certain institutions of modern European societies, such as the law and the state, and those of ancient Rome. These resemblances may very well stem from the uses that these modern societies made of Roman institutions as models for “constructing” their own legal and political institutions, but no historian would take this as sufficient reason to deny the substantive differences between modern legal and political systems and their Roman prototypes. Modern institutions presume different notions of persons, intentionality, responsibility, legality, citizenship, privacy, publicity, and so on, from that of their Roman counterparts. Thus, while their formal attributes may resemble one another, they have a different substance or content. In modern historical thought, a change in the attributes of a thing is a sign, index, or symptom of a change in its substance. Thus, historical change is transubstantiate. In myth, on the other hand, all change is metamorphic.


  In myth, all change is a result either of a “dislocation” of a thing from its “proper” place, or of it missing its “proper” moment in time. When a thing or person is out of its proper place, or is early or late for its proper moment, nothing it does will be fulfilling. In myth, both time and space are conceived to be heterogeneous, distributed into “lots” or “portions,” each with a substantiality “proper” to itself. Whereas scientific time and space are conceived to be homogeneous and continuous, mythic time and space are mosaicked or fractated, and their units are incommensurable among themselves, both quantitatively and qualitatively. Thus, the life world of myth is governed by the principle of “propriety,” and not “causality.” Or rather, the only causality myth knows is that of “propriety.” When the principle of propriety is observed, things go well; when it is violated, things go badly. (Cf. Genesis 4:7, where the Lord says to Cain, “If you do what is right, you will be accepted. But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door.”)


  Thus, myth emplots stories about specific actions and sets of events as manifesting the consequences of violations or observances of the rule of propriety. Space is localized; time is seasoned. Things are either in their places or moments, or they are not. If they are properly located and seasoned, things go well; if they are not, things go badly. Ruination, destruction, and disaster are consequences of dislocation or mistiming. Myth therefore explains or, rather, explicates the kinds of situations we moderns might characterize as calling for a “reconstruction of society,” by charting, mapping, or identifying violations of the rule of propriety. This is why a mythic mode of conceptualizing programs of social reconstruction seems an apt alternative to historical and scientific techniques of analyzing situations of social crisis or breakdown of a social system. For whatever else a “society” may be, it is organized according to rules—customs, conventions, and laws—that define what is “proper” and what is deviant behavior, thought, and comportment in a given sector of human practice.


  Myth explicates situations of social disaster by narrativizing them. It not only represents them as displaying the form of the story told about them, but also attributes to them the meaning-content of the plot or generic story-type used to organize a congeries of events into a sequence segmented into the semantic categories of beginning, middle, and end. Emplotment thus “dramatizes” complex processes of change by presenting them as conflicts between agents undertaking projects that are either “proper” or “improper” to the scenes (the places and moments) of their enactment. It is in this sense that “narrativization” can be said to “moralize” what would otherwise have to be construed as a casual conjuncture of forces merely physical in kind. Thus, for example, a natural cataclysm, such as an earthquake or a flood, which had no effect on agents engaged in projects of a self-fulfilling kind, would be undramatizable (“drama,” from the Greek dran: to do, act, or perform) and hence unnarratable. Having said this, in archaic cultures that might construe such cataclysmic events as effects of conflict between the gods, they would be both dramatizable and narratable, and were in fact so presented in the canonical myths of Greece and Rome. But here again, the conflict envisaged is construed to be a result of violations of a principle of propriety, which consigns the use of the powers possessed by individual gods to a specific domain (moira or portion) of the universe.


  A mythic representation of a scene of disaster dramatizes the scene by emplotting the events that occur thereon as effects, or rather as consequences, of a specifically moral conflict. It always focuses upon agents (natural or supernatural, human or divine) endowed with a sense of the necessity to act in ways that either conform to or violate the principles of propriety that inform the place and time of the action. I propose, therefore, that human beings, in their status as members of a specific society or social order, are inclined to have recourse to mythic modes of thought and expression whenever they have been subjected to processes, either natural or social, that both destroy the material infrastructure of their communities and exceed the powers of science to grasp or even to register their moral significance.


  In situations of extreme social devastation, mythic discourse erupts and flows into the semantic space made vacant by the incapacity of science to recognize the moral significance of human suffering. This is because science cannot address the question of the value of human suffering. It may very well provide an explanation of how the disaster occurred and identify the factors, physical and social, that caused it; but why it occurred at the specific time and in the specific place that it did, and why its effects on the human population appear to the survivors to be a kind of “cruel and unusual punishment,” are questions that science, with its interest in fact rather than value, cannot even perceive, much less answer. From the standpoint of science, a disaster is always a matter of chance. It happened where, when, and as it did because different kinds of causal forces converged just there and not elsewhere. Myth factors moral forces into this equation and thereby transforms the face of “disaster” (literally, “bad star” or ill luck) into a visage of “catastrophe.” (We should note that catastrophe is a term taken from theater and denotes the point in a drama at which events take a sudden downward turn toward a condition of devastation, thereby setting up the revelation of the meaning in the drama’s final scene.)


  Myth and Communal Memory


  I would now like to propose a hypothesis regarding the relationship between myth and communal memory. By “communal memory” I mean two kinds of information about, and accounts of, a community’s past. The first I call traditionalized memory. It consists of information about and accounts of the past that are latently stored in its corpus of traditional lore (its fables, folktales, gnomic commonplaces, customs, prejudices, and conventions, its jokes, spectacles, entertainments, and language). The second kind of information I call rationalized memory, and it consists of information about and accounts of a community’s past contained in its archives and catalogued and processed in the form of written or visualized “histories,” so that it can be “accessed” on demand. I do not mean anything like the Jungian notion of a “collective unconscious” or Halbwachian “collective memory.” These notions seem to me to be much too dependent upon a projection of the structures of an individual consciousness onto that of the collectivity to offer utility for scientific examination. However, in traditional lore, on the one side, and in archived and catalogued information on the other, we have enough approximation to what we can call a “communal memory” to inquire into the relation between it and whatever we might mean by “myth.” It should be noted that I have not included the category of “myths” among the kinds of communal memory I call “traditional.” This is because I believe that the dominant myths of a society provide the organizing principles of its traditional lore. Tradition, I wish to suggest, is mythicized memory. It is information about the past, organized in terms of its significance for comprehending the moral import of a community’s relationship to its past. The word “tradition” derives from the Latin tradere, to hand over, and features the notions of “transmission” and “transfer” among its many connoted significances. By metonymy of the act of “handing over” for the thing considered worthy of being so transmitted, the noun traditio came to indicate a body of lore inherently worthy of preservation and reverence by virtue of its origin in God’s message to mankind regarding what He demanded of them as “proper” conduct, thought, and feeling (as in God’s commandments handed over to Moses, or the teachings of Jesus handed over to the Apostles).


  Tradition thus mediates and regulates the exchange between a community’s present and its past by providing norms of comportment, thought, action, and feeling specifically moral in kind. In traditional societies, or those parts of modern societies not yet modernized and thereby “liberated” from the constraints of tradition, “experience” is conceived to belong to the present, while “meaning,” or the moral significance of experience, is conceived as residing in the past—in mythicized memory. This part of the communal memory organized as tradition stands at odds with that part that has been rationalized, that is, organized, classified, coordinated, catalogued, and stored in institutions created to serve as depositories of information. And this includes information about traditions, myths, and other kinds of nonrationalized knowledge. Thus, whereas rationalized knowledge comprehends traditionalized knowledge, the reverse is not the case. This is because traditionalized knowledge must confront rationalized knowledge as a threat and a danger, since the latter conceives rationality as instrumental and judges information in terms of its utility for problem solving. This judgment of utility is brought to bear upon traditional knowledge itself in times of social disaster. “Overcoming tradition,” to use a phrase that served as a motto of Japanese modernists in the early twentieth century, is a principal problem in situations of social disaster, because traditionalized knowledge is always more concerned with the moral import of an extreme event than it is with technical solutions to practical problems.


  If we take this view of “communal memory,” we can begin to comprehend how a community’s response to a situation that seems to call for social reconstruction can break down into three different kinds of discourse about “what happened” and “what is to be done.” First, the disaster can be assimilated to communal memory by its mythification. Secondly, it can be assimilated to communal memory by the conventions of classification, cataloguing, and storage techniques of the rationalizing sciences. And thirdly, the disaster can be assimilated to communal memory in such a way as to force a revision and delegitimization of traditionalized memory itself. Programs for recovery from the disaster (or the reconstruction of the afflicted society) can thus be sublimated into public debates about the relative merits of different ways of construing the causes of the disaster. This is especially the case in societies in which discussions of public policy issues can be “overloaded” with so much media-circulated information as to obscure both the “facts” of a given matter and the resources necessary for the implementation of programs of aid and succor. In these situations, governments can substitute discourses for actions, and nothing need be done at all.


  A Case in Point: The Disaster of Sarno


  I now turn to a specific case in which the conflict between mythologizing and rationalizing approaches to the problem of reconstructing a social system devastated by a natural disaster ended in a decision to do “nothing at all.” This was not because traditional knowledge triumphed over rationalizing knowledge, but because the custodians of the latter produced mythic accounts of the nature of the disaster that afflicted a specific place within a national community that was engaged in the task of redefining its national “identity.”


  On May 5, 1998, between 3 p.m. and 5 p.m., after hours of heavy rain had saturated the volcanic soil of Mount Pizzo d’Alvano, to the east of Naples in the region of Campania, a massive avalanche of cold mud descended upon the town of Sarno (province of Salerno) to the west of the peak, and toward Quindici (province of Avellino) to the northeast. The slide wiped out the village of Episcopio, flowed through Sarno itself, and covered over parts of the towns of Siano, Bracigliano, Quindici, and San Felice a Cancello. Between 11:45 p.m. of May 5 and 9 p.m. of May 7, the toll in human casualties in the area had mounted to fifty-five known dead, two hundred “lost,” and “thousands of homeless.” Once the extremity of the event had been registered, a virtual shower of discourses rained down on the opaque space created by the flow of mud, writing over it, encrusting it, and articulating it as only stories can do. Within a few hours, the disaster of Sarno was mythified.


  The Italian national newspaper La Repubblica provided extensive coverage of the event from shortly after its beginning. This coverage constitutes an archive of the various kinds of stories that were told by and about survivors and rescue workers, as well as efforts of government agencies to deal with the disaster, journeys to the area, visits by politicians, humanitarians, volunteers, and religious dignitaries, and expressions of sympathy and promises of aid by interested parties both foreign and domestic. It also conveyed an account of the impression that the disaster had made on observers, and, significantly, of the impact that the response of government officials to the disaster might have on Italy’s “image” abroad, especially in Germany, where it was feared that German banks did not view Italy as a worthy associate in the emergent European Economic Union, and so on. It also carried stories about the victims, how they had died, what had happened to their bodies, and how difficult it had been to recover them from the mud, identify them, and provide for an appropriate burial.


  By its manner of presenting the array of stories told about the event, stories by survivors, reporters, scientists, public functionaries, rescuers, politicians, and so on, La Repubblica constructed them as elements of a more comprehensive story. This story served as a “master narrative,” the function of which was to provide a plot-structure in terms of which “facts” could be differentiated from “fictions” and appropriately stored in the “communal memory” of the national community. This process of archivization established the “relevance” of the facts about the “disaster of Sarno” to the continuing task of constructing a national (“Italian”) community capable of “realistically” confronting certain concrete problems. These problems included “modernization” and, specifically, entrance into the European Economic and Monetary Union, to which Italy had just been admitted as a full, rather than second-class, partner.


  La Repubblica’s treatment of this event can be taken as an example of how the “collective memory” of the national community can be adjusted to accommodate an event that, at first glance, is apprehended as simply “disastrous.” This adjustment was accomplished by mythification, by the progressive translation of the “disaster” into a “catastrophe,” a scene of specifically “moral” significance. This translation endowed the scene in which the event had occurred with a plot-structure by reference to which the moral importance of events could be identified, thereby permitting their classification in terms of good and evil, responsibility and negligence, nobility and baseness, guilt and innocence—in a word, in terms of their significance as a drama specifically “tragic” in kind.


  This mythification of the scene of disaster, however, only paved the way for a further task of interpretation that was presented in the unfolding story as a de-mythification. Here, what had been inscribed as a tragedy was reinserted as a scene of “demonic farce” in which everyone—victims, survivors, and those governmental agencies responsible for the care of the community—was indicted as commonly complicit in the commission of a crime. The identification of the criminality that suffused the scene of the disaster permitted the assignment of the tasks of recovery to the state and its arm of law enforcement, the “police.” But since the police themselves had already been “archived” as fatally corrupt and incompetent in the nation’s “communal memory” by the very same techniques of mythification as those used to constitute “Sarno” as a scene of “demonic farce,” the revelation of criminality in Sarno only had the effect of generating cynicism regarding what could be done to rebuild it as a “place” worthy of membership of the larger national space.


  In Italy, as they say, the situation, “especially in the Mezzogiorno,” is always disastrous, but never serious, because things always remain the same, which is to say, always a bit “Third Worldish,” a bit too “Mediterranean,” and a bit too “African” to respond to modern and rational principles of social administration. It is this alibi that allows Italians to remain as skeptical about the national project of modernization and entrance into “the European Community” as a full, rather than second-order, member. Italians are equally skeptical about the prospect of ever reforming the Mezzogiorno and making it worthy of partnership with the more progressive “North,” characterized by industry, business, and commerce. (It should be noted that the debate over what was to be done with Sarno erupted at a moment in which some political representatives of the North [the Lega Nord] were engaged in a movement to secede from the national community, leaving the South to wallow in its apparently irrecoverable condition of poverty, laziness, and corruption.)


  On Thursday, May 7, La Repubblica carried on its front page the first news of the disaster in the headline “Una strage nel fango.” (Strage means slaughter, massacre, violent death of a large number of persons or animals, destruction, ruin of things, a collection of cadavers. Fango is mud.) Thus began the paper’s comprehensive coverage of the event. This coverage would extend over two weeks before the process of removing it from the category of “news” and consigning it to “history” began. Archivization of an event such as this in the “collective memory” required that it be provided with a definite plot-structure, a structure of meaning that permitted the collocation or configuration of events in terms of their “relevance” to a social theme already familiar to readers as elements of its rationalized “communal memory.”


  An original moment of doubt or hesitation about the “real” nature of an event in its social significance requires its translation from a “problem” into an “enigma.” The inauguration of this process in the case of Sarno was signaled by the large number of stories devoted to it, and also by the diversity of the kind of news printed alongside stories devoted to the event itself. Thus, on the same front page of the newspaper that first announced the cataclysm there were featured stories about Prime Minister Prodi’s visit to the United States, in which it was reported that President Clinton had promised aid to the afflicted (Clinton is reported as saying “L’America vi aiuterà”—America will help you). On the same page, there was also a report on the capture of a sensational “serial killer” who had struck terror into the populace of the Ligurian coastland four months before; the investigation of the murder of the recently appointed commandant of the pope’s Swiss Guard and his wife by a young corporal in the unit (“Sul delitto il Vaticano non ha detto la verità”—the Vatican has not told the truth about the crime); the flight of a convicted former head of P2, the outlawed Masonic Lodge (“Gelli è fuggito / il governo sott’accusa”—Gelli has escaped / the government is being blamed); the outcome of a soccer match (“Inter trionfa a Parigi”—Inter triumphs in Paris); two ads (“Domani con Repubblica il primo di quattro straordinari CD di Frank Sinatra”—tomorrow with Repubblica the first of four extraordinary Frank Sinatra CDs), and “Case da Abitare: Cambia il tuo modo di vivere”—Homes to Live In: Change your way of life). Finally, and most prominently, there was an editorial signed by Giovanni Valentini, titled “Omissione di atti d’ufficio” (Omissions in the official legislation), which began the process of relating the Sarno disaster to the malfunctioning of the Italian state apparatus.


  The lead story was therefore surrounded by other stories and advertisements that, by their relationship of contiguity, effectively functioned as “commentary” and “glosses,” having the effect of locating the Sarno event in a hierarchy of events, actions, and practices deemed to be of crucial interest to an Italian readership. Giovanni Valentini’s editorial treated the disaster and its effects as a synecdoche of the whole Italian social “scene.” In fact, the editorial already prefigured the possibility of treating the event as something other than an “unfortunate” (that is, disastrous) occurrence. In his editorial, Valentini developed the theme of catastrophe: “This time, fate has nothing to do with it. The flood . . . was not a ‘natural disaster.’ . . . It was, rather, the result . . . of a long chain of delays, errors, and delinquencies, ascribable to precise political and administrative responsibilities that call into question the national government, the Region of Campania, and the local councils of the afflicted zone for the collective omission of official legislation.”2 In short, the event was already being at once politicized and moralized, endowed with human agency as one of its causes, if not its principal cause, and charged with sinister implications. This effect was augmented by the stories and ads that related by contiguity the events of Sarno with other events, both serious and frivolous, occurring at the same time in Italy at large. Thus, the theme of political corruption was augmented by the story of the ease with which Gelli was able to escape police surveillance and flee from his impending trial for crimes as various as treason, murder, fraud, and extortion.


  These political and moral thematizations were concretized in the stories appearing on pages two and three of the paper, whose headlines intone: “Fango e morte, scene da un disastro” (Mud and death, scenes of a disaster); “Quella fuga nella notte dall’ospedale del terrore” (That flight into the night from the hospital of terror); “Sotto la frana coi tre figli” (Under the landslide with three children); and “Anche Olga la ‘pasionaria’ morta sotto l’ondata di fango” (Olga the “pasionaria” also dead under the wave of mud).


  At this point, the cataclysm was still scripted as a natural disaster by the association of death with images of a sea of “volcanic” and, therefore, black mud sweeping over and burying the innocent (children) and the virtuous alike (Olga was a well-known local opponent of the Mafia who had been endowed with the eponym of the famous female heroine of the Loyalist side in the Spanish Civil War).


  The image of black “mud” as the immediate cause of the “massacre” locates its original cause in the most demonic aspects of a “nature” indifferent to human suffering. The event is still “naturalized,” but its description is inflected in the register of the dark and maleficent—in a word, Satanic.


  But on page four, a turn toward a thematization of the event as a “catastrophe” is indicated by a coverage cast in three different discursive registers. First, there is the register of the facto-statistical. Here are displayed photos of the inhabitants of Sarno fleeing an avalanche of mud and of rescuers carrying survivors to safety. What is more “factual” than a photograph? Then, we have a list (with pictures) of “I grandi disastri in Italia (1923–1994)” (Great disasters in Italy). What is more “factual” than a list? Finally, there is a table of statistics and characteristics of the great earthquake that struck Naples on November 23, 1980. What is more “factual” than a table?


  This body of material, through its rationalization, can be said to balance and neutralize the horror evoked by the stories told of the suffering of the innocent victims of the disaster. In these materials, the Sarno disaster is classified as to its scope, intensity, and impact on human beings, and it is shown to rank well below the Naples earthquake of 1980. Thereby, the Sarno event was “domesticated” and “provincialized,” as it were. Indeed, it was domesticated by being provincialized. These tables, charts, and photos sent a message intended to be reassuring to the general public beyond the confines of Sarno. To the province of Salerno, the message was, “Sarno is a disaster, but only one among many that have struck your region, and, while bad, it is by no means the worst of its kind.” To Italy at large, the message was, “Sarno is an event of the Mezzogiorno, and specifically of an area of the South commonly afflicted by such disasters.”


  This discursive register is augmented by another, which I will call the narrative-fabulistic. The function of this register is to restore the event to its human significance and to empathizise it. Thus, there is a picture of a helicopter crew rescuing a family from an inundated dwelling, with the caption, “In salvo con gli angeli del cielo appesi alla fune dell’elicottero” (In safety with the angels from the sky, hanging from a helicopter cable)—while the military are quoted as saying, “La missione più difficile? Rassicurare i piccoli” (The toughest mission? Reassuring the little ones). Another story on the same pages is titled, “Dopo 18 anni ricomincia il nostro nuovo terremoto” (After eighteen years our new earthquake has started again). Here some “survivors of the disaster” speak about their ordeal. One family is quoted as saying, “Avevamo un container, abbiamo perso anche quello sotto le macerie” (We had a container, and we lost even that under the debris). The intended effect of such “human interest” journalism is to establish the general humanity that links the afflicted and their rescuers, the Sarnesi and other Italians, and Italians and other national groups, in a shared condition of sufferance. We are all victims of the human condition that, as the Bible tells us, is a consequence of original sin and the “fall” from the Garden of Eden.


  Against these human-interest stories there is posed yet another discourse, which I propose to call the desirative-consumerist. This discourse is represented preeminently by the advertisements for consumer commodities spread over pages two to four, which announce the following: “www.repubblica.it: Oggi Daimler-Chrysler: Tutti i siti del matrimonio dell’anno”; “New York in CD-Rom: Città in CD-Rom”; “Hallo Lloyd: Risparmio fino al 50 per cento sulla Polizza Auto.” Thus, in the midst of news of disaster and deprivation, the readers of La Repubblica were offered access to (internet) news about the merger of the Daimler and Chrysler car firms; (computerized) images of New York City, the Paradise of a particularly modernist kind of commodity production and consumption; and an invitation to save on the purchase of an insurance policy on the most desirable of modern consumer goods, the automobile. But pages six and seven continued with stories chronicling the government’s failure to foresee the disaster and take steps to avoid it. There were stories of accusations leveled against Finance Minister Ciampi, who was accused of having blocked billions of lire marked for improving the ecostructure of Sarno (“le accuse al Tesoro: ‘Ha bioccato miliardi’” [accusations against the Treasury: “It blocked billions”]). To these accusations Ciampi replied, “Nessuna richiesta da quelle zone” (There was not one request for aid from those areas). So too, an insert on the same page carried news of the parliamentary opposition’s demand for the resignation of the commissioner charged with handling such disasters: “L’opposizione chiede che lasci l’incarico di commissario alle frane: ‘Rastrelli deve dimettersi’” (The opposition calls for the landslide commissioner to leave office: “Rastrelli must resign”).


  An interview with the minister of public works, Paolo Costa, headlined his opinion that, in areas at risk of natural disaster, it was incumbent upon inhabitants to carry insurance on their dwellings: “Nelle aree a rischio ci vuole l’assicurazione,” while adding, “Con i soldi che ci sono non potevo fare di più” (With the [public] funds available, I could not do more).


  Another story, datelined Avellino, quoted the undersecretary of civil protection, Franco Barberi, as saying that the funds available for relief were inadequate and could not be delivered in time to be of worth: “fondi erogati in ritardo” and “insufficienti le resorse per la protezione del suolo.”3 In these stories, the disaster was being “socialized,” that is, removed from the category of natural events and assigned a function specifically political in nature. It was all a matter of insufficient money and of the government’s inability to deliver aid to a specific place at the right time.


  Page seven contained more graphics. These included a photograph of an inhabitant of Sarno being saved by a helicopter, and two drawings, one representing the number and distribution of “the victims of hydrological disasters” in Italy from Trentino to Sicily (3,488 victims in all, 631 in Campania alone in the last fifty years, and added the funds spent for damages during that period—thirty thousand million lire); and another representing “The Principal Types of Landslides: Collapse [crollo] and Slide [scivolamento].” These graphics are supplemented with a story on the minister of the interior, Giorgio Napolitano, who visited the scene of the disaster in a helicopter and is quoted as declaring it to be “uno stato di calamità . . . indegno di una paese civile” (a state of calamity . . . unworthy of a civilized country).4 The same story quotes Mayor Antonio Siniscalchi, of Quindici, the town to the north of Sarno, which sustained extensive losses, as saying that he had requested aid from the government many times over the course of the last few years but had received no assistance at all and virtually no response from government authorities to his pleas. Mayor Siniscalchi stated that the disaster was a result of criminal negligence and demanded that “chi ha versato sangue innocente deve pagare” (whoever has spilt innocent blood should pay).


  Finally, however, there appeared a story reporting the opinion of Floriano Villa, president of the National Association of Geologists, that the area of Sarno contained too many illegally constructed dwellings (“troppe case abusive”), thus making the likelihood of “una sciagura,” an extreme disaster, “inevitable.”5 This last story effectively names the event as an effect of human and, specifically, criminal agency. Who was responsible for building these case abusive, or for allowing them to be built, or for removing them and healing the damage done to the mountain? The story does not say. But in any case, the mountain itself can no longer be blamed for the disaster; it has to be seen as an innocent victim of human abuse. But now an authority, “scientific” in nature, has identified the calamity “indegno di un paese civile,” as an effect of criminal, if not sinful, intent.


  Thematization: Repetition, Substantivization, Reduction, Naming


  What is interesting about this process of interpreting the nature of the disaster of Sarno is the recognition on the part of La Repubblica’s reporters and editors that an appropriate “archivization” of the event requires its classification as a catastrophe. I noted earlier that “catastrophe” is a specifically theatrical term, indicating the moment in a plot in which things come apart (Greek: sparagmos), leading to the dénouement of the story and the “recognition” (anagnorisis) of the event’s “deep” meaning—that is, what it tells us about human nature and the enigmas of a specifically “social” existence. I also noted that “catastrophe” is traditionally featured as a component of a course of events deemed to be emplottable as a “tragedy.”


  It is not surprising, then, that on May 8, La Repubblica carried as its headline, “La tragedia dei dispersi. Potrebbero essere oltre duecento. Allarme epidemia” (The tragedy of the missing. There could be more than two hundred. Warning of disease). The contents of the next two pages were aimed at filling out what was now called a “tragic” scenario in stories whose headlines are sufficient to indicate the meaning they wished to impute to the disaster:



   Il dramma dei dispersi. “Sono più di trecento.” Barberi prima smentisce, poi corre a controllare. [The drama of the missing. “There are more than three hundred.” Barberi first denies this, then rushes to check.]6


  La grande fuga dalla paura [The great flight from fear]7


  “Ci hanno lasciati soli”—il grido di rabbia degli sfollati [“They’ve left us on our own”—the evacuees’ cry of rage]8


  Il pm Amato: “Sembra un nuovo terremoto. La gente ha diritto alla verità.” Aperti due inchieste. Disastro colposo? [State Prosecutor Amato: “It seems like another earthquake. The people have a right to know the truth.” Two inquests opened. A disaster of negligence?]9




  I have for the most part quoted only headlines and sub-headlines. The stories themselves are elaborations of the topics announced, more or less informative, more or less opinionated depending upon the kind of authority to pronounce on calamitous events presumed by the individual writer or his or her “sources.” But the headlines of the first couple of days following the avalanche announced the themes that would be used to establish the multiple meanings of the event in scientific, religious, legal, political and, above all, moral terms, over the days to come, as more “information” regarding the scope, depth, and intensity of the destruction wreaked upon the towns most heavily affected by the avalanche came to light.


  As I read the newspaper’s coverage of the event over the two weeks following the avalanche, it seemed to me that the aim of everyone speaking about it was to get at “the facts” and to substitute facts for opinions, speculations, and, above all, “polemics.” In this way, the work of rebuilding communities such as Sarno, Quindici, Siano, Episcopio, and so forth, would be moved to the top of the nation’s priorities and undertaken with all possible speed. But one “fact” that was being established beyond the shadow of a doubt was that everyone had a different conception of what the community consisted of and that, on the basis of the facts they pretended to possess, there existed real doubt—especially on the part of “experts”—as to whether the community of Sarno in particular, but also the other towns of the region, were worthy of being rebuilt at all. In general, the journalistic coverage tended to focus on the question of the real “identity” of the community that had been stricken and, above all, on its “moral” identity. This raised the question of the worth or value of the community as it had formerly existed and whether, instead of re building it, it should not simply be moved to another site and built from scratch. Thus, it was suggested, it would be possible to set a new and purified community in the place of what was gradually being suggested to be the immoral and corrupt community that had been devastated. In a kind of act of divine justice, the mountain that the community had so abused had finally struck back by unleashing upon this community what, in everything but the word itself, was described as a flood of “cold” excrement.


  On Sunday, May 10, a topic was introduced that would subsequently move to the center of the coverage as the indicator of the sinister background of the event and would ultimately serve as its crucial explanation. This was the subject of organized crime, or the camorra. The subject of the camorra was first registered in La Repubblica on this date in a column titled “Il Caso” (The Case). This column reported a proposal by the doctors and nurses of Sarno for the construction of a new hospital to be built “sui terreni della camorra” (on the lands of the camorra). The story explained that certain properties owned by the (camorra) “boss Pasquale Galasso” had been recently confiscated. The citizenry, the anonymous writer of the article explained, were afraid that they would be deprived of their “own hospital,” and some of them had petitioned to take the property owned by the camorra boss on which to build a new one. “Sarno deve rinascere” (Sarno must be reborn), Doctor Ferdinando Volpe is quoted as saying, “e quale migliore esempio di civiltà che costruire un ospedale proprio sul terreno che è stato sequestrato due anni fa alla camorra e die ora è entrata a fare parte del patrimonio dello Stato?” (And what better example of civility than to build a hospital right on the land that was sequestrated two years ago from the camorra and that has now come into the ownership of the state?).


  This story appeared on a page headed “Sarno, i temi, i disegni dei più piccoli. I volontari cercano famiglie disposte ad ospitarli. ‘MA DIO NO, NON CI VUOLE BENE . . .’” (Sarno, the essays and drawings by the smallest little ones. The volunteer services seek families willing to put them up. “BUT NO, GOD DOES NOT LOVE US . . .”). This page also included news of Salerno’s Series A soccer match with Venice, which was to be dedicated to the memory of the victims, and a statement by Don Elvio Damoli, director of Caritas Italiana, that this was a “Tragedia annunciata peggio del sisma dell’ 80” (A foreseeable tragedy, worse than the quake of 1980).10


  The registration of the camorra as an actor in the drama provided a villain acceptable to the government as a cause, both remote and immediate, of everything that had made “the tragedy of Sarno” possible. And this because the mafia/camorra had already been “dramatized” as a player in a larger game featuring an inquiry into Italy’s status as a near “Third World” country in spite of the economic miracle (privatization, mergers, cuts in social services and jobs, increases in taxes, etc.) that had made it worthy of being included in the European Economic Union.


  Prior to this point, accusations of irresponsibility, inefficiency, and lack of attention, care, and concern for Sarno on the part of officials and public agencies had flown back and forth among the towns, the regions, and the central government. On Monday, May 11, however, the day on which La Repubblica ran front-page stories on Juventus’s twenty-fifth scudetto (league championship in football), and the victory of Israeli trans-sexual Dana International in the Eurovision Song Contest in London, it also reported the request to the Sarnesi for forgiveness by the president of the Italian Senate, Nicola Mancino: “Lo Stato chiede scusa.” It was the season of such acts: the pope had just apologized to the Jews for Christian “anti-Judaism,” and President Clinton had asked the forgiveness of Africans for slavery.


  On May 16, in a notice tucked at the bottom of page 12 of its Saturday edition, La Repubblica printed a story under the title “La Denuncia” (The Charge) and reported a statement by the mayor of Sarno, Gerardo Basile, in which he named the cause of all of Sarno’s troubles: “Ma qui la camorra è sempre in agguato” (But here the camorra is always lying in wait). On Tuesday, May 19, La Repubblica devoted only one page to the disaster (it had been moved to page 21). The page was headlined



   Quattro paesi colpiti dall’alluvione inseriti nell’ “area rossa” ad alto rischio. Barberi: “Scelta dolorosa ma necessaria.” SETTE MILA ABITANTI DA EVACUARE.


  (Four of the villages struck by the flood incorporated in the high-risk “red area.” Barberi: “A painful but necessary choice.” SEVEN THOUSAND INHABITANTS TO BE EVACUATED.)


  There is one graphic, giving the statistics, “I numeri dell’emergenza”:


  Communes at risk in the event of rain: 4


  Persons to be evacuated in the event of precipitation: 7,000


  Recorded landslides on May 5: 132


  Landslides that have overrun centers of habitation: 20


  The duration of exceptional security measures: 90 days




  This story bears the subheading, “Quando il livello di acqua supererà i 60 millimetri, al suono delle sirene scatterà il piano di sgombero. E la popolazione verrà trasferita nei centri di accoglienza.” (When the water level rises above sixty millimeters, the sirens will sound to initiate the evacuation plan. The population will be transferred to reception centers.) Then, squeezed into the space remaining from five announcements of requests for firms to submit bids on various sales of equipment and on jobs of construction in Salerno, Siena, Cremona, and Buffalotta, there are two stories. One is titled “II piano antifrane della Protezione civile: Scatterà in caso di pioggia” (The anti-landslide plan of the civil protection services: It will be triggered in the event of rain). The other story, datelined Nocera Inferiore and labeled as “L’intervista” (interview), bears two headlines: “Lo sfogo del procuratore di Nocera Inferiore, Di Persia: È chiaro che la camorra sfrutterà anche questa occasione” (The outburst of the attorney of Nocera Inferiore, Di Persia: It is clear that the camorra will also take advantage of this opportunity), and “È qui in provincia il vero regno dei clan” (The real realm of the [crime] families is here in the provinces).


  The first story tells of a plan devised by the authorities and presented by the undersecretary of civil protection, Franco Barberi, the basis of which is “the map of the dangers” threatening the inhabitants of the afflicted area. This map indicates by a “red circle” the areas that must be evacuated in case of alarm. But, according to the story, the mayor of Quindici, Antonio Siniscalchi, was not impressed: “We feel like the Jews deported by the Nazis. This is how you kill off a town already dying. We went to the doctor, but he gave us no medicine.” “What will become of us?” the mayor asked; “We do not want to be driven away [. . .] You can’t live out of a suitcase.” He mentioned a flyer announcing a meeting of the citizens, “to defend our rights against the state.” “Enough,” the mayor concluded, “we are fed up with being called camorristi.”


  Mayor Siniscalchi was referring to the insinuations that had begun to be floated in the press that the cause of Sarno’s problems was that it had always been a center of camorra activity, more important and more virulent than either Napoli or Palermo. Indeed, it had been suggested more than once that the camorra owned Sarno and its surroundings so completely that all of the area’s problems—abusive construction that had destroyed the stability of the mountain, administrative inefficiency, insufficient social service resources to meet the challenge of the disaster, poverty, destitution, and drug use—could be traced to the camorra’s hold over the area. It had been implied that the very citizens of Sarno, including its mayor, the victims, and the survivors of the disaster, were in some way or another in league with the camorra. In this manner, and in good ideological fashion, the victims and survivors of the disaster would be transformed into the cause of their own suffering. This is what is meant by tragedy, and this would be the upshot of the stories about the catastrophe of Monte Pizzo d’Alvano reported in the newspaper over a period of about three weeks.


  The disaster of Sarno was being prepared for its consignment to the national “communal memory” by techniques of discursivization more like those of myth than those of science. But these techniques were being utilized not by the common folk of Sarno, but by representatives of the political agencies responsible for providing aid for the afflicted community’s efforts at “reconstruction.” Under the guise of “expert judgment” by technicians and administrators of public welfare, the authorities were preparing the groundwork (the alibi) for their abandonment of Sarno to its own “traditional” devices for the survival of disasters. The bishop of Episcopio emerged as the principal leader and spokesperson for the community as the authorized agencies of public relief dallied and offered excuses for their inability to accomplish anything substantive in the nature of “reconstruction.” Here the camorra, in its phantasmatic role of hidden and elusive, but nonetheless powerful, éminence grise, provided a convenient scapegoat as both cause of the disaster and principal impediment to any effort to recover from it.


  The preparation of “Sarno” for consignment to the “communal memory” as an “unfortunate” event was accomplished by the use of discursive strategies typical of myth, but also featured in the rationalizing discourse of “historical” representation. By the use of these discursive strategies, “the facts” were emplotted and re-emplotted as the elements of, first, a disaster, then a catastrophe, next a tragedy, and finally a kind of demonic farce in which the effects of the disaster (devastation of the physical infrastructure, collapse of the social superstructure, depletion of the morale of survivors, reduction of the survivors to the status of victims, even death itself) could be put down to “fate” and removed from the category of remediable human error.


  This process of emplotment and re-emplotment had the effect of justifying the consignment of specific practical tasks for the reconstruction of the community, or at least of the space it had formerly occupied, to the police. Not surprisingly, the blank space “Sarno,” written over by a “rationalizing” or scientific form of mythic narrativization, led to the conclusion that what was needed for the “reconstruction of this society” was an expansion and augmentation of the surveillance and disciplinary powers of the political and legal apparatus. By the time the effects of the disaster had been thoroughly investigated and archived in the public memory, it appeared obvious—as a fact that went without saying—that Sarno’s tragedy was a consequence of a disaster more “criminal” than natural in kind, and that the criminals responsible for the crime were none other than the Sarnesi themselves.


  It should not be thought, then, that this indictment of the Sarnesi as the causal agency of their own suffering was a result of the triumph of traditionalist modes of nullification over a “scientific” analysis of the situation. On the contrary, the paradoxical conclusion that Sarno itself had been the cause of its own disaster was the conclusion of investigators claiming the objectivity, rationality, and methodological rigor of science (and objective journalism) itself. The myth of Sarno’s responsibility for its own devastation, and therefore its guilt, was a product of a conflict between two orders of explanation, narratological on the one side, and scientific on the other. Both orders of explanation were based upon and addressed the same “body of facts.” And both orders of explanation were directed to the task of naming the forces, agents, and agencies, actions, motives, and purposes that conduced to transform Monte Pizzo d’Alvano from an ordinary place into the scene of a tragedy.


  When the term “tragedy” is used to characterize a real scene of social disaster, it is frequently misused to designate the facts that are calling for generic characterization and the kind of illumination that the act of characterization promises. This is because “tragedy” properly names a situation in which human intention, motivation, responsibility, and guilt for the effects of a disaster cannot be identified and assigned. I do not say “easily” identified; I say cannot be identified. For it is a presupposition of dramatic tragedy that the scene of social conflict is not disposable into categories of absolute good and evil. In a tragic vision of the world, everything and everyone inhabits a morally “gray zone” in which good and bad are inextricably mixed. These two categories interanimate each other, and get sorted out, if at all, in images of that condition of ambivalence and ambiguity within which everyone but the criminally insane tries to “construct” a meaningful life.


  The identification of a real scene of social disaster as a “tragic drama” in which absolute, or even “relative” good and evil have met and done battle, destroying the good and leaving the survivors tainted with the evil that had victimized them is, therefore, a misidentification. Such a drama would be more properly identified as a “demonic farce,” a Walpurgisnacht or Witches’ Sabbath, in which nothing but the forces of evil and malignity are present. A proper identification of the disaster of Monte Pizzo d’Alvano as a “tragedy” (which I have no doubt it was) would authorize a response to the suffering of its survivors and victims that was somewhat more “practically charitable” than that which indicts virtually everyone as criminally culpable. And yet this is what the stories published in La Repubblica manage to suggest. Thus, on Monday, May 18, on pages six and seven, the coverage of the “Disastro in Campania” carries four headlines.


  The first quotes the bishop of Episcopio as urging the local inhabitants to build a wall against the camorra: “II vescovo: Faremo muro per fermare la camorra.” (“You local inhabitants will be able to do it. No one can make you go away. You will stay in your neighborhoods. You were born here, and you will stay here. You are like the grass and the trees.”)11 But at the same time, the government was warning the local inhabitants that, in case of another downpour of rain, it would be necessary to remove people from their dwellings, at least “temporarily.” Thus, another headline intoned, “Sgomberi temporanei quando pioverà tanto” (Temporary evacuations in the event of heavy rains). “It should be clear,” Cesare Landrini of the Department of Civil Protection states, “that the people will not be ‘deported’ but only evacuated while a danger remains. Keep calm, the situation is under control, day and night.”12 (I cannot forbear noting that this story is put next to an advertisement for an analgesic nostrum for stomach gas: “No-Gas Giuliani. Double action against gastric and intestinal swelling.” Was this inadvertent, planned, or simply “casual”? You, dear Reader, must decide.)


  In any case, by this time the survivors had become the principal objects of the authorities’ concern—and control. This concern was manifested especially in a story, appearing on the same page, in which the local state prosecutor criticized the local mayor for cowardice and for suggesting that the camorra was not the problem: “Se non ha coraggio vada via: II pm contro il sindaco: Dice che i clan non esistono” (If you have no courage, go away: The prosecutor against the mayor: He says that the clans do not exist).13 The imputation was clear: either the mayor was afraid of the camorra, or he was in league with them. But a lighter touch was provided by a story, on the same page, about a dog that had been saved from the rubble and was “immediately baptized” Frana (Landslide). The ultimate fate of this cur has not, to my knowledge, been reported. The activity of the camorra had become a topic of central interest. Indeed, on Sunday, May 24, 1998, it was reported that the camorra had fired shots at a truck being used (by a camorra-sponsored company) to haul away the mud from Quindici.14 But good news was in the offing, for, on the same page, it is reported that the authorities had begun to use a computer in their efforts to control the activities of the camorra in the afflicted zone: “Un computer contro i clan.”


  The story was “winding down,” approaching its finale, preparing its audience for the withdrawal of attention from the disaster. Little by little, the story of Sarno was etiolated, moved to the interior pages of the newspaper and confined to occasional snippets of information about Sarno’s condition. Soon it would be buried, if not forgotten, in the national “communal memory.”


  Conclusion


  What does La Repubblica’s coverage of the story of Sarno tell us about the relationships obtaining among myth, memory, and the “reconstruction of society”? I must first note that this newspaper’s coverage did not differ in any significant way from that of other Italian newspapers and magazines. They all treated the story in much the same way. It is not as if La Repubblica itself provided a meta-commentary on the mythification of the event, except by its embedding of the various reports on it among a host of other stories and advertising, which had the effect of removing “the facts” of the matter from consideration as an event of genuinely national importance. The coverage of the event by La Repubblica simply made of it what, in the age of media treatment of news, it really was: an event being contested by different kinds of discourses, each of which had a different interest in emplotting this event in a different way. The various discourses in play produced the effect of an event that had no “substance” at all. The event was, in a word, phenomenalized, which is to say, turned into a matter of no real importance for anyone other than the survivors. The overdetermination of the event—the result of being subjected to so many varying accounts of its real importance—sublimated it into a spectacle that could be forgotten once its drama had been played out.


  Had the attention focused on the disaster changed or importantly revised either the local or the national “communal memory”? Had it resulted in a new appreciation of the problem of reconstructing “society” in the wake of a disaster? Had it illuminated the relationship between mythic consciousness and scientific consciousness? It is impossible to give a simple answer to these questions, for, as of the moment of my completion of this report on Italian society’s “communal memory” of this event (which is May 5, 1999, exactly one year alter the disaster struck), precisely nothing has been done to assist the reconstruction of Sarno.


  This morning I picked up my copy of La Repubblica. On page twenty-five of this issue, the section “Cronaca” featured two stories under the rubric “Un anno fa le valanghe di fango devastarono alcuni centri campani” (One year ago, the avalanches of mud devastated a number of settlements in Campania). In one of these stories, the headline reads, “D’Alema [the current prime minister]: Subito una legge per recostruire Sarno” (A law to reconstruct Sarno immediately). This story reports the prime minister as saying that it would be necessary to pass a new law in order to give aid to Sarno, because the standing ordinances are “insufficient.” At the same time, the minister of the environment, Edo Ronchi, is reported to have “emitted signals” of a “reassuring” kind: “The Sarno basin has been secured,” he is quoted as saying, “and there are no foreseeable dangers to the area.” But the parish priest of Episcopio, don Antonio Calabrese, reports that “Here the reconstruction has not begun.” Various canals have been built to divert the waters produced by heavy rainfalls, but “per il resto nulla” (nothing else). “We have even been denied the right to vote. They have removed the electoral sign from the schoolhouse. And it is now said that the same thing will happen on the 13th of June, when European and communal elections are scheduled to take place.” Government officials insist that billions have been spent to provide housing for the homeless, increase security, and repair the mountain lowering over Sarno.


  The citizens of Episcopio remain unconvinced and unreassured. “Today is a day of mourning in Sarno and the four other communes struck by the avalanche,” Ottavio Lucarelli reports. The mayor of Siano, Gerardo Ricci, accuses the undersecretary, Barberi, of having forgotten the disaster: “These days he thinks only of Kosovo.” As for “Robertino,” a young survivor of the disaster, he thinks of nothing else. “I was thinking about it,” he says; “After three days and three nights among the rubble, my memory is empty. I don’t know.”15


  Notes


  1. [Ed: This essay appeared as a chapter in a book edited by Bo Stråth titled Myth and Memory in the Construction of Community: Historical Patterns in Europe and Beyond (Brussels: Peter Lang, 2000).]


  2. “La fatalità, questa volta, non c’entra. L’alluvione . . . non è una ‘calamità naturale.’ . . . È stato, piuttosto, il risultato . . . di una lunga catena di ritardi, errori e carenze, imputabili a precise responsabilità politiche e amministrative che chiamano in causa il governo nazionale, la Regione Campania e gli stessi Communi delle zone interessate, per un’omissione collettiva di ‘atti ufficio’” (La Repubblica, May 7, 1998, p. 1).


 3. La Repubblica, May 7, 1998, p. 6.
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 6. La Repubblica, May 8, 1998, p. 2.
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 11. La Repubblica, May 18, 1998, p. 6.


 12. La Repubblica, May 18, 1998, p. 6.


 13. La Repubblica, May 18, 1998, p. 7. “Io dico se il sindaco non ha il coraggio di ammettere che la camorra esiste. . . . è meglio gli se ne vada a casa. . . . Il suo ufficio avrebbe già aperto sui versante ricostruzione & camorra” (I say that if the mayor doesn’t have the courage to admit that the camorra exists... it would be better if he went home. . . . His office would have already begun to tackle the reconstruction and the camorra).


 14. La Repubblica, May 24, 1998, p. 20.
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  CHAPTER 5


  Figura and Historical Subalternation [2000]


  The presumed particularity, transiency, and pastness of the historical event suggests that, unlike a natural structure or relationship, it can be grasped only in a figure or image, and never conceptualized without depriving it of its individuality. To represent a series of historical events as a process that is linear, cyclical, oscillatory, or fractal in kind is also to enfigure them, but it is to enfigure them as concepts or types and deprive them thereby of their “historicity.” But to represent historical agents, events, and processes as elements of a narrative is to re-member them by restoring their formal coherency and their formal relationship to the worlds they inhabited. Such is the conventional wisdom of a distinctively modern historical consciousness concerned to demythify “historical knowledge” and constitute “history” as a discipline both objective and humanistic in kind.


  Of course, there are different kinds of narratives and different kinds of figuration. The narrative techniques of classical pagan culture differed radically from those of Western Christian culture, and those of Christian culture from those of their post-Christian, humanistic, and post-humanistic counterparts. There is a history of narrative yet to be written that features these differences as much as any continuities that might seem to exist on the basis of a structural analysis of narrative. For narrative form can contain a variety of conceptual contents, just as figural form can do. By this I mean to suggest that narrative must be viewed as a mode of discourse that, while being capable of containing a wide variety of contents or referents (real and imaginary, factual and fictional, perceivable or conceivable, and so on), possesses its own modal “substance.”


  This substance is the substance of modality itself. So that, by its form alone, we might say, narrative figures forth modality and modal transformation as its content or referent. This is what makes of it an ideal instrument for the representation of changes in continuity over time. If you regard narrative as a genre rather than a mode, you must conclude that narrative has as its substance genre itself: typification, speciation, and the like.


  But the difference between narrative conceived as mode and narrative conceived as genre provides a way of distinguishing between Classical and Christian conceptions of narrativity. Whereas the former genericizes mode, the latter modalizes gender. Classical narrativity typically moves from the perception of change to an identification of what is constant, continuous, and typical in change. The Christian counterpart, by contrast, moves from a perception of constancy and continuity to an identification of the effects and significance of radical changes and transformations in a historical existent. And this is because Christianity (in its Pauline formulation) posits a catastrophic interruption of the historical process itself in the Incarnation.


  The Incarnation effects a qualitative change in the nature (the substance) of temporality. In attempting to imagine this change and to conceptualize it as a model for representing relationships between earlier (or past) events and later (present or future) events, Christian theologians worked out a notion of retroactive causation by which an event could be historicized (distanced, placed in perspective, and assigned a positive or negative value) in the extent to which it could be interpreted primarily as an anticipation (a figure) of a later event or a fulfillment of an earlier event.


  The figure-fulfillment model (which is not linear, not cyclical, not dual-istic, nor fractal)1 is a way of construing historical processes as a development in which an entity coming later in the order of time simultaneously exalts an entity preceding it as its own precursor and derogates it as an imperfect or partial or incomplete protomorph of itself (the later and more fully actualized type to which both, though differentially, belong). The two entities do not have to be construed as genetically related, in the manner of an ancestor and descendant. Indeed, it is the recognition by the later entity of the earlier entity as a virtual precursor of itself that bestows a specifically genealogical meaning on the relationship presumed to exist between them. The recognition of the earlier entity, its identification as an anticipation of something of which it could not have been aware, is bestowed retroactively. This identification is made on the authority of a knowledge specifically historical in kind because it is a knowledge of “what has happened” in the time that separates the earlier entity from the later one. It is a knowledge based on historical distance and historical perspective and on the certitude of one’s own identity as a subject who grasps itself as an actualization of what had previously been only a virtual possibility. It is on the basis of this recognition that the relation of continuity and change that unites and separates them can be established.


  The paradigm of this model of historicity, as retrospective endowment of some element of the past with a meaning that is specifically “historical” in nature, is provided by Saint Paul in the First Epistle to the Romans, in which he simultaneously exalts Judaism as a precursor of Christianity and derogates it as an imperfect, incomplete, or only partial realization of the relationship to the one God, which is “fulfilled” in the Incarnation, Passion, and Resurrection of Christ. Thus were the Jews to be at once distinguished from and elevated over the pagans by the relative superiority of their knowledge of God and derogated as having a knowledge thereof imperfect in the extent to which they did not recognize Jesus as the Messiah whom they had been awaiting prior to Christ’s advent. (A similar trope appears in Pope John Paul II’s recent characterization of the Jews as “our elder brothers,” a designation that confers seniority of a worldly and familial kind upon them, while continuing to derogate them by assigning to them the status of that which has come “earlier” in the order of historical time than their Christian counterparts. Thus is the cadet elevated over the senior brother by virtue of his “posterity” alone.) Saint Paul is quite explicit about the qualitative difference between a life-to-be-lived under the qualitatively new conditions (the modernitas, as Saint Augustine will call it) inaugurated by the Incarnation and everything that has “come before.”


  The important point to be made in our current discussion is the difference that this model of figure and fulfillment makes for the way that Christian culture will construe thereafter the relation between past and present, the kind of knowledge that we can have of this relationship, and the mode of representing its articulation in any given moment in time. Historical knowledge in the West will develop on the basis of the presumed epistemic advantage that any later period enjoys in virtue of its capacity—as a function of posteriority alone—to comprehend anything earlier as being either an anticipation of itself (and qualifying thereby for inclusion in its genealogy and for a specifically “historical” understanding), or as not being in this line of descent and therefore being subject to an understanding more “anthropological” than “historical” in nature. In classical paganism—as, indeed, in all traditionalist cultures—the earlier and older enjoys an authority over the later and younger as paradigm or archetype of any proper relationship between the generations. In the Christian view, however, this relationship is reversed. It is the later and younger Christians who enjoy a superiority over everything and everyone—Hebrew and pagan alike—preceding the moment of the Incarnation simply by virtue of their posteriority alone: their “luck” at having been born after that moment. This is the origin of Christianity’s essential “modernity”—its habitation of the “now” of infinite possibility, even the possibility of life after death and the resurrection of the body.


  It is this rearrangement of the relationship between the “before” and the “after” of the Incarnation that endows narrativity itself with a new and different kind of authority for realistically representing historical reality. The classical pagan narrative can be used to represent a process of historical development in which the end reveals the meaning of some beginning, but end and beginning are linked as teleological or genetic determination. The Christian idea of narrative meaning allows the possibility of genuinely qualitative change, in which it is the end that retrospectively transforms the beginning, not by revealing its original true substance but by trans-substantiating it. The representation of historical inquiry as a search for “origins” is fair enough, as long as it is realized that the origin is always to be recognized as precursive to something that comes later, and that it is the later that not only reveals the historical meaning of the earlier as precursor but also derogates the earlier as merely a precursor—a figure of what is to come and what is to be revealed as a fulfillment of what had only been imperfectly realized in the earlier. This is what is meant by attaining historical distance and perspective on “the past.”


  Such too is the work of narrativity, the differential distribution of events across a timeline in which the meaning of beginnings can only be discerned from the vantage point of a putative ending. This meaning is always the meaning of an ending only partially, imperfectly, and incompletely realized in comparison with the fullness of being displayed in the ending. It is a conceit of narrativity that the characters can never foresee the ending from the vantage point of any position prior to its manifestation as ending, either as catastrophe or as consummation and fulfillment.


  Now, this thesis has certain implications for assessing the viability of our traditional models for the representation of specifically historical processes—linear, cyclical, dialectical, or fractal—in which the presumption is that the events to be emplotted on the basis of one or more of the models are defined a priori as individual, unrepeatable, transient, no longer perceivable because past, and as elements of a temporal process that is adequately describable in the form of a narrative. Obviously, a narrative understood as an enactment or performance of the figure-fulfillment model authorizes the use of any or all of these models, if the series of events being presented as a historical series is distributed across different levels of integration and different phases of dispersion. It is only the reduction of the narrated sequence to the simple lines, circles, gyres, and fracta of the models that would give offense to a properly historicized sensibility.


  Thus, we could imagine synthesizing the models by distinguishing the levels at which the historical subject achieves integration and the degrees of integration (understood here as self-identity) achieved in different phases of its evolution. Narrative has the advantage of featuring a kind of recursivity that permits of successive redescription of its putative referent by distinguishing among its phases of development on the way to completion of its process of self-identification.


  But the relationship among the different descriptions of the phenomenon at different stages of its development is not a logical relationship of logical entailment or deductive implication. It is a tropical or, more specifically, a tropological relationship, a relationship among figurations that is involved. Thus, to discover contradictions between successive descriptions of an entity presumed to be undergoing changes of a specifically historical kind is otiose. For their relationships are tropically rather than logically determined, that is, determined by the narrator’s need to show figural aptness rather than logical implication or entailment. And this means emplotting the course of the subject’s development according to structures of meaning of the kind found in myth, fiction, and literary writing rather than those found in scientific or philosophical discourse. The turns in the narrative—the condensations and displacements identifiable at the level of Expression (as Form and Substance, or literal statement and figurative meaning of expression) in what is said about the referent of the discourse—are affected precisely by the strategies and tactics of poetic utterance itself: repetition, dissonance, assonance, paronomasia, periphrasis, euphemism, and so on.


  Thus, the challenge confronting the critic or analyst of historical discourse cast in the form of a narrative is to resist the tendency to translate its figurative language into some version of literal(ist) speech or, what amounts to the same thing, read figures and images as if their real signification lay in the concepts that they simultaneously reveal and hide. We have to assume, it seems to me, that a historical narrative means what it says, but that what it says, it says in figurative speech, that, in a word, a historical narrative refers to real events in the world and makes assertions about them but can only do so through the use of figures of speech and figures of thought. To be sure, historical narrators often intend to speak literally and wish to be taken as speaking literally. However, insofar as they are narrators and have chosen the narrative as the form most apt for the representation of the reality about which they speak, they must emplot the events they wish to present as objects of historical interest, and this means “enfiguring” them. This is why effective historical revisionism typically takes the form of a refiguration of events already enfigured in some canonical form, rather than as an introduction of a new body of factual information about a given historical subject.


  It is not by providing new facts or disproving a body of facts already accepted as true that the revision of a specific historical phenomenon can be effected. This is what makes the efforts of the so-called Revisionists to deny the occurrence of the Holocaust seem so naïve. The literalness of their depiction of what really happened (or really did not happen) subverts their claims for the realism of their accounts of life in the concentration camps. The accounts of that life given by survivors convinces more by their nearly uniform rejection of any merely literalist language for describing their experiences.


  For it is only as enfigured that historical reality can take on an aspect of a meaning at once revealed and concealed by the forms that events seem to display to perception as told or written about. The real issue in assessing a given emplotment of historical reality is the relative adequacy and ethical import of a representation of it as an instantiation of one or another of many plot-types: tragedy, romance, comedy, farce, or satura. The Revisionists wish or claim to wish to deal in facts that can be established beyond any reasonable doubt. But no account of any historical phenomenon based upon facts that can be established beyond any reasonable doubt can ever yield a narrative account of the phenomenon in question. The most they can provide is annalistic or chronicle truth. For without a narrativization of the facts in question, the facts can never yield that combination of truth and meaning that is the aim of every properly historical reconstruction.


  Beyond this consideration there is another matter, having to do with the ethics of narration itself, or rather with the ethical import of the decision to treat historical events as narratable, as manifesting not only the kind of formal coherency that story typically provides, but as being comprehendible as plot or mythos.


  This question has been raised recently by Carlo Ginzburg in a disquisition on the problem of “historical objectivity.” Ginzburg argues that the notions of “historical objectivity” based upon the concepts of “historical distance” and “historical perspective” endow the historian with an authority to claim understanding of a past solely on the basis of his posterity to the events and agents of which he speaks. The conceit involved has it that because he/she comes “later” in time, the historian can claim to know how “things have come out” in the past and therefore enjoys a knowledge about the past that no one living in the past could possibly have possessed. Thus, a notion of “historical objectivity” based on the historian’s “distance” from the events he/she is studying and the “perspective” on those events that this “distance” provides appears to privilege any “present” with a knowledge of any “past” foreclosed to any past agent’s knowledge of his/her own time, place, and situation. And Ginzburg suggests that this notion of “historical objectivity” resembles Saint Paul’s conceit of the superiority that any Christian has over his Jewish and Gentile counterparts simply by virtue of living in a “time” that has been “fulfilled,” rather than in a time that is precursory, incomplete, and dispossessed of the whole truth.


  Ginzburg expresses himself as having been made “uneasy” by the discovery that these are conceptual equivalents of the figure-fulfillment model that Christians have traditionally used to simultaneously link Jews to themselves as what Pope John Paul II calls “our elder brothers” and to distance Jews from themselves as mere “precursors” of what they, the Christians, have become. And so, he sets over against this model of historical objectivity as “distance” and “perspective” another model: the ideal of “neutrality” that supposedly characterized Greek and Roman historiography as represented by Thucydides especially. What made Ginzburg uneasy, of course, was that he suddenly discovered that his own theory and practice of historiography had been based on a conception of objectivity and perspective that was essentially “Christian” in nature and that, by the practice of it, he had been participating in the representation of historicality in a way that required him to exclude himself from the kind of insight into “historicality” that only a Christian could lay claim to.


  Ginzburg seems to want to resolve this problem by reverting to a Greek notion of historicality, which, it has to be said, he is treating as a precursor to his own, fully fulfilled conception of historical objectivity, exactly as Dante did with the Roman past in assimilating it to his Christian present as a “precursor” in the same way that Saint Paul viewed the (unconverted) Jews of his time.


  This claim appears to resemble the kind made by Saint Paul when he dero-gated the Hebrews as being bound by an incapacity to grasp the true import of the Law under which they labored simply by virtue of their “priority” to the event (the Incarnation) that “fulfilled” the promise contained in that Law. Once the promise contained in the Law had been “fulfilled” in the death and resurrection of Jesus, the possibility lay open to anyone—Jew or Gentile—coming after that event to grasp the Law’s true import. Thus, “afterwardness” (Nachträglichkeit) or temporal posterity is endowed with a positive epistemic as well as a moral value, and those who choose to parse temporality in terms of the categories of priority and posteriority are vouchsafed the possibility of a knowledge qualitatively superior to that of anyone who can be said to be “past.”


  Now, the one thinker of modem times who seems to have grasped the idea that the de-ideologization of historical consciousness could only take the form not of a reconceptualization of history but rather as a refiguration of it in an antinarrative mode was Walter Benjamin. The Nachlass of Benjamin, the manuscripts containing various versions of his “Theses on the Philosophy of History” and his notes on the topics he tried to synthesize as “thetical” pronouncements on the nature of a specifically historical understanding of history, are rich in suggesting the difficulty of reconciling the differences between a figurative or imaginal and a conceptual or scientific grasp of historial reality.


  As many of you will know, Benjamin believed that one problem for our time was to provide a way of “constellating” images of what has been in the past with what appears to be “in the now” (Jetztzeit), in such a way as to reveal the discontinuities that punctuate the fantasies of historical continuity projected onto the past by the victors in those revolutionary transformations that have allowed society to progress only by violence and the oppression of the weaker sectors of society by the stronger. For him, this entailed the abandonment or shattering of the narrative (Epic) as the mode of representation supposedly best suited to the presentation of historical reality. This reality is never experienced by the agents and patients of history as the sequences of tragic-comic resolutions that the classical forms of narrative emplotment require them to be. Driven by an identification with the oppressed of history and committed to a particular version of dialectical materialism as the conceptual system alone adequate to the justification of a socially responsible form of “revolutionary” action in his own time, Benjamin nevertheless worked out or tried to work out a “vision” of history that would “redeem” the “utopian” aspirations of the historical subjects on both sides of the class struggle—and would justify the use of the past as a site on which to retrieve the possibility of making history rather than succumbing to the illusions of a kind of genetic determinism, on the one side, and fantasies of “heroic” self-determination, on the other. Benjamin’s thought about these matters is complex, ever-changing, and inconsistent, even contradictory. But the gist of it, briefly stated, is this:


  1) The relation between what has been in history and what is “now” (Jetztzeit) as history can only be grasped in images and as images (not as stories).


  2) But in order to figure forth the discontinuities that punctuate specifically historical kinds of relationships, conceptualized as those of present to past and past to present, these images cannot be made into the raw materials for a metahistorical emplotment of events of either a conceptual or a figurative kind (where “figure” is understood or configured as “symbol”).


  3) A symbolic representation of historical reality will drive by way of allegorization to the kind of anagogical illumination of concrete events that subsumes them under some avatar of theological or metaphysical meaning: a version of a theodicy—a justification of what is or what was as a manifestation of what had and has to be.


  4) Thus, the task of a specifically historical comprehension of history must be to break down all symbolizations of history into the images of the events that have been sublated into transhistorical structures of meaning (by narrativization) and retrieve the images of those events that have been excluded from “consideration” by being consigned to the status of “historically insignificant” objects of study.


  5) This means in turn concentration on the micro-rather than the macro-dimensions of history and the recovery of images of those events in which the present of any social formation is put at risk by the upsurge of social movements aiming to break with the social status quo and transform it in response to the desire for a “happier” condition than that currently provided by the established social powers.


  6) It is at such moments—in which change threatens continuity and continuity threatens change—that historically significant images—images that indicate a tension dialectical in nature, experienced by actors as a tension between the past of tradition and the present of need, desire, and aspiration—it is at such moments that the dialectical image springs forth. And it is here, on the present of a past that is suspended between different conceptions of how the past can be “fulfilled” in the present, that historically significant events can be apprehended.


  7) But how are these historically pregnant moments in the past and in any given present—including our own—to be grasped and represented in any properly historical account?


  Benjamin turns at this moment to a consideration of the form of the historical discourse.


  (a) In place of the effort of historicist historians to empathize with the agents of past events and to represent them in a narrative, he counsels the tactic of citation. The specifically historical event can only be cited as an event over and done with, fulfilled in one way or another, and not resurrected in thought or imagination, but invoked as a possible model for characterizing by analogy certain events and possibilities for action in the present. (His favorite example is the citation of the Roman Republic as a model for the transformation of French society before, during, and after the Revolution of 1789.)


  (b) Next, the cited event can only be commented upon, not narrativized or otherwise interpreted (in a hermeneutical manner, for example). The event must be left in its discontinuous or “eventuated” state and supplemented (rather than synthesized) by philological, diplomatic, and other kinds of semiological erudition (including a materialist examination of the media in which it has been transmitted to the present as a “remainder”).


  (c) The image in question is to be treated as a monad after the manner of the Romantic treatment of the “fragment” of a work of art that manifests the form and the content of the concrete whole of which it was once a part. Which means: treated as an autopoietic entity rather than as an effect of some now distanced and absent cause—as self-made and self-interpreting; much in the manner in which, in the psychoanalytical session, the analysand has to carry out her own interpretation of “symptoms” in the presence of an analyst whose principal function is less to instruct her or interpret symptoms for her, than simply to listen in an “actively passive” manner.


  (d) Finally, the image—construed as the kind of self-interpreting artifact that Benjamin finds actualized in the texts of Proust and Baudelaire—is to be heeded as a figure that is infinitely fulfillable by the recognition of the adequacy of its form to the expression of its peculiarly human content, conceived as a monad suspended or halted in the course of its possible self-realization.


  There is a great deal more to be said about all this. I will only add that, in my view, the concept of historical representation that one can glean from a sympathetic “listening” to what Benjamin says about the subject we are discussing offers a model new and old that could result in the production of a kind of historiography adequate to our experience of “the now” insofar as we might believe that we can make fragmentary sense of it by thinking about it historically.


  Note


  [Ed: This paper was originally presented at the Annual Convention of the Modern Language Association in San Francisco on December 28, 1998.]


  1. [Ed: See chapter 2 of this volume for an explanation of these terms.]






  CHAPTER 6


  The Westernization of World History [2002]


  We must be grateful to Peter Burke for essaying the task of setting Western historical thinking within a world perspective.1 It is an important project, because what we mean by a “world perspective” is determined in large part by what we mean by a distinctively Western notion of history. I shall not quibble with him over matters of fact or detail. His is a task of conceptualization. And so it is that our task must be, like his, to conceptualize the Western idea of history and ask what relation it bears to other ideas of history met with in the rest of the world.


  I confess to some uneasiness with the term “perspective” when it is qualified by the substantive “world” functioning as an adjective. I can imagine a “world perspective” on the geography of the earth, but I cannot conceive how one could take up an equivalent position with respect to the many different ideas about history generated in the cultures of the world over the last four millennia. As a matter of fact, it turns out that, by the term “world perspective,” Peter Burke means a Western perspective, which is to say, his is a Western perspective of what a “world perspective” on historical thinking in the world might be. Burke’s basis for comparing Western historical thinking with that of other cultures in the world is also troubling. He begins by suggesting that historical thinking or historical consciousness is the same thing as a general “interest in the past.” In my view, this is questionable, since an “interest in the past” can be said to be a component of any number of different kinds of consciousness or modes of thought, many of which are (in the Western tradition) conventionally conceived to be ahistorical or even antihistorical. Such is the case, for example, of mythic or religious thinking, of traditionalist thinking in general, and of certain kinds of literary fiction, such as the epic and the historical novel.


  A general interest in the past, in memory or commemoration, is conventionally contrasted with a distinctively historical (or as Heidegger would have had it, a “historiological”) kind of thinking. In fact, it is arguable that a specifically historical interest in the past stands over against, and always serves as a corrective to, the kind of interest in the past that informs memory or tradition. When nineteenth- (and even some twentieth-) century Western historians spoke of primitive peoples as peoples “without history” or as being “prehistoric,” they did not suggest that these peoples had no interest in the past or awareness of the differences between past and present. What they meant to say—and often said—was that these peoples did not have the kind of interest in the past that, in the West, had been elevated to the status of a specialized mode of inquiry, turned upon a specific kind of object in the past, utilizing a specific kind of evidence (written), and requiring conformance to certain practices and procedures for the study of this evidence. Indeed, insofar as many historians and philosophers of history defined historical thinking in opposition to mythical, literary or poetic, and onto-theological thinking, “history” was—as Burke mentions—a distinctive construction of the West, a construction that contributed to the West’s construction of its own cultural identity. It is this move, against a general interest in the past in favor of a specific interest in a specific aspect of the past—that aspect of it that was accessible by way of the study of written evidence—that distinguishes Western culture in general from other cultures that appear to have different kinds of interest in their pasts.


  That Burke’s world perspective on historical thinking is actually a Western perspective is indicated in his suggestion that in our time there has finally appeared “a global community of professional historians, with similar if not identical standards of practice.” But what “global community” does he refer to, if not that congeries of historians from various cultures who have adopted the “standards of practice” of Western professional historians? Can one suppose that the standards honored by the “global community” are a product of contributions made by non-Western as well as Western historians? Or is it more likely that this “global community of professional historians” is an exact counterpart of the “global community” of physicists or chemists, which is to say, a community made up of those who have accepted standards of practice for their disciplines that developed exclusively in the West?


  Peter Burke posits a “phase of convergence” between Western and non-Western historiographical traditions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in which the “specific qualities of Western historiography” tended “to weaken if not to dissolve.” Is this to suggest that the historical thinking of “the global community of professional historians” was as much a product of non-Western as it was of Western practices? Or was it a matter of non-Western scholars adopting Western historiographical practices along with Western science and technology, Western economic institutions and practices, and in some cases Western religions, architecture, urban design, engineering, painting, and so on?


  Burke speaks of a worldwide interest in the “Western paradigm” in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, an “encounter” between that paradigm and the indigenous tradition in Japan, and a “meeting” between Spanish and Incan cultures in the age of Garcilaso de la Vega. But he cites no case of a constitutive contribution by a non-Western culture to the thinking of the modern “global community of professional historians.” To be sure, he distinguishes between professional historians and “general historical culture” and denies to the latter anything like the kind of homogeneity he finds in the former. Here, he suggests, the situation is rather like that which obtains in the “global culture of professional artists,” wherein a number of different “styles” circulate. But his examples of the styles in question are all Western in origin: “intellectual history,” “micro-history,” and “quantitative history.” So how has the Western mode of historical thinking been “dissolved” or otherwise attenuated by its encounter with indigenous traditions? It is difficult to say. Perhaps this is why Burke abandons his survey of contemporary historical thinking from a “global perspective” and recurs to an effort to define ten “peculiarities” of Western historical thinking.


  Burke claims that historical consciousness (identified with an awareness of a past) is shared by all cultures everywhere. However, according to Burke, different cultures combine the elements of this shared historical culture in different ways and with different emphases. To him, this means that Western historical thought has no “unique characteristics.” So what is distinctive about the West, he concludes, is its “unique combination of elements . . . and pattern of emphases.” To be sure, these combinations and emphases “vary by period, region, social group, and individual historian,” and this variation is what constitutes the differences to be found within “the unique combination of elements” that comprises a distinctive tradition of Western historical thinking. It is because all cultures share a general historical culture but in different combinations of its elements and different emphases that we can see a pattern of convergence and divergence in the histories of historical thinking in “global perspective.”


  In other words, Burke recognizes that the question “What is distinctive about Western historical writing?” is meaningful to the extent that the West or European civilization constitutes a distinctive cultural bloc. Whence his insistence on linking Western historical writing with Western religions, sciences, literatures, legal institutions, and economic practices (especially capitalism). It is not surprising, therefore, that, in his treatment of this question, what turns out to be distinctive about Western historical thought is equivalent to what is distinctive about Western culture in general. But then, this means that what we must mean by a “Western” conception of history depends upon where and when we mark the beginning of a distinctively “Western” civilization.


  I go along with Burke in his suggestion that neither the Greeks nor the Romans can be said to belong to “the West.” In my estimation, he is quite right to consign both Greece and Rome to another, Mediterranean cultural ambit, which begins to come apart sometime in the fifth or sixth century AD. A distinctively “Western” culture can be said to crystallize only much later, in a different place (transalpine Europe) and time (roughly between the eighth and eleventh centuries AD). In a word, Western Europe takes shape in (what is only much later called) “the Middle Ages,” and it follows therefore that what we must mean by a distinctive “Western” historical consciousness can only have crystallized during or after that time.


  This means that Greek and Roman thought about the past must be recognized less as an origin of Western historical consciousness than as a resource for the latter’s articulation, in much the same way that Greek and Roman architecture or urban design were “forms” into which a Western European “content” could be distilled—rather than “contents” in themselves that could be imported into the West and adapted to modern needs. Greek and Roman historical works provided an array of genres for representing the events of the past and modes of conceptualizing the relations between the past and a present into which the radically different contents of both medieval and modern historical realities could be distilled.


  Whence the similarities between Greek and Roman historiography, and much of the historiography of the period between the Renaissance and the middle of the nineteenth century in the West? These similarities are not genetic, which is to say, they are not a consequence of a material process of evolution from an earlier to a later generational affiliation. They are, rather, a consequence of a retrospective choice by cultural groups or their representatives to treat themselves as descendants and heirs of earlier ones and to tailor their discourses to the standards and values of those old Greeks and Romans for specific ideological purposes.


  Hobbes hit the point when he linked “sedition” to the reading of old Greek and Roman histories that celebrated the deeds of tyrannicides and seemed thereby to valorize rebellion against any sovereignty. But the function of the Greek and Roman models for the proper representation of historical reality changed in the nineteenth century, as historiography became indentured to the newly forming national state polities. Those models in their Renaissance incarnations were ill adapted to the needs and interests of the commercial middle classes and had to be attenuated into little more than ornaments of a historiographical style, which, in order to claim authority among the newly forming social sciences, had to feign a scientificity of its own. With the result, it might be added, that what passes for professionally respectable historiographical practice today in the West bears no resemblance whatsoever to its putative Greek and Roman prototypes: as little resemblance as it does to its Christian, or medieval, predecessors.


  The seeming continuity of modern Western professional historiographic practice—with its putative (but in my view purely constructed) remote past—is typically justified by appeal to the macro-models of linearity and cycles to characterize two modes of construing temporality equally “mythical” in nature, over against which a properly “historical” notion of time can be set. Burke finds in the Western idea of “progress” a modern Western version of the myth of linearity, which, in his view, distinguishes Western culture in general from its non-Western, traditionalist counterparts. “Progress,” in his view, is a “secular” form of religious ideas indigenous to Judaic and, later, Christian notions of “fulfillment,” “consummation,” “messianism,” and “millenarianism.” He locates in these the origins of later, specifically historical notions of “modernity,” “revolution,” “evolution,” “irreversibility,” and “development”—all of which he finds to be more typical of Western historical thinking than of its non-Western counterparts. But among the “community of professional historians,” which he distinguishes from those possessed of a “general historical culture,” such still mythical notions are further attenuated in the analytical techniques they bring to bear upon their data and the modulating style of their writing, which resists excessive generalization, reductive explanations, and the hyperbolical style of the epic (à la Churchill, for example).


  Western conceptions of history—considered as both mode of being in the world and as an object of a distinctive scholarly enterprise—originated within the conditions of medieval feudal culture; and they have changed as Western modes of social production and reproduction have changed. It is the experience of these changes that has made possible the many different “perspectives” on history that “the West” has produced since its formation in transalpine Europe sometime between the fall of Rome, at one end, and the constitution of the Holy Roman Empire, at the other. In other words, there remain in modern Western culture as many different, potentially usable “perspectives” on history as there are models circulating in our culture for symbolically representing humanity’s relations to nature as mediated by different modes of production.


  Historical scholarship is a cultural means of social reproduction, and it can have as many modalities of articulation as there are modes of production available to any particular social formation. It would follow that the “Western” perspective on history represented by modern professionalized historical researchers would take root outside the West precisely in the extent to which the most modern Western mode of production, that is, multinational corporate capitalism, had spread beyond the confines of the West itself.


  Viewed in this light, the “professionalization” of historical studies, which Peter Burke takes to be the hallmark of Western historiography, must be apprehended as one with the general professionalization of work that accompanies the transition from feudalism to capitalism in “the West.” In short, the distinctively “Western” perspective on history, understood as that of the now globalized “professional” historian’s perspective, must be seen as another manifestation of the commodification of the world and of our knowledge of it, effected by capitalism in its most advanced phase. And if this perspective now aspires to a global reach or scope, this aspiration itself must be seen as another manifestation of the global reach of Western, capitalist economic institutions and the techno-scientific mode of production that has made that reach possible.


  I think that Burke has (like Marx) opted for the absolute superiority of the capitalist mode of historical thinking over its feudal counterparts. Indeed, in his account of what is “distinctive” about “Western historical thinking,” he singles out precisely those attributes that allow us to identify it as belonging to a cultural superstructure informed by a capitalist mode of production. Thus, he identifies as distinctively Western such attributes of historical thinking as: (1) the linear model of development and belief in the irreversibility of time; (2) the search for causal explanations; (3) quantitativity; (4) an individualist bias; (5) a preoccupation with epistemology and an intimate relation with Western “nomothetic” (or law-seeking) science; and (6) the experience of colonialism as determinative of its specific notions of spatiality. By contrast, those aspects of Western historical thinking that over the course of its development it has shared with other cultures are such “traditionalist” notions as (1) a cyclical notion of time; (2) awareness of changes in cultural style; (3) a “hermeneutic” bias that seeks “meaning” rather than “causes” in its study of the past; and (4) certain literary forms used for the writing of history.


  To be sure, Burke recognizes that older, premodern or traditionalist conceptions of history have continued to exist alongside of these “distinctive” attributes of Western historical thinking. In fact, he notes that a cyclical view of time and evolution has been “normal” over the whole course of “Western” historiography since the Greeks. And he attributes the Western idea of linear development (“progress”) to the secularization of Christian notions of eschatology and the millennium. So, too, he points out the continued popularity in the West of notions of integral period styles, a hermeneutic interest in “meaning” rather than “causality,” and the perseverance of certain literary forms (such as “tragedy”) in Western historiographical practice. But this is to say only that the older, feudal modes of historical consciousness continued to exist alongside of, and in opposition to, the modern, capitalist mode, just as the feudal mode of production continued to exist alongside of, and in opposition to, the capitalist mode well into the modern period. But it is these aspects of historical thinking that “the West” shared with the non-West until very recently; and if the non-West has finally adopted the Western “professional” ways of thinking about history, it is because and only to the degree that non-Western societies have adopted the modes of production and forms of life of Western capitalism. Indeed, it no longer makes very much sense to call capitalism “Western,” since it has genuinely undergone mutation into a multinational or international form. It turns out to be just as adaptable to (and just as solvent of) local sociocultural conditions as Western science, mathematics, and technology.


  Burke holds that Western historiography is distinctive in its preoccupation with epistemology or the problem of historical knowledge. Yet it is questionable whether such epistemological preoccupation has been characteristic of either “working historians” or those elements of the laity marked by a general “interest in the past.” For most of its history, and even in the Middle Ages, historical writing was considered to be a branch of rhetoric. Only in the early nineteenth century did historical writing become dissociated from rhetoric, in the interest of establishing its seriousness (either scientific or poetic) and indicating its necessity to become a morally responsible servant of the political order and especially of the nation-state. Only then was history’s relation to science taken seriously—although the kind of science that history was supposed to be remained a subject of debate throughout the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth. But who or which historians in the West have displayed a marked interest in “epistemological” issues? Does he mean “methodological” or “conceptual” issues?


  Burke lays out the aporias of historical thought that characterize the period from its professionalization in the early nineteenth century to the present. Prior to the early nineteenth century, historical writing was an activity of amateurs: retired military men, jurists, gentlemen of means, clergymen, court orators, antiquarians, and the like. In the nineteenth century, historical studies moved into the university, to render service to the nation-states taking shape during this period and charged with the task of providing for these new nation-states an appropriate genealogy. This “incorporation” of historical studies was accompanied by the establishment of professional associations for the licensing of historians, journals and periodicals for the reporting of findings in various fields, and a strict division between professional and what would be considered henceforth to be “merely” amateurish work in the field.


  Thus, historical studies were professionalized without having gone through anything like a “scientific revolution.” In the nineteenth century, history’s claim to the status of a science was purely conventionalist; it was by a fiat of incorporation that historical studies were translated from a branch of rhetoric into a new kind of “science.” And it was this conventional criterion that prevailed as the mark of history’s scientific status down to about 1950 or thereabouts, when certain philosophers of history finally turned to the question of history’s authority as a science.


  The above remarks suggest a chronology slightly different from that which informs Burke’s account of that “Western historical thought” he wishes to observe “in world perspective.” Moreover, it implies a different notion of that “Western historical thought” he wishes to relate to other aspects of Western culture. Burke never mentions the long association of historical studies, or at least historical writing, with rhetoric. And this suggests that he has accepted somewhat uncritically the idea that history, historical consciousness, historical thought, and historical writing share some essential trait or attribute that appears at a certain time and place, undergoes certain vicissitudes but continues to develop, enters upon a phase of realization or comes into its own at a specific time, and finally achieves a kind of consummation in our own age and place. Thus, although Burke rejects the view that Western historical thought is superior to the historical thought of other cultures and actually identifies the notions of development, consummation, fulfillment, and the like, as “themes” of a purely Western historical thought, he casts his own account of the evolution of that kind of historical thought in the same terms that he attributes to it.


  But what if we were to consider the evolution of Western historical thought as a series of discontinuities and displacements that have occurred in culturally dominant notions of the past, the past’s relation to the present, and the ways in which we ought to comprehend these, rather than as the unfolding of a single mode of comprehension of a single entity (the past)? Burke himself distinguishes among the attitudes of the professional (“working”) historian, the philosopher of history, and the general lay public. And he stresses the difficulties encountered by historians trying to relate to other domains of Western cultural life, such as religion, science, politics, literature, economics, and the like. At the same time, he speaks of a convergence of interests in the twentieth century between professional historians of the West and professional historians of other cultures in which, as in the situation of painting, everyone has access to all of the different styles, genres, and modes of historical comprehension developed in the modern age for a general understanding of the past. Burke does not suggest that this convergence of interests might be a function of Western political, economic, and cultural imperialism in which a distinctive Western notion of history has gained hegemony over other “nativist” notions. On the contrary, he accepts the idea of “professionalism” as a transcendental perspective in which the advance of knowledge of the past is held to be a good in itself.


  Burke speaks of the possibility that much of modern Western ideas about history may be secularized equivalents of a religious inheritance. He notes that “stress on development or progress,” a “linear view of the past,” the notion of the “irreversibility” of time, the ideas of modernity, revolution, evolution, and development, and so on, may well be derived from Jewish and Christian ideas of “fulfillment,” “consummation,” “messiah,” and “millenarianism.” And the notion of “progress,” which he takes to be central to the Western idea of history, may well be, he says, the “secular” form of these religious notions. At the same time, however, he seems to sever that part of Western historical thought that might have been evolved from religious ideas from its current “secular” incarnations—such as “quantitative history,” scientific ideas of causality, and the ideal of history as a science of “facts”—which serve as the ideals governing the practices of the professional historians not only in the West, but around the world.


  The crucial consideration here has to do with the extent to which modern Western historical thought can be said to converge with or veer away from the concept of knowledge pursued by the natural sciences. For, in point of fact, the one and only aspect of Western knowledge that has proven to be exportable to other cultures without compromise is the modern physical sciences. There is no possibility of “adapting” Newtonian or Einsteinian physics to “local” traditions. If one wants to make airplanes that fly or build an atomic bomb that explodes, one has to use Western physics. And so it is with Westernization in culture. If you want to Westernize, you have to adopt Western historical thinking, for it precedes rather than follows all those other aspects of our culture that comprise its Western-ness.


  Note


  1. [Ed: White is referring to Peter Burke’s essay “Western Historical Thinking in a Global Perspective: 10 Theses,” published in the same volume in which White’s essay also appears: Western Historical Thinking: An Intercultural Debate, ed. Jörn Rüsen (New York: Berghahn Books, 2002). The volume is divided into three sections: (1) Theses; (2) Comments, and (3) Afterword. Burke wrote the first and the third sections; White contributed one of the comments. Thus, the volume is in essence a dialogue with Burke’s work. The citations from Burke in White’s essay are all from this publication.]

  




  CHAPTER 7


  On Transcommunality and Models of Community [2003]


  We live in an age of postcommunality. Does anyone believe in the possibility of genuine community anymore? As we all know, the very concept of community is a product of nostalgic reflection on the disappearance of small-scale social formations—the world of agrarian production, the village, peasant life with its extended family structures, face-to-face exchange systems, and customary linkages destroyed by capitalism, industrialization, urbanization, and transnational economies. Today, the ideal of community exists, if at all, as a rallying cry for groups threatened by assimilation to the exigencies of a transnational market geared to consumerism. In the brave new world of commodity production, exchange, and consumption as a good in itself, community is defined by what one possesses and consumes, not by what one believes and has faith in, or what one has inherited from one’s ancestors.


  This condition is reflected in the creation of the “youth market,” which is targeted as a “community” of pure consumers, a community that defines its life goals more in terms of the commodities to which one has access than to the values that one honors. The youth of every society want to look, think, and act like the media models that represent what a good life in modernity ought to be. These models celebrate change according to fashion, a “look” rather than a “substance,” being “up to date” rather than celebrating “the ways of the fathers.” If custom, convention, and tradition are celebrated at all, it is in the production of pseudo-ethnicities and fake historicities—such as the “Venetian” casinos of Las Vegas and the “small town” locales of the Disney worlds that offer “tours” of exotic places that no longer exist “in reality.”


  It was instructive, therefore, to read John Brown Childs’s inspiring effort to get beyond the harsh dichotomies that typically hamstring our efforts even to think about, much less achieve, community under the conditions of modernity.1 We live in a time when global social technologies threaten every attempt to create and sustain community at the level of “everyday” life. Childs’s manifesto is refreshingly new also in its efforts to get beyond the conventional distinction between “community” and “society.” He asks, how is community possible in an age in which every “social” force seems to militate against it? Thus, in place of another defense of “community” against the “social” forces that conduce to homogenization and undermine thereby any basis for effective political action at the local level, Childs attempts to envision another kind of communality that might promote an effective form of coalition politics at the local level. This is given in his equation of “Heterogeneity + Cooperation” with “Resistance and Freedom,” an equation that he uses to characterize the ideal of transcommunality.


  Childs likens the ideal social formation to a “mosaic” of communities, each informed by an ideal of respect for other communities and mediated by principles of friendship, cooperation, and alliance, rather than those of suspicion, enmity, and violence. These principles provide the difference between his transcommunality and the communitarian ideologies of modern fascist regimes based on the principle of racial purity and programs of “ethnic cleansing” of the kind met with in contemporary Serbia—and not only there. But I would like to suggest that rather than the mosaic model, his description of his ideal might profit from employment of the contemporary theory of the “fractum.”


  Traditional conceptions of the community were based on a mosaic model in which each tile has a regularity and isomorphism that make it a formal replication of every other tile in the whole. This mosaic model is too mechanical to take account of the differences between communities that lead them to resist being defined as interchangeable parts of a larger structure. A “fractum,” considered as a building block of a structure of differentiated parts, allows the theorization of the irregular spaces between the parts. These “spaces in between”—the gaps, dissonances, open territories, blanks—constitute the areas of conflict, indeterminacy, and undecidability of any structural whole defined, as Childs wishes to do, by heterogeneity. These are the spaces of possible conflict, where turf may become disputed and contested, and that lead to conflict, not between a community and the larger social structure that encompasses it, but among communities themselves. It is within these spaces—in the border territories—that new rules of civility, of the kind proposed by Childs, have to be worked out. But one must take account of these spaces if one wishes to propose principles for integrating them into transcommunalities.


  Now, civility is a concept that pertains not only to the rules governing relations among the members of a given community, but also to the rules for dealing with strangers, visitors, guests, and other travelers who come from abroad. Traditional societies are marked by such rules, which dictate the treatment of heralds, emissaries, messengers, and guests who may have wandered inadvertently into a restricted territory. These rules of civility in the treatment of strangers were as rigorous and inviolable as the rules of war or trade or intergroup marriage for purposes of alliance. But such rules are utterly lacking in modern societies, which typically conceive of diplomacy as “war by other means” and travel as “tourism” in which the aim is less to visit another culture than to view it from the comfort of an air-conditioned bus.


  Childs’s project presupposes the ideal of maintaining the integrity of different communities against the threat of homogenization posed by modern and modernizing societies. But his description of those traditional communities that succeeded in the effort of forming alliances and peaceful relations with others contiguous with themselves also stresses the mechanisms, rituals, and rules by which these communities might approach one another peacefully before reverting to hostile actions and violence. He speaks of “woodsedge” as a traditional concept used to define the places between different territories or spaces marked out as belonging to specific groups. But modern territories are marked by a multitude of overlapping “jurisdictions” that define woodsedge in utterly different terms and make the definition of “spaces in between” impossible to determine. Thus, even if there are rules of civility for dealing with strangers in a given community, these may conflict with the rules honored by other constituencies claiming jurisdiction over the same territory. An inner-city gang may claim jurisdiction over its turf, but it has to contend with the police, fire departments, and medical services for control of this space. So the stranger is put in the position of those tourists who wander outside the safe areas of a city into “war zones,” where travel is governed by rules of war rather than of hospitality. In this sense, it is impossible to associate a given “community” with a given space or place, as is typically done in “traditional” communities. So in many respects, the notion of a mosaic as a model for defining spatial relationships between contiguous communities is misleading as a guide for ways to mediate relations among them.


  What is needed, then, I would suggest, is a theorization of the undefined spaces where no rules of civility can be said to apply in the treatment of strangers. This would be one advantage of a fractal model for describing the relations among different communities. But the model would have to be elaborated both horizontally and vertically: describing “stacked” or “imbricated” relationships among communities occupying the same or overlapping spaces and describing relationships of planar contiguity. Further, it would have to imagine a modern equivalent of the traditionalist notion of “hospitality.” You can cross many borders at the same time without knowing it, because everywhere is a place of multiple jurisdictions. “Woodsedge” is too simple a model for defining modern territorialities. Unlike mosaics, fracta are disjoined one from another. Is it possible to conceptualize a transcommunality that can reach across fractalized communal spaces?


  Would this be an idle, merely theoretical exercise, without any practical consequences or utility for understanding the “real world” of intercommunity relationships? It might well be, but I submit that it has benefits not possessed by both the mosaic model and the once prominent salad bowl model for describing relationships among different ethnic communities in the United States occupying the same social structure. Indeed, Childs, in his criticism of the Marxist model of class conflict and the utilitarian model of “free market activity,” suggests as much. In both of these models, the pertinent relationships presumed to exist among contiguous social groups do not allow for mixtures, hybrids, and undefined and undefinable social zones occurring between economic downturns due to the failure of consumers to “spend enough.”


  A fractal model would allow us to avoid the errors consequent on the presumption that communities possess a “proper” space and a “proper” profile that are isomorphic to the spaces of the other communities surrounding them. It would lead to the effort to identify the circumambient “unoccupied” or “essentially contestable” spaces around, above, and below them. The fractal model would allow us to view communities in terms of their class, ethnic, and cultural identities, without presuming that they were organic unities, lacking internal conflicts, and fully conscious of their “essential” natures. I fear that in Childs’s characterizations of certain of the traditional communities he has identified as possible models for theorizing transcommunalist relations, he has sometimes idealized them. It may well be that communities with well-defined caste functions possess this commendable sense of self-identity. But it is certainly not true of modern and modernizing communities, which are as heterogeneous in their internal structures as they are different from other communities in their totalities.


  Nonetheless, Childs describes traditional communities that possessed well-defined rules of civility for dealing with strangers that our modern communities do not possess. This is a promising avenue to follow in our efforts to determine how community is possible in the modem world. Very little is constant and continuous in communities subjected to the pressures of the modern market economy and the media. What is needed is a dynamical as well as a structural model for their characterization. Childs admirably presents many of the principles governing intra- and intergroup dynamics in traditional communities. Moreover, he has extended his analysis of these phenomena to a number of modern local communities reacting to the pressures of modernization. But I have to admit that I find lacking any sustained consideration of what modern communities, living under the pressures of modern society, might contrive by way of rules of civility for negotiating a modern transcommunality. I do not think that invocation of an “ethics of mutual respect” is sufficient. For it is precisely the basis for “respect” that the commodification of society and culture has destroyed. In a world in which everything has only exchange value and in which the very notion of the substantive value of a thing has no meaning, what is there to respect in anything?


  It is not even that one could argue for an ethics of respect on pragmatic grounds, as leading to peace and freedom rather than to war and oppression. For capitalist societies are committed to unlimited production and competition among producers, rather than peace and freedom—if freedom means even relative autonomy from the lure of consumerism. So if diplomacy is war by other means, so too is economic competition. In this state of total war, the claims of communities are heard only when they can be of use in competition. When asked to define the difference between a dialect and a “true” language, linguists are fond of saying that a dialect is a language without an army. In the modern world, “community” stands in relation to “society” as “dialect” stands in relation to “language.” Communities are societies without an army, and without much else to help them in the work of self-making and self-preservation.


  What are the realistic hopes or even the possibilities of “community” in our time? I confess that I am not optimistic. The forces of homogenization possess means and weapons that communities based on custom, convention, and tradition have small chances of countering. An alliance of communities such as that proposed by John Brown Childs is certainly the only hope any given community has of sustaining its integrity against these forces. But the enormity of the task of saving community in our time certainly justifies the question being raised again regarding the “value” of community itself.


  I do not think that the argument of “variety” of cultural forms as a good in itself can carry much weight with the capitalist apparatus. Efficiency and prediction (of markets above all) favor a smoothing out of all substantive variety. There exists today even a “culture industry” intent upon substituting “changes in fashion” for “cultural variety.” The “heritage industry” in many modern societies commodifies traditions in the way that the Catholic Church once manufactured holy relics for sale to the faithful. We have to be careful that in our desire for an authentic community we do not mistake the manufactures of the culture industry for the authentic article.


  But do we (or “they”) need the authentic article? It was once thought that a fake relic could be as efficacious as an authentic one if it had been revered as such for a sufficiently long time by the pious faithful. Should we not be as satisfied with the “community effect” as we would wish to be by the “effect of community,” if our aim is communal solidarity rather than social dissolution? Is not fake community as beneficial as authentic community for a group’s well-being?


  How can the ideal of cultural variety, which has hitherto underwritten the value assigned to communities, withstand the forces of homogenization? In those parts of the world not yet “modernized,” the only effective counterforces have been religious—as in Islam. Is it possible to sustain a community, much less a transcommunal supercommunity, without the moral resistance to every society that the traditional religions have inspired? I do not think so. But religions that have inspired resistance to the homogenizing effects of modernization have also featured dogmatic faith, priestly hierarchies, and authoritarian leadership as the price of that power of resistance. This is no doubt why John Brown Childs has gone to other traditions of community—those of Native Americans, liberated American slaves, and other communities of oppression—to inspire his vision of a more humane, if less modern, future transcommunality.


  It would be tactless and beside the point to criticize this vision for its idealism. Visions—as against points of view—are supposed to be idealistic. But perhaps we need to revise our notions about the realism that presumes to indict as merely idealistic those visions of community that are meant to provide a basis for criticizing “the way things are.” The very notion of community is an ideal concept. It has never been achieved except for extraordinary moments and under exceptional conditions in the history of “society.” Community has always been a dream, or more specifically a wish-fulfillment fantasy set up against the lived conditions of division and oppression of one group by another under the conditions of “society.” Every successful revolution in modern times has exploited the appeal of this fantasy to advance the interests of an oppressed group against the oppressive policies of its dominators. These revolutions have always resulted in the installation of a new system of oppression in the place of the deposed one. This is because the revolutionaries have been incapable of conceiving community as anything other than a condition of their own liberation. The liberation of others different from themselves never crossed their minds. This is why the American Constitution was written to preserve “the rights of men,” where “men” did not include women, slaves, the poor, or anyone else who did not have an interest in separation from the British oppressor.


  The fantasy of community has to be reconceptualized to include everyone occupying a given space and condition of historical existence. The relevant space and condition is now the globe, which is to say, the “nonspace” of world politics, economy, and sociality. Whether this space can be imagined as a “communal” space rather than merely “social” is the question that confronts us at this time. It falls to such visionaries as Childs to convince us that such a space is imaginable and whether it can be imagined as habitable by peoples who possess notions of civility that allow them to inhabit it as friends rather than as enemies.


  Note


  1. [Ed: This essay is a contribution to and commentary on John Brown Childs, Transcommunality: From the Politics of Conversion to the Ethics of Respect (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2003).]




  CHAPTER 8


  Anomalies of the Historical Museum, or, History as Utopian Space [2004]



   Tout objet historique c’est une fétiche.


  (Every historical object is a fetish.)


  —Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible


  Anomaly:


  Deviating from the common or proper order of things.




  It is a distinct honor to be asked to address such an august body of scholars in a place so rich in history and antiquity.1 I want to begin by begging your indulgence in my presuming to lecture on museums and museology. I am less a student of museums than a user of them. I do, however, have a special interest in historical museums, because they participate in the scholarly activity that is my particular area of specialization: the representation of history. I have spent a goodly part of my life as a scholar studying historical discourse, its structure, its history, and its social function in different contexts and milieus. And during the last couple of years, I have toured Europe and the United States visiting historical museums and reflecting on their practices. In my talk this morning, I want to reflect with you on what I call some of the anomalies produced in the effort to use the museum to present history, historical processes, and historical structures. My thesis is that the problems confronting the historical museum are different from those of the archeological museum, the art museum, the technological museum, and the like. They derive from the effort to represent by the use of material artifacts arranged in spatial relationships and augmented by images, sound, and text what is actually an abstraction, namely, history itself.


  According to Susan Pearce, the historical museum uses four modes of display for endowing the past with meaning: the display of the relic (which asks us to believe); the narration of the past (which asks us to learn); the presentation of art and treasure (which asks us to admire); and the reconstruction of the past (which asks us to understand). To this end, the museum uses artifacts, images, and words, arranged in the display, which is a spatial arrangement of artifacts provided with a narrative frame.2 In my view, the only way the historical museum can achieve its aim—to represent history—is by fetishizing the artifacts it uses to represent the past and fantasizing a narrative framework derived from the normative narrative account of whatever its subject matter happens to be. In my view, I will conclude, it would be better—or more honest, at least—to use techniques of fictionalization for the representation of the past, like the Museum of the Jewish Diaspora in Tel-Aviv (Israel), in which most of the objects are simulations, models, or images of the entities and events depicted therein.


  The Historical Museum


  The historical museum in the West is a relatively modern institution, much newer in conceptualization than the ancient tropheum (exhibition of the spoils of conquest in ancient times), newer too than the reliquaries of the medieval and early modern periods in Europe, newer than the curio cabinets and collections of exotica that were so popular during the eighteenth century. Newer, finally, than the art museums of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, which displayed the artistic treasures of kings and republics and were intended to elevate the taste of the masses by exposing them to the products of the beaux arts.


  The historical museum had to await the invention of a specifically modern idea of history itself before it could be conceived. Prior to the late eighteenth century, collectors might very well include what today would be considered “historical” materials in their display cabinets. But the historical museum was intended to do something other than what the curio collections aimed at. For the historical museum was intended to display history (or historicity) itself. The curio cabinet was meant to display items that came from afar, defied classification in conventional taxonomies, and generated wonder at their strangeness. The historical museum was intended to display the essence of a past—most typically the past of a nation, region, city, or neighborhood, but less in an antiquarian than in a monumental mode.


  In the historical museum, the past of the nation was to be represented in such a way as to endow it with aura, charisma, and spirituality. Just as the art museum removes an artifact from the life world and aestheticizes it by installing it in museum-space, so too the historical museum takes the commodity out of the use-and-exchange system and historicizes it by putting it in museum-space. Thereby the use-and-exchange value of the commodity is transformed into a representation value. The historical museum is neither in the exchange system nor in the use system but comprises a space outside of both, in which the historicity of objects can be produced.


  A specifically historical interest in the past was invented in the West at a particular time and a particular place—in that liminal cultural space between “Europe” and “Asia” called the Ionian Sea by the Greeks. And in the beginning of this specifically historical interest in the past, there was no such thing as a sense that “history” was something you could study or investigate. History in Greek originally meant only “inquiry” or “investigation.” Moreover, it referred to inquiry into a present situation and extended only to the recent past—the past of living memory. Not the remote past, the study of which was called archeologia. It took a long time before “history” came to refer to a mode of human existence. Here I hypothesize that history is a discourse that, in the course of its evolution, has succeeded in convincing a large part of the world that “history” constitutes the “substance” of social change in the way that “nature” does for certain kinds of changes in the material world.


  In much of the modern social and human sciences, the term “historical” indicates a quality possessed by the artifacts of culture that distinguishes them from the kind of objects found in nature. To display the manifestations of this substance is the purpose of the discourses of history. The historical museum participates in these discourses and does so by selecting historical artifacts, relics, and remains thrown off by the historical process and combining them in spatial configurations in order to document the stories contained in various kinds of written histories. This means that the true referent of the objects found in the historical museum is not the events of the past so much as the events of the past as narrated in some written “history.”


  But What Are “Historical” Objects


  We can get some insight into the ontology of the problem of the material artifact’s relation to historicality by recalling Martin Heidegger’s discussion of old equipment—tools, utensils, gear (das Gerat) equipment that belongs “to a ‘time past’” but is still around, as junk (“household things”), “still objectively present in the ‘present,’” available, though considered to be no longer “useful.”3 The question, Heidegger says, is “With what justification do we call these beings historical”?4 “What were the ‘things’ that they no longer are today?” or that exist in a “ruined or worm-eaten” condition, but which we think of as being “history”?5 Why would we consider them “historical”? Why not simply consider them old?


  Heidegger raises these questions within the context of a discussion of the four senses in which we can speak about an essence or substance of history:


  1) History can be considered as something past (but which may still be having effects in the present, or as still being “present-at-hand” or “objectively present”), which is to say, something that can be taken up and treated but which has no manifest utility in present circumstances. Here the historical object is one that was useful in the past but which still “persists” into the present.


  2) “History does not so much mean the ‘past,’ in the sense of what is past, but the derivation [Herkunft] from it.” Thus, we can speak of a thing as “having a past.” “Here history means ‘an event nexus’ that moves through the ‘past,’ ‘present,’ and the ‘future.’”6


  3) Or we can consider history as the totality of those transformations and vicissitudes undergone by men and culture in time—as distinct from the kind of changes undergone by entities that exist only in nature.


  4) Finally, the historical may be considered as “whatever has been handed down to us” by someone in the past and has been freely chosen as “ours.” Here history is very close to whatever is considered to be “our tradition.”7


  The historical museum has the task of representing, displaying, presenting, or manifesting one or another of these notions of history and the historical. All of these senses are present in the corpus of historical texts that tell the story of the community, how it came to be, how it developed, and where it is going.


  The Genealogy of the Modern Historical Museum


  The modern Western historical museum was created in the nineteenth century as a complement to the premodern reliquary, tropheum, curio collection, Kunstkammer, Wunderkammer, art museum, and nature museum.


  The first modern Western art museum was the Louvre, in Paris—dating from the Napoleonic reform of the Louvre’s function. The Louvre opened in 1793—to display the spoils wrested from the aristocracy by the Revolution—and then Napoleon sought to turn it into a school for the citoyens of the French nation.8 Contemporary with reform of the Louvre is the transformation by Alexandre du Sommerard, after the Napoleonic period, of the venerable Musée de Cluny in Paris. Du Sommerard abandons the thematic organization and adopts a chronological organization of the holdings.


  The modern historical museum follows the historicized art museum of Hubert Robert’s Louvre, by treating “historicity” as its principal object of presentation. Historicity had already been established as the principle of organization for the many museums of art devoted to the representation of art commodities. Even the natural museum soon abandoned the thematic for the historical organization of materials. According to Didier Maleuvre, “museums manufacture history; they engage its image and its concept. History is what perdures over and beyond historical becoming, the museum seems to say.”9 Moreover, “From its inception near the turn of the nineteenth century, the museum has been more than a historical object; it has manufactured an image of history. By collecting past artifacts, it gives shape and presence to history, inventing it, in effect, by defining the space of a ritual encounter with the past.”10


  The historical museum is meant to confirm—by providing examples of—the elements of the normative narrative history of the nation, city, region, etc. The normative narrative history of the nation, etc., does not depend in any way on the historical museum (unless the museum has come into possession of some documents that might be useful for the construction, revision, emendation, or augmentation of the normative narrative history). It is constructed quite apart from the historical museum. The historical museum depends on the historical narrative, not the reverse.


  In this respect, the historical museum resembles the archeological museum, which because of the discontinuities existing between one and another object in its collection, causes problems for the normative narrative history rather than solutions to problems. Whereas the art museum lifts the art object out of the life world in order to enshrine it as a unicorn in the art world, the historical museum takes an object out of the life world and aestheticizes or festishizes it. As Merleau-Ponty said, “Every historical object is a fetish.”11


  The problem of the historical museum is how to arrange the objects to be displayed in some simulacrum of the “seamless” historical narrative. They must either do this or abandon the narrative mode for some other principle of presentation. Wolfgang Ernst suggests that the “historical” museum of the future will not be organized according to chronological principles, but by hypertextual principles.12


  Theoretical Considerations


  I was recently asked to participate in a series of conferences sponsored by the cultural office of the European Union concerning the possibility of erecting a Museum Europa devoted to the presentation of the history, or rather providing a genealogy, of the projected super-community of Europe. The project involved the quest for the elements of a distinctive “European identity.” The conference, held at the Norwegian Institute in Rome on June 6–8, 2002, posited the following: “A certain European destiny should be the basis for a European union that would steer Europeans clear of future war on European soil.” This destiny was viewed in political and economic terms until quite recently. But there has been a cultural backlash in the last few years. “European security policy is now shaped in the name of a European ‘family of values’ and the EU ‘city of culture’ and ‘year of language’ programs have become among its most well-profiled activities.” Nonetheless, there now appears a desire to close the gap between present-day economic and political issues and the “cultural and spiritual foundations in a deep European past.”13


  What is or should be the relation between the modern European economic and political “union,” on the one side, and the long cultural history from which this union has been established, on the other? This is the question put to the committees asked to consider the prospect of a Museum Europa. The answer to this question is obviously



   deeply connected to what is today called globalization, the widespread dominance of telecommunication, mass tourism, technology, arms trade, and ecological excess. The movement goes hand in hand with the decline of nation-state categories such as culturally or ethnically based rights, values, categories, and control. Internationalization implies a displacement of the cultural subject from the national to the international or post-national level. National institutions, national cultural self-understanding, the culture-enhancing powers and institutions are in an apparent phase of decline.14




  The purpose of the conference was to “explore the relation between the cultural present of Europe and the heritage that has produced that present, to attempt to understand and to analyze the ‘European’ within the framework of culture, economics, and politics by focusing on the Museum Europa; that is, Europe as a reproduction of its own cultural place in the representations and manifestations of the postmodern culture industry. Is there a European cultural identity? . . . To what extent can Europe be crystallized as the European ‘cultural heritage’?”15 The conference was organized in three parts:


  1) Theoretical and cultural historical considerations, above all the question of what is the relation between history and identity. And in what sense is historical transmission of culture heritage the presupposition for the cultural identity of the European present?


  2) Art historical pragmatics: How is culture industrialized, commodified, packaged, and sold in the digital-global age? European culture considered as a vast monument to itself.


  3) Museum Europa: Rome as a case study. This section culminated in a tour of Rome itself considered as a vast historical “museum.” Here the whole city of Rome is to be considered not only as a historical museum but as a model for any future “Museum Europa.”


  This meant that the European Museum would be a museum without walls, with changing displays in different milieus, and treating the present as history quite as much as treating the past as such. This was a radical conclusion, but fully consonant with current thought about the nature of historical reality—which is distinguished from earlier ideas of history by the aim of treating the “present as history” along with the past and the future. Yes, the future as history—here the aim is to restore to historical thinking its utopian dimension, which was excluded from history when it was scientized in the nineteenth century in Europe. (Marxism itself participated in this exclusion of utopianism from history, in the name of realism.) This is in the tradition of Daniel Leibeskind’s Berlin Jewish Museum, which seeks to incorporate the city of Berlin into its design and to create a space, an empty and fractured space, as a monument to the interruption of the history of those Jews of Berlin who had been assimilated to German culture only to be expelled from the history of the German Volk.


  The project of a Museum of Europe as a contribution to the definition of a specifically “European” identity can be thought of as involving the following problems or issues:


  1) The problem of European identity.


  2) The historiological treatment of the history of a “European community” as the ordering principle of an envisioned “Museum of Europe.”


  3) The relation of the museum, considered as the arrangement of material objects within an embodied and internally ordered space, to the historiographical master narrative of “Europe’s” development in historical time-space (chronotope), based on the study of written documents and distilled into a master narrative in which the events of the past are represented as manifesting over the course of their serial development the substance or essence of their Being.


  4) The problem of using material objects—including documents, along with images and works of art (such as sculptures, busts, allegorical figures, curios, tools [for example, surgical instruments, or weapons]), and trivial items such as clothing, snuffboxes, handkerchiefs, buttons, jewelry, etc.—as profane relics whose meanings are conceived to consist in their association (causal, expressive, mimetic) with the agents, events, and processes considered to be effective in the creation of the “proper” of the entity whose “history” is being represented.


  5) What would be an effective museum of Europe in the current context of forging a European Union? A return to the Kunstkammer/Wunderkammer?


  6) The museum features the thingness of objects apprehended as coming from (or having their origin in) the past (a world that is no longer present) in the time-neutral space of the museum: museology imbues the identification of artifacts with historicality.


  A New Historical Museum in Rome: Il Museo della Patria


  In Rome, on June 2, 2001, the fifty-sixth anniversary of the foundation of the Repubblica italiana, President Ciampi presided over the inauguration of the new “Museo della Patria” in the “Monumento Vittorio Emanuele II,” also known as “il Vittoriano,” “Altare della Patria,” among other (derogatory) designations, such as “the wedding cake” and “the false teeth of Rome.” The museum, devoted to the history of Italy from the origins of “Italia” to the end of World War I, was doubly sanctified by being joined to the tomb of Italy’s “unknown soldier.”


  The new museum does not cover the whole of Italy’s history; it stops short with World War I, thereby permitting avoidance of the embarrassing question of the relation between the Risorgimento and Fascism. Thus, the new historical museum is long on piety even if it is short on what one of its critics, Giovanna Melandri, called in the Italian news daily La Repubblica “historical substance.” The theme that unites the different aspects of the new museum is “Mille Italie, una Patria,” or “A thousand Italies, but one Fatherland.” This is the title of the multimedia spectacle designed by Carlo Rambaldi, the “special effects” artist of E.T. fame, whose “interactive” historical account of “mystic Italy” steals the show from the exhibitions of “real” historical artifacts in the academic (or more precisely pedagogical) sections of the museum. The exhibitions themselves are organized thematically, with parcels devoted to such seemingly disparate topics as Garibaldi, “brigandage,” the painters of World War I, and Benedetto Croce. The whole thing is a tribute not only to Italy, the Fatherland, and the Nation, but also to “history” itself. For in the museum now ensconced in the Vittoriano it is not the reality of “history” that is affirmed quite as much as the reality of that Patria that never quite succeeded in assimilating the Mille Italie that are supposed to comprise it.


  Nonetheless, this new historical museum effectively succeeds in producing a sense of the religiosity of Italy’s history. It does this by fetishizing the objects displayed. For example, in one display case, one sees a piece of lead, a boot with a hole in it, and a piece of cloth with brown stains in it (identified as blood). It turns out that the lead is from a bullet that hit the ankle of General Giuseppe Garibaldi, in a battle fought for the liberation of Rome. It passed through the boot and lodged in the general’s ankle. The boot is the boot of the general. And the piece of cloth is a part of the bandage used to wrap the ankle and stem the flow of the blood of the general. Needless to say, there is nothing to attest to the authenticity of these items, save the card that identifies them. What they are and what they mean are a function purely of their having been placed where they have been placed, among a number of other objects, more or less banal—a button, a handkerchief, a theater program, a curio case, and so forth—indicated as having come from the same context as the boot, the bullet, and the bandage.


  There is a sense in which Italy, the land that in all of Europe has a right to the title of the most historical of the European nations, cannot be said to have a “history” at all. “A thousand Italies” add up to a thousand histories and not to the single “history” of the “Patria” these Italies have tried for nearly a thousand years to become.


  Of course, one must see the significance of the new museum dedicated to the history of the foundation of the Republic against the backdrop of Italy’s recent entrance into the European Union and the fear felt by many Italians that this move will threaten the integrity of Italy’s unique cultural ethos (represented by its cheeses and wines especially, not to mention its olio d’oliva and pasta). The new museum affirms the reality of an Italian cultural and political ethos.


  Italy is a country with a long and rich history but still has no generally recognized “identity” as a nation. Indeed, even viewed historically, modern Italy seems more detached from than continuous with its remote past, the world of ancient Rome. Recently, the historian Ernesto Galli della Lòggia launched a series of books on “L’identità italiana,” the aim of which was to “tell the story of how the Italians became what they today are historically, to aid them in understanding the origin, the content, and the meaning of their individual and collective identity.”


  Galli della Lòggia’s own contribution to this series is titled L’identità italiana.16 It documents in detail the century-long debate in Italy over the failure of the Italians to forge a national identity on the basis of which to deal effectively with the nation’s transition into “modernità.” He attributes this condition to the failure of Italy to develop a strong state apparatus capable of translating political conflict into a basis for community. Contemporary Italian identity was modeled from the beginning by this relation, so tormented and contradictory, between modernity, politics, and the state (la dimensione statale). And it is to this relation that one has to attribute the “entire Italian effort to unite itself in 1861: the absence of a true elite specifically bureaucratic-administrative, on the one side, and the absence of a culture and mentality of the conservative type, on the other.”17 Italian “modernity,” he continues, has not succeeded in forging a national identity capable of withstanding the influence of foreign cultures (especially that of the United States). What to do? “To have a national identity worthy of the name would require first of all a complete remaking of our past, from the most ancient to the most recent period, reconciling ourselves to it and accepting the necessity to recognize ourselves in it, without worrying about distinguishing between what appears to be good and what appears to be bad: which is the impossible premise for a shared identity.”18


  The Museum and the Fetish


  The idea of the fetish circulates throughout a number of modern (and modernist) discourses: commercial, theological, anthropological, literary, aesthetic, philosophical, and so on. What is the relevance of the discourse of the fetish to the purpose of the historical museum?


  The fetish is a signifier capable of bearing a number of signifieds but always managing to connote a belief on the part of some “others” (the natives, primitive people, sexual perverts, commodity consumers, heretics, terrorists, and the like). It is a belief (1) in the magical powers of an irreducibly material object (2) the purpose of which is to provide satisfaction of both a physical (carnal) and a spiritual (psychological) kind (3) to the one who owns it and keeps it in close proximity to her body.


  In his essay “The Problem of the Fetish,” Bill Pietz argues that the idea of the fetish arises in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries among the Portuguese who traded along the coast of West Africa. The pidgin word “fetisso”—feitico, which originally meant “magical practice” or “witchcraft,” was popularized by Willem Bosma in the early eighteenth century, in his A New and Accurate Description of the Coast of Guinea. The Portuguese used the word to characterize the magical practices of the natives of West Africa, who were supposed to have this irrational belief in the power of a merely natural object, such as a stone or a stick, to control things at a distance.


  The fetish is a signifier that carries with it the signifieds of


  1) irreducible materiality;


  2) a fixed power to repeat an original event of singular synthesis or ordering;


  3) the institutional construction of consciousness of the social value of things;


  4) an object established in an intense relation to and with power over the desires, actions, health, and self-identity of individuals whose personhood is conceived as inseparable from their bodies.19


  Thus fetishes “exist in a world of material objects that ‘naturally’ embody socially significant values that touch one or more individuals in an intensely personal way: a flag, monuments, or landmarks; a talisman, sacramental objects.”20


  The historical museum, like historical discourse itself, wishes to present the “substance” of its subject matter. The arrangement is meant to figure forth the essence shared by all the items in the display. Thus, the projected “Museum Europa” of the European Union will have as its aim to present the “substance” of Europe. But this substance could only be presented by turning ordinary physical objects into fetishes.


  Conclusion


  The principal problem of the historical museum is that it must emulate, imitate, or in some way represent a great verbal text, which is nothing other than the sum total of all the scientific accounts of the past available in the “historical library.” The library of history presents materials divided up into “periods” with transitions between them, convincingly articulated, and the causes of these transitions plausibly set forth. The dominant mode of the great text of history is narrative, which is to say a story with a central subject undergoing change and development and either coming to fulfillment or failing to do so.21
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  CHAPTER 9


  Figural Realism in Witness Literature


  On Primo Levi’s Se questo è un uomo [2004]


  The definitions of theory given by our editors in their call for contributions to this issue of Parallax would hardly justify the kind of hostility to theory currently abroad in the cultural sciences.1 Nor even the kind of questions put to theory by our editors. For in their definition, theory is a viewing, a traveling to see, a spectating, a going to consult an oracle, a judging of one thing by another, a contemplation, a consideration, a—well, a looking at something.


  Of course, these definitions of theory are anachronistic, consisting as they do of the connotations associated with the ancient Greek noun theoria and the verb form theorizein, which do have all of the meanings indicated by our editors, but hardly conform to the modern notion of theory against which so much objection is currently being raised.2 In most of the human and cultural sciences, theory is regarded as tyrannous, reductive, mechanistic. Indeed, it is a commonplace of ideology critique and the study of totalitarian systems that theory and unthinking commitment to it were what created modern totalitarianism in the first place. Theory, it is held, is opposed to “practice”—in the way that abstract speculation is opposed to what is called “hands-on” problem-solving and empirical observation. Theory is airy and insubstantial: it floats above the real, tending to become an end in itself. Instead of illuminating reality, it turns us away from it and directs us to a shadow world of concepts and figures. It has even been suggested that “theory” as such is an ideology, providing a kind of philosophy on the cheap, a surrogate for rigorous thinking, and an excuse for avoiding the kind of “hard” research that history requires.3


  So, one answer to our editors’ question of how “theory envisions itself in a time of crisis,” might be that an interest in theorizing is precisely an indication of the onset of a crisis in a given domain of investigation. And as for the question of “what ways of seeing does theory have,” it might be observed that theory “sees” seeing itself as a problem, postulates that there are as many different “ways of seeing” (to cite John Berger’s popular book and television series) as there are perspectives on the world, and that in order to mediate among different ways of seeing, we need to think theoretically about seeing, which means, above all, that we must not take the naturalness of seeing for granted.


  An interest in theory arises when established disciplines are forced to confront phenomena that do not conform to the generic categories ordinarily used to identify and classify the matters with which they usually deal. A case in point is the kind of witness literature generated by those experiences of “extreme situations” peculiar to our time, of which the Holocaust (or, in order to focus attention on the perversity of the perpetrators, the Final Solution) is of course emblematic. I believe that events like the Final Solution had been “unimaginable” as late as the nineteenth century, when different social arrangements and cultural expectations prevailed. To be sure, cases of genocide were known in the nineteenth century, in the Belgian Congo and in German West Africa, but were not registered in public consciousness with the same degree of shock as the Holocaust. The Holocaust is a different matter. This is why not only witness literature but other kinds of documentation of its occurrence raise so many theoretical as well as practical questions.


  There is a sense in which the Final Solution is undeniably “unique,” or at least historically “novel”: not so much in its aim or purpose as in the modernity of the means that the Germans employed to carry it out and the trauma to the social and cultural presuppositions of the West that revelation of it, when it finally came, effected. The genocides of the Belgian Congo and German West Africa were shocking but not “unbelievable,” “incredible,” “unspeakable”—terms commonly used to describe the Holocaust by its victims, historians, and even some of its perpetrators. The question of the uniqueness of the Holocaust is a theoretical question because it implies revision of the kinds of methods and modes of analysis conventionally used to explain or provide comprehension of extreme events. Indeed, the Final Solution implies revision of the very notion of “historical event” and therewith a revision of the ways we classify and assess the evidence we have for assimilating such kinds of events to “historical memory.”


  Witness literature regarding the Holocaust typically offers itself as a contribution to our knowledge of that event, which means it would normally be thought of as belonging to what is called “the literature of fact” and be valued for the kind of factual information it provides of that event.4 But witnesses to the Holocaust have typically testified under the fear that they had to relate facts that were intrinsically “unbelievable,” that the events that they had endured were so bizarre, so “unspeakable,” that many despaired of ever finding a voice or manner of writing that could compel belief in the veracity of what they had to say. And indeed, so fraught with emotion, suffering, and pain has been the greater part of survivor testimony that some have recommended classifying it as “traumatic” in nature and consigning it to psychoanalytical and/or anthropological techniques of analysis for its proper understanding. Thus, Holocaust testimony is at once confirmed as an index of the events about which it speaks (like a scar or a bruise) and pathologized as a product of a wounded consciousness that requires not so much understanding as, rather, treatment of a medical or psychological kind. The Nazis tried to cover up their crimes by anonymizing, burying, and cremating their victims and where possible burning records and destroying physical evidence of their atrocities. Consequently, a great deal of witness testimony has been offered less in the interest of documenting “what happened” in the death camps than in simply asserting, against both common sense and revisionist lie, the occurrence of this unthinkable event.


  It is under such pressures as these that we can see laboring one of the truly great writers of Holocaust testimony, Primo Levi (1919–1987), whose desire to maintain a power of objective observation, a rationality of judgment, and clarity of expression amounted to a kind of obsession—and drove him to engage in the kind of “theoretical” disputes that have wracked history, philosophy, and literary criticism in an age in which totalitarian regimes not only wish to “make” history but determine in advance how history will be construed, studied, and written. In his most important works, such as Se questo è un uomo (If this is a man, 1947 [published in the United States under the title Survival in Auschwitz]) and I sommersi e i salvati (The Drowned and the Saved, 1986), Levi forgoes any claim to the status of historian. He was not, he says, attempting a historical reconstruction of the camps, based on a reading of the sources and consideration of professional historical accounts of the Nazi period. Nor does he lay claim to writing “literature.” He does lay claim, however, to be writing in something like a “scientific” style or mode, and he addresses the question—theoretical in nature—of the proper way for anyone, survivor or interested observer, to write about the Holocaust event. In these remarks, Levi turns the matter of style into an ethical issue. He condemns any writing about the Holocaust marked by “obscurity” or any kind of “rhetorical” excess and indeed views such writing as both evidence of mental illness and morally offensive.


  The theoretical disputes that engaged Levi came to center on the question of the proper style of writing for relating the experiences of the death camps in a clear and objective manner. In his discussion of this problem, Levi revisits the timeworn distinctions that have plagued discourse theory since Plato: such distinctions as those between prose and poetic utterance, literal(ist) and figurative language, real and imaginary events, fact and fiction, conscious beliefs or convictions and unconscious impulses and drives, etc. Levi addresses these issues in terms provided by an older, premodernist suspicion of poetic speech, figurative language, and “rhetorical” writing. He believed that the kinds of scientific procedures he learned as a student of chemistry (weighing, measuring, breaking compounds down into basic elements and then reassembling them into different combinations) could serve him adequately for observing the events of the camps as they really were and not as either desire or prejudice would wish them to be. And in his writing, Levi tried to develop a mode of exposition equivalent to the kind of quantitative idiom chemists used to record changes and stabilities in chemical compounds.


  I find it remarkable, and, in the present context, of distinct theoretical interest, that Levi’s characterization of the style of writing he wished to cultivate for giving a responsible and rational account of the camp experience—all focused on the ideals of clarity, measure, and exactitude—has been so uncritically accepted by commentators on his work. Much of this commentary presumes that these ideals can be achieved only by cleaving to an impossibly rigorous ideal of literalist expression, a speech voided of figurative usage and a language utterly purged of “rhetorical” tropes. In this wish or desire for what Locke called a “historical, plain” style, Levi puts himself within a philosophical tradition of anti-figuralism that extends from Hobbes through Locke, Descartes, Kant, and Comte, to Russell and early Wittgenstein. This tradition takes the form of an attack upon figurative language as being inherently obfuscating of both meaning and reference, upon rhetoric as the antithesis of philosophy and reason, and upon poetic utterance as the stuff of myth and wish-fulfilling delusion.


  Now, as far as I am concerned, it can be shown, on the basis of contemporary discourse theory, that Levi’s own writing practices run directly counter to his stated aim as a stylist. His writing is consistently (and brilliantly) figurative throughout and, far from being void of rhetorical flourishes and adornments, constitutes a model of how a specifically literary mode of writing can heighten both the referential and the semantic valences of a discourse of fact. In what follows I will try to suggest how this is so for Levi’s first book, Se questo è un uomo.5


  Here is how Levi captures or grasps in figures (as against concepts) the intensely numbing experience of cold in the Polish winter; it opens the chapter entitled “Ottobre 1944”: “With all our strength we struggled so that winter might not come [non venisse]. We clung to all the warm hours, at every dusk we labored to keep the sun in the sky for a little longer, but it was useless. Yesterday evening the sun went down irrevocably in a confusion of dirty fog, chimney stacks, and wires, and this morning it is winter.”6 Note that although the time spoken about is in the historic past, the passage is put in the present tense and thus situates the reader in the time of the text. Secondly, note that the subject of the passage is not the individual “I” but the collective “we.” Here Levi tropologically shifts the point of view from himself to the generality of the prisoners. Third, the passage presents a surreal effect of men already rendered helpless by the treatment they have endured at the hands of other men, trying to halt the sun in its course by a sheer effort of will—and of course failing in that effort. The diction is poetic, and so is the syntax. We could, in fact, by a typographical revision reveal the poeticity of these lines thus:



   Con tutte le nostre forze


  Abbiamo lottato


  Perché l’inverno non venisse.


  Ci siamo aggrappati


  a tutte le l’ore tepide,


  A ogni tramonto abbiamo cercato


  Di trattenere il sole in cielo ancora un poco,


  Ma tutto è stato inutile.


  Ieri sera il sole si è coricato


  irrevocabilmente


  In un intrico di nebbia sporca,


  Di ciminiere e di fili,


  E stamattina è inverno.




  The entire passage is a tissue of rhetorical figures, conceits, and tropes in which nature is anthropomorphized, the human subject diminished, and the atmosphere (both physical and spiritual) charged with a malign intention. None of this means that this passage is to be read as fiction or apprehended as an “imaginary” invention. The passage refers to a real situation that is grasped through images of bodily exertion at grips with an indifferent nature. And this image of a sun indifferent to the pain caused by its winter weakness proleptically anticipates what Levi calls the “meaning” of this particular winter. This winter “means yet something more” than merely the coming of the cold. Everyone knew that this winter means a massive Selekcja (the Polish word for the “selection” of those prisoners to be sent to the gas chambers and the crematoria) intended to thin out the overcrowding of the barracks caused by the summer’s unplanned-for arrivals. The “dirty” psychological atmosphere caused by the impending “selection” fulfills the figure of the “confusion of dirty fog, chimney stacks, and wires” into which the sun had disappeared in the first paragraph of the chapter.


  The selection itself is presented as being as unavoidable (irrevocabile) as the weather. The Germans, who, we are told, take the selection “very seriously,” are as unfeeling and as disinterested in the prisoners as the winter sun is in them. Levi has nothing but contempt for the naïve new arrivals who have no idea what they have been “selected” for or the pious who look to God for solace and salvation. “Kuhn thanks God that he was not chosen. Kuhn is stupid. . . . Doesn’t Kuhn know that next time it will be his turn? . . . Kuhn does not understand that what happened today is an abomination that no propitiatory prayer, no pardon, no expiation by the guilty, nothing at all in the power of man can ever erase? If I were God, I would spit on the ground at Kuhn’s prayer.”7 Needless to say, this kind of language would not be admitted as testimony in a court of law, to be sure, but without the figures, Levi’s presentation of the world of the camps would have none of the concreteness, none of the precision and pointedness for which he is rightly celebrated.


  It is often noted that Levi likens his journey to Auschwitz to Dante’s journey into Hell, that his description of the prisoners and guards he meets there mimics Dante’s passage through Inferno (just as his story of his journey back from Poland, by way of Russia and through Central Europe to Italy, recounted in La tregua (The truce, 1963, published as The Reawakening, 1965), resembles Dante’s journey through Purgatorio). And no doubt Levi draws upon Dante’s epic as a model for his plot, as any number of poets and novelists have done since the appearance of the original. But Levi’s use of Dante as a model for emplotting his story raises an interesting theoretical issue having to do with the extent to which a literary treatment of a real event can lay any claim to realism or historical verisimilitude. The theoretical question has to do with the truth-value of a text that promises in its preface that “none of the facts has been invented” but whose meaning resides in large measure in the extent to which it copies the plot structure of a poetic fiction.8 Contemporary theorists of history debate the semantic function of the plot structures used by historians to give to an account of real events of the past the form of a story. What is the status of real events presented as describing the plots of the kinds of stories found in folklore, myth, and literature?


  In fictional writing the use of the plot structures of tragedy or comedy poses no problem for the claims to realism made for the events and characters depicted in the story. After all, one of the meanings of a story is the plot structure that gradually becomes discernible over the course of the story’s unfolding. But that a sequence of real events might have or manifest a tragic or comic meaning, this is a mythical way of thinking. For it is arguable that there is no such thing as either tragedy or a comedy in real life, even in things historical—disasters, yes, catastrophes, absolutely, destructions, beyond doubt; but these figures can be used without imputing a moral significance to the events they describe. It is arguable that tragedy and comedy exist only in discourse, literature, and myth, and that insofar as a historian casts his account of a given set of events in the form or a tragedy or comedy, he has abandoned the ground of fact and gone over to mythification. It has even been suggested that narrative discourse is less a container or carrier of ideology than the very paradigm of all ideology, a discursive instrument for transforming real events into consolatory dreams and illusions.


  If Levi’s journey into and out of Auschwitz is modeled on the Divine Comedy, there is nothing “comic” about Levi’s version of what happened, saw, and remembered of his experience there. As in Dante, in Levi the term “comedy” can only refer to the bare-bones structure of a story that starts out badly and ends happily. But there is nothing “tragic” about it either. One of the theses of Levi’s argument about the camps is that the Germans had succeeded in destroying any remnants of aspiration or idealism that might have inspired the prisoners to any kind of “heroic” action. Nonetheless, Levi’s memoir is an allegory, and insofar as it is modeled on Dante’s Commedia, it is doubly allegorical, an allegory of allegory itself—what deconstructionists might call a self-consuming artifact, insofar as it shows how even the most rigorously objective and determinedly “clear” and literal language cannot do justice to the Holocaust without recourse to myth, poetry, and “literary” writing. In putting to the forefront the relation of his book to Dante’s classic text, Levi, whether he willed it consciously or not, succeeds in bringing the entire edifice of Christian providentialism and myths of divine justice under question. Levi gives us a “Divine Comedy” with the Paradiso left out; it is all Hell and, in a perverse way, a kind of monument to German efficiency and singleness of purpose.


  One of the most-often commented chapters of Se questo è un uomo is entitled “Il canto d’Ulisse” (The Ulysses canto). It is made up of a brilliant and utterly compelling account of an effort on Levi’s part to recall a passage in canto 26 of Dante’s Commedia for the edification of a French friend with whom he is paired for a day of particularly grueling work cleaning the inside of an underground petrol tank. The tank and the work being done to clean it were no doubt real enough, but the textual function of the image of the tank is to remove us in imagination to the entrance to Hell: “It was cold and damp. The powder of the rust burnt our eyelids and coated our throats and mouths with a taste almost like blood.”9


  The poetic fiction of the chapter takes the form of an account of Levi’s effort one day to teach a French friend not only the lines of Dante’s treatment of the fate of Ulysses, but also how, when correlated allegorically with their experience of the camp, a specific phrase (from canto 26), “com’altrui piacque” (which Stuart Woolf translates “as pleased Another”), seemed to have revealed the reason for the cruel fate (destino) that had been dealt them. In contemplating the passage from Dante he is trying to recall, Levi suddenly sees a possible answer to “the why . . . of our being here today.”10


  Levi does not spell out what he purports to have glimpsed in the phrase “com’altrui piacque,” nor indeed who or what this “another” might be. He ends the paragraph with a rhetorical figure, an ellipsis, an empty space that draws the reader into the text and invites her to fill out the phrase from the resources of her own imagination. Moreover, the paragraph that follows and ends the chapter heightens the mystery of meaning by radically shifting mood from the sublime to the banality of the soup line. Suddenly: “We are now in the soup line, in the midst of the sordid, ragged crowd of soup-carriers from other Kommandos. Those just arrived press against our backs—Kraut und Rüben?—Kraut und Rüben. It is announced officially that today the soup is of cavoli e rape:—Choux et navets. Káposzta és répak.” And then a reversion to a fragment of Dante’s rendition of Ulysses’s last words, figuring the descent into the Hell of ordinary camp life suggested by the repetition of the soup of the day in four languages: “Káposzta és répak . . . Infin che ’l mar fu sopra noi rinchiuso.”11


  The change of register, mood, and tone is not called for by any rule of realistic representation of a literalist or objective kind. The change is in the interest of effects precisely more “literary” or “poetic,” rather than stenographic or photo-realistic. And yet this change has the effect of actually producing the referent rather than merely pointing to it—and much more vividly than any kind of impersonal registration of the “facts” could ever have done.


  I have argued elsewhere that literary writing has its place in historical and other kinds of scientific writing by virtue of its power of figuration. And, following Erich Auerbach, I have called this power “figural realism.”12 The most vivid scenes of the horrors of life in the camps produced by Levi consist less of the delineation of “facts” as conventionally conceived than of the sequences of figures he creates by which to endow the facts with passion, his own feelings about and the value he therefore attaches to them.


  The other passage I would cite—and if I had time, analyze more fully from a stylistic standpoint—is the chapter entitled “The Drowned and the Saved,” a phrase Levi will use as the title of his last book. In this chapter Levi uses what he obviously thought of as his scientifically trained eye to describe and characterize (or classify) four types of camp prisoners who seemed to him to have had no inborn talent for survival but still managed to survive with only animal cunning and/or a diabolical wit. These descriptions of the four types of survivor are presented as being purely disinterested and rigorously empirical. Indeed, Levi purports in this chapter to consider the Lager as “a giant biological and social experiment” operating according to the (Darwinian?) principle of natural selection and adaptation and/or extinction.13


  This chapter of Levi’s book raises the theoretical question of the proper way to read witness texts. Since they present themselves as bearing witness to “what actually happened” in the camps, such texts typically offer themselves as belonging to the discourse of truth and of fact, and therefore as possible contributions to the historical record. Does this mean that they are to be read only literally—for the information they give us about life in the camps? This is a theoretical question because the answer to it must be responsible to various theories of reading that, not accidentally, I would argue, have sprung up in the wake of modernism and the difficulty of representing and interpreting events of the order of novelty of the Holocaust.


  In the chapter entitled “The Drowned and the Saved,” readers are witnesses to an act of witnessing unfolded under the aegis of an objectivity purportedly scientific in kind or at least an objectivity of the kind that historians as a matter of course wish to attain to. But the work of typification, classification, or categorization in which Levi indulges himself in this chapter cries out for a decodation more figurative than literalist in kind. In other words, it calls out for a reading of the text’s latent content, the kind and depth of feeling that the figurative language of the text reveals. Although Levi purports to be simply giving us a list of the attributes of four kinds of individuals who managed to survive Auschwitz, it is easily seen that he is engaging in an activity that art and literary critics call ekphrasis (this term, Greek for “description,” has a technical meaning in poetics and stylistics: it designates the description of a work of art or a natural scene by poetic or figurative statement).


  “We will show in how many ways it was possible to achieve salvation . . . by telling the stories [raccontando le storie] of Schepschel, Alfred L., Elias, and Henri.”14 The four persons named will stand as “types” of survivor, which means that they are to be taken as representative of a certain practice rather than as individuals. It is interesting to observe that in one of the characterizations, that of Henri, the notion of the “type” is explicitly used to indicate a certain technique of seduction or subversion. Henri survives due to his talent for recognizing people as “types.” In the passage in question, Levi shows an equally sharp talent for thinking typologically.


  The theory of typology presumes that a type of person, place, event, etc. can be represented in a single example (as against a class of things, which may be thought as an array of a number of individuals sharing what Wittgenstein called “family resemblances”).15 And indeed in the passage under consideration, individuals are presented as types rather than as representatives of classes of phenomena. This means that Levi will be committed to a kind of “thinking in figures,” rather than to the kind of conceptual thinking he believes to be proper to the scientist’s mode of proceeding.16 But think ing in figures always reveals as much about the writer as it does about a referent. Indeed, a cluster of figures such as the one we will briefly consider here constitutes a stress-point of a text, where the conflicting emotions of the writer come to the surface and reveal much more than they were consciously intended to do.


  Of the four types of survivor sketched by Levi, that of “Henri” is the most emotionally laden. Henri is an attractive, intelligent, and seemingly gregarious and civilized young man (Levi thinks he is twenty-two, but he was actually only eighteen), possessed of an “excellent scientific and classical culture.” But this is all surface show; Henri is presented as being deeply evil, not only cold and even vicious in manner, but doubly corrupt in the way he hides his evil nature behind a façade of seeming goodwill and affection. Henri, as described or rather figured by Levi, is revealed as the consummate “seducer” of both the guards and his fellow prisoners. Henri, indeed, “possesses a complete and organic theory of the ways to survive in the Lager.” It is this theory that allows Henri to “penetrate” the defenses of those whose “protection” he desires.17 In fact, Henri is something of the Don Juan of the camp—the consummate “seducer” who, in his way, differs not at all from the Serpent in the Garden of Eden. Not surprisingly, Levi’s figurative description of Henri reveals that not least among Henri’s conquests was Primo Levi himself.


  First, Henri is said to possess “the delicate and subtly perverse body and face of Sodoma’s San Sebastian,” which, to Levi, means that “his eyes are black and deep; he does not yet have a beard, moves with a natural languid elegance (yet when needed, he can run and leap like a cat, and has a stomach the capacity of which might not be inferior to that of Elias [famous in the camp for his voracity]).”18 But at the same time, according to Primo Levi, Henri bears a horrifying resemblance to a wasp-like insect, the “ichneumon” that “paralyzes the great hairy caterpillar, wounding it [by a sting] in its only vulnerable ganglion.” Not only wounding it, but also, as my encyclopedia informs me, by planting its eggs in its host, condemns it to death as its larvae eats their way out of the host’s body. It is the precision of the figure that gives it its force as a description: Henri is not likened to a bug of just any kind, but to a specific kind of insect that kills its prey by rape. And like the ichneumon, Henri is apt at identifying who is vulnerable and who is not. Thus, when Henri is on the hunt, Levi says, he “at a glance sizes up the subject, son type, speaks to them briefly, to each with the appropriate language, and the ‘type’ is conquered.”


  Levi suggests that he himself has been seduced by Henri, for he asserts that he finds it “very pleasant to talk to Henri in moments of rest.” Indeed, Levi tells us, “To speak with Henri is useful and pleasant: one sometimes also feels him warm and near; communication, even affection seems possible. One seems to glimpse, behind his uncommon personality, a human soul, sorrowful and aware of itself. But the next moment his sad smile freezes into a cold grimace which seems studied at the mirror; Henri politely excuses himself . . . and here he is again, enclosed in armor, the enemy of all, inhumanly cunning and incomprehensible like the Serpent in Genesis.” And then, in a turn away from the “objective” (scientific) and impersonal (“one sometimes . . . one seems to glimpse”) to a confessional mode of address, “I always came away from all my talks with Henri, even the most cordial, with a slight feeling of defeat; with the confused suspicion of having been, I myself, in some inadvertent way, not a man to him, but only an instrument in his hands. I know that Henri is living today. I would give much to know his life as a free man, but I do not want to see him again.”19 The description moves from one figure taken from the domain of art to another taken from nature, to yet another taken from Scripture. There is no “theory” or “logic” governing transitions from one of these figures to another. But in the process, Henri is successively “reduced,” first, by being likened to the painting of (the homosexually encoded) “San Sebastiano” by the (notoriously homosexual) sixteenth-century painter “Sodoma” (Giovanni Antonio Bazzi, d. 1549); and then figurated as a rapist-insect that kills its prey by “penetrating” and planting its eggs inside them; and then, finally, defined as the kind of diabolical seducer represented by the snake in the Garden of Eden.


  One could hardly imagine a passage more rhetorical in its structure. The figurative nature of the passage is confirmed by the allusion to Sodoma’s painting of San Sebastian—an image few readers would be likely to have in memory, but the purpose of which is intended less to provide an iconic image of Henri than to summon up the figure of the homosexual as the substance of his person.20 Is this description to be read as a literal characterization of the person “Henri,” or is it to be read figuratively—that is, as telling us as much about the writer of it as it does about the person it purports merely to describe?


  I know of two commentaries on this scene of description that opt for a literalist reading of the text and an assessment of its truthfulness and accuracy as a description in factual terms. And both spend some time analyzing “Henri’s” response to Levi’s characterization of him in his own memoir of Auschwitz, published in 1996 under the title Chroniques d’ailleurs by Paul Steinberg.21 They want to know whether Levi was accurate and fair in his characterization of Henri as a cold manipulator of others for purposes of survival, whether Henri is supposed to be considered as having used his youth and beauty to gain favor in the camps, whether he was “really” a homosexual, as the passage on the most literal reading suggests, and so on and so forth. But while these characterizations may be more or less true in a factual sense, surely the question is less an issue of their factuality than of their function in revealing something about their author, whose emotional investment in his subject is manifested in the excessiveness of the imagery he uses to depict him.


  As far as I am concerned, this passage by Levi tells us less about survival in the camp than about the irrepressible desire that the writer felt for the object of his desire. On one level, it could be said that of course it stands to reason that young, attractive men and women were objects of sexual interest of both a hetero- and a homosexual kind. And that, as the testimony of many women survivors confirms, the use of sex for protekcja in the camps was common. But Levi does not say directly that Henri used his youth and beauty to sexually seduce potential protectors. He merely suggests that Henri was a homosexual by his allusions to the painting of San Sebastian by Sodoma, the habits of the ichneumon, and the use of the image of the Serpent in Genesis to characterize him. The first figure captures Levi’s impression of Henri’s physical and sexual aspect; the second characterizes his habits and practices; and the third endows the whole with a moral or (to use the language of allegory) anagogical weight.


  This is not to say that this description of a real person whom Levi knew at a specific time and place in the past is to be written off as a subjective and imprecise characterization. On the contrary, this sequence of figurations is fully and explicitly referential; it is a means of referring to a real person at a real time and place. Moreover, in the extent to which it expresses the moral charge that inspires its form, it can be said to be even more “objective” than any attempt at a literal description would be. Why did Levi never want to see Henri again? Levi does not tell us. He leaves us, rather, with an ellipsis, an uncompleted thought, which is all the more eloquent for not having been uttered.


  The ideology of modern realism has it that an artistic, poetic, or literary treatment of real events constitutes a kind of category mistake. Real events of the past are properly treated by history, which eschews any interest in the imaginary, invented, or fantastical events of literature. The artistic treatment of the events of the Holocaust is supposed to “aestheticize” them or intrude the techniques of the poet or artist between the witness and the things about which she speaks. Poetic language itself is seen as inherently obfuscating. Primo Levi vehemently criticized Paul Celan for writing “obscure,” and therefore obscurantist, poetry about the Holocaust experience. Levi thought that modernist literature was “surrealistic,” the product of the kind of fuzzy thinking that had led to the Holocaust in the first place; and he actually thought that the suicides of writers like Georg Trakl and Celan confirmed the sickness of the way they wrote. Adorno’s famous remark about the impossibility of writing poetry “after Auschwitz” was directed of course against a certain kind of romantic, sentimental, and schmaltzy lyricism that used horrified comment on horrifying events as proof of the sensitivity of the commentator. (Adorno subsequently emended and qualified his statement, in part as a result of a reading of Celan’s work.)


  It is a matter of theoretical interest that when Levi speaks as a theorist of Holocaust literature, he comes through as a victim of a banal conception of poetry that his own practice as a writer belies. For Levi’s Se questo è un uomo, generally recognized as a classic of Holocaust testimony, derives its power as testimony less from the scientific and positivistic registration of the “facts” of Auschwitz than from its enactment in poetic utterance of what it felt like to have had to endure such “facts.” Levi believed that his was a style more scientific than artistic, and indeed he encouraged the idea that the famous “clarity” and “perspicuity” of his prose had been a result of his training as a chemist. In a number of places, he suggests that his testimony is marked by a “scientific” attention to the facts and a rigorous attention to conceptual clarity he finds absent in the work of many other witnesses. It is evident, however, that this attention to the facts and to conceptual clarity are presented in figures and tropes that give them their concreteness and their power to convince us of the sincerity of the author.


    Notes


  1. [Ed: This essay was published in a special issue of the journal Parallax (vol. 10, no. 1, 2004) titled “Witnessing Theory.”]


  2. As Wlad Godzich points out in his introduction to Paul de Man’s Resistance to Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), in ancient times, theoria was contrasted not so much with praxis as, rather, with aesthesis or feeling (especially, a feeling of pleasantness). Thus, theoria was a kind of practice of “consideration,” an arduous or at least difficult practice, occasioned by a sense of crisis of the kind indicated by our editors when they suggest that “to theorize” meant, among other things, going to consult an oracle or judging one thing in terms of another.


  3. See Fredric Jameson, Ideologies of Theory (London: Verso, 2009).


  4. Thomas Vogler remarks that witness literature is “of all literary kinds most bound up with notions of authenticity and referentiality, a poetry that puts us in touch with raw facts of existence rather than effects produced by rhetorical technique” (Vogler, “Poetic Witness: Writing the Real,” in Witness and Memory: The Discourse of Trauma, ed. Ana Douglass and Thomas A. Vogler [New York: Routledge, 2003], 174).


  5. Primo Levi, Se questo è un uomo (Turin: De Silva, 1947); Survival in Auschwitz, trans. Stuart Woolf (New York: Orion, 1959).


  6. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 100; Survival in Auschwitz, 123. I have altered Stuart Woolf’s excellent translation a bit in order to capture the “mood” of Levi’s original. In the first sentence, Levi uses the subjunctive mood in the phrase “perché l’inverno non venisse.” Woolf ignores the subjunctivity of the phrase and puts the first sentence in the declarative mood: “We fought with all our strength to prevent the arrival of winter.” This phrasing suggests an activity that is not suggested in the subjunctive, which refers us to the desire informing the action reported, its imaginary aspect. The result is that an important referent is missed, in this case the “feeling” of this effort to keep winter from coming on. It is a small point and has to do with theory of translation, which we are not considering here, but it is important for grasping what is original and perspicuous in the way that Levi renders his memory of events in the camps.


  7. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 116; Survival in Auschwitz, 130.


  8. In the preface to Se questo è un uomo, Levi states “It seems superfluous to add that none of the facts is invented” (Mi pare superfluo aggiungere che nessuno dei fatti è inventato).


  9. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 98; Survival in Auschwitz, 109.


  10. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 103; Survival in Auschwitz, 119.


  11. In this quotation from Levi’s text, I have changed Woolf’s translation by adhering to the punctuation marks in the original and leaving the last line, from Dante, in the original Italian. I make these changes in order to make a point about the rhetoric of the original. Woolf captures the literal meaning of the original but not the rhetorical grace notes with their semantic connotations signaled by the punctuation. Without criticizing Woolf, I would say that these changes mark the difference between a historian’s reading of a text and a literary scholar’s reading of it. The point is that the style, which extends to matters of punctuation (as Coleridge is fond of reminding his readers), has a semantic dimension quite as pertinent and specifiable as the diction and grammar of a text. Moreover, Woolf’s rendering of the line from Dante makes no sense. He has it as “And over our heads the hollow seas closed up” (Survival in Auschwitz, 115). The Sinclair version of the Commedia gives, “until the seas closed over us again.” Sinclair’s rendering allows the repetition of the name of the soup of the day to be assimilated to the figure of drowning, which is one of the dominant metaphors of Levi’s book.


  12. [Ed: See Hayden White, Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999).]


  13. Cf. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 79; Survival in Auschwitz, 87. I find especially interesting that here Levi specifically eschews moral and other honorific categories (“the good and the bad, the smart and the stupid, the cowardly and the courageous, the fortunate and unfortunate”) in favor of a purely pragmatic and seemingly “objective” categorization: the survivor and the casualties. “Here,” he says, “the law of survival is without remission”; but he immediately supplements this law with another, taken from the Gospels, specifically the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, which states, “To he who has it shall be given, and to he who has not, it shall be taken away even that which he has” (Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 80; Survival in Auschwitz, 88).


  14. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 84.


  15. Cf. Alistair Fowler, Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the Theory of Genres and Modes (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 37–38.


  16. See Franco Rella, Pensare per figure: Freud, Platone, Kafka (Bologna: Pendragon, 1999), which is a history of the conflict between logic and poetic (or figural) speech.


  17. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 99.


  18. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 89; Survival in Auschwitz, 99.


  19. Levi, Se questo è un uomo, 90; Survival in Auschwitz, 100.


  20. Sodoma’s pederasty was legendary, as the nickname itself indicates, while his painting of San Sebastiano has been characterized as the very type of homoerotic male beauty since the time of its appearance. In addition, San Sebastiano is legendarily characterized as the saint of homosexuals.


  21. Steinberg’s memoir was published in English translation under the title Speak You Also: A Survivor’s Reckoning, trans. Linda Coverdale (New York: Metropolitan, 2000). The English version carries on its cover a photograph of Paul Steinberg at the age of seventeen, the year he was picked up and transported to Auschwitz. When Levi knew him, he was eighteen (not twenty-two, as Levi says), so it would be legitimate, if one wished to take Levi literally, to compare the photo of Steinberg at seventeen with the Sodoma picture of San Sebastiano that Levi invokes as a “figure” of Henri. I compared the two and, in my estimation, the only thing that Henri and Sodoma’s San Sebastiano have in common is the fact that they are both manifestly young and beardless. I suppose that one could see a certain resemblance in the eyes, “deep and dark,” as Levi has it. But obviously this characterization of Henri tells us more about Levi than it does about the young man Steinberg. In his own memoir, Steinberg professes to having no memory of Levi at the time they supposedly worked together in the Buna chemical labs. Nor does he pick up on the suggestion by Levi that he, Steinberg, was a homosexual or used his boyish charms to “seduce” his guards and other prisoners. The two students of Levi who spent their time trying to decide if what Levi had literally said about Henri could be established as fact or not utterly overlook the manifest significance of the passage, which is given in its figurative, not its literal level of articulation.

  




  CHAPTER 10


  The Elements of Totalitarianism


  On Hannah Arendt [2004]


  To be asked to reflect on the work of Hannah Arendt was welcome to me because it forced me to think once more about an intellectual and a book—The Origins of Totalitarianism—that, along with Albert Camus’s The Rebel (L’homme revolté), Czesław Miłosz’s The Captive Mind, and Karl Jaspers’s The Question of German War Guilt—played crucial parts in the formation of my own notions about the nature of the epoch in which I and many young Americans of my generation grew up and tried to define our “situation.” Origins appeared in 1950, when I had just entered graduate school, and it was always with me through to my first job teaching, where I used it as a centerpiece of the many courses I had to teach at Wayne State University on modern and medieval European history. And it remained a staple of my own pedagogical program for two decades afterward. I see that parts of it were still included in a reader I put together in 1980 for the introductory course in the history of consciousness at UC Santa Cruz, a course entitled Theory and Methods in the History of Consciousness. By this time, my focus on the book had shifted from its subject matter—its argument about the nature and “origins” of the new political phenomenon “totalitarianism”—to the strategies and techniques of analysis—what Althusser had taught us to call the “dispositif” (apparatus)—by which Hannah Arendt identified the elements of this new phenomenon and the combinatorial rules that allowed her to name its essence, substance, or Wesen, and analyze the “nature” (substance or essence) of this new phenomenon.


  I


  I want to raise the question of Hannah Arendt’s understanding and use of history in her work, including The Human Condition, which is the announced subject of our colloquium,1 but also and especially in Origins of Totalitarianism, which, by general agreement, sets the agenda and, as it were, serves as a paradigm for her approach to the great problems of social reconstruction between the end of World War II and the time of her death in 1975.


  I want to discuss the question of history in Arendt’s thought, not in order to find problems with it, indicate its shortcomings, or otherwise straighten her out, but rather to suggest the role that her conception of history played in her analysis of totalitarianism and the ways in which a certain idea of history provided a model for her of a problem peculiar to Western culture and society. My suggestion is that Arendt contrived a distinctively modernist view of historical reality, or reality as history, but that this view had built into it ambiguities and ambivalences—about the nature of historical consciousness, about the categories of historical understanding, about the relation between the past and the present, and therefore about the nature of the present itself—that made it difficult for her to come to terms with many of her own insights into the nature and future of totalitarianism itself.


  Now it is a peculiarity of the discipline of history that it needs no particular theoretical apparatus or philosophical foundation to justify the operations of its practitioners. Any person with common sense, education or Bildung (including, to be sure, the necessary languages), and a critical bent of mind can undertake an inquiry into history without having to undergo specific training in the historical disciplines or be certified as especially equipped to do “historical research.” Historical sense, or a sense of the historical, comes with the standard humanistic education (which, I should note, used to include law and theology); philosophers typically feel no “disciplinary anxiety” when turning to a text from the past, any more than a detective or a lawyer might feel a kind of vertigo when turning from the consideration of an event in the present to argue about the causes of that event in the remote or recent past.


  In this colloquium, today, we have many different disciplines represented: literary criticism, rhetoric, philosophy, law, and history.2 But we treat each other as being on equal footing as inquirers into the facts in the case of Hannah Arendt, who undeniably lived in the past and whose life, thought, and work constitutes a genuine historical event, which is to say, an event in the past, no longer open to perception, and accessible only by way of the documents and other traces of her existence still available in public and private collections. Her writings appeared in specific times and places and cultural contexts to which all of us presume we have access and of which, in our discussion of them, we more or less consciously take account, without stopping to think overly much about whether we have done justice to their “historicity” or not.


  Of course, focusing on her texts rather than on the person allows us to treat her work as if it were fully present to us as a structure and allows us to moot the question of the historicity of these texts that might call for an inflection of their significance as documents bearing upon the complex life-course of their author. It is as if her various works existed in a timeless present, one simply next to the other, rather than existing in a series in which each could be said successively to modify the content and therefore the message of the preceding text: one before and after another in a series that is presumed to be easily comprehendible as a historical sequence.


  So, it is one of the rules of the game in humanistic studies of the modern era that anyone with the proper educational credentials can do historical research, that “history,” understood as “the past,” is accessible to anyone taking the time to read up on it or look at the documentary record, and that all of us, when we are dealing with the kinds of problems that Arendt had the courage to face, must be presumed to be equally competent to appeal to history until proven wanting.


  At the same time, however, getting the facts wrong or failing in historical sensibility is a principal basis for criticizing the work of thinkers like Arendt, who was more interested in identifying the meaning of the great social events of her time than in contributing to the construction of the chronicle of their occurrence. (And by meaning I mean assessing their significance for determining the import of later historical situations and especially that of any given “present,” including that present—Hitler’s Germany—which had become a past, our past.) Thus, Hans Mommsen “faults” Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963) for “an inadequate knowledge of the material available in the early 1960s.” He faults her for basing her treatment of the history of the extermination primarily on “the account of Raul Hilberg, which had appeared in 1961.” Finally—the coup de grâce for a professional historian: “She also sometimes betrayed a journalistic approach in her evaluation of information whose authenticity could only be established by careful historical analysis and, to a great extent, by a further examination of the original sources.”3


  It seems as if, on Mommsen’s appraisal, Hannah Arendt was not interested in “further examination of the original sources” or indeed anything near to what Mommsen referred to as “ careful historical analysis.” (Is there any other kind?) She brought with her to her consideration both of totalitarianism and the Eichmann phenomenon a concept of history that had been imbibed with her education at the hands of a German professorate that still identified the humanities (literary and philological studies, philosophy, law, and historiography) with that attitude of mind that Meinecke (following Croce) had called Historismus (Hegel, Ranke, Dilthey, Windelband, Nietzsche, Gundolf, etc.). According to Meinecke, at the end of the Enlightenment and in the thought of a number of critics of Enlightenment (mechanistic) rationalism, such as Hamann, Herder, and (earlier) Vico, there emerged as an alternative worldview a kind of organicist and Goethean notion of historical individuality, more Leibnizian and monadic, for the comprehension of the specifically human aspects of reality. History names a locale within being in which the individual (considered as a synthesis of the universal and the particular) struggles to build a world consonant with its highest human aspirations. Among the tenets of this historicism, especially as represented by Ranke, is the idea that the nature of a thing is determined by the place and conditions obtaining at the time of its birth. Another is that the only proper way to comprehend the historicality of a person, event, or process is to grasp it in its individuality, to represent it “ideographically,” and to enter into its inner being or essential nature by empathy (Einfühlung). Historicism as thus envisaged is less a “philosophy of history” than a worldview that takes “history” as a mode of being in the world and posits a non-conceptual and non-causal manner of comprehending it. It is this position outside of philosophy, science, literary art, and religion that licenses the establishment of history as a Wissenschaft in its own right and excludes from its practice any impulse to seek universal laws of historical causality, any overarching mythos or pattern of a prognostic or predictive nature, or the anarchy of a “free artistic” practice in the representation of the past.


  II


  Hannah Arendt died in 1975, and it was generally thought—at least in the community of philologists with whom I associated—that her “methodology” consisted of a combination of “political theory” (or metapolitical speculation), on the one side, and historical method, on the other. My own shift of focus in my interest in Origins—from the problem of identifying what was new and even unique in “totalitarianism” to the problem of method—corresponded, I later found out, to Arendt’s own thoughts about what she had been doing in that book. In her Denktagebücher (Book of thoughts), which she began in the same year in which she finished Origins and continued to keep right down to 1973, two years before her death, Arendt indicated that she had wished to have her book published under the title The Elements of Totalitarianism, rather than The Origins of Totalitarianism: “Method in the historical sciences: to forget every kind of causality. In its place: analysis of the elements of the event central to the event in which the elements have suddenly crystallized. The title of my book is totally wrong; it should have been titled: The Elements of Totalitarianism.” The change was resisted and finally rejected by her publisher and the original title kept for the English version. The German version, however, came out in 1955 as Elemente und Ursprünge totaler Herrschaft (The elements and origins of total rule).


  Now, what does the change of title between the English and the German versions of this work portend, signify, or indicate about the method or methods of analysis used by Arendt to deal with the novelty, not to say uniqueness, of “totalitarianism”? For one thing, the change indicates a shift of the genre-pact by which expectations are authorized by the writer. Origins indicates a specifically “historical” interest in the phenomena and what might be called a “historicist” method for its comprehension.


  As I mentioned above, Arendt seems to have imbibed a lasting respect for historicism as conceptualized by Meineke in his classic account, Die Entstehung des Historismus. Arendt made of historicism the latent truth-content of both the tragic mythos of the Greeks and the modern idea of history. Throughout her work, she cites again and again the formula of Vico to the effect that “the nature of a thing is determined by the conditions of its origination,” an idea she would ultimately conceptualize under the name of “natality” and turn into the principle for understanding the enigma of human struggle to achieve immortality over and against man’s consciousness of his own mortality.


  This idea of Vico’s is cited and quoted many times in Arendt’s oeuvre—but in a curious way; for while it seems to be confirming a historicist dictum, to the effect that the essence of a thing can be identified by locating its genetic origin, Hannah Arendt is famous for denying that the search for “origins” (as suggested by the title of her book The Origins of Totalitarianism) could be revelatory of the nature of any historical phenomenon, totalitarianism included. Her later development of the theory of “natality” was intended to resolve this apparent contradiction between her interest in the beginning of a social formation such as totalitarianism and her expressed disinterest in the problem of “origin.” Arendt appeared to believe that historical phenomena, such as democracy, totalitarianism, the Greek polis, the Roman Empire, and so on, can be said to have had a beginning, but not an origin (unlike animal organisms). They can also, according to her, be said to have a termination, when they fall apart, “crystallize,” and return to nature as shards and fragments and shells of a past life—“rolled round in earth’s diurnal course, with rocks, and stones, and trees.”4 Historical traces are beyond redemption, in her view, cannot be constructed or reconstituted—any more than the events or sequences out of which they are sedimented.


  In her essay “The Concept of History: Ancient and Modern” (published in 1954 and which I first read in 1962),5 Arendt expressed no doubt about the beginnings of a specifically historical way of thinking and what its marks as discourse might be: history begins with Herodotus (based on C. N. Cochrane, Christianity and Classical Culture); it is cast in the form of a narrative; and its manner of articulation is poetic rather than scientific (that is, logical or causalistic). She knows that the concept of history itself has a history—that is, it develops—and she draws strict distinctions between ancient, medieval, early modern, and later modern notions thereof. The kernel of historical thinking lies in its difference from scientific (naturalistic) thinking and, following Aristotle, the similarity of its mode of articulation to that of poetry.


  For Arendt, historiography is identifiable among other ways by its narrative form, its this-worldly interest or focus, and its resistance to any transcendentalizing impulse. No Hegel or Marx, please; and no Hempel either. (Arendt shows no interest whatsoever in the Anglophone debate inaugurated during World War II, by Popper and Collingwood, over the scientific status of historical inquiry. She certainly seconded Popper in his hostility to any species of “philosophy of history”—of the “big picture, predict the future” type of Hegel, Marx, Spengler, Toynbee, on the one hand, or the “what is the epistemological status of historical generalizations” type of Hempel, Gallie, Danto, Gardiner, on the other.) Apparently, historical thinking—like the polis, or Greek tragedy, or imperialism—had a beginning that was not an origin, an inauguration that nothing that preceded it as a tradition, convention, or mode of thinking anticipated. In this respect, historical thinking resembles precisely every other product of human thought and action, including humanity itself, and politics—and totalitarianism. These things have had a beginning, which manifests the human capacity for spontaneous creation; their appearances were not predictable from any point in time prior to their appearance; and while they may change over time and with their exportation abroad, they do not have a telos or predetermined end. Totalitarianisms of the Hitler or Stalin variety might well not have happened. Nor was their defeat by the forces that opposed them inevitable—the play might have come out differently. (This is not to say that totalitarianism did not self-destruct, but the capacity for self-destruction is a characteristic of everything historical, including democracy and capitalism.) After this process of beginning, rise, and fall has run its course, one can look back upon such phenomena and try to make sense of them.


  But there are two ways of making sense of any given phenomenon: scientific and poetic. In a scientific treatment, one looks for the causal laws that govern the entity in question. For historical phenomena, the appropriate way of making sense of them is to tell their story, to narrate them. Where there is no story, there is no history, or historicity (a view held by Croce, Ortega, Vico, Wendelband, Droysen—a typically historicist idea). Of course, to manifest the meaning of a story (which is to say, a narrative structured as a drama, and especially a tragic drama—back to Aristotle!) a sequence of events must display evidence of having been motivated by the intentions of human agents aspiring to make or create an order of being over and against nature, governed by human rather than by natural law alone, and manifesting the presence of an ethical imperative to will the good (or at least not to will the bad or evil).


  Now, all this indicates why Arendt could not even conceptualize a “history” of totalitarianism, why she tried to change the title of her book from “origins” to “elements” of totalitarianism, and why, in the end, she opted for an ahistorical treatment of the phenomenon—an attempt to identify in the “elements” of totalitarianism the mixture of these elements in the “solution” of late-nineteenth-century European society and the moment at which these elements “crystallized” out to become the unstable but destructive antithesis of normal politics.


  Thus they were not predetermined, but having been produced, they enter into the process of human self-making as factors that are both revelatory of the nature of that process and of its product and of the power to change, modify, or destroy both those products and the nature of the being that produced them. All of this is very late-nineteenth-century German, I believe, and in general rather more Nietzschean than Neo-Kantian.


  Arendt knew that since historical thinking and indeed even “history” itself (since “politics” is the hidden content of “history”) had begun at a particular time and place, then it could also come to an end at some future time and place. She also knew that “history,” like “politics,” could be used for purposes of evil, even to the point of self-destruction. Which meant, I suppose, that when she turned to the production of what she herself called her historical treatment of totalitarianism (in 1944—important date because she probably had a more conventional, less theoretical notion of the nature of history at this time; “The Concept of History” is published after The Origins of Totalitarianism) she would begin with a conventional notion of history as the search for the origins, only to be pushed to the conviction that “totalitarianism” must have been present in the European “heritage” from its beginnings, including the Enlightenment and the Greeks.


  As the work progressed, then, Arendt must have been grappling with what would later come to be called the “paradox of Enlightenment,” namely, that the most rational and scientific worldview might have harbored the most irrational and barbarous of political philosophies, philosophies that would result in the creation of the “totale Herrschaft,” based on racism and antisemitism, and committed to the destruction not only of the Jews but also of everything deemed unfitting for the future of the Aryan race. In many respects, this was another version of the paradox of the German professorate who, while trumpeting the values of cosmopolitanism, humanism, reason, and citizenship, found little problem—once their Jewish colleagues had been purged from the universities and gymnasiums—in signing the loyalty oath to Hitler in 1934. (Renata Holub has a fascinating essay on Arendt’s identification with this professorate, her seeming idolization of its imagined prestige and eminence in world scholarship, and her desire to become a full-fledged member of it.)6 Indeed, Hannah Arendt’s seeming ambivalence about the nature of German war crimes (both horrific and banal), the response of Jews to their persecution (both idealistic and ineffectual), is of a piece with her love-hate relationship to the German professorate (both admiring and disdainful) and its way of coming to terms with history.


  In any event, it can be argued that the originality of Arendt’s treatment of totalitarianism—and the reason for the treatment it received at the hands of reviewers, a treatment not unlike that which her treatment of Eichmann later provoked—was a function of her seemingly traditional but actually quite idiosyncratic notions of history, historical interpretation, and historical consciousness. Indeed, the possibly Heideggerian origin of her conception of history as Herkunft, or derivation, rather than as source, origin, or genealogy,7 accounts, I think, in large part for her idea that history is about the human and not the natural, her rejection of historical analysis as a search for laws of cause and effect, her idea that history must be presented in the form of a story, that history is poietic rather than “philosophical,” that historical phenomena may have a beginning but no origin and an end but no telos, and that finally history must be presented metaphorically rather than conceptually.


  For this and other reasons, she notes in her diaries that, as mentioned above, she should have entitled her book “Elements” rather than “Origins,” and this should alert us to the peculiarities of what appears to be her presentation of what she regarded as the two key “elements” of totalitarianism in her book: nineteenth-century antisemitism and nineteenth-century imperialism. She is at pains in her treatment of these phenomena to see them genealogically rather than genetically as anticipations of twentieth-century totalitarianism. She insists that the antisemitism of the Nazis and the empire envisioned by Hitler are new and peculiar to a nineteenth-century social formation. Moreover, totalitarianism is seen not as a smooth outcome of prior historical developments but as “suddenly” appearing as in fact “crystallizing,” like a chemical compound abruptly changing its aspect under the stress of heat or cold and becoming utterly “other” than what it had appeared to be heretofore.


  The theme of crystallization runs through Arendt’s thoughts about the nature of history and perforce about the “origins” and relation between the prehistory and the history of totalitarianism. Now, it is obvious to me that the terms “elements” and “crystallization” are to be taken metaphorically rather than literally, and they function in Arendt’s ideas about history as a paradigm both of historical processes and of historical thinking—that is to say, as a paradigm of a distinctively poetical manner of thinking.


  It is interesting to reflect on how Arendt uses these terms, “elements” and “crystallization,” to characterize what she took to be the eminently creative and at the same time individual (or idiosyncratic) manner of intellection of Walter Benjamin. Benjamin’s approach to literary studies, Arendt remarks at the end of her introduction to Illuminations, is “not to investigate the utilitarian or communicative functions of linguistic creations, but to understand them in their crystallized and thus ultimately fragmentary form as intentionless and noncommunicative utterances of a ‘world essence.’”8 She credits Benjamin with recognizing the ways in which poetic utterance “makes good the defect of languages [and] is their superior complement.” And of Benjamin’s own work, she adds, “we are dealing here with something which may not be unique but is certainly extremely rare: the gift of thinking poetically.” Poetic thinking, Arendt says, “fed by the present, works with the ‘thought’ it can wrest from the past and gather about itself.” Then, utilizing another figure, she continues:



   Like a pearl diver who descends to the bottom of the sea, not to excavate the bottom and bring it to light, but to pry loose the rich and the strange pearls and the coral in the depths and to carry them to the surface, this [way of thinking] delves into the depths of the past, but not in order to resuscitate it the way it was and to contribute to the renewal of extinct ages. What guides this thinking is the conviction that although the living is subject to the ruin of the time, the process of decay is at the same time a process of crystallization, that in the depth of the search, into which sink and is dissolved what once was alive, some things “suffer a sea-change” and survive in new crystallized forms and shapes that remain immune to the elements, as though they waited only for the pearl diver who one day will come down to them and bring them up into the world of the living—as “thought fragments,” as something “rich and strange,” and perhaps even as everlasting Urphänomene.9


  

  This passage, which is typical of Arendt’s style when she is pressing her case on any matter whatsoever, is itself a poetical (in content rather than form) characterization of an insight into the difference between the surface and the deep truth that Arendt was looking for in her historical reflections.


  In an earlier passage of her tribute to Benjamin, when she is trying to characterize Benjamin’s notion of “the task of the literary critic,” Arendt dilates on Benjamin’s distinction between a “commentary” and a “critique.” Benjamin says that the former is concerned with the “subject matter” of a work, the latter with the work’s “truth content.” Subject matter and truth content are so intimately connected in the great work of art as to be indistinguishable the one from the other. Over time, however, the subject matter may become more and more strange or exotic, so that this, rather than the “truth content,” becomes the principal interest of a given generation of scholars. At this point, interest in the artifact appropriately shifts to its manifest attributes, and “commentary,” rather than “critique,” appropriately becomes the order of the day. Here traditional philological and hermeneutic practice is called for: the object must be processed in order to divest it of its strangeness before the work of critique, that is, assessment of its truth content, can proceed. Only then can the distinction between the subject matter and the truth content be fruitfully explored. Then one can ask



   the basic question of all criticism—namely, whether the work’s shining truth content is due to its subject matter or whether the survival of the subject matter is due to the truth content. . . . In this sense, the history of works of art prepares their critique, and this is why historical distance increases their power. If, to use a simile, one views the growing work as a funeral pyre, its commentator can be likened to the chemist, its critic to an alchemist. While the former is left with wood and ashes as the sole objects of his analysis, the latter is concerned only with the enigma of the flame itself: the enigma of being alive. Thus the critic inquires about the truths whose living flame goes on burning over the heavy logs of the past and the light ashes of life gone by.10




  Thus, in her discussions of the historical event (which she took to be the fundamental category of historical analysis), Arendt seems to view the event as similar in structure and significance to the artwork. That is to say, like the artwork, the historical event (versus the natural event) is presumed to have both a “subject matter” and a “truth content.”
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  CHAPTER 11


  The Metaphysics of Western Historiography


  Cosmos, Chaos, and Sequence in Historiological Representation [2004]



   L’histoire, ce n’est donc pas une durée, c’est une multiplicité de durées qui s’enchevêtrent et s’enveloppent les unes les autres. Il faut donc substituer à la vieille notion de temps la notion de durée multiple.


  (So history is not a duration, it is a multiplicity of durations that become entangled and envelop one another. It is therefore necessary to substitute the notion of multiple duration for the old notion of time.)


  —Michel Foucault, Dits et écrits, II


  The poetic function projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection into the axis of combination. Equivalence is promoted to the constitutive device of the sequence.


  —Roman Jakobson, “Closing Statement: Linguistics and Poetics”


  Hoti Peplerotai ho kairos kai engiken he basileia tou Theou.


  (The time [kairos] is fulfilled [peplerotai], and the kingdom of God draws near.)


  —Jesus, Mark 1:15




  Historical discourse in the West is motivated by a desire to discover form in a past which, by the clutter of remains left to us, we know to have once existed but which now presents itself as ruins and clutter. We want to know what these cluttered remains can tell us about a past form of life, but in order to elicit from them a comprehendible message, we must first impose some order on these remains, give them form, endow them with pattern, establish their coherence as indicators of parts of a whole now disintegrated. For form, pattern, and coherence are indicators of the presence of some kind of substance within, behind, or beyond the appearance of clutter that the monumental/documentary record in its unprocessed condition presents to us at first sight.


  In our present enterprise, we are concerned with the uses to which a specifically historiological (I use an English equivalent of Heidegger’s concept of historical thinking) knowledge can be put in our efforts to determine whether “progress” has been made in different departments of knowledge production. And if so, how this progress progresses, how it stretches itself/extends (sich erstrecken) along a given trajectory of development, how it perdures in transformation, and how it might actualize itself in a nonteleologically determined drama of recognition that is, at the same time, a self-recognition, an identification of what it became over the trajectory of its actualization from its beginning to its end. Beyond that, we want to know how “crisis” and “regression” function in the articulation of this trajectory, how conflicts internal to this process of articulation were resolved or failed of resolution, and at what costs to the “subject-in-progress” these resolutions were purchased. To be sure, as social scientists, we want a non-prejudicial criterion of evaluation, a criterion by which to assess variation or changes in terms of “gain” and “loss,” a criterion that will allow us to distinguish between positive and negative moments in the process as a whole. For progress can only be measured as movement toward an ideal condition, in this case, a condition of perfect knowledge of our objects of interest.


  A scientifically responsible historiological account of progress or regress in a given field of human activity, in this case, science, art, or thought, presupposes objectivity or at least value-neutrality vis-à-vis the object of study. And when it is a matter of deriving such an account from a historiological study of the phenomenon in question, objectivity or neutrality presupposes a certain “distance” from the phenomenon and the assumption of a certain “perspective” from which the phenomenon is to be grasped as a possible object of study. But if “history” is considered as a condition of human existence that is one, whole, and developing, both distance and perspective require belief in the relation of present to past as disjunction rather than conjunction, difference rather than similarity, contiguity rather than continuity. A historiological account of the past, considered as a segment of a process that is virtually finished, “over and done with,” dead and degenerated, consists of a demonstration or a representation of this past as if it were only virtually finished, not actually over and done with, but still alive in some sense, alive in the present as an after-effect, a presence that produces effects by virtue of its absence, or virtual absence, an absence that presents itself to the present as distanced, withdrawn, still degenerating rather than totally obliterated.


  This is why the “recent past”—the near or proximate past, that aspect of the present that is still in process of passing into the past, that which is not yet past—is a problem for historiological treatment. We cannot distance ourselves from the recent past in a properly historiological manner. We cannot gain or assume a specifically historiologial perspective on it, because, although it is becoming past, that is to say, is receding from any Jetztzeit (“now-time,” Benjamin’s term)—we might say that it is “decoming”—it is still present-to-hand as a part of our present, but it is also becoming something that will have been.


  The recent past is always receding into a distance, but it has not yet distanced itself sufficiently to allow us to obtain a “historical perspective” on it. (It is like the Third Reich for many Germans, Vichy for many French, the Shoah for Jews, communism for Russians, slavery for Americans, or the “unnamable” twentieth century for all of us.) It is the “past that won’t go away,” a past that while “going away,” receding into a distance, still will not “go away completely” and thus becomes a possible object for a properly historiological treatment.1


  Since the pathos of historical distance is organized in the mode of a temporal relation, the recent or near or immediate or proximate past cannot be represented in the kind of discourse that historiology has traditionally employed to describe meaningful historical processes: the closed or concluded narrative. Since our interest is in determining whether the current canonical dispensation in a given field of social or cultural practice is progressive or regressive—whether it represents progress or regress or some combination of the two—a historiological judgment, of the kind that would allow us to see it as an end (a consummation, a fulfillment, an Erfüllung) of a process of development and therefore as a progression, is rendered impossible. The present state of things from within which we launch our effort to determine what progress might consist of and how we might determine its presence in a given field of scientific inquiry offers itself as threatened by descent into a condition of “anomalous chaos” (eines regellosen Chaos). It has been suggested that this condition has been caused by the seeming contradictoriness and incommensurability of traditional models for describing the vicissitudes of historical development: linear, cyclical, dualistic, and fractal.2 These models of the possible trajectories of history are set over against two other possible models—called the Chaos (Big Bang?) and the Constancy (Steady State?) models, drawn presumably from current theory in the fields of high energy physics, genetics, astrophysics, and cosmogony, and extended as possible historical destinies in the absence of any way of choosing among, combining, or distributing the four previously defined models across historical processes at different levels of integration of the factual record.


  For my part, I think that neither the Chaos nor the Constancy model is viable for the characterization of historical processes, because the very concept of history presupposes that the processes to be studied are Cosmological rather than Chaotical in nature and, beyond that, that Constancy in history can only be construed as continuity-in-change or change-in-continuity. Historiology presumes that history has a substantive meaning, whether this “substance” in question be construed as God, humanity, civilization, or society. The linear, cyclical, dualistic, and fractal models describe different kinds of order (cosmos) discernible in systems presumed to be Cosmological rather than Chaotical in nature and processes presumed to be functions of different kinds of continuity-in-change and change-in-continuity. Thus, the linear, cyclical, dualistic, and fractal models must be seen as constructions by human consciousness desirous of finding order in chaos in the mode of “consideration” and to view change as a mode of relationship in complex systems whose form of existence is changing while its substance remains constant. Chaos and Constancy are problems for a historiosophy that cannot abide the thought of either.


  Psychologically, we might characterize any solution to the problem of relating Chaos to Constancy in the description of a given “subject of history” as a wish-fulfillment fantasy, product of a desire for coherency in response to anxieties generated by the apprehension of the past as “blooming, buzzing confusion” (clutter) and the relation of past to present as a discontinuity. The idea that a given course of historical events might describe a pattern representable in the form of a line, circle, oscillation in place, or fractum is an absurdity—a product of overreduction when only one of these models is used and of confusion when more than one is employed. Any historian working according to the rules of his/her game (historiology) knows that these models of cosmological processes in history are hopelessly inadequate to the description, let alone the explication, of a historical process.


  Why?


  In the first place, they are abstractions from geometrical systems and can hardly be used to describe real processes in “nature,” much less in “history.” Secondly, as applied to either nature or history, these models are much too commonsensical and vague to permit confident use of them as either explicative or explanatory devices. And third, they are much too mechanistic to be used for describing processes more organic in nature, or if not more organic, more socio-psychical than merely corporeal in kind. The ideology of inevitable progress that is supposed to have dominated thought about history in the nineteenth century and to have lately been abandoned as a myth in which no one any longer can believe—in spite of the so-called victory of capitalism over communism—went down with all of the so-called grand narratives (Lyotard’s grands récits) whose simplemindedness was manifested in their use of precisely these models of the line, circle, oscillation in place, and fractum as their manifest forms of representation. And this end of the grand narratives or myths of history is what is supposed to have justified the belief that “history” itself had ended and was being replaced by a new kind of time-and-space consciousness, global and nonideological in nature, that was post-histoire in its essence, which meant that one was no longer interested in temporality but rather focused on space and the relation between global and local places organized as markets and real estate, not developing because all of the space had been “colonized,” and presenting a spectacle of “flows and intensities” rather than the kinds of “changes and continuities” featured in Aristotle’s cosmology.


  But the relation between the era of the grand narratives of history and that which unfolds within, with presumption of their demise, is still comprehended as a historical relationship: a change within a continuity that is substantively “historial” in nature. Historial and therefore narratable, which is to say, adequately representable in the form of a story. But this means describable historiologically only in a mode or combination of modes of narrativization, for which the line, circle, oscillation, and fractum must appear as conceptual reductions of modes of relationship describable only in figures or figurations, that is to say, images or Bildnisse—the function of which is precisely to capture modes of human existence peculiar to the human being under the conditions of sociality or living with others as members of real or imagined communities in which individuality is constantly being threatened by absorption into the group and subjectivity experienced as objectification in the eyes of the legal system that imposes order on the group and subjects the subject to the rule of symbolic objectification.


  The problem of the relation between narrative or story-meaning and historical significance is a specific case of the more general problem of the relation between figural or imaginal representations of reality and the organization of such representation according to the categories of conceptual thought. A figure or image of any aspect of reality is supposed to derive its status as a meaningful and true representation of reality from the coherency of the conceptual contents implicitly present in the figures or images representing the reality to which they refer or mime or otherwise indicate. But a narrative representation of reality can always be shown to be inconsistent or incoherent at the level of the concepts supposedly figured forth in its imaginal forms. And this is the principal reason that efforts to transform historical inquiry into a science typically feature an attack on narrative representation as the instrument, if not the cause, of the very ideological distortions of the historical record characteristic of the grands récits—myths of history, such as those of “progress” or “decadence”—inherited from the past. But efforts to dissociate historical consciousness and narrativity—by constructing non-narrative modes of representation of historical processes, as in the Annales’s longue durée or statistical series, or seeking to discover a logic or grammar of narrative, as in Genette, Greimas, Barthes, Lévi-Strauss, etc.—have failed. It appears that at the conceptual level, narratively organized discourse is illogical or alogical or only paralogical in nature, yet at the same time is ineliminable from any representation of reality as history. At the present moment, it appears to be the case that either we must accept that any representation of reality advanced sub specie historiae must utilize the form of the narrative to qualify as a historical representation and will therefore be necessarily only paralogical in aspect, or redefine historical reality as being itself narrativistically organized in order to account for the adequacy of the narrative mode of discourse to the truthful representation of its historical referent. The latter project has been most fruitfully attempted by Paul Ricoeur in his three-volume Temps et récit (Time and Narrative, 1984–88).


  Ricoeur defines narrative as the form of discourse in which the human experience of temporality achieves expression in language. The experience of temporality, he argues, takes three forms: the experience of within-timeness (the passage of time as measured by clocks, and the rhythms of diurnal and seasonal process, aging of the body, etc.); the experience of “primordial temporality,” of entropy, death, and disintegration; and the experience of “historicality,” which is nothing other than the individual’s experience of a relationship to a group that has preceded it in the time that was and will outlive it in the time to come.


  The experience of historicality, Ricoeur asserts, is an experience of narratively organized temporality, the organization of time as “configured” in such a way as to reveal a figural relationship between the three extases or epochés of temporality: present, past, and future. Historicality is graspable only as a figuration because any attempt to grasp it, to represent it conceptually, and to integrate it according to a logic of identity and noncontradiction can result only in anomaly. This is what is wrong with the use of the concepts of line, circle, gyre, and fractum to describe specifically historical relationships and processes. The use of any one of these models or any combination of them to describe a historical entity can at best transform it into a representation of the experience of “within-time-ness”: as annals, chronicle, or at best an encyclopedia and at worst a list of mere occurrences, never a representation of the modes of being-in-the-world of the subject of history, which is the human subject as an agent who makes events happen rather than merely suffering their effects upon him. Narrative alone can capture the complex interplay of existential choice, engagement, aspiration and frustration, exaltation and defeat, intentionality and effectivity that the human subject of history lives rather than merely suffers. And it is for this reason that narrativity is alone suitable for the representation of historical processes capable of capturing for consciousness that effort to endow human life with meaning that might be characterized as either progressive, regressive, or both, in a discourse that is both literally truthful in its parts even if only figuratively truthful in its totality. This amounts to a redemption of a certain kind of figurality as an instrument adequate to the representation of the kinds of relationship between past, present, and future that we must recognize as historical-natural, rather than either historical or natural, in kind.


  Now, I think that this is a plausible way of speaking about the adequacy of a narrative mode of representation to the historical reality about which it speaks. Ricoeur argues for the necessary relationship between a properly historical representation and specifically historical phenomena. A narrative mode of representation is adequate because the actions of human subjects are narratively structured. Every intentional act presumes a “prefiguration” of the world in which it is to be enacted. The outcome of the action confirms the adequacy or inadequacy of the pre-figuration to the world captured in an image insofar as it permits a retrospective con-figuration of the intention and its effects after the action has run its course. A con-figuration is a new figuration of a sequence of actions, and of outcomes of actions, that reveals meaning in the form of a story whose outcome illuminates inaugural and intermediary phases of a sequence, by retrospectively “grasping them together” as a realization of a purpose in the world pre-figured as the ground from which to launch the action. Thus, the subject of history produces its own history by its actions.


  And the historicality of these actions can be grasped by the historian long after their actualizations insofar as he or she is capable of reconfiguring the relation between the agent, the act, and its outcome in the form of a story that “makes sense.”


  But “making sense” has to be understood as mettre en intrigue, or providing the plot-type that allows what might appear as only a series of events to be grasped as a complex interplay of sequentiation and equivaluation. The “plot” that can be seen retrospectively to have been unfolding over the course of an agent’s activity from its inaugural to its end phase permits the grasping together of a given concatenation of events as an instance of purposive activity in the kind of figure-fulfillment structure that is the substance of every plot-type. Thus, emplotment (mise en intrigue) of a set of events transforms them from seeming to be manifestations of the experience of within-time-ness into appearing to be an experience of historicality. And the activity of emplotting events provides a specifically historical meaning to sets of events by representing them as doubly referential, by showing how they are at once appearing and disappearing “within-time” and manifesting the non-structurality, the mystery and paradoxes of the human experience of “deep temporality” (Zeitlichkeit, Being-toward-Death, apprehension of eternity, desire for immortality, etc.).


  The narrative is thus a way of mediating between the experience of existence in time and the paradoxes of temporality set out by Saint Augustine in his Confessions, on the one hand, and the treatment of these paradoxes as the very condition of Dasein’s historicality in Being and Time by Heidegger, on the other.


  I have argued elsewhere that what Ricoeur has done is to redeem allegory as the mode of representation underlying and informing any narrative representation of reality, whether the reality in question is conceived as factual or fictional.3 For him, what is being allegorized, however, is “historicality” itself. A historical narrative is an allegorization of the experience of “within-timeness” considered as an experience of “deep temporality,” just like any novel that takes time as its subject matter as well as its organizing principle—Mrs. Dalloway, À la recherche du temps perdu, Die Zauberberg, Ulysses, Finnegans Wake, etc., etc. The activity of emplotment is what characterizes both, whether the world of events experienced as “historicality” is the primary referent of the story or not. This is why I called Ricoeur’s Temps et récit “a metaphysics of narrativity.” Historical events are given an ontological ground by the invocation of the ontological category of “deep temporality.” Thus, history is endowed with structure, the structure of surface and depth, change and continuity, chaos and cosmos, but distributed across levels of temporal integration, from the dispersed form of the chronicle to the con-figured form of the narrative to the un-figurable form of eternity. Since the nature of one of the levels—deep temporality—can never be expressed, the two terms of the allegorical relationship are asymmetrical: one is apprehended as fact (within-time-ness), but the other can be grasped only symbolically (because it is what will be left over when time comes to an end).


  Thus, like Hegel, Ricoeur gives us a theology of history with God left out, which is what might be meant by any metaphysics. Add the Christian God to paganism, Augustine to Aristotle, narrative to mimesis and you get Heidegger-Ricoeur.


  What I am ready to accept in Ricoeur is his effort to link history and fiction as kinds of narrative that produce meaning by allegorizing events as manifestations of the paradoxes of life lived in consciousness of time. What I want to stress, however, is that what any narrative representation of historical reality allegorizes is the very plot-types that are used within the Western literary tradition to endow temporal processes with different kinds of meaning. A narrative representation of historical processes, then, is an allegorization of those structures of meaning found in myth, fiction, and literature.


  Note that I suggest differences among mythical, fictional, and literary allegorization—for I regard these as different kinds of writing practices, overlapping and interpenetrating one another—as distinguishable by their subject matter. All three use plot-types to endow temporal processes with meaning. But as kinds of writing, they are distinguishable by the degree to which they take writing itself as both a subject of the discourse and as an instrument for the enunciation thereof.


  The “literary” discourse takes its own writing procedures as a subject of the enunciated as well as an instrument for producing the enunciation. If we accept this characterization of the kinds of narrative discourse, we can see how a given representation of historical reality might be viewed as mythical, fictional, or literary, as the case might be. It is a matter of seeing a relation between what is said in the discourse and how what is being said is viewed as a subject of representation. Taking this tack, we would have no difficulty distinguishing between a narrative and a structuralist representation of historical reality or between different kinds of combinations of the two strategies. It would be a matter of determining whether the discursive procedures being used to represent a field of historical occurrences were being featured as a content or subject of the discourse along with its referents, or whether these procedures were treated as given, as preceding the articulation of the discourse itself, and were simply being used to represent phenomena (real or imaginary) without any awareness of the difficulty of grasping experience by, with, and from discourse.


  The presumed particularity, transiency, and pastness of the historical event or process means that, unlike a natural structure or relationship, it can only be grasped in a figure or image, and never conceptualized without depriving it of its individuality. To re-present a series of historical events as a process linear, cyclical, oscillatory, or fractal in kind is also to en-figure them, but to en-figure them as concepts or types and deprive them thereby of their “historicity.” But to represent historical agents, events, and processes as elements of a narrative is to re-member them by restoring their formal coherency and their formal relationship to the worlds they inhabited.


  Of course, there are different kinds of narratives and different kinds of figuration. The narrative techniques of classical pagan culture differ radically from those of Western Christian culture, and those of Christian culture from those of their post-Christian, humanistic, and post-humanistic counterparts. There is a history of narrative yet to be written that features these differences as much as any continuities that might seem to exist on the basis of a structural analysis of narrative (Barthes, Propp, Lotman, etc.). For narrative form can possess a variety of conceptual contents, just as figural form can do. By this I mean that narrative must be viewed as a mode of discourse that, while being capable of being laden or charged with a wide variety of contents or referents (real and imaginary, factual and fictional, perceivable or conceivable, and so on), must be considered to possess its own modal “substance.”


  This substance is the substance of modality itself. So that, by its form alone, we might say, narrative inscribes modality and modal transformation on its manifest content or referent. This is what makes of it an ideal instrument for the representation of change-in-continuity over time. If you regard narrative as a genre rather than a mode, you must conclude that narrative has as its substance genre itself: typification, speciation, and the like.


  But the difference between narrative as mode and narrative as genre provides a way of distinguishing between Classical and Christian conceptions of narrativity. Whereas the former genericizes mode, the latter modalizes genre. (Compare substantialist Christology to metamorphic Deism.) Whereas the Classical idea of narrativity moves from the perception of change to an identification of what is constant, continuous, and typical in change, the latter moves from a perception of constancy and continuity to an identification of the effects and significance of radical changes and transformations in a historical existent. And this is because Christianity (in its Pauline formulation) posits a catastrophic interruption of the historical process in the Incarnation as the cause of a qualitative change in the nature (the substance) of historical events thereafter. In attempting to imagine this change and to conceptualize it as a model for representing relationships between earlier (or past) events and later (present or future) events, Christian theologians worked out a notion of retroactive causation by which an event was to be historicized (distanced, placed in perspective, and assigned a positive or negative value) in the extent to which it could be interpreted primarily as an anticipation (a figure) of a later event or a fulfillment (eine Erfüllung) of an earlier event.


  The figure-fulfillment model (which is not linear, not cyclical, not dualistic, nor fractal—none of the above) is a way of construing historical processes as a development in which an entity coming later in the order of time simultaneously exalts an entity preceding it as its own precursor and derogates it as an imperfect or partial or incomplete protomorph of the later and more fully actualized type to which both, though differentially, belong. The two entities—earlier and later—do not have to be construed as genetically related, in the manner of an ancestor and descendant. Indeed, it is the recognition by the later entity of the earlier entity as a virtual precursor of itself that bestows genealogical meaning on the relationship presumed to exist between them. The true identification of the earlier entity, an identification of which it could not have been aware, is bestowed retroactively—on the authority of a knowledge specifically historical in kind, a knowledge of “what has happened” in the past that separates the earlier entity from the later one, a knowledge based on historical distance and historical perspective and on the certitude of one’s own identity as a subject who is an actualization of what had previously been only a virtual rather than a fully realized subject. It is on the basis of this recognition that the relation of continuity and change that unites and separates them can be established.


  The paradigm of this model of historicity, as retrospective endowment of some element of the past with a meaning that is specifically “historical” in nature, is provided by Saint Paul in his First Epistle to the Romans, in which he simultaneously exalts Judaism as a precursor of Christianity, while derogating it as an imperfect, incomplete, or partial anticipation of the relationship to the one God that is “fulfilled” in the Incarnation, Passion, and Resurrection of Christ. Thus were the Jews to be at once distinguished from and elevated over the pagans by the relative superiority of their knowledge of God and derogated as having a knowledge thereof imperfect in the extent to which they did not recognize Jesus as the Messiah whom they had been awaiting prior to His advent.4 Paul is quite explicit about the qualitative difference between a life-to-be-lived under the qualitatively new conditions (the modernitas, as Saint Augustine will call it) inaugurated by the Incarnation and everything that has “come before.”


  The important point to be made in our own discussion is the difference that this model of figure and fulfillment makes for the way that Christian culture will construe thereafter the relation between past and present, the kind of knowledge that we can have of this relationship, and the mode of representing its articulation in any given time. For historical knowledge in the West will develop on the basis of the presumed advantage that any later period enjoys in virtue of its capacity—as a function of posteriority alone—to comprehend anything earlier as being either an anticipation of itself (and qualifying thereby for inclusion in its genealogy and for a specifically “historical” understanding) or as not being in this line of descent and therefore being subject to an understanding more “anthropological” than historical in kind.


  And this is why one can presume to write an authoritative account of historical reality in the form of a narrative. The narrative is the discursive form in which the figure-fulfillment model for construing the relationship between any past and any putative present endows it with the value of sequence in equivalence and equivalence in sequence. The conception of historical inquiry as a search for “origins” is fair enough, as long as it is realized that the origin is always to be recognized as a precursor of something that comes later, and that it is the later that not only reveals the historical meaning of the earlier as precursor but also derogates the earlier as merely a precursor—a figure of what is to come and what is to be revealed as a fulfillment of what had only been imperfectly realized in the earlier. This is what is meant by attaining historical distance and perspective on “the past.”


  Such too is the work of narrativity, the differential distribution of events across a timeline in which the meaning of beginnings can only be discerned from the vantage point of a putative ending. This meaning is always the meaning of an ending only partially, imperfectly, and incompletely realized in comparison with the fullness of being displayed in the ending. It is a conceit of narrativity that the characters in the story can never foresee the ending from the vantage point of any position prior to its manifestation as ending, either as catastrophe or as consummation and fulfillment.


  Now, this thesis has certain implications for assessing the viability of our models for the representation of specifically historical processes, in which the presumption is that the events to be emplotted on the basis of one or more of the models are defined a priori as individual, unrepeatable, transient, no longer perceivable because past, and elements of a temporal process that is adequately describable in the form of a narrative. Obviously, a narrative understood as an enactment or performance of the figure-fulfillment model permits of the use of any or all of these models if the series of events being presented as a historical series is distributed across different levels of integration and different phases of dispersion. It is only the reduction of the narrated sequence to the simple lines, circles, gyres, and fracta of the models that would give offense to a properly historicized sensibility. Thus, we could imagine synthesizing the models by distinguishing the levels at which the historical subject achieves integration and the degrees of integration (understood here as self-identity) achieved in different phases of its evolution. Narrative has the advantage of featuring a kind of recursivity that permits of successive redescription of its putative referent by distinguishing among its phases of development on the way to completion of its process of self-identification. But the relationship among the different descriptions of the phenomenon at different stages of its development is not a logical relationship of entailment or implication. It is a tropical or, as it is called, tropological relationship, a relationship among figurations that is involved.5


  Thus, to discover contradictions between successive descriptions of an entity presumed to be undergoing changes of a specifically historical kind is otiose. For since their relationships are tropically rather than logically determined, that is, determined by the narrator’s need to show figural aptness rather than logical implication or entailment, which means emplotting the course of the subject’s development according to structures of meaning of the kind found in myth and literature rather than in scientific or philosophical discourse, the turns in the narrative—the condensations and displacements identifiable at the level of Expression (as Form and Substance, or literal statement and figurative meaning of expression) in what is said about the referent of the discourse—are affected precisely by the strategies and tactics of poetic utterance itself: repetition, dissonance, assonance, paronomasia, periphrasis, euphemism, and so on.


  Thus, the challenge confronting the analysis of historical discourse cast in the form of a narrative is to resist the tendency to translate its figurative language into some version of literal(ist) speech or, what amounts to the same thing, read figures and images as if their real signification lay in the concepts that they simultaneously reveal and hide. We have to assume, it seems to me, that a historical narrative means what it says, but that what it says, it says in figurative speech, that, in a word, a historical narrative refers to real events in the world and makes assertions about them but can only do so through the use of figures of speech and figures of thought. To be sure, historical narrators often intend to speak literally and wish to be taken as speaking literally, but insofar as they are narrators and have chosen the narrative as the form most apt for the representation of the reality about which they speak, they cannot produce anything more than an annals or chronicle, never a history per se, without emplotting the events they wish to present as objects of historical interest, and this means “enfiguring” them. This is why historical revisionism typically takes the form of a re-figuration of events already enfigured in some canonical form, rather than only or even primarily as an introduction of a new body of factual information about a given historical subject.6 For it is only as enfigured that historical reality can take on an aspect of a meaning at once revealed and concealed by the forms that events seem to display to perception as told or written about. The real issue in assessing a given emplotment of historical reality is the relative adequacy and ethical import of a representation of it as an instantiation of one or another or many plot-types: tragedy, romance, comedy, farce, epic, pastoral, etc.


  Notes


  [Ed: This essay was originally published in German under the title “Kosmos, Chaos und Reihenfolge in der historiologischen Darstellun” [Cosmos, Chaos, and Sequence in Historiological Representation], in Kontinüitat und Wandel: Geschichtsbilder in verschiedenen Fächern und Kultüren, ed. Evelyn Schulz and Wolfgang Sonne (Zurich: Zürcher Hochschulforum, 1999). The English version was published in Taiwan Journal of East Asian Studies 1, no. 1 (2004): 1–16.]


  1. As in Martin Heidegger, Michel de Certeau, Jean-Luc Nancy, etc.


  2. [Ed: For a detailed explanation of these see chapter 2 of this volume, “Symbols and Allegories of Temporality.”]


  3. [Ed: See Hayden White, “The Metaphysics of Narrativity: Time and Symbol in Ricoeur’s Philosophy of History,” in White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 169–84.]


  4. Note Pope John Paul II’s characterization of the Jews as “our elder brothers,” a designation that confers seniority of a worldly and familial kind upon them, while continuing to derogate them by assigning to them the status of that which has come “earlier” in the order of historical time than their Christian counterparts. Thus is the cadet elevated over the senior brother by virtue of his “posterity” alone.


  5. Cf. Hayden White, “Literary Theory and Historical Writing,” in White, Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 1–26.


  6. Hence the ineptitude of the Holocaust revisionism of Faurisson et al. in presuming that new facts can overturn or establish the basis for a radical revision of established accounts of a specific set of historical events, canonized, in this case, under the “figure” of “Holocaust.”

  




  CHAPTER 12


  Historicality as a Trope of Political Discourse


  Rhetoric, Ethics, Politics [2005]


  I am going to address the threefold topic of our conference—Rhetoric, Ethics, Politics—by considering the various kinds of relationships that any and all of these may have with history.1 By “history” I mean both the thing itself—the events of the past, the factual information we have about those events, and the specific kind of relation between past and present we call “historical”—and various kinds of discourses that try to present all of these in the form of “a” story or in the genre “history.” I approach these topics by way of a reflection on “history” because what I know about rhetoric, ethics, and politics suggests to me that history, or rather “historicality,” plays a crucial role in determining the structure of their modern Western entanglements. Or perhaps I should say that those aspects of rhetoric, ethics, and politics that interest me derive from the ways in which, in their modern forms, they all presuppose historicality as a condition of possibility for imagining the ways in which conflicts among them might be resolved in an enlightened and humane way.


  Our threefold topic contains an incongruity. The topoi of our conference combine in a series linked only by contiguity three “essentially contestable concepts.” This is W. B. Gallie’s designation for terms like “democracy,” “nobility,” and, as I shall try to suggest shortly, “history,” which not only refer to specific domains of human action and thought but also tacitly endow the domains so referred to with a specific value. They are signs whose signifiers contain a signified that not only attaches a concept to the designator of the referent but also assigns a value to the thing so conceptualized. Thus, for example, the adjective “historical” not only indicates the quality of being in or belonging to “history”; it implicitly assigns a value to this quality, since, depending upon the position vis-à-vis “historicality,” to be “in history” is presumed to be either a positive or a negative condition.


  And so too with the terms “rhetoric,” “ethics,” and “politics.” To be, act, or think “ethically” or politically can be considered to be either good or bad depending on how one views ethics and politics, whether one sees them as being two sides of the same coin of power-wielding (as in Hobbes, Hegel, and Sartre), or whether one sees them as two different means of evaluating the outcome of human actions, one based on some idea of the good (however one might understand it), the other based on a notion of the possible. Thus, ethics and politics can be said to be in the same condition as rhetoric that, since Plato, has been valorized or devalorized depending on the ends it is used to serve. The original view, if I may call it that (thereby valorizing it, since originality is usually considered a good thing, unless you are a member of a traditional society, for which “originality” is an ambiguous virtue), the Sophistic view was that rhetoric is a neutral tactic of speech-use, neither good nor bad in itself, but useful or effective in whatever cause, good or bad, in whose service it was put. One of the most authoritative theorists of rhetoric, Paolo Valesio (in Ascoltare il silenzio: La retorica come teoria and Novantiqua: Rhetorics as a Contemporary Theory)2 views rhetoric as a theory of the politics of language use. Which implies that the only criterion for assessing any specific use of rhetorically fashioned speech is that of effectiveness or utility in helping to advance the ends in whose service the speech has been made. Putting the matter this way allows us to conceive a set of differently structured hierarchies for construing the relations among rhetoric, ethics, and politics.


  First, rhetoric, ethics, politics all have to do with exchange, communication, relationships: between persons, between citizens or subjects, and between members of linguistic communities. Secondly, each of these can viewed in terms of the others as ends-means relations, subject-object relations, or seducer-seducee relations. I take the discourse of ethics to be about “obligation” or “binding” (from the Greek deontikos < dein < deonto, dein = to bind); that of politics about discerning, defining, and utilizing the principles informing life in the “polis” or, as Hobbes translates it into English, “the city” (cf. De cive and Leviathan); and that of rhetorics as about the “effective” use of speech in the public space created by “politification,” and between the public and the private spaces thus constituted by the establishment of a “city.”


  I suppose that it is the establishment of a city that constitutes a distinction between relations that can be conceived to be governed by ethics and politics alike and relations that are conceived to be governed by only one or another of these. The establishment of the city sets up a distinction between two kinds of morality, one construed as “custom” and another construed as “law.” Unless there is a transcendental authority to arbitrate conflict between the two, it falls to such immanent authorities as tradition, reason, chance, or agon to do so. Here is where rhetoric comes in.


  ***


  “Rhetoric” I take to be the name of a particular language use, focused less on the expressive and representational-referential functions of speech than on the poetic, affective, and above all the metalinguistic functions. Indeed, as originally construed by the Sophists, rhetoric was not considered to be a methodology but rather an epistemology. This is to say, as Valesio argued, rhetoric consists of a position on how truth is produced, on the nature of the relationship between discourse and reality, the forms that truth can take, and the values—always context-specific—that different kinds of truth can bear. Indeed, as Paul de Man always suggested, rhetoric, considered less as persuasion than as trope, presupposes an ontology, an ethics, and an aesthetics. Which is to say that rhetoric has its own object of inquiry (that is, reality), advances rules about the uses to which knowledge is to be put, and provides a phenomenology of error, delusion, falsity, and lie based on the presumption of the role that desire plays in motivating “the will to truth.” This notion of the relation between desire and the production of truth is fully consistent with modernist (and a fortiori postmodernist) suspicions of “essentialism.” As Valesio summarizes it: Rhetoric is a theory of the production of truth and meaning by discursive means, which implies something like the following worldview, namely, that


  1) with regard to questions of ontology or metaphysics, rhetoric is indifferent;


  2) with respect to ethics, it is relativistic;


  3) with respect to politics, it is pragmatic; and


  4) with respect to religion it is agnostic.


  A rhetorical approach to the threefold topic that concerns us in this conference—rhetoric, ethics, and politics—itself requires us to interrogate the rhetorical presumption that discourse produces meaning by the techniques of thematization. How else could we begin to approach the questions that these three domains pose for us: What can I say? What should I do? What can I do? Thus, to cite Valesio one more time, rhetoric—when it is not disposed in the service of theological, philosophical, or social orthodoxy—positions itself at the shifting boundary between literalism and figurative speech and, among other things, monitors the process by which the differences between the literal and the figurative are established, which is to say, constructed, and the possibility of meaning constituted.


  From Greek times, the connection between rhetoric and politics has been taken for granted, with rhetoric serving as a value-free (a-ethical) theory of (the politics of) language use. And from very early on, there was a consistent effort to bind or restrain rhetoric by subordinating its practice to the service of some ethical or deontological ideal of the good. The use of rhetorical language was conventionally thought to be permissible only in service to the good—on this both Plato and Augustine agreed. The unbinding of rhetoric from service to the good was an achievement of the Renaissance, as represented in the thought of Valla and Machiavelli. In detaching politics from ethics, Machiavelli implicitly freed rhetoric from service to any conception of the good, remanding it, as he had done for political discourse itself, to a purely pragmatic notion of public action. This Machiavellian gesture was, however, rejected in the nineteenth century, with rhetoric being identified with inauthenticity, dissimulation, or “mere” adornment by the mainstream philosophical tradition descending from Kant (and before Kant, Hobbes, Locke, Descartes, etc.). This subalternation of rhetoric was of a part with the identification of figurative language with improper, deviant, or errant discourse. Within the discourse of philosophy as it develops from Hobbes and Descartes, through Locke, Kant, and on to Russell, early Wittgenstein, and Husserl, figurative language has been excoriated as the cause of all error in thought and of all impropriety of language use in discourse (cf. Gilbert Ryle, among others). Only with the recent reinvention of a semiotic model of discourse has rhetoric been able to reclaim its function as the theory of the political uses of language (Valesio and de Man).


  The notion of rhetoric as an anti-ethics, as merely a means of language use without an end proper to itself as a practice, was taken over into historiology (the theory of the historical) in the early nineteenth century. The discourse of the historian was to have nothing of the rhetorical about it. Since historians were supposedly committed to telling the truth (and nothing but the truth) about the past, only the most modest rhetorical flourishes, for purposes of adornment or moral instruction, were permitted in their practices. But this devotion was belied by historians’ commitment to the narrative (récit, fabula, story) mode of presentation of their objects of study.


  Although historians were permitted to advance arguments about their objects of study—designed to specify the “natures” of the events and agents of which they spoke: revolutions, civil wars, rebellions, constitutions, military campaigns, social classes, institutions, and the like—and to draw lessons of a political, civic, or military kind from contemplation of their referents, they were prohibited from casting their discourses in anything but the declarative or interrogative modes. Or I should say, they were prohibited from casting their discourses—whether presented in narrative or demonstrative form—in the optative or subjunctive mode. After all, it is in desire (optation or subjunction) that parti pris is revealed. And since historical discourse was institutionalized in the service of the nation-state taking shape in the nineteenth century, it can easily be seen how historical discourse could develop only by the systematic suppression of any desire that was not cathected onto the social and political status quo. It was in this sense that historical discourse in its modern form served to undermine and disauthenticate every merely utopian, by which I mean radical and transformative, politics.


  In its political function, historical discourse tends to be doubly duplicitous. Insofar as it pretends to scientificity, it is committed to eschew every ethical and political impulse. On principle, it can serve neither the (ethically) good nor the (politically) useful. In practice, the great historians—the paradigms or models of what constitutes “proper” historiography—vacillate between the two ideals, systematically advancing this or that form of sovereignty, this or that person or institution, as either adequate to its time and place and therefore “guiltless” before God and man, or as possessing transcendental (idealized) value as a model (or exemplar) of what “ought to be” (for example, the Greek polis, the Roman oecumene, the New Model Army, the Parisian mob, the Church, etc.). It is by its unavoidable (unavoidable because it is inherent in its form, the narrative) idealizing strategies that historical discourse reveals its basis in rhetoric.


  ***


  There is much more to say on this occasion about rhetoric, and I am sure that much more about it will be said in the next three days. But I must move on to a consideration of my promised topic, “Historicality as a Trope of Political Discourse.” The word “trope” is intended to refer to the rhetorical theory of swerves, digressions, or deviations (Greek: tropos, Latin: tropus and modus; Fr. l’écart; Ger. die Wendung) in a discourse from what has been established as the proper level of its elaboration. Any swerve into figuration serves to provide the referent of the discourse with a connotative significance in excess of what can be said about it in literal(ist) speech. Seventeenth-century rhetorical theory classified the tropes into four general classes, each given the name of a specific figure of speech: metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony (or catachresis, abusio). Late eighteenth-century rhetoric correlated these four kinds of tropes with what John Quincy Adams—former president of the United States and ambassador to France, but subsequently professor of rhetoric and oratory at Harvard College—called principles of association common to the human mind universally: resemblance, contiguity, identification, and opposition (to overdetermine, emphasize, characterize, and/or expropriate material from a contiguous or homologous discipline or practice for purposes of illustration or exemplification.)


  It is too bad that deconstruction never got around to deconstructing history.3 Too bad, even Derrida thought that deconstruction was a ground-clearing operation that would prepare the way for the constitution of history as the only kind of philosophy that could be practiced after modernity.4 In a number of places, he says that all he has ever done is history. Well, unfortunately, I have news for Derrida—although it is too late,5 but then news is always too late—in any event, the news is: history is no more decidable, stable, or certain than philosophy. But I can understand why Derrida thought that you might begin to rebuild philosophy after it had been deconstructed by adverting to history. Only historians know—and they prefer not to mention it—that history is nothing but a construction, that the imagined genetic relationship between the historical past and the present is an illusion, and that the principal social function of historical studies, in their scientific or rather scientistic form, is to provide a basis for the belief that whatever is has good reasons for being what it is, and that anyone who wants things to be different than they in fact are can be dismissed as a utopian or, worse, a utopianist.


  As is well known, “historicality” has traditionally served as a trope by which to relativize ethical and political questions. Although most modern historians claim to wish to serve absolutist and universalist notions of truth and truthfulness, it is an undeniable fact that the more they probe the details of specific ethical issues—such issues as, say, the (moral) right of resistance to the political tyrant, or specific political issues, such as, say, the decision to sacrifice a part of the polity for the well-being of the whole—the more such issues are considered in their concreteness and specificity, the more difficult it becomes to subsume the ways of resolving them under a general rule or meta-principle: by which I mean a principle that tells us which principle to apply for the satisfactory resolution of an ethical or political dilemma. The very decision to, as they say, “set what appears to be a dilemma actually faced by a specific group of individuals in a specific time and place in its original context,” this decision already determines the milieu within which the search for a rule by which to judge the issues involved to a limited domain of time and place. It hardly makes sense to apply a Christian ethic in the judgment of a situation arising in an Islamic society, just as it hardly makes sense to utilize modern notions of justice to assess an act of resistance in a medieval context.


  In matters of ethics and politics, as in those occasions when a conflict between ethics and politics arise, the appeal to or invocation of “the historical situation” always has the effect of relativizing the issues involved therein. I will not try to defend this generalization at this point but will simply register it and proceed to my next point. And this is: that an appeal to or invocation of “historicality” as a means of “situating” a conflict within ethics and politics or between them is a tropological move, more like a “turn” in a narrative or a poem or an oratorical performance than an exfoliation of an argument by deduction or entailment.


  Although the term “historicality” names a substance—the substance of “history”—it is unclear what the content of this substance might be. As Heidegger pointed out long ago, scholars typically can posit “history” and undertake to study it before they have any clear idea of what makes a thing a historical kind of thing or what the quality of historicality might consist of. The project of trying to derive from the study of the many histories written about the substance or essence of history the quality that makes the historical thing “historical” has been the task of the nefarious philosophy of history in the modern period. Temporality, Providence, Fate, Fortuna, Progress, Reason, Spirit, and so on, have been offered by one or another thinker over the past two and a half millennia, much to the distress of modern professional historians who tend to feel that the search for the “essence” or “substance” of “history” has not only proven fruitless but, indeed, violates (the) founding protocol(s) of historical research: namely, concentration on the concrete individual, which existed at a specific time and in a particular place and whose “nature” consists of the circumstance that it existed thus and so and not otherwise. Indeed, one of the distinguishing marks of professional historical inquiry (a pleonasm inasmuch as “historical” originally meant “inquiry” in Greek) is that, unlike its everyday, ordinary, or popular counterpart, it forgoes the effort to identify or define the “historicality” of “history,” the essence or substance of the “historical” (in favor of inquiry into finite domains of the past or specific stretches of time, not to establish the historicality of these objects of study, but simply to find out what had been happening therein, or what had been going on in and around them). The ordinary man in the street continues to think, or at least to say, that he or she knows a historical phenomenon when he or she sees one. The ordinary person appeals to history for vindication or justification, saying things like “history teaches . . .” and referring to certain events as “historical” or to persons as having “made history” or “changed history,” or using the expression “that’s history” to suggest that some event or person or institution or idea is “over and done with.”


  Michael Oakeshott argued that this latter kind of use of “history” and the “historical” marked the difference between the professional historian’s notion of “the historical past” and the layman’s “practical past.”6 The “historical past,” said Oakeshott, is that past constructed by professional historians who follow agreed-upon rules for processing evidence of a certain kind about the past, so as to provide a kind of normative version of the past of a community, which has no practical use whatsoever. Professional historical inquiry is inquiry into events over and done with for their own sakes, merely for determining what can be truthfully and accurately said about these events in the extent that they are over and done with and can have no further bearing (if they ever had any bearing at all) upon the present(s) of a given community. Indeed, so different in kind is the “historical past” of the professional historians from the “practical past” of the man of affairs and the ordinary bloke that there is really no possible conflict between them. Professional historians may more or less tolerantly observe the man in the street’s appeal to “history” to teach a lesson, point to a moral, justify an action taken, or vindicate a wrong, but recognize—as the man who uses history for practical purposes cannot—that the past appealed to for practical purposes is not the past the historian is in process of revealing, representing, or constructing, and that the man in the street’s manner of speaking is (whether he knows it or not) not literal but purely figurative and belongs to rhetoric, not to scientific discourse. So averse is the professional historian to the use of historical knowledge for practical—social, economic, political—purposes that any such use of his knowledge of the past by a professional historian is what he will mean by “ideology.”


  Now this distinction between the historical past and the practical past, the one a disinterested construction from documents of what really happened in a specific time and place, the other a motivated, interested, or prejudiced “space of experience” drawn on ad libitum for examples, justifications, excuses, and reasons for deferring judgments on current affairs, and so forth, completely begs the question of the substance of history by implying that “historicality” is a kind of mythical entity, the kind of thing one might expect from the unscientific and philosophically unsophisticated common man who still thinks that there are such things as “substances” or “essences” underlying, informing, or otherwise determining the attributes of things. The mob believes in historicality; the proper historian believes in history—a kind of knowledge (or a mode of experience, to use Oakeshott’s terminology) that has absolutely no practical relevance and no implications for understanding the events of the “present.” And any effort on the part of a professional student of any aspect of the past to generalize findings of an explanatory kind—such as Hegel’s work in history of philosophy or Marx’s work in the history of political economy—is to be branded as reductive and reifying, ideological, the confusion of what the scientific historian can do with what the practical man of affairs would desire of historical knowledge.


  Hegel, of course, insisted that both the proper subject of history and the institution that created the conditions for the foundation of a specifically historical kind of knowledge (that is, knowledge of the past based on evidence) was political. This assertion is quite different from his larger generalization that the informing principle of world history is Reason. No, history is, as the saying has it, past politics; histories are about political events first and foremost, and political philosophy (or philosophy of right) is the proper organon of political history. Then, in a move that has proven to have had, however indirectly, what we might call “world historical” implications, Hegel defined the state as the institution in which the conflict between the law and morality is sublimated into politics understood as the art of the possible. A history of a specific people that has attained to the status of “statality” will show the conflict between the ethos (of a people) and the nomos (of the state). This conflict is the essence of the political. But it is of the essence of the political to find no resolution of the various conflicts between different ethoi and different nomoi. The history of politics is in the end the history of failure. The various states in history take on different forms; they come and go; they leave more or less of the evidence (the traces) of their vicissitudes. And this record, this history, in itself and by itself teaches nothing: the only thing anyone ever learned from the study of history is that nobody ever learned anything (practical) from the study of history.


  So what is the use of history? This was Nietzsche’s question, of course, in the Second of his Untimely Meditations. And his answer to this question is, for what it is worth, my answer. For better or worse, after the death of God and the end of metaphysics, history is all we have as the basis for a human science. Any science based on it will not be a very good, or complete, or powerful science. But if our inquiry is directed as what Kant projected as his fourth critique, namely, the question “What is man?” then history is all we’ve got.


  But what has all this to do with the threefold topic of our conference: “Ethics, Politics, Rhetoric”? And what does it have to do with the topic indicated by the title of my lecture: “Historicality as a Trope of Political Discourse”?


  ***


  During the hearings in the US Congress anent the appointment of Condoleezza Rice to the position secretary of state, Rice was interrogated about her part in the decisions taken by the president and his handlers to invade Iraq on the grounds that Saddam Hussein possessed, was developing, or at least desired to have weapons of mass destruction. Rice, in response to this line of inquiry, answered: “I know enough about history to stand back and to recognize that you judge decisions not at the moment, but in how it all adds up.” Here the appeal to “history” is made in order to justify deferring answering a question or making a judgment on one’s own past judgment—until one can see how, as Rice puts it, “it all adds up” (shakes out, comes out in the wash, comes home to roost, etc.). This is an example of the use in political discourse of the trope of “historicality.”


  And yet, it has been suggested that historical inquiry is a discipline whose practice presumes the impossibility of ever being able to grasp the shared substance of its object of study, the quality that makes a given thing identifiable as a historical something. This is because of the way historians define (or intuit) their objects of study—as individualities whose historicality consists in their singularity and time-and-space specificity. Since there cannot be by definition a science of the singular, there can be no science of the historical. Which puts history in the position of identifying its own scientificity in terms of a practice of knowledge production that is radically unscientific. It might be argued that history is one of those disciplines that practices a kind of knowledge production necessary for the examination of precisely those phenomena that resist or that have not yet been grasped as possible objects of a properly scientific mode of inquiry. Or to put it in Heideggerian terms, history is a discipline that produces histories even and long before it has worked out a satisfactory notion of the historical (or historicality).


  Such is the opinion of the philosopher Alain Badiou, who appears to be reinventing the older position, held by Croce and R. G. Collingwood, that all knowledge—including scientific and philosophical knowledge—is in the final analysis “historical” knowledge. “Historical,” yes, but not in the sense of being knowledge about the past, but rather in the sense of being knowledge of the singular within a situation that is itself singular—such that the subtracting and abstracting techniques of science can be seen to produce the effect of distancing us from objects of our interest rather than rendering them familiar. Badiou builds his philosophy on the perception of crucial differences between knowledge, on the one hand, and truth, on the other, an understanding of art and poetry as a kind of knowledge production, and a view of philosophy as arbitrator among the sciences. In any event, in Badiou’s view, truth is infinite and cannot therefore be an object of knowledge. And this permits one to say, specifically about historical knowledge, that it can never be whole and complete, especially insofar as it seeks the truth, but that this does not invalidate history’s claim to produce a kind of knowledge that is especially relevant to humankind in its efforts to respond creatively to the multitude of “situations” within which human beings must try to work out a destiny.


  What I find worthwhile in this characterization of history’s own “situation” is that it permits us to continue to draw upon history as a source of knowledge that has special relevance—because of its nature as singular and situated—to the kinds of situations in which ethical and political issues arise. Moreover, for our purposes here in the next few days, this “situationist” notion of historical knowledge allows us to relate the situationist discourses of ethics and politics to the “situated” kind of language use traditionally called “rhetorical,” but which, for today at least, I wish to call “pragmatic.”


  I shall not ask, however, what can history or historicalization contribute to the understanding of the relation between ethics and politics. I wish to consider, instead, the fact that historical inquiry has been, from its very beginning, focused on the conflict between ethics understood as deontology (the science of binding or obligation: Kant’s “What ought I do?”) and politics understood as politology (the science of the possible: Kant’s “What can I do?”). Under the conditions of sociality, this plays out as a conflict between what is thought to be prohibited and what is thought to be possible insofar as sociality is mediated by speech and language.


  Again, I speak only of Western cultural traditions and only insofar as these are informed by a sense of the historicity of the social system. Conflict between ethics and politics or between the ethical and the political are apprehensible in the West as a historically changing structure of relationships between value and action (action being distinguishable from mere motion or movement by virtue of the element of intention and therefore of responsibility, more or less consciously present, in any undertaking). The historicality of the relationship between value and action—its different structurations across time—is what makes of this relationship a specifically philosophical problem. If the relationship between value and action did not change, or if there were some absolute rule (some transcendental principle) that could be invoked by which to measure the extent any change in this relationship deviated from or approximated to the ideal, there would be no philosophical problem to discuss. But in the absence of such an ideal or in a situation in which such an ideal cannot be specified, the possibility of a specifically historical approach to the problem of the conflict between ethics and politics is opened up.


  There are, of course, other possible approaches, such as a logical analysis of the concepts implied in the notions of the ethical and the political, and so on. But it is because there are other possible approaches to this problem that the historical approach—the decision to approach the problem by way of charting changes in the articulation of this relation over time and in space—the product of this decision, the turn to a history of the relation between ethics and politics, has to be comprehended as a tropical move, by which I mean a discursive turn for which there is no obvious logical or ontological necessity. Indeed, the decision to use a historical approach to the discussion of any matter of social concern is a rhetorical move insofar as it defers analysis of the problems raised by the conflict inherent in the Western formulation of the substances of ethics and politics; it defers this analysis in the pursuit of an origin of the conflict in an impossible, because prehistoric, origin.


  We can best comprehend this “move”—this turn from conceptual analysis of the relation between ethics and politics to an effort to construct an account of the history of this relationship—in terms of the rhetorics of historiography, where rhetoric is understood—in the way Paul de Man wished to do—not only as the art of persuasion or seduction but also, and even primarily, as theory of trope, troping, indeed, as tropology. It is well known that the transformation of historical studies into a science, envisioned by Ranke, Droysen, and others in the nineteenth century, was to be achieved by their liberation of history from its status as a genre of rhetoric. This liberation had been long in the works; indeed, it was already implicit in the Father of History’s fixation on the fact (the singular event attested in some way by an observer or a document left by an observer) as his ultimate object of concern.


  Herodotus was less interested in gossip, speculation, supposition, and what might have been, than, rather, what had happened in a specific place over a specific time span. His inquiries, his “histories,” were directed to this end. At the same time, it is obvious that Herodotus was aware that the determination of “what had happened” was a problem rather different from the problem of presenting his findings about what had happened in a form or mode of expression that would be adequate to his stated aim of keeping alive to the memory of coming generations those great deeds and events that had led to the rise and fall of empires. He solves the problem of presentation (Darstellung) rhetorically, by adopting the “form” of those myths (mythoi = plots, stories) inherited from the Hellenic past as proper containers for recounting the deeds of gods and heroes.


  The union of this form (myth) with a new kind of content (or a content presented in a new way)—human content (big events caused by the conflict of kings and peoples)—must itself be grasped as the product of a discursive move, a trope (an unmotivated “swerve”) within the older discussion of the identity of the Hellenes—the arbitrary nature of which was grasped by Thucydides, who condemns the story-form as inadequate to the task of presenting the lessons to be derived about the nature of the city as the place where politics collides with ethics in a drama of potentially universal significance. Thucydides seeks to neutralize the effect of a rhetorical presentation of real events by making rhetoric one of the subject-matters of his own discourse, specifically characterizing the threefold relationship between ethics, politics, and rhetorics as a problem that “history” (inquiry into how things came about) could help resolve, only if it were governed by “scientific” principles of diagnosis similar to those devised in Hippocratean medical practices. Thus, it seems permissible to say that Thucydides differs from his predecessor Herodotus in his rejection of rhetoric as a means of presenting the truth about the past and the relation between the present and the past in favor of a scientific mode of presentation. For Thucydides, rhetoric—the use of speech to persuade, seduce, and traduce—was part of the problem of explaining the fall of Athens at the hands of Sparta.


  But let me pause here for a moment. I do not want to analyze the theoretical or conceptual content of the debate over the adequacy of historia (inquiry) to the truthful representation of human events. Herodotus does not even present an argument to justify his using the substance of the form of mythos to treat or present the deeds of real men; he simply does it, that is to say, launches into his story (logos = account) of the chain of events that culminated in the defeat—against all odds—of the Persians by the Hellenes.7


  ***


  Now, at this point, I want to pause in my own presentation of “Historicality as a Trope of Political Discourse” and point out what I have been doing in presenting the problem of the relationship among rhetoric, ethics, and politics in historical or rather “historiological” terms.


  As I mentioned above, Michael Oakeshott has argued that there are many pasts, of which the historical past, by which he meant the past constructed by professional inquirers into events considered to have been over and done with, is only one. Over against this historical past, Oakeshott posited what he called the practical past, by which he meant all of those fragments and snippets of memory and records of one sort or another that all of us carry around in our heads and to which we appeal when we need some justification for construing a problem in a particular way, some model or example by which to guide comportment, or some body of fact to support a position in an argument or on which to project a “realistic” picture of who or what we are.


  Ever since the invention of the discipline of history—or historical inquiry—these two conceptions of “the past” have been at odds with one another, but in many respects, each of them actually provides a kind of anti-type of the other. The past in which historians are interested overlaps with the past I must call up every time I wish to act on the basis of some experience of something that has happened to me (or us) before, or seek to ground my wishes, desires, and actions on “experience.” And in many respects, historians construct a past that is an alternative to the practical past; although when anyone invokes “history” it is unclear whether they mean the historical or some version of a practical past. In any event, my argument this evening will be that the invocation of the past is always and can hardly be anything other than a trope, a turn in discourse that is intended to endow the topic under discussion with the meaning of “the historical.”


  In the modern period in the West, historical knowledge has a function quite different from what it did during the times when religion or metaphysics served as the determinant of what could pass for “reality.” In earlier times, historical knowledge had to vie with theology and philosophy—not to mention tradition, memory, and chronicle—for authority. In the early nineteenth century, history was promoted to a position of prominence for providing guidance to the understanding of national (and other kinds of communal) identity, but only for a moment; it had hardly ascended in the hierarchy of disciplines before it was pushed aside by the physical and social sciences. From the position of magistra vitae patriae, history was quickly demoted to the humble role of gathering facts about the past, especially the political past of the people or the nation, assembling them in narratives, and consigning them to the care of other, more scientific disciplines, for processing and transformation into more or less useful “knowledges.”


  The discipline of history is a practice where various other, auxiliary disciplines devoted to the establishment of the facts of the past are used to construct a record of “what happened” in the past of a given community or group. Ethics has minimal need for history, but the factual information produced by historical inquiry itself serves an auxiliary function for other, more scientific, and more synthetic disciplines.


  No picture tells the truth, but the best pictures tell much more. This statement is acceptable because it instantiates in its diction the principle of which it speaks. Moreover, it is true because a given still photograph—as against its possible caption—does not “tell” anything; a picture is not a statement, proposition, phrase, or even an utterance. Nor does it represent anything; it is an indexical sign, like moss on a tree or thunder. But the images within the frame of a picture can be read as if they had been intended to figure forth a message. For example, there was a photograph that recently appeared in the New York Times that, while factual, was not “true.” This was a photograph of the president of Colombia published along with a story about his problem with alcohol. The picture in question had been taken ten years earlier. It showed the not-yet president hoisting a mug of beer at the Vienna Oktoberfest. The caption identified the image as being from the Vienna Oktoberfest in 1994. The photo tropes the story, therefore, by contiguity on the page and by similarity to the topos of consumption of alcohol in the story. The caption tropes the photo by tacitly undermining its status as documentary evidence in support of the story, by revealing that it is not what it might seem to be, etc., etc.


  I am less interested in clarifying the uses and abuses of history for political discourse than in suggesting how a revision of the conventional idea of “trope” can be used to analyze the deontological relationship between two adjacent fields in the human sciences: history and political science. I depend upon the early modern and specifically Vichian conception of “trope” as the basis of what Vico called “poetic logic,” by which cultures authorize a connection between domains of human thought and action that defy conceptual connection in terms of the logic of identity and noncontradiction.


  It appears to me that “history” is not a science in any significant way but that it does provide a specific kind of information (or data) about an existentially significant dimension of a community’s identity, namely, its past, on which political discourse can draw in its effort to claim the status of a kind of science. Of course, traditionally, the borrowing has gone both ways. History was once defined as the study of past politics and claimed “the political” along with “pastness” as the double substance of the kind of event with which it was properly concerned. Few were the historical tracts that did not constitute at least tacitly a commentary on the significance of the story they had to tell for the understanding of politics and, beyond that, ethics and/or morality. Thus, the two paradigms of the two discourses, historical and political, those of Thucydides and Machiavelli respectively, count quite as importantly in any history of political thinking as they do in the history of historiography.


  Through their various practices, historians, or investigators of reality (the world) under the aspect of its pastness, produce the notion of “the-past-as-history.” But they cannot specify—either deductively or inductively—what is the substance or essence of “the historical.” The subsumption of “the past” under the concept of “the historical” reduces the domain of the former, without being able to name the principle on the basis of which the reduction is necessitated. The historical past is not as extensive as the past in general; only certain events in the past are identified as “historical.” Not only that, within the category of historical events, some are more “historical” than others, at least so it seems on an analysis of works written and published by historians. In other words, the historical, like modern art, does not have an intentional definition. We can identify a large number of history books because they are usually labeled as such, but if we ask what is the common attribute of their various referents or objects of study that makes of the events dealt with in them all gatherable under the rubric “history,” the effort fails. Why this is so can be indicated: it is due to the nature of what is permitted to count as a historical event.


  A historical event must have happened in the past, have occurred at a specific place and time, be graspable as a singularity rather than as a universal or particular, be subject to commonsensical explanation, and be construable as an element of a narrative (and not merely chronological) account of its relations to other, similarly characterizable events.8


  Natural events or meta-natural events (by which I mean such an “event” as the origination or end of the universe or such a meta-law as entropy) do not have all or possibly any of these attributes. If historical events are viewed as events happening in “nature,” however different they may be from other natural events, such as earthquakes, tsunamis, or floods, then historical events must be construed as being just as meaningless as natural events are conceived to be in the modern physical sciences. However, in practice, historians, or at least modern historians, conceive implicitly at least that historical events can be presumed to differ from other natural events by virtue of their narratability or, as I would put it, their narrativizability. This treatment of historical events as if they were capable of serving as elements of narrative discourses without violating canons of realism is legitimated by the principles of “poetic” (rather than syllogistic) logic, that is, by tropology. The “turns” in argumentation by which events can be constituted as facts, facts organized chronologically, and chronicles transformed into narratives, these turns are authorized by no principle of logic. They are manifestly rhetorical or, as I would prefer to call them, “poetic” in kind.9


  Now, historical discourse provides a basis in fact for political discourse in one sense, insofar as it takes the latter for its subject matter and purports to show how there could be a specifically political act prior to the invention of the idea of the political. Or is it the other way around? Does the political idea emerge from contemplation on a body of actions that share the attribute of “politicality”? Historical discourse is able to sublimate these kinds of questions, which are of the order of the question: Is a thing good because the gods love it, or do the gods love it because it is good? (Plato’s Euthyphro). Historical discourse is able to finesse these kinds of questions by turning them (transforming them, translating them, troping them) into questions of order: which comes first, the chicken or the egg?


  In my view, political discourse is no less tropological in its essence than historical discourse—however much it may feign fidelity to empirical induction, to logic and scientific method or the principle of objectivity. In addition, political discourse resembles historical discourse in the way it mixes argumentative or demonstrative techniques of presentation, objectivist description, and moral, ethical, and ideological elements. So, although much of traditional political discourse invokes, calls upon, borrows from, and incorporates history into its elaboration, and does for purposes of “grounding” its program in a real rather than an imaginary world, the relationship between political discourse and history is purely adventitious and tropological at best. In fact, this relationship might be called meta-tropological, inasmuch as it is a relationship between two tropologically structured discourses. Thus, for example, the use of “history” as a source of examples of effective and/or ineffective political action, as if one had found “in the real world” a real specimen of a certain kind of activity, is bogus. A “historical” event or personage or action is an event, or personage, or an action that has been constituted as such by and in the process of describing it as the kind of event that can serve as an element in a specifically historical discourse. And the description of an event as a specifically historical event operates in conformity with the tropological principles conventionally utilized—ekphrasis, synecdoche, hypotyposis, identification, and so on—by “poetic logic” to turn natural entities into cultural ones. The putative “historical event” that is cited by a practitioner of another scientific discipline as an example of certain general principles that he or she is interested in explicating or interpreting is already shot through with interpretation simply by virtue of having been grasped in and constituted as “data” by discursive practices more rhetorical than analytical in nature. The rhetoricity of such events is contained in the figures and tropes used to characterize them as a specific “this or that” rather than a general “what and which.” One might even say, with Foucault, Derrida, and other (post)modern theorists of the “archive,” that the very process of “gathering” of a set of documents together and labeling them as a certain kind of evidence of a certain kind of practice is already interpreting them and endowing them with a historicity by utterly arbitrary methods.


  This is not so nihilistic an interpretation of the process of “historicization” as it might appear at first glance. To be sure, it seems that, to raise the question of the adequacy of scientific procedures, objectivist description, logical analysis, and rationalistic (hypothetico-deductive) argumentation is to seem to liberate historical discourse from all of the restraints (fidelity to the documentary record, adherence to established evidentiary procedures, use of common sense and ordinary, rather than technical language) that historians have taken on to their practices in order to pose as minimally scientific; it seems that to raise this question is to plunge everything into chaos—or, as it is often said these days by historians and others when confronted by the dreaded postmodernism—into an attitude of “anything goes.” But to admit the pertinency of a “poetic logic” to the understanding of the past, although it is irretrievably gone, over and done with, dead or nihilated by time, to admit this is not necessarily to surrender all standards for assessing, if not the validity, then at least the authenticity of one kind of historical discourse as against another.


  First, because we today have a notion of the nature of poetic utterance quite different from that of the Romantics and, for that matter, the Positivists, Idealists, Pragmatists, and other brands of metaphysical conceptions of “poetry.” (That is to say, poetic utterance is not to be reduced to its expressive, referential, and/or affective functions, nor is it to be mystified as heavenly music or any other such spiritualist notion of its nature.) Nor is poetic utterance and its structuring principles to be restricted to use in “poetry,” especially of the lyric and romantic variety. The poetic function of language use can be found just as readily in extended, realistic prose discourse as it can in “poetry.” And, indeed, one cannot account for the effectivity on the emotions, the passions, and the whole imaginary dimensions of human consciousness without recognition of the poetic logic informing a literary prose that purports to be, in spite of its literariness, quite as realistic as its nonliterary counterpart. This is especially the case with historiographical prose put to use not only to promote the cause of a given politics, but to constitute the political as a dimension, itself perhaps constitutive, of human species being.


  My argument is that political discourse draws not so much on “history” as on historical discourse for some of its “data” (because the only “history” there is, is that constructed in and by the discourse of historians), just as historical discourse draws upon political discourse in order to identify a specific (and in modern historiography, a canonical) subject matter. But this relationship between the two disciplines is not as symmetrical as it might seem. Why? Because “history” is a phantasm, an imaginary, even delusional realm of human existence, while politics, however enigmatic it may appear to be in certain of its incarnations (especially its democratic form), names a real structure of relationships. Relationships mediated by differential power positions, the law, the struggle for the legal right to use violence (and not merely force) in the prosecution of personal and social programs, and, as Carl Schmitt has it, the possession of sovereignty. There may be phantasmatic elements in political thought, imagination, and action, but there can be no doubt about the this-worldly nature of any given politics and the criteria to be used in assessing its effectiveness: these are the possession and use of power. Historical discourse has conventionally rejected so pragmatic a notion as effectiveness for assessing its validity. The historian’s very use of the past as an object of study, his/her commitment to the use of written documents as the evidence of choice, and his/her use of a narrative mode of presentation of its findings, all this renders historical discourse fated to remain something less than a science and something other than a “free” art. It is what also accounts for the peculiar kind of disciplinarity that historical inquiry enjoys: historical description is not bound by rules, any more than poetic utterance is.


  ***


  To conclude: I am not interested in comparing (or seeking to derive) modern ideas of the relations among rhetoric, ethics, and politics with (from) ancient, medieval, or even early modern Western ideas thereof. I wanted to concentrate on the ethics of the modern subject of society deprived of both religious and metaphysical certitudes about the ultimate nature of “reality.” As far as I am concerned, there is a reality, but it possesses no meaning apart from that which is imposed upon it by human agency. This reality is given specificity and endowed with conceptual attributes by the various discourses set up in a society to cultivate, manage, and police specific notions of group identity, origin, and end. As for politics, I am interested only in the problem of constructing a viable democratic community, constructing a state that will serve the interests of fairness for its citizens and practice a policy of respect and open-mindedness vis-à-vis other kinds of communities, and serve as referee to assure fair practices among the various groups that make up what is called civil society and provide safeguards for the least privileged of its members. Of course, this conception of politics in our time must imply an interest in the various threats to such a model: religious systems of all kinds (fundamentalist as well as enlightened), the various totalitarian systems spawned by the twentieth century and beyond, and what I take to be the greatest threat to a democratic polity, the global corporatist business system.


  On this conception, politics includes the efforts to transcend the appeal of certain residues of earlier political systems, such as monarchy, aristocracy, republicanism, and so on, and stave off threats to democratic systems as well. I regard rhetorics as the art or science of the public uses of discourse, as less properly concerned with what the old rhetoric called “persuasion” (or “seduction”) than with the various techniques found in discourse by which fact and value can be united in a single, aesthetically compelling practice of communication, exchange, and negotiation.


  Here I follow the lead of my friends Richard Rorty and especially Frank Ankersmit, who, in his Aesthetic Politics (1996), examines the problem of an ethics and a politics without ontology and beyond ethics. I think, by the way, that the attempt to construe the state as either the incarnation of moral norms or as guardian of an ethics—in other words, to confuse politics with the search for “the good”—has been disastrous. I do not think that one can construct a logically consistent system that combines fact—as that term is understood by modern (post-metaphysical) science—and value, but that does not mean that one has to succumb to irrationalism. What we need to do is redefine our notions about what counts as rational thought and action under the conditions of (Western) modernity. This is where rhetorics, considered as a theory of the pragmatics of discourse without appeal to transcendental norms or universal values, comes in.10
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  4. Derrida’s interest in history might have come to him from Heidegger. The latter, in his earlier work, thought that one of the tasks or modern philosophy was to demonstrate how the concept of historicity could be derived deductively from the human experience of temporarily. This was the project of the last section of Being and Time (1927). [Ed: See the recently published and translated 1964–65 seminar from Derrida’s earliest teaching period: Jacques Derrida, Heidegger: The Question of Being and History (The Seminars of Jacques Derrida), trans. Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016). The French edition was published in 2013, thus well after this lecture was given.]


  5. [Ed: Derrida died in 2004, one year before this lecture.]


  6. [Ed: See Hayden White, The Practical Past (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2014).]


  7. Of course, there is a brief preface to this launching of the account in which Herodotus reports some logographers’ accounts of a series of rapes of Greek women (Helen and Io) by Asiatics and of Asiatic women by Greeks.


  8. [Ed: See Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality,” in White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 1–25.]


  9. The conventional separation of rhetoric from poetics is, as far as I am concerned, just as questionable as the separation of logic from rhetoric, where the latter is understood as a science or art of troping. History is a discourse; historicality is a product of discursive (rather than logical) moves or tropes; and by the endowment of certain events of the past with historicality a domain of historical facts and the relationships presumed to exist between or among them is constituted. This historical past can be known only by way of the texts written and published by practitioners of this discourse. Hence the relevance of historical studies to philosophy, to literary studies, and to the social sciences, on the one hand, and to certain aspects of “practical” life, such as ethics, economics, and, what interests me, here, today, political discourse, on the other.


  10. Ethics: the singularity and situatedness of the judging subject. Politics: the singularity and situatedness of the agent. And rhetoric: the singularity and contingency of the speech event. In the absence of any possible appeal to religion and metaphysics, “history” (a kind of information) may be all we have left as a possible foundation for a knowledge adequate to the challenges that “history” (a culturally specific structuration of temporality) itself poses for the West.

  




  CHAPTER 13


  Exile and Abjection [2006]



   Able was I ere I saw Elba.


  —Classic English palindrome


  Dirt is matter out of place.


  —Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger




  Exile once belonged to the law; it was a punishment. Then, in the modern age, in advanced societies at least, it disappeared from the law, along with torture, enslavement, capital punishment, drawing and quartering, and so on. In the United States, we have put exile among the category of “cruel and unusual punishments.” Exile is, of course, substituted by imprisonment, a modern invention that purports to reeducate the criminal rather than punish him. After that, the term exile becomes a metaphor for a certain kind of person (a political refugee) or condition (being in exile) with appropriate modifiers (internal exile, inner exile, self-exile, etc.). What historical change, other than in the law itself, does the metaphorization of the term “exile” manifest or reflect? I seek to answer this question by asking why it was that “exile” was considered to be an especially onerous kind of punishment. One (but surely not the only) answer to this question has to do with what I call the doctrine of places (luoghi, lieux, Orte/die Staette, lugar, etc.), the idea that there is a proper place for everything and in the best of all possible worlds everything would be in its proper place, that our ills and uneasiness derive from our being out of place, and that, consequently, to remove someone from his/her proper place is a punishment roughly equivalent to disgrace, enslavement, or execution. As a legal punishment, exile admits of degrees of severity or onerousness. There is exile with disgrace and exile without disgrace, the latter simply removing the person from his place, the former both removing and abjecting or casting him down as well as out. Disgrace meant losing caste, which confirms that exile was a punishment for the nobility alone, not for those who had already been cast out as their condition of being. Finally, exile conventionally is preceded by a formal proclamation of banishment. Although, in English, exile is considered to be synonymous with banishment, actually banishment was supposed to be the speech-act (like the judge’s sentence in a court of law) that transforms the citizen or subject into an outcast.


  The theme of exile is of ancient lineage in Western culture, having a prominent place in Classical no less than in Judaic and Christian myth, legend, literature, and history. Exile is an archetypal structure of meaning that, by means of a discrete combination of equivalences, assigns a value, now positive, now negative to relationships governing certain fundamental structures of social experience, such as inside and outside, center and periphery, noble and humble, etc. From the standpoint of the history of ideas, the values attached to the condition of exile or to the person finding himself in that condition derive from a qualitatively articulated world in which everything is considered to have its own or proper place, and every place is considered to have its own or proper inhabitants, such that anything out of its proper place may be regarded as being somehow degraded, polluted, abjected. This is the ontological idea of place that defines it in terms of teleology, the view held by both Aristotle and Plato and of all similarly qualitative notions of space, such as Neo-Platonic “chain of being” conceptions deriving therefrom. An article in Dialectica informs us that Aristotle believed that “all changes involve change of place (Phys. VIII, 7).” And: “when Aristotle speaks of the place of something x, he means to talk of a specific place of x, one that is proper to x and is included in it, but does not coincide with, its maximum surrounder.”1


  In premodern times, exile was considered to be an especially severe punishment just by virtue of the fact that it removed the subject from his proper place and dispatched him to another place more or less alien to the subject and his family or tribe. Thus, the ideology of exile—its uses as an evaluator passing as a descriptor—depends upon a doctrine of places or the idea that places possess qualities that permit those who occupy them to flourish or founder depending on their propriety to them. Whatever else “exile” may be construed to be, it has something to do with being sent to or constrained to inhabit a place that is not so much perilous as rather simply “other” than what is proper to the person involved. To be exiled is to be deprived of essence by being removed from a proper to an improper place or from one improper place to another.2


  Now what I want to consider here is the way in which the notion of exile continues to function as a trope of political discourse long after the Entzauberung der Welt (disenchantment of the world) has destroyed the doctrine of places on which exile’s status as a punishment and as a mode of being in the world had depended.


  Anyone who still believes that there are “sacred places” in the world, which is to say, locales that possess some kind of spiritual or transcendental significance, quite apart from the symbolic significances they may have been accorded by different societies at different times in history, will reject such a view. For such believers, the notion of exile as a condition can have a meaning and a value consonant with the older signification of the term “exile.” Thus, during the period of nationalism, the nation was such a sacred place, the lieu on which soil and blood, race, or Volk united to produce the “genius” of a “people” from which all members of the community drew their spiritual sustenance and identity as, for example, a “Frenchman” or an “American,” etc. It is removal from this place, lieu, locale that causes the pain, nostalgia, and homesickness of the exile; it is this place to which he or she longs to return, and it is to this place that the exile “comes home.”3


  The absence of such places is what informs Heidegger’s early philosophy and the brand of existentialism that derives from it. Both worldviews—Heidegger’s early existentialist phenomenology and Sartre’s later version of it, for example—presuppose a world without meaning into which an “existant” (Dasein), also without meaning or preestablished purpose but capable of consciousness, is “cast” (geworfen) (although “cast” is not quite the right word; say, rather, “individuated” or “separated out” of Being) and will try to “make a place” (a “dwelling”) for itself in which it can be “at home” (heimlich) and “sheltered” from that “care” (die Sorge) or “anxiety” (angst) that arises from its recognition that it must die.4 This description of the placelessness of Heidegger’s world fits perfectly with Primo Levi’s characterization of his “descent” to Auschwitz, his description of it as the nonplace in which “there is no why here,” and his progressive loss of belief in the reality of the place (the world of deracinated, Torinese Jewry) from which he came. And indeed, Levi’s Se questo è un uomo (If This Is a Man) catalogues the ways in which the camps were intended to destroy both the individual’s sense of self and any relation to the places from which he had come.


  Modernity, it turns out, is characterized by the transformation of a world once conceived as a congeries of places gradually being transformed (by capitalism and its attendant effects on the world of substances) into a congeries of non- or un-places. In modernist literature, the Pole writing in English, Joseph Conrad, chronicles this transformation in most of his works, from Almayer’s Folly, Outcast of the Islands, and Chance (the first three novels) through Heart of Darkness, Nostromo, Lord Jim, The Secret Agent, Under Western Eyes, and so on.5 In Heart of Darkness, Marlow finds his alter-ego Kurtz in the non-place—“the heart of a great darkness”—of the upper Congo. Kurtz, the consummation of European culture and knowledge, had gone forth into darkest Africa as an adventurer in the service of a great capitalist firm located in Brussels, but had been changed, by the non-place where he had ended up, from a representative of civilization into an exile in the traditional sense of the term, that is, as deprived, degraded, abject. He had, as they used to say, “gone native.” Having gone over the edge, there was no going home for Kurtz. In this novella, however, at the end, Marlow finds that the “darkness” that destroyed Kurtz was “at home” as well, in the heart of the metropolitan centers of empire, in the cities of Brussels and London (not to mention in the wraith-like figure of Kurtz’s betrothed), from which both Kurtz and Marlow had both gone adventuring.


  It is her insight into the relationship between the center and the periphery of the great capitalistic network of trade and industry that led Hannah Arendt to link up imperialism and antisemitism as the two great sources of modernist totalitarianism (Nazism and Stalinism). The darkness of the non-place from which no traveler was intended to return, the non-place of Auschwitz and the monde concentrationnaire (world of the concentration camp) of which it is the paradigm, signals the obscuration of the rule of law that had formerly permitted the illusion that the world was divisible into a domain of order, governed at least by positive law, on the one side, and a domain of disorder, or lawlessness, on the other. Conrad had identified the “darkness” that had destroyed adventurers such as Kurtz, Almayer, Willems (in Outcast), Nostromo, and Decoud, as a malevolent hypostatized “nature,” studiously avoiding any overt recognition of his own insight that in modernity the destroyer of our humanity was to be found as much in “civilization” as it was in “savagery.” Arendt saw that the evil that Conrad found in nature was already implicit in the racism and antisemitism that was used to justify Europe’s subjection and tutelage of all “lesser breeds without the law” under the pitiless impulsion of industrial capitalism.


  Conrad deals with men (and women) “sent out” to the farthest reaches of the earth, in search of wealth and power. He does not characterize them as “exiles” (and in fact does not much use the word) but as, rather, adventurers, freebooters, outcasts, pirates, looters, and the like—these men resemble more the exilics of the Judaic and Christian traditions: they begin their lives already in a condition of exile and fulfill the figure of the God-abandoned in their various, more or less disgusting, more or less horrible fates. In Conrad, the world reveals itself to be governed by a wrathful “nature” replete with satanic and malevolent forces that take different forms in different milieux. The capitalist adventurer Kurtz, the “Directors of Companies” who send him out into “the heart of darkness,” and the savages who bid Kurtz farewell as Marlow’s boat heads downstream with the dying Kurtz aboard—these are revealed to be all of a kind. And so are the different places, colored red, blue, orange, green, and yellow, on the map hanging in the office of the Company in Brussels, all of the same kind, the same non-substance. The bright colors of empire on the map of the world mask a darkness visible to anyone taking the time and effort to peer into its depths—in the way that Austerlitz, the architectural historian of Europe, does in Sebald’s eponymous novel. The darkness of the upper Congo turns out to be not less penetrable than the gloom of that seat of world business in Brussels. Conrad presupposes something like the traditional notion of exile derived from Judaic notions of wandering in the desert (Galut) and Christian ideas of a “nature” as fallen and removed from immediate relationship to God. The “dark place” has become the everyplace of the world.


  Arendt tends, under the tutelage of Heidegger, in the same direction but puts modernist evil down to the degradation of the rule of law once exemplified in an idealized polis. In her version of the West’s path to the embrace of an evil so integrated with “civilization” as to appear “banal” in its manifestations, the subordination of the law to the sovereign endowed with the right to suspend the law in “states of emergency” destroys the very possibility of establishing borders, confines, frontiers, or any other kind of distinction between the legal and the criminal, good and evil, noble and base, center and periphery in space, present and past in time. The subversion, not of any given law but of legality itself, destroys any possibility of distinguishing between what is proper to a place or thing and what is not so much improper as, rather, unproper, in the sense of having no substantive rectitude, as being without law or principle of being. It is not so much that Nazism theorizes this condition of unpropriety as, rather, develops (like fascism) a theory of movement as will to power (especially power to destroy what stands in its way) and then posits a world (or a set of places in the world) in which everything is potentially destroyable. The will to destruction is relieved of any obligation to law of any kind. Thus, in fact, deportees to Auschwitz and other centers of work, starvation, and extermination are treated neither as exiles nor refugees, nor as criminals, nor even as animals, but as “pieces” (Stuecke was the term favored in the camps to characterize the inmates and victims and was used by German firms to designate Jews to be sent for slave labor or as subjects of medical experiments) somewhat below the status of vermin. Survivors still used the term “exile” to speak of certain aspects or phases of their journey from “home” to the camps and back. Levi uses the term to describe parts of his journey back home in La tregua (The truce; published in the United States under the title The Reawakening). But he does not use it, as far as I can tell, to characterize the period of travail in Auschwitz. For although he recognizes that, in the eyes of his keepers, he has been sent to a faraway place, the place he has come to is meant to be a “no place,” a place of nothingness, extermination, not only of the bodies, but also of the minds and whatever remains of the humanity of the victims.


  The camps are the place of humiliation, of an abjection so extreme as to be an expulsion from the human. This humiliation was prepared for in a parody of the traditional proclamation of banishment supposed to precede the commencement of a period of exile, in which Jews were deprived of their citizenship, given a number in place of their proper names, and outfitted in such a way as to deprive them of any semblance of a “proper” human aspect. They were then submitted to a brutality of treatment utterly random and unmotivated so as to impress upon them their status as abjects, a treatment of humiliation so extreme as to quash not only any hope but even, in case of the so-called Mussulmani (“the men in decay”), any desire for redemption.


  Here, as in so much that lies beneath or below the world of the Lager, the philosophy of Heidegger provides a vocabulary anticipatory of an inverted world in which what was once legal has become criminal and what was once criminal has become legal, with a corresponding dissolution of places even in the constructed world of men. In Being and Time, in his discussion of spatiality, Heidegger introduces a new meaning for the term Entfernung, which, his commentator, Michael Inwood, tells us, “commonly means ‘distance; removal.’” Heidegger will use the term, however, to name the way in which Dasein makes a space (or place) for itself by an activity that Heidegger’s translator gives as “de-severing” elements of primal space that had originally been only fragments but lacking any prior wholeness. Entfernung is a bringing nearby of something originally distant in such a way as to permit a detailed and precise knowledge of it that amounts to an appropriation. Inwood asks, why does Heidegger use a word “Ent + fernen,” which commonly means removing something to a distance, but which literally says “de-distancing (ent + fernen)” something, to mean bring something nearer? And his answer: “Dasein has to remove (entfernen) things to a distance, beyond the boundary of its elbowroom, to get them near (entfernen) enough to deal with. This will be dealt with by Dasein by Entfernung, understood in its (surgical) sense of ‘ab-scission.’ Only ‘relief,’ taking our distance, from the things that ‘besiege’ or ‘beleaguer’ us, enables us to engage with them as beings. Having cleared a space around itself, a space that it can never cross or escape, Dasein can occupy a place within that space.”6


  I do not know about other readers, but my response to this passage is a feeling of uncanniness that is almost frightening. For here, in this straightforward summary of Heidegger’s idea of space, we have, I would submit, nothing less than a philosophical equivalent of the Nazi doctrines of “Lebensraum,” of “Drang nach Osten,” of “Blut und Boden,” and, most horrifyingly, a phenomenological description of that vampire-like intimacy between Germans and Jews in the Endlosung, along with the kind of twisted logic that Himmler practiced in his famous Posen speech during the war, in which he attributed the highest kind of honor to the SS for its willingness to commit what ordinary people might view as crimes and even sins (such as murdering babies in order to prevent the further development of the Jewish race) but which, from the standpoint of his “higher morality,” were to be seen as acts of heroism nonpareil.


  My point, however, is about not so much the inverted “humanism” of Heidegger and the SS code of honor as, rather, the new spatialization of the world that the modern totalitarian state seeks to bring about, such that the older discourse of exile and return, which so much of nineteenth- and twentieth-century myth, legend, literature, and ideology utilizes, is rendered utterly irrelevant or (as President George W. Bush’s attorney general said about the Geneva Convention) simply quaint. For Heidegger, the world does not consist of “places” in which certain kinds of things are “at home” and others are not. There are no sustaining or benign places from which Dasein could be thought to have been expelled or excluded or otherwise closed out, to which it would wish to return and toward which it might orient itself while in “exile.” In its “thrownness” (Geworfenheit), Dasein inhabits an indifferent space in which things crowd in and besiege it; it must make place for itself and do so in isolation, without any hope of aid or comfort from some substantively different “elsewhere.”


  For Heidegger, Dasein is not “thrown” or sent into exile and expected to get home as best it can. As in the Christian myth of life itself as an exile that endeth only with death, Heidegger’s universe remains without any kind of substantive differentiation. It is a place where “the state of exception” is the general rule, law is ad hoc, and “you can’t go home again” because you never had a home in the first place: just like the millions of young people born in the refugee, internment, and concentration camps in the last thirty years. In such a world, what was once thought of as “exile” has become a permanent condition from which there is no reprieve and the only way out is, as they said in Auschwitz, “up the chimney.”


  In a world like this and a time like our own, the term “exile” evokes a world long past, if it ever really existed at all except in some legal imaginary. Which leaves us with the question of how we are to study the thematics of exile and why we might want to study it at all?


  In my opinion, the topic or theme of exile has a purely historical interest, its relevance to our time consisting of the extent to which it allows us to identify what we have lost or the price we may have paid for entrance into the condition of modernity. If we treat the term historically, we can identify the various usages the term undergoes in different times and places in the West or elsewhere. If we treat it structuralistically, which is to say, archeologically and/or genealogically, in Foucault’s senses of those terms, we must proceed to uncover the layers of different meanings with which the term has been endowed in the various discourses of power-knowledge that have vied for hegemonic status in the different sects of time defined by the imprint of the different regimes of truth that prevailed in them. Here the relevant operation will be to chart changes in the dialectic of constative-performative meanings assigned to the term in its various thematizations in law, medicine or psychiatry, ethics, politics, popular culture, religion, and so on. Here we will proceed more or less meteorologically, tracking the vapor trails made by power generators moving through different atmospheres of bio-political contestation, until they disappear in the generalized nihilism of values and essences that the commodification of life itself has brought about under semio-capitalism in our own “globalized” epoch.


  Viewed from a semiotic perspective, the sign “exile” is too rich in signifieds to bear anything but a stipulative definition, traveling—as meaning of the term has done historically—between the poles of legal-political meanings, on the one side, and moral-ontological ones, on the other. The crucial “turn” in the history of the term’s metaphorical use occurs with the transformation of the idea of sovereignty in the emergence of the modern idea of the state as the ultimate determining instance of what will become in the modern era the subjectless citizen conceived as an ergon with nothing but duties and no “rights” whatsoever. Here the source and indicator of crucial change will be, as always, the work of imaginative writers, the custodians and cultivators of the possibilities, the virtualities, we might say, of the fulfillments of those “figures” of “the exilic” concretized in the imaginaries of exclusion that reveal the matrices of all the specious equivalences that sustain belief in the possibility of endowing being with meaning in the discourses of power.


  I will now offer a couple of examples of what I have in mind by considering two literary treatments of “the exilic,” in Renaissance literature, on the one side, and in some modernist uses of exile as an image of ontological extremity, in writers such as Kafka, Sebald, and Coetzee, on the other.


  First, the Renaissance example, which I take from some of Shakespeare’s tragedies and histories, specifically, Richard II (traditionally assigned to the genres of both tragedy and history in the canon), with some references by way of specification and qualification, to Coriolanus and Timon of Athens. These treatments will serve as a base against which to measure the degree of deviation and swerve from the metaphorical and allegorical presentations of “the exilic” by Shakespeare into the ironic tropoligization of this theme in the examples of Kafka, Sebald, and Coetzee, to be examined in my (unrealizable) conclusion.


  Now, the two senses of the idea of exile—expelled or sent away, on the one hand, and deprived, demoted, or degraded, on the other—conform to the way the idea was understood in ancient law, both Roman and Anglo-Saxon.7 The movement implied in exile can thus be along two axes, horizontal and vertical, a movement away from the center toward and beyond the periphery and a movement downward toward the abyss of utter degradation. Yet the law distinguishes between both the kinds of crimes for which exile might be the appropriate punishment and the kinds of exile that might be appropriate for men of (different) noble rank. The customary form of exile consisted of an “interdiction” (aquae et ignis interdictio) of certain places and freedom of access to others. A noble might be exiled, that is, sent away to or recluded (relegatus) to certain places, while still retaining all of his customary rights and privileges, his property, his family (and the patria potestas), his friends, and so on. In applying the law of exile only to persons of quality, persons of “substance” (later, “men of property”), and in distinguishing between a soft and a hard version of the punishments (relegation versus deportation versus deportation with degradation), the law tacitly recognized the nobility or quality of “person” itself. (It is like a law that bans torture of prisoners of war for everyone but persons deemed to be unworthy of the respect that the ban implies. By denying respect to some, you implicitly affirm its possession by at least one other person. In this respect, exile is a punishment appropriate only for the nobility, never for the commoner, who according to Roman law could be flogged, enslaved, or executed, but never exiled, because the commoner was by definition incapable of the kind of crime that the nobility was capable of.) The hard version of the law of exile thus provides for relegatio (sending away, which has its own soft version in “rustication,” confinement of the exiled person to his country seat), on the one hand, and deportation (deportatio, expulsion from the center but stripped of all dignities and usually in chains), on the other. That Richard II will have abjected himself to the latter condition is indicated by his penchant for applying the law of exile to his fellow noblemen in the opening scenes.


  Shakespeare, in associating the king’s self-deposition with the punishment of exile earlier visited upon Bolingbroke and Mowbray, indicates the importance of the doctrine of places in the correlation of the different regions (social, geographical, religious, and even linguistic) in which a person with rights before the law might be involved.8 This helps explain the different reactions of Bolingbroke and Mowbray to their sentences of exile. Although condemned to only six years of absence from England, with all his privileges intact, Bolingbroke insists (to his father, John of Gaunt) that exile is a kind of living death:



   Nay, rather, every tedious stride I make


  Will but remember me what a deal of world


  I wander from the jewels that I love.


  Must I not serve a long apprenticehood


  To foreign passages, and in the end,


  Having my freedom, boast of nothing else


  But that I was a journeyman to grief?


  (I, iii)




  And to his father’s rallying him to think of his time of exile as a vacation or a time of adventure (“For gnarling sorrow hath less power to bite / The man that mocks at it and sets it light”), Bolingbroke responds: “O, who can hold a fire in his hand / By thinking on the frosty Caucasus?” (I, iii). Moreover, he is inconsolable about his having to leave his native place:



   Then, England’s ground, farewell; sweet soil, adieu;


  My mother, and my nurse, that bears me yet!


  (I, iii)



  But he takes heart that he retains his identity as an Englishman:


  Where’er I wander, boast of this I can,


  Though banish’d, yet a trueborn Englishman.


  (I, iii)




  Which augurs his return later on at the head of an army (provided by the king of France) in rebellion against Richard, who had in the meanwhile expropriated Bolingbroke’s properties on the death of John of Gaunt, and further alienated the English nobility by his policies and his manners (rumored to be effeminate and even homosexual).


  It is quite otherwise with the other exile, the Duke of Norfolk, accused of treason by Bolingbroke. He is banished “never to return . . . upon pain of life.” Mowbray sees this as being “cast forth in the common air” and sees it as tantamount to a sentence of muteness and death (in fact, he died a year later, in Venice). Thus he says,



   The language I have learn’d these forty years,


  My native English, now I must forego:


  And now my tongue’s no use to me no more


  Than an unstringed viol or harp, . . .


  Within my mouth you have engaol’d my tongue, . . .


  What is thy sentence then but speechless death,


  Which robs my tongue from breathing native breath? . . .


  Then thus I turn me from my country’s light,


  To dwell in solemn shades of endless night.


  (I, iii)




  If these scenes seem melodramatic and rhetorically overblown to a modern audience, it might be because we have trouble believing in the sanctity of places that a writer like Shakespeare still took for granted. After all, neither exile had been stripped of rank or legal personality, of property or family ties (neither in the play, nor in real life); nor had either been condemned to life on a barren island in the storm-swept Atlantic, like a famous later exile. Their nobility remained relatively untarnished; it was the seat of their nobility that had been removed from them by “relegation.” It was their nobility that had required them to yield in good faith to their liege’s order of banishment.


  I do not have space here to analyze two other well-known scenes of banishment in the Shakespeare canon: that of the Roman Coriolanus in the eponymous play, and that of the Greek Alcibiades in Timon of Athens. I must, however, take time to note that the dynamics of both scenes of banishment are set in times of civil strife and the breakdown of law that leaves undecidable where the power to banish resides—when the sovereign power to set limits on what is proper to place and circumstance (or situation) has dissolved. Which is to say, when “mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.”9 When faced with an order of banishment, both Coriolanus and Alcibiades respond by banishing the banishers—launched from the basis of their own personal authority as military champions who had once saved the polities that now sought to exile them. Alcibiades says to the “senators” of Athens,



   I am an humble suitor to your virtues;


  For pity is the virtue of the law,


  And none but tyrants use it cruelly.


  (III, v)




  The senators respond that “We are for law” and proceed to banish Alcibiades: “We banish thee forever.” To which Alcibiades retorts, “Banish me! / Banish your dotage; banish usury, / That makes the senate ugly,” and promptly promises rebellion and civil war as recompense for the offense (III, iii).


  And so too Coriolanus. When Brutus says, “There’s no more to be said, but he is banish’d, / As enemy to the people and his country: / It shall be so,” Coriolanus replies, “You common cry of curs! Whose breath I hate / . . . I banish you; / . . . For you, the city, thus I turn my back: / There is a world elsewhere” (Coriolanus, III, iii).


  We can see, in these passages, the ways in which Shakespeare shows how the threat of banishment or exile, once thought to be a just punishment, just because calibrated to the dignity of the person on whom it has been laid, becomes an instrument of raw power when used in situations of civil anarchy, which is to say, when the propriety of place has disappeared. Alcibiades banishes the state on his authority as a military man, Coriolanus on his as a patriot and proven custodian of civic virtue. Exile means nothing to Alcibiades, who finds sufficient virtue in his military prowess, and it is ignored by Coriolanus when the decree of banishment comes from a state that lacks all virtue. In both cases, Shakespeare shows us how the community will be threatened by that new kind of individualism that endows the subject with the moral right to resist the state and seek relief in “a world elsewhere” that is “proper” to the man whose virtue derives less from place than from self. These passages herald a future in which the self-styled “citizen of the world” will choose to exile himself rather than submit to the practices of a place that provides no space for his own ambition.


  Here, then, is a turn in the history of the concept of exile that will emerge full blown in the era of the national state in the nineteenth century, in which self-exile will be chosen by men of honor in preference to voluntary subservience to a tyrant community. Hegel’s famous distinction between the criminal who breaks the law for personal enrichment and the revolutionary who seeks to change the law to make it conform to a subjective passion for freedom he has identified with a “right” of all men will herald a suspicion of a state based on what has come to be called “legalismo,” a narrow-minded and literalist application of established laws that fail of sensitivity to local or regional customs and notions of humaneness peculiar to a given cultural formation. This appeal to cultural specificity expresses a modernist equivalent of the older doctrine of places in reaction to the threat to the integrity of local communities by the various totalitarianisms of the past century (political, economic, military, and mass medial) and which now, under the banner of “globalization,” threaten not only what we must from now on call “the ideology of places” but also the “ideology of individualism” that had for so long depended upon it for a kind of communalist justification. It is no accident that, in this new world, the very distinction between “exile” and “refugee” begins to lose its meaning.


  There are many other things to say about this new world of the global, among which its effect on the idea of exile and the figure of “the exile” are of only minor, indeed of only symptomatic significance. But since our topic is “exile,” it is worth reflecting on the various ways this topic has been has affected by changes in the notions of place and community by (what I have called) modernist events,10 the axial events of the twentieth century, of which the “bio-political” ones—genocide, population growth and control, communications revolution, flex capitalism, totalitarian warfare, and the like—must be counted as central. These events indicate the extent to which the notion of a place that is sacred, a place that has substance, a place that is worthy of remembrance and care, has gone the way of the idea of the subject whose “right” against the state derives wholly or in part from his origin in such a place.


  I have already cited Conrad as the modernist writer who shows his heroes as less than heroic and as always inhabiting not so much the wrong place for them as, rather, a kind of nonplace, a kind of negative place that, like a dark hole in outer space, sucks down anything that comes close to it, including light itself, and in the case of the most virtuous hero, strips him of his seeming glory and reduces him to a darkness all his own. I also indicated, following Fredric Jameson’s suggestion, that Conrad summons up this world of negative places uncovered (or, to use a Heideggerian term, “un-concealed”) by the expansive drive of capitalism, only to disavow its origin in that driving force by reducing it to a metaphysics of natural evil.11 As an ontology, this evil turns out to reside everywhere, not only in “the heart of darkness,” but in “the city of light” as well, not only in the savage, but in the civilized man as well. It needs only the right event to make it manifest. As a result, Conrad paints a picture of mankind in a kind of condition that is worse than that endured by the Jews in their millennia of diaspora and by Christians during their tenure in “the City of Man.” Except that nobody is in exile, since there is no “homeland” for anyone to be exiled from.


  However, Conrad, the deracinated aristocrat, still laments or at least resents the loss of substance, which leads him to those melodramatic closures of his works so lamented by stylistic purists of the (Henry) Jamesian cast of mind. And this combination of “metaphysics and melodrama” (Fredric Jameson’s phrase) is what distinguishes his work from both the “high modernism” of “exilic” writers like Eliot, Joyce, and Woolf (who typically resist “closure” of any kind) and, later on, such postmodernist “exilicists” as Sebald and Coetzee.


  No discussion of the history or archeology of the theme of exile would be complete without attention to Sebald and Coetzee, for both of whom the notion of exile (in its now generalized form as an emblem of the human condition) is so basic as to be constitutive of the “substance of the content” (Hjelmslev) of their respective oeuvres. Also, in the background of both writers stand the two poets of the exilic condition, Conrad and Kafka. I mention Kafka insofar as he is the quintessential modernist exilic writer in the Jewish sense of the term: Jewish because exile is the condition in which the human has its being, modernist insofar as there is neither “place from” which humanity has come nor “place at” which it finds itself in any given moment. In The Trial, for example, Joseph K is never in his proper place at the proper time, doing what is proper to whatever place he finds himself in; he is never given an address or a time for his trial, which, he thinks, is being endlessly deferred, when in reality it has always already taken place without his knowing it. Spatial orientation is a principal problem for Joseph K, not only in the bank where he is employed and in the apartment building where he lives, but also even in the supposedly ritualized space of the Cathedral to which he is summoned to hear his sentence. Joseph K is “exiled” only in an ironic sense. It cannot be said that he is in an alien land because there is no place where he would be at home.


  Above I quoted Mary Douglas’s book Purity and Danger where she demonstrates, to my satisfaction at least, that since, from a strictly materialistic conception of matter, there is nothing that is inherently dirty or clean, the notion of “dirt” (sporcizia) can only be a locational indicator: dirt is, she says, matter out of place. We might say: dirt is matter exiled, sent or thrown or blown away from its “natural” place, the place it is “supposed” to be, the place that it “ought to be” in a world in which “there is a place for everything.” But in a post-Aristotle world, bits of matter simply are where they happen to be. So that, when it comes to place, there is no “proper.” The place of anything is where it happens to be. But that is “nature.” We have to do with “culture,” which, if it is nothing else, is a space of places rather than a place of spaces.


  Now, I do not want to make this a thesis to defend to the death, but I want to ask how our topic might be illuminated by thinking of postmodernism as characterized not so much by a problem of time, as is usually thought, but, rather, a problem of place. Or, more specifically, “placelessness,” so that we could see as one of its indicators a presumption of the Kafkaesque sense of there being “no place at all.” This would be one way of distinguishing between writers like Conrad and Kafka, in whom exile is envisaged as a condition rather more metaphysical than religious, and writers like Sebald and Coetzee (or any number of American writers) for whom being without place or being placeless is taken for granted as a normal, if disturbing, circumstance.


  Notes


  [Ed: This lecture was delivered on November 23, 2006, at Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan, Poland.]


  First epigraph: This palindrome is a play on what Napoleon might or should have said after his exile to Elba. Before he “saw” Elba, he was “able.” After he “saw” Elba, he was unmanned, disabled, degraded, abjected, etc. The turn of the phrase is “ere” (before), itself a palindromic word. “Elba” is of course a metonymy for “exile.” The phrase itself is metaleptical, suggesting as it does that the exilic condition caused the inability that resulted in Napoleon’s defeat and exile to Elba. Obviously, it was not the “seeing” of Elba that disabled the great man. He “saw” Elba because he had been “disabled” before he was sent there. Or, if intended ironically, the phrase can mean that Napoleon, being a Corsican, must have seen Elba early on in his life and career, and that his inability or disablement preceded his military triumphs and ascension to the imperial purple. Nonetheless, the palindrome effectively ironizes the relation between a place and a fate. Which came first, the triumph or the failure?


  1. Elena Casetta and Achille C. Varzi, review of Benjamin Morrison, On Location: Aristotle’s Concept of Place (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), in Dialectica 59, no. 1 (2005): 75–81.


  2. As we will see, the former notion would be characteristic of Shakespeare’s staging of scenes of banishment and exile, the latter more consonant with that of Conrad and Kafka. The latter two writers cannot, or do not believe, that the individual has a proper place in the world. Indeed, in Kafka, in works such as The Trial, it is difficult to conceive that there are any places at all.


  3. Thus, for example, Ovid in his letters from the Caucasus speaks of the pain of exile caused less by the local environment than by separation from home. Incidentally, Ovid denies the status of exsul (“degraded” as well as “sent away”), claiming instead the somewhat more dignified (that is, undegraded) title of relegatus (“sent away”). See Anthony Rich, “Exsilium,” in William Smith, Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities (London: John Murray, 1875), 515.


  4. “Heidegger uses several words for ‘place’: 1. Ort is used for the positions of things in space as conceived by mathematical physics (Being and Time, 91 on Descartes’s res extensae) and also metaphorically, e.g., the place of the ‘locus’ of truth (Being and Time, 226); 2. Platz is used for the proper ‘place’ of/for something: ‘The Platz’ is the specific ‘there’ and ‘over there’ to which a piece of equipment belongs (Being and Time, 102); 3. Stelle, ‘spot, position,’ is used, like Ort, for the position of something in geometrically conceived space; 4. The more elevated Staette, ‘site’ of a decisive event in the history of being (cf. Being and Time, 388: Kultstaette ‘site of a cult’). The Greek ‘polis is the site of history [Geschichtesstätte], the There in which, from which and for which history happens’” (Michael Inwood, entry for “Space and Spatiality,” in Inwood, A Heidegger Dictionary [Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 1999], 199, original emphasis).


  5. Conrad’s father (Apollo Korzeniowski) was exiled to northern Russia while Conrad was still a child; so his early years were spent in political exile. If, as is usually maintained, Conrad and James are the two inventors of English modernism—a Pole and an American—it might be significant that one spent his own early life in exile and his adulthood at sea, and the other lived as an expatriate in England for much of his adult life. Why? Because the theme and structure of “exile” inform the work and mark the lives of the other founders of modernism, such as Joyce, Pound, Eliot, and Gertrude Stein (less so Virginia Woolf, but “being out of place” is certainly a theme of her work as well).


  6. Inwood, Heidegger Dictionary, 199.


  7. Some etymology: Latin exsul (deprived, proscribed) and exulare (v.t.), to send away.


  8. In my opinion, the exile of Bolingbroke and Mowbray in act 1 is the figure that is fulfilled in Richard’s self-deposition in act 5. The sanctity of monarchy is paralleled by the presumption of the sanctity of nobility. By “the doctrine of places” I mean simply the belief or dogma that the world is made up of places each possessing its own nature or substance, more or less sacred, more or less adequate to the realization in its own way of cosmic purpose. The doctrine of places further presumes that places are hierarchically related one to the others, so that, as the Hebrew Bible would have it, some are more blessed than others; some are especially blessed (e.g., the Promised Land), some not blessed (or only minimally so) at all (e.g., Sheol, the desert, hell). Cf. Mary Douglas, Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmology (New York: Routledge, 1996).


  9. William Butler Yeats, “The Second Coming,” lines 1–8, in The Variorum Edition of the Poems of W. B. Yeats, ed. Peter Allt and Russell K. Alspach (New York: Scribner, 1957), 401–2:



   Turning and turning in the widening gyre


  The falcon cannot hear the falconer;


  Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;


  Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,


  The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere


  The ceremony of innocence is drowned;


  The best lack all conviction, while the worst


  Are full of passionate intensity.




  10. See Hayden White, “The Modernist Event,” in White, Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 66ff.


  11. See White, Figural Realism, 66ff.

  




  CHAPTER 14


  The Dark Side of Art History


  On Melancholy [2007]



   Covetous men, amongst others, are most mad; they have all the symptoms of melancholy—fear, sadness, suspicion, &c.


  —Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy




  The “art” in the title of Michael Ann Holly’s essay “The Melancholy Art” refers to “art history,”1 more specifically, to writing about art’s history or, perhaps, historical writing about art. In referring to art historical writing as “melancholic,” she alludes to a psychoanalytic manner of construing the relation between the past and the present, the ways in which the past “returns” to, bears on, and colors the present, but in masked or distorted forms, and when this relation is “neurotic,” blocks the subject’s access to the present, causing certain symptoms indicative of conflicting sentiments, and producing certain behaviors disruptive of social ease and hindering the satisfaction of both physical needs and psychic desires. On this view, one might attempt to classify the kinds of writing about art history in terms of the principal kinds of neuroses: paranoid, hysterical, obsessive-compulsive, and fetishistic. (This is Roland Barthes’s manner of classifying the different kinds of “reading” that fulfill or impede the pleasure that various kinds of readers might take in consuming the literary text.)


  In some versions of psychoanalysis, melancholia is the name of a “complex” produced by a sense of an irretrievable loss of an object so intimately identified with the subject’s own ego as to induce the subject to feel the loss of the object as tantamount to a loss of the whole or a part of its own self. Viewed in terms of Sigmund Freud’s theory of the “drives,” some of the symptoms of melancholia would activate the defense mechanisms of “turning back upon the self” (in which the self comes to view itself as an “object”) and “reversal” (the transformation of love into hatred, of desire into revulsion). Importantly, melancholy is differentiated from ordinary sadness by a blockage of a subject’s capacity to mourn successfully, to “work through” to the acceptance of the loss of the desired object, resulting in violent mood swings between extreme depression and manic exaltation, usually of a destructive kind, including self-destruction. Insofar as melancholy or its effects can be “sublimated,” or translated into socially acceptable forms of behavior, melancholy can be seen as the source of grand, even heroic exertions. Whence the tradition, from the Renaissance on, that associates melancholy with “genius,” or Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s world-historical figures who, driven by passion, succeed in forcing the world to take up their own delusions of grandeur as a historic project or, just as often, bring a world crashing down upon themselves and their followers. This same tradition, it should be noted, assigns the gift of melancholy primarily, if not exclusively, to men. In the older, premodern version of melancholy, the appearance of its symptoms in women was seen as contrary to the humility that was supposed to be the principal attribute of a proper woman. And even our Freud tended to gender the phenomenon. He allowed that both men and women might be “depressed,” but the melancholic form of depression, that depression from which there was no escape save by successful sublimation, he reserved for men—or for male-identified women.


  Now, in our time, the term melancholy functions rather more as a trope than as a philosophical or a scientific concept. In fact, the long tradition of commentary on melancholia, from Aristotle to Julia Kristeva, permits us to see it as a kind of matrix in which four fundamental figures provide the basis for seeking “correspondences” between the species of animals, vegetables, and minerals and processes of transformation—between the “vicissitudes” of the “instincts” in Freud’s theory of “drives,” on the one hand, and various “mechanisms of defense,” on the other. In other words, melancholy names a world mythified, a world endowed with qualities and tinctures, rather than with concepts and ideas. Such a world is a resource for poets in need of symbols capable of endowing things with qualities and for writers in fields of scholarship that pretend to be disciplines without being “hard” sciences.


  Melancholy belongs to the same thought-world as astrology, alchemy, monsters, spirits, and gods. (Robert Burton lists “God” as the first and major cause of melancholy.) Thus, it should have no place in historical thought, even art historical thought. Unless, of course, one wishes to understand what motivates the historian of art insofar as she is driven by desire and loss. Holly thinks that the art historian is driven by a desire that is threefold: for the past (insofar as she is a historian), for the art thing (insofar as she is cathected onto art objects as something like fetish objects), and for writing (insofar as her aim is to “serve” both history and art by writing). The idea that a specific scholarly discipline might have the tincture of a psychological malady or syndrome is an intriguing thought, with real theoretical potential, especially for the understanding of fields of studies like art history, which, as with the other humanities, purport to be disciplines but typically eschew anything like the “methodologies” of genuine sciences. Holly moots the question of history as a science by designating art history as an art.


  Of course, in speaking of the “art of art history,” Holly might very well be addressing only the problem of the presentations historians of art make of their findings in the kinds of books that are entitled “Gothic Art,” or “From Classicism to Baroque,” or “Late Roman Expressionism,” or things like that. She may not have in mind the archival or forensic aspects of the historiography of art, in which the aim is less to tell or find the story of what happened in art than to investigate a particular matter: Is this painting by Domenico Veneziano? How were artists’ officine organized in fifteenth-century Florence? What works of art were lost during the era of Religious Wars? Stuff like that. . . . The “artistic” side of the history of art would have to do with what the historian of art makes or composes when she sits down to write up her notes, organize her images, muster her arguments, and tell the story of (some part of) art’s history. And here historiography must use literary techniques, that is to say, must use such techniques if the aim is not only to present a body of facts but also to tell a story.


  For the telling of a story one needs not so much a set of concepts as, rather, some organizing metaphors. Melancholy could very well serve such a purpose. As a concept, melancholy means or signifies the condition that, in modern psychoanalytic parlance, is called depression. But considered as a metaphor, melancholy both does and allows a lot more in the way of symbolization. The literal meaning of the word melancholy is “black bile,” a term that itself has meaning only within the context of the ancient medical notion of the four humors, the other three being blood, phlegm, and yellow bile. These four humors correspond to the four elements of the cosmos: earth, air, water, fire; and these in turn to the personality types: melancholic, sanguine, choleric, and phlegmatic.


  Within a worldview structured along these principles, the individual elements are to be taken as figures and the relations between them as tropes. The figures unite a thing with qualities; the tropes effect the kinds of displacements and condensations that allow the transfer of a quality to a thing, or vice versa. Thus, black bile, earth, melancholia = darkness, dryness, and coldness; blood, air, sanguinity = redness, heat, and dryness, and so on. Also, each of the qualities (darkness, dryness, coldness, and so on) can in turn be condensed into a figure and troped accordingly. One of the effects of a story—whether of a real or of an imaginary entity—is to endow its central subject with certain qualities through what Barthes calls “adjectivalization” and then, through successive redescriptions, show how these qualities are transmuted into other qualities opposed to or affine with the original set. Treating melancholy as a metaphor enables these kinds of transfers; treating it as a concept forecloses them.


  “Depression,” then, names a condition that one suffers, whereas melancholy enfigures a situation, constitutes a scene where certain kinds of images can be assembled, events of a certain kind can occur, and certain kinds of processes can transpire. “Melancholy” indicates a certain kind of time (“dark, dry, and cold times”), a certain kind of space (“spaces of loss, want, and restlessness”). In this space-time—what might be called, following Mikhail Bakhtin, this “chronotope”—certain kinds of actions (violent and self-destructive), agents (imperious, dominating, wounded, victimizing, sadomasochistic), and agencies (blocking, constricting, mutilating) will dominate the scene. In this scene, certain kinds of processes will be privileged as adequate to the dialectical abduction of the deictic relationships presumed to predominate within it: the relationships of inside versus outside, early versus late, high or noble versus low or base, presence versus absence, center versus periphery, subject versus object, full versus empty, and so on—all terms whose meanings can be established only as negatives of their others. If a posited central subject, ego, or protagonist is inserted into this scene, it will have the role of motivating or setting into motion these dialectical relationships, not in the manner of conceptual logical entailments, but rather in the manner of dramatic conflicts and catastrophes, which will have the result of shaking the world thus posited, overturning or inverting its original structure and revealing, at the end, its true, real, and horrifyingly “deprived” nature. Either that, or showing how the whole process lacks all meaning, all consequentiality, all signification.


  Something like that.


  Now, supposing we call a scene thus prefigured the scene of “art history,” where “art” itself is the protagonist and “history” is the name of the process in and by which this protagonist lives out its fate, destiny, or end. In the canonical account of art history’s “history”—at least, insofar as I can surmise, from casual reading in the field—it opens on a scene in which Giorgio Vasari founds the topic of “art history” in the late Renaissance, with a double invention: first, a story of recent Italian art as a reinvention of ancient classical art by the genius artists of the period following Giotto; and second, his use of the term moderno (formerly used to describe postclassical, medieval art) to characterize the art of the Renaissance. Although Vasari writes from a perspective that allows him to view Renaissance art as a progress from Giotto to a peak of perfection in Michelangelo, he writes nonetheless within an awareness of the fragility of such an achievement. First, he is aware that much of classical art has been lost, that the medieval period was a period of darkness and gloom, and that great labor and genius were needed to retrieve the earlier classical ideals of art. Second, since he writes from the standpoint of an apex, he is aware of the problem of sustaining the high achievement he celebrates. What had once been lost can be lost again. To see the aim of history as retrieval and recovery is to presume that much of its story is about loss and abandonment.


  A similar “landscape of loss and abandonment” stretches out before the next great canonical art historian. Johann Joachim Winckelmann discovers an anterior and even more authoritative classicism in ancient Greek sculpture, which has the effect of suddenly revealing the Renaissance version of classicism to be both later than and lacking in the qualities of the original. Not only that, Greek classical sculpture is known to Winckelmann principally by way of Roman copies, themselves tokens of historical loss. Thus, as Donald Preziosi puts it, by the time of Winckelmann, the problem of art history turned not so much on the mystery and glory of “art” as, rather, on the relativizing effects of the attempt to view art as history. For both Vasari and Winckelmann, Preziosi writes, a work of art might be both “complete or true in terms of its mission within a specific historical milieu” and “incomplete in its approximation to an ideal norm of representation.” The ideal lay in the notion or trope of “completion” or “fulfillment,” which, given the nature of the modern secular idea of history, could never be confirmed by historical research. For as Hegel was soon to point out, any merely truthful account of the past could not but reveal the mournful story of decay as the ultimate fate of all things historical. The “scientification” of historical inquiry had deprived history of the luxury of both religious and metaphysical meaning. The only place where the ideal could take refuge was in art, but art history showed that no ideal could withstand the ravages of time.


  Preziosi argues that



   the problem lay, not so much in art, as in a vision of history as a linked series of solutions to what was characterized by hindsight as a common problem (in this case, the imitation of nature). The difficulty was that the norm or ideal was itself historical and already incorporated into the momentum of history, changing over time and with each redefinition of artistic “problems” of representation. The norm, in short, was both historical and outside history; both part of the historical process and its goal or fulfillment.2




  To be more specific, I would argue, the problem lay not in history, but in the trope of completion as fulfillment. In history, at least in post-Christian history, nothing is fulfilled, and very little is completed. For post-Christian history, there is neither teleology nor eschatology. This fact (yes, fact) might give us one way to conceive the distinction between an artwork and the various kinds of artifacts to which artworks are likened and from which they are differentiated. Artifacts, designed for specific purposes or uses, can be said to be completed when they can be demonstrated to be able to fulfill the function they were designed to serve. But if, in the period of classical art, from the Renaissance to modernism, the artwork is conceived (in Hegelian fashion) to be a thing that is in, for, and by itself (in the German sense of bei, that is, at home with itself), then it is also conceived to be a thing that exists nowhere in history, or even within time and space. Which means that the artwork cannot be “at home” anywhere, but is essentially “cast out,” banished from human concourse, in a word, abjected. On such a view, the “history” of art, or, at least, the history of the art of the classic type, would have to be imagined as a story of successive failures of ideal actualization. A melancholy story indeed and properly cast in the tones, tinctures, and modalities of a triumph of darkness over light, of power over beauty, and, at the end (of this kind of art), of death over life.


  Yet such a story could be told, or rather could be told as a kind of “true” story, which modern historical inquiry is committed to tell, from a vantage point of a recognition that this story has to do only with that period in Western art dominated by the pursuit of an impossible ideal. That is, the art produced from the Renaissance (however defined) to late modernism (however defined). As thus envisaged, the history of (Western) art in the (classic) period would be of a piece with the disintegration of the other forms of idealism (religious and metaphysical) effected by that Entzauberung der Welt (demystification of the world) by modern, instrumental rationalism.3


  As thus envisaged, the whole history of Western society and culture from the Renaissance to modernism would be, from the standpoint of its effort to endow the secular world with ideality, one long, heroic, but in the end, tragic failure. Modernism is built on and against this failure. This would place on modernist art history the task of relating historically the period of the rise and fall of classic art to what came after the fall. This is a problem, because, in contrast to classic art, there is nothing in modernism, or at least in its avant-garde, that has anything “melancholic” about it. Holly implies as much when, in an aside, she exempts “contemporary art” from the temptation of melancholy, which she finds everywhere present in our reflection on (classic) art. This would account, in part at least, for the melancholy of the recent discourse (which Arthur Danto espies already implicit in Hegel) of “the end of art.”


  But the fiction of “the end of art” does not herald the end of “art history.” It heralds, if anything, the end of a “classic” art of art history, which turns out to be preparation for a new art of art history, an art of art history based on modernist or postmodernist notions of both art and history. Such an art of art history was already anticipated by two quite different attempts in the late nineteenth century, by Alois Riegl and Heinrich Wölfflin, to transform art history into a “science.” There is nothing in the kind of art history they envisioned that could be called melancholic. (I think of Wölfflin’s analysis of Albrecht Dürer’s Melancholie I, in which he suggests that the angel sitting in the midst of incomplete, unused, or idle artifacts is in reality looking rather interestedly toward some imaginable new project. Wölfflin even speculates that Melancholie I—why call it Melancholie I if nothing new is to follow?—might be the “good” kind of melancholy, which is to be followed by Melancholie II, the “bad” kind.) A scientific worldview is capable of finding something worthwhile in everything deemed “artlike.” A science of art history will inevitably fix on the history of art as a kind of scientific enterprise, the sort of thing we find in E. H. Gombrich and Michael Baxandall.


  The problem for Riegl and Wölfflin, however, consisted in the fact that they had put their faith not so much in “science” (Wissenschaft) as in the possibility of a science of history. This project, of transforming history into a science, has since proven to have been a failure as massive as the effort to construct an “objective” science of society and culture. Still, the failure of this project could be said to have been a boon to the possibility of a new art of art history. For this failure, unlike that of a “classic” art of art history, cleared the way for an extension of the notion of what could count as belonging to the history of art, an extension precisely parallel with the extension of the notion of art itself to all kinds of made objects that hitherto would never have been counted as art. The great break in art history, or at least in the history of art from the Renaissance to modernism, happens when the notion of “art” is detached from its “classic” paradigm. Therewith, art history itself is liberated from its effort to realize the “ideal,” the inevitable failure of this effort, and the condition of melancholy that this failure may entail. The melancholic scene would thereby lose its relevance to “the art of art history” and enable a hunt for a new paradigmatic scene, whereupon loss, incompletion, and unfulfillment are taken for granted, and art is released to invest any aspect of the world of made objects.


  Perhaps, in modernity, the art of art history has as its principal task to find an alternative to that sense of loss that is connected existentially with the rise and fall of the classic idea of art. If the “art” of art history must take its models and its metaphors from modernist notions of what can count as art, then this art of art history must utilize some version of modernist (and/or postmodernist) artworks to construct them. The version of art history to come must differ from that which took shape between Vasari and Wölfflin.


  The art of the classic period was intrinsically historicist, which is to say, oriented in the performance of present tasks of art making with respect to specific parts, domains, and regions of the past. It is often said that modernism eschews any interest in history, but this is true or was true only insofar as “history” was equated with “the past,” understood as received “tradition.” In early modernism, to be sure, history as the past and the past as tradition were problematized, and sublimated, as in T. S. Eliot’s brilliant essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent” and Ezra Pound’s demand to “make it new.” Then modernist history went beyond the idea of “history as the study of the past” in order to conceptualize the notion of “the present as history.”


  There are many ways to conceptualize the relation between the past and the present and many ways to contemplate this relationship, among which the “historical” (or more precisely, the historicist) way is only one. This is the implication of the famous third part of Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time and Walter Benjamin’s unfinished The Arcades Project, as well as his essay “On the Concept of History” (also known as “Theses on the Philosophy of History”). It was not “history” that the modernists and the avant-garde rejected but the constraints of bourgeois orthodoxies in dealing with the past. This abandonment was not experienced as “loss” and “trauma” by artistic modernism from Marcel Duchamp down to the present. And to imagine its history as an “art” requires that we rethink the categories of “historical” conjunction and disjunction in ways quite different from those that have proven perfectly adequate for imagining this art’s prehistory. No, categories is the wrong term. The art of our time is itself less conceptual than tropological in nature. It deals with what escapes categorization in the same way it escapes conceptualization—even when, especially when, the art in question is called conceptual.


  I hope I have not been discourteous to Michael Ann Holly in taking this circuitous route to a consideration of the whole argument of her essay or, I should say, her meditation on “the melancholy art.” Here is how I understand the argument she does not quite explicitly make about art history as “the melancholy art.” Art history, she points out, is constitutively melancholic for three reasons. First, because of the nature of the objects with which art history deals: artworks are precious for their beauty and power to fascinate, but, by virtue of their materiality, they are subject to processes of aging and decay that must render futile all of our efforts to preserve them and keep them “alive” over time. This sense of futility in the care we would give to artworks, especially artworks from the past, cannot but sadden us and, if allowed to predominate in our consciousness, can result in the formation of the complex of melancholy, which, for the moment, we may comprehend as “a state of unresolved mourning . . . the consequence of a loss of an object that never heals.”4 Second, because of the effects of historicization itself: the historian’s efforts to set the artwork into its originary context at once distances it from the present and identifies it as a “remainder” or part of a much more extensive horde of treasures now lost or only partially retrievable. The more the historian succeeds in establishing the artwork’s identity with its originary milieu, the stranger it must appear to any viewer of it from a later period. This is a consequence of the historian’s typical effort to establish the individuality of things in terms of their difference from the things of all other periods, including especially the things inhabiting the historian’s own present.


  To historicize an individual artwork or, for that matter, anything from the past is to show how it differs from anything coming before or after it but also how it generally resembles other things peculiar to the age in which it originated. This process of contextualization and individuation is also a process of distancing and estrangement from the present. Thus, while as art the work perdures into the present, as historical artifact it remains rooted or grounded in a past. This is what gives an artwork from the past its “ghostly” or revenant quality. It is, as it were, both present and elsewhere, or rather is, like a ghost, not not-present. At least, this is how I understand Holly’s suggestion that the “historical” aspect of art history engenders a kind of melancholy in the historian herself.


  But there is a third reason why, in Holly’s view, art history might be considered “the melancholy art.” This is because art history is and can only be produced in writing. Consequently, she asks, “Might we not consider melancholy the central trope of art historical writing, the conceit that underwrites the deep structure of its texts?” There is some “paradox” involved in trying to use writing to represent, invoke, summon up, or indicate the glory of artworks that have survived the vicissitudes of history and remain “present” in many different ages and periods of time. The fascination of the artwork consists in its power to transcend time and endure rough transport across space, to remain “alive,” or to age without suffering the fate of the Sibyl of Cumae, who had been granted immortality but had neglected to ask for eternal youth as well. Indeed, Holly intimates that writing itself, especially writing about art, can produce that sense of the loss of the object that it had been intended to summon up and present as if alive.


  It follows that, when we write about the art object, whether we write as critics, connoisseurs, philosophers, aestheticians, or historians, we not only distract attention away from it—onto the writing with which and in which we speak about the object—we also block access to the thing referred to, place a barrier between it and our possible perception of it. On this view, art history is doubly productive of an alienation effect: first, as historicization, and then, second, as writing. In art historical writing, it would seem, the art object, already alienated by its status as a kind of living dead, is mummified by historicization and entombed by writing.


  I am putting the matter hyperbolically, and I am not sure where Holly’s argument ends and my own more extreme version of it begins. But the suggestion that certain disciplines, or at least one supremely representative discipline of the humanities, art history, has as its “deep structure” something like “the complex of melancholy” strikes me as more illuminating of humanistic discourse in general than any discussion of theory and method in the humanities could ever be. I hasten to add that I regard psychoanalysis (with its many versions) as a hermeneutic rather than as a science, especially useful for talking about art in all its kinds because it was originally based on the discovery that human consciousness was more “artistic” than “practical” in its fundamental structures and processes. That is to say, although Freud may have wished to invent a science of the relationship between the poietic and the practical functions of human consciousness, he ended up inventing a hermeneutic or, more generally, an “art” of this relationship.


  It was not, however, a “classic” or idealizing art that Freud invented. Just as he succeeded in identifying the irrational elements that lurked within reason and the bit of rationality that was to be found in madness, Freud removed “art” from the pedestal on which it had been placed since its liberation from service to religion and ritual. Freud espied the dirt and excrement that were being denied or repressed in every affirmation of art’s nobility. Beside this discovery that art had its origins in impulses (drives) and mechanisms (repressions) common to the acts of both saints and sinners, Freud’s discoveries of infantile sexuality, castration anxiety, and the incest fantasies that made “family life” possible were small potatoes indeed. Because Freud taught us that the impulse to create art differed very little from the impulse to kill, rape, and plunder, he also taught us to see all cultural artifacts, artistic ones included, as products of responses as much to physical ailments and mental perversions as to a desire for redemption and health.


  Now, if you accept something like this as a way of at once valorizing and at the same time demystifying “the work of art,” you can begin to see the advantages of viewing certain kinds of disciplines as sublimations of a particular range of neuroses, of which the term melancholia can be taken as a collective designator. Since the term melancholia is a metaphor (melancholy = “black bile”) of a metaphor (melancholy = depression caused by incompletion of mourning), though, it is not easy to identify its “signified.” The older, traditional notion of melancholia attributed the condition it designated to an imbalance of the four “humors” (corresponding to the four elements) coursing through the body, with one of them, “black bile,” predominating. Black bile combined the qualities of coldness and dryness—both associated with lack or absence of the “positive” qualities of light, heat, and moisture. These qualities are described in Burton’s famous Anatomy of Melancholy : What it is, with All the Kindes, Causes, Symptoms, Prognostickes, and Sever all Cures of it: In Three maine Partitions with their severall sections, members, and subsections, philosophically, medicinally, historically, opened and cut up [. . .] with a Satyricall Preface, conducing to the following discourse (1621)—a title I quote at length in order to indicate the obsessional nature of the anatomical method, with its wager on classification and dissection as the appropriate ways of dealing with those maladies that are both physical or somatic and psychological or spiritual in kind.


  In the traditional notion of melancholia, it was a malady caused by excess and imbalance, the very opposites of the classical ideal of proportion and good measure that prevailed in nineteenth-century art history to define the artwork. In the modern, psychoanalytical, and, might I say, hermeneutical notion of melancholy, it is a condition caused by loss. This is another index of Freud’s genius and his modernity. In the Aristotelian worldview, which, unfortunately, continues to prevail everywhere in the humanities today, the idea of a loss that is irrecuperable is unthinkable. For Freud, in the psychic life, it is all loss—or incompletion.


  There is a lot going on here, with much of which I am in sympathy, but the late twentieth-century conceit that language, speech, and writing either signify loss, or, by their blockage of or substitution for a referent, they create a sense of loss in the very act of referring—this conceit seems to me in need of qualification. First of all, people who write things like this obviously must think that their own language, speech, or writing is able to refer, and to refer meaningfully, to, for example, the circumstance that “writing is loss” or “language signifies . . . the absence of the thing.” Unless, however, they intend their statements to be understood as figures of paradox, by which, in stating that “writing is loss,” they intend to perform a kind of writing as presence. Statements like “writing is loss” may apply only to a certain kind of writing, such as literalist description or quantitative-analytical description, and have nothing to do with poetic writing or indeed any other kind of artistic writing. It is a well-recognized principle of art historical writing to grant that the ekphrasis, the genre of writing meant to celebrate a work of art or a science worthy of comparison with a work of art, may be enunciated in a variety of modes and manners of expression. The lamentation, elegy, or eulogy may very well feature “loss” as its subject matter and grief or mourning as the effect striven for. But in history, there is loss and loss or, as we might say, in the idiom of Melanie Klein, there is good loss and there is bad loss. Not everything is worth saving for everyone.


  The problem I have with the psychoanalytic notion of loss (which is what we are dealing with here) is that, on the one hand, it sees loss always in terms of the individual subject or person or self, and, on the other hand, it makes no distinction between real loss (of an organ or limb, for example) and virtual loss (which is to say, the feeling of having lost an object that you never possessed in the first place). If “writing is loss,” then it is loss of the second, virtual kind, which means that, far from being a cause of melancholy (about which more later), it is, or at least can be, the instrument of its cure or diminution.


  And this might be especially the case with art historical writing, one aim of which is less to describe the indescribable beauty and power of individual artworks than, instead, to tell the story of how “art” came to be, what happened to “art” in different times and places, what makes even postmodernist art, including Abject Art (a kind of anti-art), still art simply by virtue of the function it fulfills in exposing the corruption of a culture that has turned art into a commodity, the value of which is equated with the price it brings in the auction houses of the art market. The art collected by the great capitalist corporations, foundations, and museums may very well offer cause for melancholic despondency. The loss in question, though, is not so much that of a given artwork that has been taken out of circulation and secreted in some private vault (where for all we know, it may be better cared for than if it had remained as part of a public trust), it is rather that in the commodification of the whole of culture, it is “art” itself that has been lost. Yet the loss or, as it is called, “the end” of art is rather like that “end of history” lately proclaimed by Dr. Francis Fukuyama.5 In the latter case, what has come to an end, it turns out, is a certain notion of history’s true “substance.” So, too, in the former case, what has come to an end, it turns out, is that notion of its substance that prevailed in the West between the Renaissance and Abstract Expressionism.


  Notes


  Epigraph: Democritus Junior [Robert Burton], The Anatomy of Melancholy, What it is, with all the Kindes, Causes, Symptomes, Prognostickes, and Severall Cures of it [. . .], 16th ed. (1651; reprint, London: Printed for B. Blake, 13, Bell Yard, Temple Bar, 1736), 70. Burton describes melancholy persons in a simile that seems particularly appropriate for this commentary: “they are like these double or turning pictures: stand before which, you see a fair maid on the one side, an ape on the other, an owle: look upon them at the first sight all is well; but farther examine, you shall find them wise on the one side, and fools on the other; in some few things praiseworthy, in the rest incomparably faulty. I will say nothing of their diseases, emulations, discontents, wants, and such miseries; let Poverty plead the rest in Aristophanes Plutus” (Burton, Anatomy of Melancholy, 70).


  1. [Ed: White’s essay is a loose commentary on this essay, which appeared in the same journal issue (Art Bulletin 89, no. 1 [2007]). Her essay was later collected in Michael Ann Holly, The Melancholy Art (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013).]


  2. Donald Preziosi, introduction to The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology, ed. Donald Preziosi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 25.


  3. I am of course alluding to Max Weber and other scientific analysts of modernity.


  4. Michael Ann Holly, “Spirits and Ghosts in the Historiography of Art,” in The Subjects of Art History: Historical Objects in Contemporary Perspective, ed. Mark Cheetham, Michael Ann Holly, and Keith Moxey (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 15.


  5. [Ed: See Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992).]

  




  CHAPTER 15


  Against Historical Realism


  A Reading of Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace [2007]



   We Russians in general do not know how to write novels in the sense in which this genre is understood in Europe.


  —Leo Tolstoy




  Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace (1865–69) is a massive and infinitely complex work, to which no brief summary can possibly do justice. It is essentially two big books, one historical, the other fictional, combined to provide an account of the effect on Russian society of Napoleon’s invasion in 1812. Since it mixes a number of genres—history, novel, epic—critics have disagreed on how to classify it. Here I will consider it as an example of what it most manifestly is, namely, a historical novel. But War and Peace is a historical novel of a particular kind: it seeks to show that while we cannot escape using “history” as a context for the representation of great events, “historical” accounts of such events cannot in any way explain them. Indeed, War and Peace is a work that at once consummates the historical novel and effectively dismantles it. In the process, it undermines Western European literary realism by questioning the ideology of history on which it was based.


  Tolstoy himself denied that his account of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812 fell under the rubric of any specific genre. In 1931 the critic Boris Eikhenbaum said that Tolstoy had begun the work—originally entitled 1805—as a combination of two well-established Russian genres, the “family novel” and the “military-historical novel.”1 But from the beginning of book 7, Eikhenbaum claimed, the novel developed into a new genre, the historico-philosophical epic. Thus, we can identify at least three generic strands braided together to make War and Peace: a historical strand (the story of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia), a novelistic strand (the impact of this war on four fictional Russian noble families), and a philosophical strand (discursive digressions on certain abstract ideas suggested by the events, historical and fictional, recounted in the book). It is this combination of strands that makes War and Peace a consummation of the genre of the historical novel. Tolstoy not only composes a historical novel; he submits the genre to analysis in the light of his own philosophy of history. This critical-philosophical dimension was utterly lacking in the great historical novelists preceding Tolstoy: Walter Scott, Alessandro Manzoni, and Alexandre Dumas.


  I


  Although War and Peace is very long, the action it describes extends over a relatively short period of time, the seven years between the battle of Austerlitz in 1805 and Napoleon’s exit from Russia on December 5, 1812. The action is roughly divided between a story of the military campaigns, battles, and maneuvering of the war, and an account of life in Russian high society as it was affected by the war. The one tells of efforts to win land, power, and glory by military means, the other of efforts to win love, power, and wealth through the means provided by “society.” The two stories never quite converge, but then there is no reason for them to do so, since they are about the same thing: the similarities between “war” and “peace.”


  War and Peace was originally issued as a serial publication between 1865 and 1869; most editions divide it into several books with subsections or chapters. There is very little continuity from book to book (although they are chronologically organized) or from one subsection to another. The segments constitute rather a series of vignettes, anecdotes, small histories (here are three in a row from book 8: “The Rostovs at the Opera, Helene in the Next Box,” “The Opera Described,” “Anatole and Dolokhov in Moscow”). These vignettes sometimes resemble the faits divers of contemporary newspapers. Characters do not develop from one episode to the next but rather simply reappear from time to time with a whole new set of attributes. But then again, the whole action of the book covers only a scant seven years. There are some moments of revelation: Bolkonsky has one; Pierre has several; and one character, Natasha Rostova, actually grows up—but there are no significant, lasting character changes among any of them. Rather than development, most of the characters undergo a kind of refiguration, with new traits being added and old traits rearranged, as they suffer one disappointment or frustration after another in both “war” and “peace.” It is not a happy novel, even though Tolstoy originally planned it as a kind of comedy in which all would be well that ended well.


  The sections that make up War and Peace constitute a series, but not a sequence. Sequentiality distributes meaning across a narrative space hypotactically, gradually distinguishing between what is important and what is unimportant among all the data in the text, and pointing everything to a denouement or point of completion in which the dominant significance of the events related can finally be grasped or understood. Typically, a historical treatment of events consists of the attempt to reveal sequence (narrative emplotment) in place of what appears to be mere seriality (the chronicle). But Tolstoy resists sequentiality because he is dealing with history: he does not believe that history has a plot. In order to resist the lure of emplotment, then, he reverts to chronology as the gross organizing principle of his portrait of life in Russia, 1805–12.


  Thus, books 1 to 6 relate events of the years 1805–10 and consist of a rather straightforward account of military and diplomatic relations between France and Russia, descriptions of some early battles between Napoleon’s Grande Armée and a Russo-Austrian alliance, and the introduction of the principal fictional characters representing the Russian nobility. The book begins without an introduction, just as it will terminate some fourteen hundred pages later without an ending. We are plunged immediately into a social scene in Saint Petersburg, a soirée at which the career of the upstart Napoleon Bonaparte is being discussed. We are introduced to Pierre Bezukhov, who will turn out to be the principal fictional figure of the book, but are given virtually no background on him (he is illegitimate but his mother is never mentioned, and we are told nothing about his childhood or upbringing). He is anything but impressive—and remains so until the end. He does very little, but a great deal happens to him.


  As a hero, Pierre leaves much to be desired; he is rather more the type of the country bumpkin come to the city than the incarnation of aristocratic virtus. Pierre’s friend Andrei Bolkonsky is a more promising candidate for the role. The first six books follow intermittently the story of Prince Andrei’s loveless marriage and the death of his wife in childbirth, his melancholic disenchantment with life, his love for the beautiful young Countess Natasha Rostova, and their engagement. But he too fails as a hero. He botches his engagement with Natasha and dies before he can make things right with her.


  Books 7 and 8 provide a kind of transition between the years 1807–12 and a preparation for the new philosophy of history that will be used to deconstruct official accounts of the War of 1812. Book 7 deals with “peace,” life in the country and the happy Rostov family at home, while Book 8 depicts life in the city—Moscow—and the seduction of Natasha Rostova by Anatole Kuragin, Pierre’s brother-in-law. Pierre foils Anatole’s plan to abduct Natasha; Andrei rejects her; she makes a failed attempt at suicide; and Pierre realizes that he loves Natasha rather than his errant wife, Helene Kuragina, whom he had shamefully married out of lust alone. As this inadequate summary suggests, much begins to happen in the fictional sections of the book as Tolstoy prepares us for the complications arising because of the onset of “history.”


  Books 9 to 15, the largest “portion” of War and Peace, deal with the seven months of “war,” from May to December 1812. They relate how Napoleon invades Russia and is opposed by troops under the command of the ancient, exhausted, crippled, and nearly blind Field Marshal Kutuzov. Napoleon’s army makes its way to Moscow, occupies it, and sacks it; but Napoleon loses control of his army as it turns into a rabble of looters and drunkards, and he decides to pull out of Moscow and make his way home to France. What remains of his army is destroyed during its retreat; finally, Napoleon abandons the remnants of the half a million men he had originally led into Russia and returns to France, to his Waterloo.


  Causality and Freedom


  This latter portion of the text is where the substance of War and Peace is to be found. Here is where “history” ceases to be an account of the past and emerges as a force in itself, revealed to be the hidden manipulator of the destinies of both individual men and nations. The change from the notion of history as the sum total of events in the past to that of “history” as a force that makes events happen and gives human society a specific though unknowable direction emerges explicitly in book 9, where the narrator reflects on the irony of the belief of great men that they are the causes of historical change rather than the consequents thereof. Historians, Tolstoy argues, feed the vanity of kings and generals by writing history as if its occurrences were due to their wills, their wishes, and their commands. In reality, he insists, every historical event is the consequence of “myriads of causes,” so many as to make history “unreasonable and incomprehensible.” The movements of men and peoples require the acquiescence of every man involved in them, so that anything that actually happened might well not have happened, but having happened, in retrospect appears necessary and inevitable.


  We are left therefore in a paradoxical situation in which we must affirm at one and the same time our determination by history and our freedom from it. On this point, Tolstoy seems to believe in a “coincidence of opposites.” For although he spends a great deal of time showing that everything in history “had to occur because it had to,” he also argues that it is ultimately unimportant whether we regard ourselves as determined or free in any given situation. Thus, Tolstoy writes: “There are two sides to the life of every man, his individual life, which is the more free the more abstract its interests, and his elemental hive life in which he inevitably obeys laws laid down for him. Man lives consciously for himself, but is an unconscious instrument in the attainment of the historic, universal, aims of humanity.”2 Men are split—Tolstoy holds—between their conscious lives, which they experience as if they were free, and their animal, bodily, or “hive” lives, which are not “experienced” at all but are simply lived as if “natural.” These two dimensions of human life are, Tolstoy maintains, inversely related to the degree of social power the individual enjoys: “The higher a man stands on the social ladder, the more people he is connected with and the more power he has over others, the more evident is the predestination and inevitability of his every action.” Thus, for Tolstoy, “a king is history’s slave”—and it follows, or so it would seem, that the lowliest serf is in some sense the most “free” of men.


  By this kind of reasoning, personal fulfillment consists in the recognition that what one consciously wants or desires or aspires to is in reality the result of social conditioning, while what one should want and seek is immersion in the life of the “hive,” where regeneration and death serve the ends of “life” rather than of society. Though Napoleon thought that he was the architect of the wars he would fight to conquer Russia, “he had never been so much in the grip of inevitable laws, which compelled him, while thinking that he was acting on his own volition, to perform for the hive life—that is to say, for history—whatever had to be performed.”3 This is less paradoxical than it may at first seem. For Tolstoy believes that since every event is a result of all of the causal forces at work in the whole of history, the human sense of freedom of will has also to be regarded as predestined; so that, whether men are free or not, their sense of being free has to be factored into the causes contributing to the occurrence of all events caused by human beings. The more important point Tolstoy makes is that the greater the power enjoyed by any given individual or group, the greater the delusion about the nature and extent of that power, and the greater the suffering caused in pursuit of it. Fulfillment will consist, then, in the abandonment of any effort to gain power or exercise it and the return to the “hive” life represented by family, caste, and race. Passivity is the condition to be aspired to. The capacity to act, characteristic of heroes, is the source of all that is terrible in socially organized existence.


  Thus, the apparent difference between agency and patiency, or action and passion, the basis for the distinction between a heroic life, on one side, and an ordinary, humble, or inconsequential life, on the other, turns out to be a false dichotomy. Napoleon, the man of action par excellence, will be shown to have been the product of forces over which he had no control at all; while Kutuzov, the somnolent, near-blind, aged and distracted non-general, will turn out to be the victor over Napoleon and the savior of Russia. Kutuzov is the incarnation of active passivity, while Napoleon is nothing other than a passive activist. Kutuzov’s strength of will is manifested in his resistance to every effort to force him into battle with Napoleon, while Napoleon’s is shown in his insistence on doing battle whenever and wherever he can. Thus the one wills his victory through passivity, the other his defeat through action. In War and Peace, war is an absurd activity, ultimately a farce.


  In book 10, for example, Tolstoy interrupts his account of Pierre Bezukhov’s visit to the battlefield of Borodino to remark on the senselessness of this battle’s ever having been fought at all.



   On the twenty-fourth of August the battle of Shevardino Redoubt was fought, on the twenty-fifth not a shot was fired by either side, and on the twenty-sixth the battle of Borodino itself took place. Why and how were the battles of Shevardino and Borodino given and accepted? Why was the battle of Borodino fought? There was not the least sense in it for either the French or the Russians. Its immediate result for the Russians was, and was bound to be, that we were brought nearer to the destruction of Moscow—which we feared more than anything in the world; and for the French its immediate result was that they were brought nearer to the destruction of their whole army—which they feared more than anything in the world. What the result must be was quite obvious, and yet Napoleon offered and Kutuzov accepted that battle.4




  Tolstoy’s explanation—as against that of the official historians’ false ideas—was that “Kutuzov acted involuntarily and irrationally. But later on, to fit what had occurred, the historians provided cunningly devised evidence of the foresight and genius of the generals, who of all the blind tools of history were the most enslaved and involuntary.”5 Tolstoy makes fun of strategists and tacticians, with their charts, maps, and diagrams, who try to turn modern, mass warfare into a matter of precise planning. The sheer numbers of the armies engaged in the invasion of Russia ensured that the campaigns fought by both sides were a matter more of inertial drift than of choice and decision. Tolstoy depicts Napoleon as making arbitrary decisions for which no reason is given, wasting his army like a child consuming sweets, and pouting when his will is thwarted. Kutuzov, on the other hand, knows only one thing, to keep his army or the remnants of it intact, to fight only when he is forced to, and to retreat, retreat, retreat—even to the point of forfeiting Moscow to the enemy. It is a battle of false brilliance and egotism against true dullness, patience, and resignation to fate. Ultimately, Napoleon finds himself occupying an uninhabited city, his army lacking winter gear, and his supply lines cut.



   Yet Napoleon, that greatest of all geniuses, who the historians declare had control of the army . . . used his power to select the most foolish and ruinous of all the courses open to him. . . . He quitted Moscow. . . . During the whole of that period Napoleon, who seems to have been the leader of all these movements—as the figurehead of a ship may seem to a savage to guide the vessel—acted like a child who, holding a couple of strings inside a carriage, thinks he is driving it.6




  This is why the war story in War and Peace, although depicting a great deal of exertion, strife, battle, and destruction, ultimately will have nothing heroic about it. What first appears heroic and noble, even tragic to the historians of the period, is unmasked by Tolstoy as a senseless, murderous, and profitless adventure by a charlatan from the West who had little idea of what he was doing. The “heroism” of the Russians, in response to Napoleon’s attack, is of the Stoic and passive kind. The Russians simply endure. That is their genius as a race.



   Thus, after an interview with General Kutuzov, Prince Andrei goes back to his regiment, reassured as to the general course of affairs and as to the man to whom it had been entrusted. The more that he realized the absence of all personal motive in that old man—in whom there seemed to remain only the habit of passions, and in place of an intellect (grouping events and drawing conclusions) only the capacity calmly to contemplate the course of events—the more reassured he was that everything would be as it should. . . . “And above all,” thought Prince Andrei, “one believes in him because he’s Russian.”7




  Of course, this is Andrei speaking, not Tolstoy; and we cannot be sure that Tolstoy does not wish his readers to take Andrei’s ideas with a grain of salt—especially since Andrei is one of those “intelligent” men who always sees reality through the lens of his reason rather than by means of his feelings. “Russianness” plays a part in Tolstoy’s epic, however, as an explanation of Russia’s victory over the tyrant from the West.


  Indeed, it could be argued that, in the military-historical parts of the novel, Tolstoy pits “Frenchness” against “Russianness,” the one all consciousness, glitter, raison, style, and action; the other all feeling, solidity, patience, earthiness, and passion. This is why, in spite of all the movement, sound, and fury of the war story, nothing really happens. Although there are many occurrences in War and Peace, it is very difficult to identify specific events and the chains of effects that any given event might have had on subsequent events. Battles begin more by chance than by design, and they end without decisive outcomes. Monarchs, generals, and other officers issue orders, but invariably these become lost or misdirected, or are ignored by subordinates. Moscow is occupied by the French but never quite subdued. As the city is abandoned by the Russian army, Napoleon appears to have won the war, but the Russians refuse to recognize his victory, to treat with him, or to fight him openly. In the end, Napoleon is forced to abandon Moscow because the Russians simply act as if he had never been there. Kutuzov wins—if he can be said to have “won” at all—by doing as little as possible, by retreating and abandoning Moscow, and by allowing Napoleon to exhaust himself in fruitlessly waiting to be greeted as a conqueror. Thus, as an account of the Napoleonic invasion of Russia, War and Peace is a history without events or the kinds of actions that might add up to a plot. In this eventlessness and plotlessness, it therefore can be said to approximate to, if not anticipate the modernist novel—or that aspect of modernism already immanent in a realist like the Flaubert of The Sentimental Education.


  II


  All of the principal Russian fictional characters in War and Peace belong to the class of the nobility. An exception is Platon Karataev, an illiterate old soldier who piously believes in the harmony of the universe, who befriends Pierre in captivity, is shot like a dog when he falls by the roadside in exhaustion, and whom Pierre thinks of as “the personification of everything Russian . . . of spirit and truth.” Unlike all the aristocrats in the book, Karataev possesses a wisdom born of the Russian soil and its genius, but it is a wisdom more lived than thought. “Every word and action of his was the manifestation of an activity unknown to him, which was his life. But his life, as he regarded it, had no meaning as a separate thing. It had meaning only as part of a whole of which he was always conscious.”8 Karataev stands as the paradigm of a human being who has been liberated from society. He aspires to nothing, he wants nothing, he takes what comes to him, he feels no disjunction between himself and his milieu, he has no “self.” For Pierre, Karataev was “an unfathomable, rounded, eternal personification of the spirit of simplicity and truth.” He is the antihero par excellence, which is to say, a saint. All of the other characters in War and Peace are, finally, measured against him—and found wanting. And at the very end of the novel, in the epilogue that shows us the Bezukhov and Rostov families in 1820, Karataev is invoked as a test for Pierre’s desire to return to the world of society and take part in a political movement. Natasha asks Pierre whether Karataev would have approved of him and his plans to enter the political fight: “‘No, he would not have approved,’ said Pierre after reflection. ‘What he would have approved of is our family life. He was always so anxious to find seemliness, happiness, and peace in everything, and I should have been proud to let him see us.’” This is the last scene in the novel. It is not an ending, but we have no idea what the future holds for Pierre and Natasha. We only know that Pierre and Natasha have found in their love for one another and in their family life a model for what Pierre at least thinks society might become. “I only wished to say,” Pierre continues, “that ideas that have great results are always simple ones. My whole idea is that if vicious people are united, and constitute a power, then honest folk must do the same. Now that’s simple enough.”9


  In one sense, Tolstoy wishes us to believe that the Russian nobility of the time had lost their “Russianness” the more they had become “socialized.” As they have become civilized, they have become Gallicized. Tolstoy indicates this by having his Russian aristocrats speak in French more easily than in Russian; they revert to Russian when they are in the country and have to communicate with their serfs and servants. We meet Pierre at the beginning of the book just after he has returned from study in Paris, become an admirer of Napoleon and of French enlightenment, and taken on French ways in vivid contrast to his rustic Russian nature as reflected in his loutish appearance, his nearsightedness, and his gracelessness.


  Physiologically, Pierre is the very antithesis of the beautiful cavaliers of the Russian court: Andrei, Anatole, Dolokhov, Boris, and so on. Like Kutuzov, Pierre is too fat to sit a horse comfortably, too myopic to observe what is going on around him, and too inarticulate to win fair women and persuade bright men. My own suspicion—but I can find no textual evidence to support it—is that Pierre’s mother was a serf woman and that his physical features are meant to signal his origins in the soil of Mother Russia. In any event, Pierre’s Bildung or “sentimental education” in the ways of the world is the reverse of that of his Western counterparts. His experiences of “war and peace” drive him further and further from “society,” deeper and deeper into a search for the kind of community he had found with other men when he had been taken prisoner by the French, threatened with death, deprived of every worldly possession, and left only with the brotherhood of Karataev—and his parables of the healing power of love. After Karataev has been killed by a French guard, Pierre one night falls down in exhaustion and dreams once more a dream he had dreamt at Mozhaisk, after the battle of Borodino:



   Again real events mingled with dreams and again someone, he or another, gave expression to his thoughts, and even to the same that had been expressed in his dream at Mozhaisk.


  “Life is everything. Life is God. Everything changes and moves, and that movement is God. And while there is life, there is joy in consciousness of the divine. To love life is to love God. Harder and more blessed than all else is to love this life in one’s sufferings, in innocent sufferings.”


  “Karataev!” came to Pierre’s mind.10




  The change undergone by Pierre as a result of his experience of captivity and degradation is radical:



   The very question that had formerly tormented him, the thing he had continually sought to find—the aim of life—no longer existed for him now. That search for the aim of life had not merely disappeared temporarily—he felt that it no longer existed for him and could not present itself again. And this very absence of an aim gave him the complete, joyous sense of freedom which constituted his happiness at this time. . . . He now had faith—not faith in any kind of rule, or words, or ideas, but faith in an ever-living, ever-manifest God.




  This new faith in God, however, gives Pierre a new relationship to other men and women.



   This legitimate peculiarity of each individual which used to excite and irritate Pierre now became a basis of the sympathy he felt for, and the interest he took in, other people. The difference, and sometimes complete contradiction, between men’s opinions and their lives, and between one man and another, pleased him and drew from him an amused and gentle smile.11




  Pierre will not abide by these new insights: “the whole meaning of life” will become centered upon the delicious Natasha, now herself humbled by her experience of Prince Andrei’s death.


  Trajectories


  Prince Andrei Bolkonsky, the nearest thing to a romantic hero in the book, loses the love of his life, Natasha Rostova, and dies of wounds received in a chance artillery barrage. He is melancholy, intelligent, and brave, a devoted son, a good friend, but an indifferent husband, a bored father of his son, a formal lover of Natasha. In an early draft of his book, Tolstoy had meant him to live, marry, and flourish. But subsequently he decided to kill off Andrei in a scene that seems to suggest that the death of a noble spirit tested by adversity and loss can be fulfilling. This discourse comes immediately after the account of Prince Andrei’s acceptance of death: “‘Yes, death is an awakening!’ And all at once it grew light in his soul and the veil that had till then concealed the unknown was lifted from his spiritual vision. He felt as if powers till then confined within him had been liberated, and that strange lightness did not again leave him.”12 The pathos of this scene is embarrassing, however, and could be cited in support of a motion to exclude Tolstoy from any list of realists in the Western mode.


  Natasha, the splendid, slender, dark-eyed beauty, and nearest thing to a romantic heroine in the book, falls in love with one suitor after another, betrays Andrei for the fickle Anatole, indeed shows herself to be “in love with love,” before finally repenting after she nurses Andrei on his deathbed. But she is transformed by her relationship with Pierre, undergoing an improbable rebirth as a fanatical housewife and obsessive mother at the end of the book. It might appear that Natasha (played by Audrey Hepburn in King Vidor’s film version of the book) had finally grown up during the seven years that elapse between her penultimate appearance at age twenty in 1813 and her last appearance in 1820. She has turned from a social butterfly into a mother of four children, a domineering if devoted wife, and domestic drudge. But as we shall see, the causes of her transformation are unclear. It is true that she has suffered much, but there is nothing tragic about her suffering, because it is not borne for any noble cause.


  Nikolai Rostov, a simple-minded squire-type, soldier, hunter, dutiful son, and honorable though indifferent lover, little given to introspection, yet industrious and solemn, finally marries Andrei’s sister, Princess Marya, and thereby—she is a wealthy heiress—saves his spendthrift father’s estate. Nikolai prefers hunting, horses, drinking, soldiering, and the camaraderie of barracks to politics and society. But he forgoes a career in the army to become the rebuilder of the family estate ruined by Napoleon’s army, a punctilious farmer and administrator of his estates, and, finally, benign host to the families that came every year to visit—sometimes “with sixteen horses and dozens of servants and stayed for months.” At the end of the book, he embarks on a program of reading to improve his mind.


  The Kuragins, presided over by Prince Vasili, an influential political figure and court intriguer, are the one “bad” family among the four that matter. Pierre marries the voluptuously beautiful but cold daughter, Helene (Anita Ekberg in the Hollywood version), who soon rejects him as a dolt and inadequate lover, takes the greater part of his fortune, and leaves him to ponder his guilt over having married her out of lust in the first place. She becomes the center of the social scene in Saint Petersburg and wields considerable social power until one of her intrigues goes awry. She dies under mysterious circumstances—possibly committing suicide—after her lust for power and wealth leads her to contract marriage with two men at the same time. Helene’s brother, the charming rake Anatole, seduces Natasha, ruins her engagement to Andrei, is run out of town by Pierre (his brother-in-law), and loses a leg at the battle of Borodino.


  As I have summarized the story, it would require only a change of names and scene to allow the action to pass for a Harlequin romance or a 1950s American costume film epic. But there is a crucial difference: Tolstoy is dealing with a caste of aristocrats with which he had completely identified, which he admired, and whose ideals he shared. By the time Tolstoy conceived War and Peace, this caste had lost its original social function but not its privileges. War and Peace, however, depicts the Russian nobility as still serving a vital military function, through its wealth, based on a massive serf population toiling in ignorance and slave-like conditions, with antiquated equipment and preindustrial techniques of farming and manufacturing, was rapidly dissipating and its traditional privileges becoming difficult to justify. The rise of social and technological forces barely discernible in Russia at the time of the Napoleonic wars was fully recognizable by the time Tolstoy had served in the Crimean War (1854–56). The Russian aristocracy depicted by him is not yet altogether degenerate, but it is coming apart at the seams, and Tolstoy makes this abundantly clear.


  But the reasons for this decline are not indicated. Of course, Tolstoy was anything but an advocate of modernization. He later became a kind of social radical dedicated to pacifism, vegetarianism, and various versions of Christian pietism. In War and Peace, as in Anna Karenina, he idealizes the redemptive effects of work on the land, and in his idyllic depictions of family life at the end of the book, he contrasts the peacefulness of this environment with the warlike nature of “society.” His description of the Rostov estate after Nikolai rebuilds it paints an idealized picture of what a well-run farm, on which serfs are treated like human beings rather than cattle, could promise in the way of a new life for Russia. This idea was absurd, to be sure, not because the abolition of serfdom was not necessary, but because peasant agrarianism could not possibly serve as the basis for a modern society.


  Tolstoy’s dream of a community based on a peasant economy rendered more efficient by respect for the land provides the utopian dimension of War and Peace, but it is also an index of the distance between Tolstoy and the Western realistic writers of mid-century. The sign of their realism is their suppression of any utopian fantasies as an alternative to the class-divided societies for which they wrote.


  III


  I have indicated how Tolstoy both invokes history as a subject and at the same time reconceptualizes it in such a way as to deprive it of all explanatory force. I should now say that he does much the same with his fictions. He invokes the archetypal characters of romance and the historical novel, and at the same time places them within a context in which neither war nor peace is bearable for them. Thus, what starts out as realistic social analysis in the fictions of War and Peace ends up as pastoral. The principal characters all begin as representatives of their social class and status, and end up either destroyed by their thoughtless acceptance of the social code or converted to the joys of family life in the country.


  In fact, the ending of the fictional story is jerry-built, simply tacked on as a part of an “epilogue” that begins with a long discourse “on the forces operating in history” and abruptly segues into an account of the conditions of the Rostov and Bezukhov families in the year 1820. It is as if Tolstoy had grown bored with his topic and even somewhat irritated with his characters. In the end, he sells his own creations short as vapid representatives of his growing archaism.


  For example, the Natasha who appears in 1820, fifteen years after she was introduced into society at the beginning of the book, has undergone a transformation of both body and spirit that is utterly unmotivated. After page upon page praising her beauty and vitality—metonymized in her slender hands and feet, large dark eyes, and darting spirit—he describes her thus as she appears in 1820:



   Natasha had married in the early spring of 1813, and in 1820 already had three daughters besides a son for whom she had longed and whom she was now nursing. She had grown stouter and broader, so that it was difficult to recognize in this robust, motherly woman the slim, lively Natasha of former days. Her features were more defined and had a calm, soft, and serene expression. In her face there was none of the ever-glowing animation that had formerly burned there and constituted its charm. Now her face and body were often all that one saw, and her soul was not visible at all. All that struck the eye was a strong, handsome, fertile woman. The old fire was rarely kindled in her face now. That happened only when, as was the case that day, her husband returned home, or a sick child was convalescent . . . or on the rare occasions when something happened to induce her to sing, a practice she had quite abandoned since her marriage. At the rare moments when the old fire did kindle in her handsome, fully developed body she was even more attractive than in former days. . . . She took no pains with her manners or with delicacy of speech, or with her toilet, or to show herself to her husband in her most becoming attitudes, or to avoid inconveniencing him by being too exacting. . . . The subject which wholly engrossed Natasha’s attention was her family.13




  Was Natasha inauthentic, false, and artificial fifteen years before when she was the belle of Muscovite society? Why is it that now “she had demands on her time which could be satisfied only by renouncing society?” What did she find in Pierre that has made her into his acolyte and her family’s slave? The motivation for her metamorphosis remains unclear. We are told only that “from the very first days of their married life Natasha had announced her demands. Pierre was greatly surprised by his wife’s view, to him a perfectly novel one, that every moment of his life belonged to her and to the family. His wife’s demands astonished him, but they also flattered him, and he submitted to them.” Did she put on this new spirit with the weight she gained after her marriage? Tolstoy is content to explain Natasha’s change by appeal to the general principle that “man has the faculty of becoming completely absorbed in a subject however trivial it may be, and that there is no subject so trivial that it will not grow to infinite proportions if one’s entire attention is devoted to it.” Natasha happens to have hit upon her family as her principal object of attention, and “the deeper she penetrated . . . into the subject that absorbed her, the larger did that subject grow and the weaker and more inadequate did her own powers appear, so that she concentrated them wholly upon that one thing and yet was unable to accomplish all that she considered necessary.”14


  It is as if Tolstoy took a perverse delight in destroying all of those aspects of Natasha’s personality that had made her not only the belle of society but also an ideal love object to so many men and women. In the passage I have just quoted, Tolstoy also takes a swipe at contemporary “discussions about women’s rights, the relations of husband and wife and their freedom and rights,” which Natasha finds incomprehensible. Such discussions, Tolstoy observes, are important “only for those who see nothing in marriage, but the pleasure married people get from one another, that is, only the beginnings of marriage and not its whole significance, which lies in the family.” Natasha needs nothing but husband and family: “A husband was given her, and he gave her a family. And she not only saw no need of any other or better husband, but as all the powers of her soul were intent on serving that husband and family, she could not imagine and saw no interest in imagining how it would be if things were different.”15 Tolstoy’s characters are riven by contradictory and paradoxical desires, feelings, attitudes, convictions, and aspirations. This is true of the two most important “historical” figures, Napoleon and Kutuzov: the former appears as a brilliant but greedy child, the latter as a weary but dogged old man. But it is especially true of the principal fictional personages in War and Peace: Pierre Bezukhov, Nikolai and Natasha Rostov, and Andrei Bolkonsky. The character of these figures is built up by the aggregation of a mass of details about how they feel, what they want, their sufferings, their moments of joy or exaltation, and above all what they do. For all of these characters, being aristocrats, possess the material means by which to give vent to their desires. But they are never satisfied, and they are always in motion; and as they move, they change. It is difficult to believe, however, that in changing, these characters develop. Tolstoy does not seem to envision the possibility of a kind of heroic realization of a potential given at birth, after the manner of the hero of the Western Bildungsroman. The best his heroes can hope for is the kind of stability and peace enjoyed by Pierre and Natasha, and Nikolai and his wife Marya, at the end of the book.


  IV


  Not that War and Peace really ends. It simply stumbles to a close. Many historical novels, of course, break off with a sudden announcement that the series of events being related has finished, and it is time to depart the tale. This happens in Walter Scott’s Waverley but also in histories, through the arbitrary designation of one event in a long series as the point at which the narrative reaches its culmination. Tolstoy in fact notes that there are no beginnings or endings in history, only a stream of happenings that historians break up in different ways, and out of which they make stories, quite arbitrarily.


  It is with history, Tolstoy says, as it is with astronomy and the problems raised by the discovery of the earth’s movement around the sun. “It is true that we do not feel the movement of the earth, but by admitting its immobility, we arrive at absurdity, while by admitting its motion (which we do not feel) we arrive at laws.” So too with “history”: “It is true that we are not conscious of our dependence, but by admitting our free will we arrive at absurdity, while by admitting our dependence on the external world, on time, and on cause, we arrive at laws.”16 This seems to suggest that we live in the crux between what we feel (or experience) and what we know. And the point seems to be that knowledge of the laws of nature does not help us in our effort to live meaningful lives, where feeling prevails over reason and will. We are most dependent when we feel ourselves to be free, and most free when we choose our dependence—on nature, the land, our spouses, our families and the universe, anything but society or the state. Thus, we will find that “peace” referred to in the title of our text. But peace is not the same thing as happiness or the satisfaction of desire. Indeed, it is the suppression of desire, the capacity to abandon all social projects, the kind of calm enjoyed by a married couple when, after dinner, when the children have been put to bed, they can take pleasure in the contemplation of their adequacy to one another.


  If the war story in War and Peace is full of activity, movement, talk, intrigue, and a great deal of violence, but without much incident, the same can be said about the fictional story of Russian high society during the war period. Although we are invited to view the social scene by following the fates of four prominent Russian families during the period 1805–12, it cannot be said that very much of a specifically social nature occurs. For example, class conflict is not represented as endemic to social structure, but as deriving from primordial “natural” differences between the caste of serfs, on one side, and the great landowning nobility, on the other. Although himself a great landowner, Tolstoy professed to have very little understanding of the serfs, mechanics, clerks, and functionaries of Russia, and virtually no hope for the amelioration of their condition.


  Even the conflicts within the nobility—between the richer and the poorer, the ancient families and the nouveaux riches, the masters and their administrators—are presented as matters of a personal or familial nature, unconnected to the kind of fundamental transformations of the social order that would one day topple tsarist autocracy and lead to the Bolshevik Revolution. Tolstoy was himself socially enlightened (he freed his serfs, established schools for their education, and agitated for political reform in Russia), but the point of view informing War and Peace was still self-consciously aristocratic and at least mildly Slavophile. There is always a tendency to “work up” important historical agents in order to give them the aura either of heroes or villains in the story that the historian has made out of his data. Napoleon has been treated as a dramatic character so often that it is difficult to think of him as anything other than a myth. Tolstoy was aware of this problem and felt compelled to try to de-mythify Napoleon by treating him as an ordinary man at the mercy of forces of which he was unaware and could not control. He turns all of his historical characters into figures. And does the opposite—or tries to do so—with his fictional figures; that is, he turns them into characters. Pierre, Andrei, Nikolai, Natasha, Princess Marya, Helene Kuragina—all are represented as ordinary . . . aristocrats. There is nothing “heroic” about them. They have no “character” in the nineteenth-century sense of the word. What they have are psyches—and peculiarly complex psyches at that.


  Purposes of History


  The early nineteenth-century historical novel was a product of two developments hardly imaginable a century earlier: the transformation of history into a science and the development of the romance as a serious literary genre. From the Renaissance through to the Enlightenment, historical writing was considered to be a branch of rhetoric and historical knowledge primarily an aid to pedagogy, a way to teach morality by examples. In the late eighteenth century, however, history was removed from the category of genteel letters and linked to philology, paleography, and diplomatics. Then, in the early nineteenth century, history was established as a science, given a place in the universities, and assigned the task of providing a genealogy of the new nation-states taking shape in the wake of the Napoleonic wars. This new science of history was officially committed to the objective study of individual real events and their description in a true (as against a fictional) narrative. It was to be separated from philosophy and theology, and limit itself to the depiction of the way things really were, rather than the way they might have been, or the way one might wish them to have been. This latter task was consigned to “literature” and specifically to the romance, a genre originally written for the most part by and specifically for women, in which the imagination was licensed to take flight from the workaday world of ordinary experience and seek refuge in an idealized past of adventure, love, and magic. Aristotle had distinguished history from “poetry,” knowledge of the singular event from knowledge of the universal. In the nineteenth century, history was contrasted with literature, as knowledge of the real world against fictions of possible worlds. Historical fact was henceforth defined as the very opposite of literary fiction. Any mixture of these two modes was regarded as being as unthinkable as a mixture of the sexes.


  Thus, when Walter Scott anonymously published Waverley; or, ’Tis Sixty Years Since in 1814, he apologized for having put together what God, man, and culture had insisted be kept asunder. In spite of the immediate and universal popularity of the new genre, Scott was apologetic because he himself believed in the historiography emerging during his time. He felt that knowledge of the past had to be founded on thorough research in the original sources, and himself based the historical part of his book on the work of scholars of Scottish history, literature, and folklore. He excused his use of the fictional Edward Waverley’s adventures during the Scottish rebellion of 1745 as a pedagogical device that might make assimilation of the historical matter easier for the fair sex. Scott hoped that his readers would not confuse fact with fiction, history with romance, and was careful to draw the line between them. But although his worldwide success established the legitimacy of the new genre, professional historians regarded his work as dangerous. The dignity of history depended upon its remaining uncontaminated by “fiction” of any kind—literary, scientific, or philosophical.


  Tolstoy shows none of Scott’s deference to professional historians. On the contrary, he not only purported to understand Russian history better than they; he also claimed to understand the nature of historical reality better than both the historians and the philosophers of history of his time. He wanted to bring the past to life, to convey what it felt like to fight in a battle, to be wounded, march beyond exhaustion, suffer imprisonment or risk death due to the incompetence of one’s leaders. And he thought art could do this better than history. There is no romance in Tolstoy’s rendering of the scenes, sounds, smells, and taste of war. He conveys the sense of camaraderie among men in battle and recognizes the thrill of extreme situations, such as mass battles, cavalry charges, and hand-to-hand combat. But he also shows how the exhilaration men may feel on entering battle can soon be wiped out by a withering artillery barrage or massed infantry fire. Tolstoy gives us the “feel” of war rather than the logistics of campaigns and battles; he gives us the territory of the battlefield rather than the map that would render it transparent, rationalize it, and make it seem more orderly than it in fact was.


  He does the same thing in his depiction of society. Again, Tolstoy gives us the feel of the territory, not the map. In these portions of the book, he wanted to convey what it felt like to be an aristocrat, to belong to “society,” to be Russian, to deal with serfs, sit all day in a hunting blind, ride to hounds, fight a duel, fall in love, marry badly or well, raise children, lose a spouse to death, and suffer betrayal by a loved one. He depicts the life of the Russian aristocracy from the inside and sympathetically, though not uncritically. He shows the old regime in its last grand moment, when the tsar had succeeded in inspiring the Russian people to defend the sacred soil of the motherland, and the nobility rose to the occasion to lead the army against the invader. But from the vantage point of his own time, some “sixty years since” from 1805, Tolstoy could see that the days of the Russian aristocracy were numbered. In his account of the Rostovs, he shows a typical noble family already beset by economic difficulties, its social function put into question, and its social basis—depending as it did on serf labor—eroded. It is the same with all the other families. Presided over by aging tyrants of one sort or another, their principal prospect for the future consists of the daughters they hope to marry off to some wealthy landowner. There is as little romance in Tolstoy’s depiction of Russian social life of the epoch as there is in his depiction of war.


  In War and Peace, it is the Emperor Napoleon whom history visits with a kind of madness: first, by endowing him with a military success he does not really deserve; second, by raising him to the heights of political power as emperor; and third, by driving him to conceive a military campaign that is impossible to execute. History did all this, but not to any moral or metaphysical purpose. And this because “history” is simply the name men give to things as they really are, the things that have happened in the past, that are happening in the present, and will happen in the future. Since these happenings display no plan or purpose, whatever knowledge might be derived from the study of them is of a purely local, contingent, concrete, and limited kind.


  Thus, for Tolstoy, discretion is the better part of knowledge as it is of valor. The admirable characters in War and Peace—General Kutuzov, Pierre Bezukhov, Nikolai Rostov, his sister Natasha, Princess Marya, the peasant mystic Platon Karataev—are in the end rich by virtue of what earthly knowing they have given up. Finally—at the end of the novel—after Napoleon has been sent back to Paris, deposed, and exiled, after his conqueror Kutuzov has died, after the tsar Alexander I has fallen under the influence of charlatans and mystics, after Moscow has been rebuilt, after Nikolai and Marya have been married, and Pierre and Natasha blessed with four children, there has been among them very little gain in human wisdom and even less in social savoir-faire. Pierre—the chief protagonist of the novel—seems as confounded by social reality as he ever was; Natasha has grown up but hardly matured; Nikolai has solved his financial problems by marriage to a woman whom he likes well enough but does not love; the tsar has lapsed into the kind of reactionary incomprehension of Russian society that will foster one revolt after another throughout the century to follow; and so on. History is not something that one understands, it is something one endures—if one is lucky.


  Notes


  This essay originally appeared in Italian as “Contro il realismo storico,” in Il romanzo, vol. V: Lezioni, ed. Franco Moretti (Bologna: Einaudi, 2003), 221–37. Epi-graph: Leo Tolstoy, “Drafts for an Introduction to War and Peace,” in Tolstoy, War and Peace: The Maude Translation, Backgrounds and Sources, Criticism, 2nd ed., ed. George Gibian (New York: Norton, 1996), 1087.
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