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1. Wrong Turn

After decades of passionate debate over people, culture, language, and society, the late
twentieth century came down with an escalating case of theory fatigue.hBy 198 06s, t he
had gotten very advanced but lost most of their sex appeal. Those of us who actually like theory
had it largely to ourselves.

That changed when the culture wars widened to make theory a target, or more accurately a
political foothall, in a game of deconceptual brinksmanship. By playing on the aversion most
academics justasmuchasgelf ocl ai med Aordinary peopled have
organized reactionaries managed to convince the latter to sneer at it aseanmi@oadlilgence at
the very moment they were mobilizing theakeptical professors to challenge its academic
acceptability.

All this happened during a period when the overwhelming trend among younger minds was
towards an internahspired style of factuaddition, rather than the complex noncommutative
multiplication required by the theoretical constructs widely discussed at however varying a level of
comprehension by earlier generations, from Freud to Jung, Sartre to Beauvoir, T.S. Eliot to
Marshall McLthan. The decline of interest among homespun prophets and campus lotharios has
consigned theoretical pursuits to the professoriate, the trendier members of which now treat it as a
junkyard nuisance. Whenever they catch a glimpse of argélit piece otheory, the cry goes out
to pick up stones and converge from multiple disciplines, eliminating yet another unsightly
reminder of the bygone era when people actually believed they could create complex,
interdependent articulations, irreducible to the sditheir parts and built layer upon layer from
deeply pondered foundations. In their place, we are treated to endless glorying jingles about the
autonomous individual, liberal democracy, and the freemarkiet d fAex pos®s 0 of t ha
present, who refsed to join in the choir.

Woe betide anyone intellectually serious enough to construct theories of their own. Many of
the very dissenters who are always flinging gobs of theory at the wrecking crews are the first to join
them in ridiculing woulebe builcers, proclaiming the end of the age of grand theories; one can only
wonder why ol d grand theories are acceptable w
devotees of European theory play fastidiously by academic rules which strictly prohibigihalori
formul ation of apythungsmomivwl ah aeofilmugh think
footnotes. The result is a peculiarly derivative discourse in which native specifics are analyzed with
an entirely imported set of generalities. lamremimidd Yeat s0 poem fAThe Schec
describing stuffy classicists slowly wearing a
they say/ Did their Catullus walk that way?o W
the theorists theyety on had been as restricted as themselves?

But to concentrate my fire at such fol ks wo
bet ween the Peopledbs Front of Judteearyextrethistt he Ju
who dominate the fieldEven readers sympathetic to theory are likely to have absorbed their biases
to some degree; to |live in todaybés world is to



Sometimes their form is subtle; theoretical inquiry can be damned without even being
named. Any time you hear that, in this day and age, the confusion and fragmentation of life are not
merely apparent but real; how the big discovery is that there is no big discovery; how truly
sophisticated explanations consist of pointing out complex inteme&tips that have neither
system nor starting point; or how specialization has rendered it impossible to be more than a good
professional plowing a narrow figddyou are beingtold)on 6t t r y These pdstmaderm i z e
intellectual copouts are now spaed like ageold proverb8 a sign of anttheory on the move.

And like any successful form of obfuscation, the -dim¢ioretic persuasion boosts its
popularity with an irrelevant sidissue. It plays on the sympathies of the intimidated schoolchild
(or former schoolchild) who, faced with repressive, demanding teachers and ideas she does not
understand, rebels against the need to think, rejecting the possibility of deeper significance for
material that, under an authoritarian pedagogical regimen, is preserdasdo minimize any sense
of connection with her life. This rebellion is particularly effective in the United States, where it has
permeated popular culture for at least half a century and is hardly even a rebellion. Without it, anti
theory could arose little sympathy; but that is not what it is.

Among the rabid conformists who actually run things, theory is valued for its legitimizing
function, as a way to patch over social cleavages and give the ideologies that justify the existing
order a unified ad rational front. Theoretiphobia is therefore in its essence a frank
acknowledgement of the hopelessness of thétaskhe fact that these ideologies are now so
mutually contradictory that even legitimist gourmands can only swallow them one pietaat a t
But far from a reason to abandon what is sometimes called critical theory, the breakdown of
ideology is precisely why theory needs to be critical. For theory ceases to be hopeless the moment
it gives up the quest to reconcile the lies in which waral inculcated lies whose logical
incoherence is now more open to the casual gaze than at any time in memory.

To take a simple example: if our society proclaims universal equality, yet is fundamentally
structured upon massive inequalities of wealth aadg® whose necessity, incidentally, it also
proclaim® does this mean itds i mpossible to properl
t hat any such theorization would have to rejec

The aversion to they, then, is the mating of two refusdls refusal to reject socially
sanctioned lies, and a refusal to try to make sense of them. Nourished by a-pulipemate
backed scientism that brooks no fancy debate, they have together spawned an alterhative tha
scrupulously avoids the interrogation of its own foundations a theoretical approach would require.
Indeed this antiheoretic offspring is confined to strictly om&y inquiry, since it assumes all
di scourse that i s not ivélyabsoleteréal workddo belteesnerei pt i on
expression of the speakerdds subjectivdty. Any
especially in social science, public policy, philosophy, or human neurology or génistidsely to
be quite familiar wittthis approach, which I will terrabjectivisn®d the gallant spectacle of the
social researcher on an elevated platform from which she reduces the people she studies to
biological units and what they say and do to quantified behavior. Her own discoursa]yyatu
remains beyond the pale of inquiry.

Objectivists do, to be sure, sometimes attempt sociological studies of their research process,
but these never extend to an analysis of its discourse. They regard their own words as too
Ascient i f i youtsideexplanatighunlikeghe poor slobs they study, whose words are
objectified as verbal behavior, thereby ensuring that they are never considered on their own terms.
In other words, if all analyzed discourse is treated as behavior, this stilsaifeconsistent
reduction, since the hidden corollary is that discourse that is considered important for its own sake
is not analyzed at all. Objectivism is defined precisely by this destatedaré an unavoidable



one, since treating a scholarly papethesbehavior of the researcher rather than a text to be
analyzed and critiqued would make it impossible for research to furtction.

Presented as the latest in rigor, the various objectivist practices thrive, like a mediocre magic
act, on the ineptitudeotlad i ence scruti ny. Quantitative soci
the prestigious glow of quantitative physical science because of a widespread failure to understand
the profoundly different way t hegsdupulousgyr uses n
obtained and analyzed numerical results that are of little inherent interest, are forced to
speculatively draw qualitative conclusions from them, whereas physical scientists insert observed
guantities into equations, solve them, and thepbdlict other observable quantifesomething
only attempted, not very successfully, by economists among the social scientific crew. Analytic
philosophy can cultivate a role as alggtween of various disciplines only because few people
realize how ninetenth century are its routine assumptions about physics, logic, consciousness, and
languagé even if newfangled notions like relativity, guantum mechanics, linguistic theory, and
Goedelian logic are sometimes brought in, one at a time, as special gudditstyFavvy
geneticists and neuropsychologists can grab headlines with correlations between biological and
behavior al phenomena, taking cover behind thei
di sor i entbartaiomnd Ains snudéng farreachipg conelysions ftom paody
understood relationships while leaving the behavior no more clarified on its own terms than before.

No matted sleight of hand is all it takes to redefine an-atgeproblem so the painfully narrow
conceptualscopef t he new met hodol ogi es can fAsolveo it
guestionbegging appeals to scientificity distract the crowd, assisted by thaffébeil xenophobic

clown, AnglaSaxon common sense, with his psedeéomocratic resentment of aideas too fancy

or too different.

Long dominated by objectivism of various stripes, American thought always left within its
heterodox tent plenty of room for alternatives. Today, however, that space is aggressively in
dispute. Multiple disciplines arelbectively proclaiming a new synthesis of band social science
purposing to explain all manner of humanistic issues without bothering to include the humanities at
all, |l et alone At heory. o Il ndeed, aétbernati ve
understand that they had better recognize the supremacy of the new hegemon if they wish to retain
the remnants of their respectabifityvitness the breakdown of the consensus for funding the
humanities, the automatic sneering dismissals of anythatgén be lumped within the undefined
catcha | | Apost moderni sm, 0 and the cloud under whi
fallen.

At a time when the national security apparatus is trying to banish dissent from the land of
the free, with spinmeists echoing rightving talking points to drown out real debate, objectivist
partisans are waging a parallel and indeed coordinated campaign to delegitimize intellectual
unorthodoxy, with a surprising level of complicity from Angdmnerican intelligentsiatdarge?

Having developed a set of talking points of their own, they repeat them endlessly for greater
plausibilityd biology is the key to human behavior, the mind is the brain, Freud and Marx are
discredited, most of suedndsuch complex social practice hereditary, the neguantitative

version of suckandsuch concept is superseded, metaphysics is divorced from the real empirical
world, free markets and free trade produce prosperity, and similar doctrinal obeisances whose
seeming sefevidence is a tatively recent development in every case symptom of just how
effective, and aggressive, their propaganda campaign has been. Alternatives to these positions,
commonplace in the seventies and even the eighties, now instantly evoke the derision dumped on

anyone who hasnét heard something dAwell known.
The effect is to gate whole avenues outside the pale of acceptabledngspgcially on the
theoretical side of town. Those of us who kno



no alternatve i s meant to be understood intellectual
establ i shment 6-wosubtleappea to autharity tallacies regarding those
sacrosanct decrees called disciplinary consensuses (revocable only by those edhihéssil
together with a Asofto to Ahardo scaling of d
intermesh to instill firmly into aspiring young minds exactly which abdications of judgment
ambition requires.

Even the ideal of cosmopolitaniscannot stand against the new imperativdus the
emergence of a French exception to the academic taboo on overt ethnic slurs, just as there is an

Arab exception in Hollywood. The I mpunity wi
dismissapemondés work is quite remarkabl e consider.]i
would result, for example, from substituting

is indeed telling, reflecting the passing of the influence of Wordd Wera immigrants on

American intelligentsia and a revived Anglosphere chauvinism that sees no need to hide its ugly
colors. When those taking an interest in Continental theory are called to heel in the name of
consensus, one can only wonder what gitiesconsensus its supposed authority if it stops at
linguistic or national lines.

The situation should be a wakeup call for those of us whose intellectual appetite does not
include freedom fries. For like phone taps, or the imperial divisittuwfankind into enemies and
flunkies, there is no way to stop parochialism at domestic borders.

It may seem that | am representing the culture wars as if they were fought by only one side;
but | do not think | am misreading the terrain of combat. Whianiot quite be said they are like
those Al ndian battleso which a |l ess racist re
massacres, the i mbalance of resources, privi/l
cleared epitomized by the vdely cited academic pecking order, with physical science on top and
humanities at the bottom, a lostanding measure of usefulness to the power structure now baldly
confused with a hierarchy of intellectual worth.

When an author whose sole claimtofaseihavi ng pul l ed off what
good pranko cowrites a book whose net contrib
considers particularly ridiculous from already mutibcussed works, with no attempt to ground
them in their sowres or modes of thought, and this book is widely hailed as a milestone in the
debate, it becomes only too clear whose nonsense is actually in fasHiimlogic of those with a
powerful institutional sanction denouncing those with a weak one for betegsvely
Afashionabled is the same that enables the gr
Apol itical correctnesso to refer to progressi
the vast majority of institutional settings.idtthe logic of the bully who cannot stand that he
doesnét quite run the whole school

" Sokal and BricmontFashionable Nonsendeor Impostures Intellectuelleslepending on whicket of cultural
prejudices is being appealed to. (The fear in France is that unworthiness will contaminate the cultural citadel in its
immortal chauvinistic glory, not that highfalutin fancy talk will override the common sense of plain, decent folk.)
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2. Evasive Maneuvers

Those of us who grow up inside this peculiar gispanning isolation called the English
speaking world are inculcated from an early age énsfidom articulated suppositions that underlie
objectivism. Formostofdsand especi al |l y i B itiwthe neetaghysit that | | edL
everyone around us implicitly uses. At the same time we are taught to despise all metaphysical
inquiry, thus gving us a ready excuse to dismiss uncomfortable alternatives and assuring we need
never acknowledgde let alone examine and, therefore, quegiidhe assumptions that permeate our
thinking. They include an abs o lticalttoea vasttset ofe o f
factual statements; the existence of each human mind as a discrete entity which observes this
reality, reaches judgments, and makes decisions, all ke@addined isolation; sensory data as a
i r a w,-sofficeerd $ubstance on tiasis of which all other mental forms are constructed,;
language as a system of conventions whose only legitimate purpose is to describe reality; factual
testing as the sufficient and only method for resolving disputes; usually the assumption that ethical
heuristics and Avalueso are inherently detache
by individual psychology; a style of reasoning dominated by Aristotelian categories, presumed to
preexist the social situations that prompt their constmicand the assumption that all true
knowledge exists in a perfect state regardless of whether anyone knows it, actual knowledge being
conceived as a distorted fragment thereof. It
selfevidence once theyastated explicitly. But believing objectivists piously assure us that to
consider any alternatives beyamodddefinitbeafthe r ef or m
word to say the least.

Over the past twenty yearwaningsabdouttte heard i nc
alternatives, especidporrayed@asGaoveird cut largety aohfinga boithato s o
exotic fraction of Europe that i1isndot the Britd.i
antiobjectivist splinter grop, we are never told that it actually consists of the entirety of Western
philosophy after analytic philosophy (and, less rigidly, pragmatism) remove themselves through
selfimposed isolation; nor that nothing binds its profoundly divergent schools togettept
discursive exchanges enabled by a shared conceptual vocébulaigh in the main predates
analytic philosophy, although the | atterés pra
dismissing much of it meaningless and subjecting the resttastically reductive reinterpretation.

Certainly we hear no whisper of the fact that the cultists consider theirBuoopean philosophy

and include analytic philosophy as simply one tendency therein. But we are told enough frightening
stories aboutheir relentless ravishings of onoesy virgins like Clarity and Empiricism to know

not to get too curious.

Within the current climate of the Englisipeaking world, the approved epistemological
procedure is to procl ai marguingntatiorttdo be unévérsalfyr ul es o6 o
accepted, while simultaneously denouncing any inquiry that demonstrates the contrary. Given the
widespread assumption that objectivism has a monopoly on rigorous discourse about human affairs,
ités puzzl i payertydits ackual eesulise It is hard to fathom, for example, how
anyone can read experimental psychology without noticing that the concepts are banal and poorly
thought through and the field as a whole disconnected and lacking in depth. And ytu have
wonder how great social questions are supposed to be solved through analysis of the genetic and
environmental factors influencing the likelihood of particular individual behaviors, since no
combination of such factors could even describe, much lessiexine simplest social structute.
|l tds just as strange to watch economistsdé meth
considering their failure to adequately explain economic ones; or to see the results of polls conflated
with public opinion, gren the obvious incommensurability between the interconnected thoughts
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that make up a per s on-asnogyestions written byassonkonacelss.e r i e s

And people who would trade in their nrures,Bbnd c o mp
expressions for unavoidably speculative interpretations of those other signals, likewise fascinating
but far more enigmatic, detected inside the pe

neurology is undeniably rigorous, it isigar that drops off rapidly once it tries to explain anything
nonneurological. When it comes to human interactions, no experimeaaiy discourse has
remotely approached the contextualized, nuamt@n-nuance rigor of a wetomposed novel.

This nodoubt accounts for the objectivist tendency to sneer politely at such humanist
achievements. The naiveté concerning the theory of aesthetics that regards beauty as a decorative
adornmend for good reason, when you see how objectivists fi#riextends to aevolutionary
condescension that treats the remarkably complex ratiocinations of bygone ages as so much
primitive intuition. Perhaps this is the only way to avoid the disturbing implications of the fact that
people who lacked any of the methodologies ¢éctivism had so much knowledge concerning the
guestions it claims to resolehow Aristotle, Chuang Tzu, Saint Augustine, or for that matter
Shakespeare, could have known so much about thought, for example, with next to no knowledge of
the brai® and none tall of what happens when you subject a number of people to the same
stimulus inside a laboratory and count up their responses.

But objectivism is an historically shallow
mi nd i s the br aeéenturedtopsiicegpciahdomaindonde thdught too
contaminated by subjectivity to be safe for folks of their cloth, hoping to vanquish Cartesian
dualism and the centuries of attendant philosophical confusion. Their ignorance of the fact that
D e s ¢ aundaenental déialism was between thought and extension, not mind and brain, is more
forgivable than the conceptual hypocrisy that lets them adopt his dualism as their own, renaming
t hought HAsubjectivityo and ext egnations misldadinyg; ect i v
no one says, fThEednisnaways iosxplairhsabjectivityabjeciively,
thinking thereby to overcome the duality between theédtwuith all the logical precision of the
argument that the ag#d opposition betwen Christianity and Judaism could be eliminated if only
every Jew would convert to Christianity. Of course, even if that happened, the distinction would
remain embedded within Christianity. Similarly, without Cartesian dualism there is no objectivity:
een i f every subjective phenomenon could be ex
hinge on the concept of objectivity, which in turn depends on the very duality supposedly being
overcome.

The brai® an enlarged middle portion of the nervousteyn whose precise boundaries
with the spinal cord have long been debated by physiolégtsts thus ceased to be a mere

anat omi cal object and transmuted itself into a
forever plagued by an uncertain definitiand hazy outer limits, is to inherit the existential and
epi stemol ogical security that is the brainds b

those who use science as a substitute for religious certitude.

The real aim is to save in it@sic essence the concept of the soul, in a pssecidarized
form called the mind, with neurology as the guarantor with which believers can henceforth repel all
doubts. What confirms this beyond question is that most of the very people who so agjgressiv
advocate the supposedly materialist reduction to neurology are adamant about preserving the
possi bi |l i tdacorceptivhaseereligious oridiné cannot well be denied and which,

"lwould love to see the expression on a political scient
her paper, they were going to ask her-gadno questions about the issues it raised and print them along with her
responses.



insofar as it says anything at all relevant to science, quitanbiaicontradicts its whole premise
that we live in a materially explicable world.

At the heart of objectivist metaphysics are two holies of holies: objective reality (the word
objectiveo never explained but oitmpsluibcjietcltyi vae ot
trueo); and the autonomous mind, an enclosed,
objectivists treat as blasphemy against the rationalist faith. Yet nothing logically or empirically
guarantees that all mental phenomena@ated with a single biological individual must be
directed from a common center. As Kant pointe
that secures a unity we can neither prove nor disprove within ourselves. And indeed modern theory
and Iterature call this unity gravely into question, suggesting that a human is a fragmented being,
its consciousness prone to violent skips, its intentions little more than a mask, the very continuity of
its life a retrospective illusion.

Conversely, not onlgur status and relations but even the thoughts of a hermit are
inconceivable outside of a socially determined framework with respect to which we learn to parse
our experience. All our concepts derive at least indirectly from our contacts with others and
presume our insertion into a common worl d. Th
subordinates it within its own vastly complex structure. And any attempt to bypass this structure in
an enclosed phenomenology only forces the subject toarurdll the more starkly the
fragmentation of her datp-day existence.

It is these paired assaults, fragmentative and interconnective, on the idealizsidnskifg
individual of nineteenth century ideola@ynot any supposed astiaterialist tendenciésthat
objectivism finds unacceptable in modern theory. But with a fleet of social scientists hoping to
bring up the rear behind the Titanic voyage of genetic determinism, poEseabjectivists have all
the modesty of aspiration of the new American cgntiWnder such circumstances, there simply is
no place at the table for any suggestion that their quest might be aimed in a sterile direction, one
radically incapable of a human condition caught between structures that frame our lives and bones
of contenton that motivate and eludedisanguage and culture on the one side, desire and
exploitation on the other.

Obijectivist discourse, confusing language ability with language, tries to biologiZe both
while ignoring exploitation and desire altogethdrowever onvoluted or tendentious explanations
of human motivation must be without them. Desire and exploitation are what preclude-the self
enclosed mental life objectivists take as axiomatic: the provoking object that would make us whole
always slips away, whethen work or in sex, forcing us to cross the doorsteps of others along the
pat hways of | oss in the very act of saying, dl
desire and exploitation as causal that objectivists confuse with scientifroityng themselves to
factors internal to the objects called individuals. The results are as inspiring as the nascent physics
of the seventeenth century might have produced had it restricted its efforts to categorizing stationary
bodies, seeking to deducause from correlation (objects located on target ranges are
disproportionately full of holes) while stigmatizing the impacts produced by moving bodies as
beyond the purview of science.

Systematic inanity tolerates competition poorly, and indeed thetfeof¢he postmodern
culture wars is a convenient cover for the far more sweeping objectivist campaign to silence
modernism itsef the entire skein of dissidence and dissonance that permeated the twentieth
century. The two who more than any others ugh&renodern theory by exposing the peculiar
trajectories of exploitation and desire have become the leading symbols of the new orthodox purge.
Mar x and Freudés heads are paraded around on s
all heard theitany of their officially decreed sins, blessed even by many of their erstwhile
Afriends. o
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Mar x6s thought i s supposed t o -Btalimisredinest al |
collapsedd an assumption presumably based on a complete ignorancel@fdghteadition of anti

Stalinist and antLeninist Marxism, o r i ndeed of Mar x6s own wor k, S
the fall of bureaucratic police states would discredit an advocate of a society of freely associated
producers. Wath, vell befote 4917, Maim andCo. fatneulated a postponement of
workerseigover nance to an indefinite, idealized fu

had always forcefully opposédi.Not a single Leninist revolution (as opposed to Saaiety
takeovers) occurred in a predominantly capitalist nation, let alone at the terminally advanced stage
of capitalism identified by Marx as prerequisite to socialist revolution. In thelpogtist
consolidation of wor | daboutitp futtreadourse haye cohnuedtove pr e d
evermore alarmingly correct, explaining its chronic instability, expansionism, class strife, and even
details of its technological stagess economics cannot. His apparently unforgivable error, then,
was not lhat his predicted revolutions crasBeitl remains to be seen whether they will ever
happe®® but that other revolutions which neither he nor anyone else had anticipated used his name.
But ever since the Cold War ended, glib slippery slopes and guilt byiassotave been far more
acceptable here than basic distinctions.

Freudodos thinking has | i kewise been obscured
personal attacks, compounded in the Enggtigbaking world by mistranslations of much of his
theordical vocabulary. In particulax/erdrangung whi ch means somet hing | i
Adr i viong, framucongciousneds s transl ated as Arepression,
think it identical to, or at least caused by, parental and soosgtassiveness (in the ordinary
sense). Freud, on the contrary, tells us that social repressiveoassad byis Verdrangung a
process in which an unacceptable, often sexual idea (not an emotion) is removed from the field of
the thinkable and taken ewby the formidable strangeness of the unconscious primary process. No
mattedi t 6s much easier to interpret Freud as say
and dismiss his theory because neurosis is more prevalent than ever (thouglesawydoe know
that?) despite a sexual revolution.

|l ndeed, the one thing that seems to unite F
of disciplines and ideologies greatly reassures those who prefer not to think for thertsslaes,
neartotal ignorance of the concept on which his psychoanalysis was fodirtleduinconscioys
glossed over, misconstrued beyond recognition, or bypassed altogether in commentary after
commentary, with all the cumulative profundity of a discourse about Darwin thattdbesnme nt i o n
evolution” This invisible scene from which something | do not recognize speaks through me,
subjecting my thoughts and even my body to defining moments in my life history, allowing
recombined fragments of yes epressSientodospuned mor i es t
wishe® far from being passé, the Freudian unconscious is hardly any less novel to the-English
speaking mainstream now than it was a hundred years ago. Quite unable to process the fact that
Freud, oblivious to the fashionableebs si ons of todayés America, wr
sexuality focused on unconscious fantasies and childhood reproductive theories while saying

"See,fo example, the rich explorations of Marxés thought i
Harrington, who was antieninist to the point of repressive excess (see in particular hisggiohs visx-vis Students

for a Democratic Sociely

A Contrary to a common impression much encouraged by the American psychoanalytic establishment, Freud never
abandoned either the concept of the unconscious or the discoveries attached to it. As he neared the end of his life, he
spoke of the unconscioasd the id as two separate entities and repeatedly reaffirmed the centrality to his thinking of

his turn of the century breakthroughs. Indeed, Freud continued to add material to the later editions of his two most
famous fearl yo wo rmhkedntepnetatiprhotDreammeddhmes Esisaysuos the Theory of Sexil

near the end of hislife | ess than half of the for.merés material appe



l'iterally nothing about h o wrained mimaekuweshimtomer who
verybadsexoo gi st . Witness the universal outrage o
0 r g adsalvays without citation, since the term appears nowhere in his published work.

Thus Marx and Freud, the two indispensable modernists, have become the Tabooed Two.
The flip side of their pariah status is an uncritical reembrace of the very mythologies of the
autonomous individual they most definitively demolished. The last fifteen years have proved the
point. But the consequences of coerced Blatixist consensulsegan to unfold as far back as the
fifties, when national security liberals, craving intellectual rigor but unwilling to question, or even
dialectize, the pr&old-War, antisocialist dogma that was the price of their respectability, began
their step bytep descent into neoconservatsthhor i f soci ali smds unaccep
absolute, why should social democracy be more than a tolerable Eki#?policy consequence of a
return to unfettered Victorian barbarism is now writ large for all t@ sgeded by an

Aintellectuali smo whose refusal to address the
fundament. Once a critique profoundly hits its mark, the breach cannot be healed; avoiding the site
of the rupture compels endless evasive marrewsve That s why the retreat

turned into a panicked stampede away from everything they loosely iréspuleidh happens to
include much of modern thought.

It has become a recognized fadte., a dubious assertion repeated many tintéat the
Tabooed Twobds supporters have Aretreatedo to t
soci al fisci enceso | i ke Ad?%Nuotsarprisinglff noonetried todate a n
the mythical era when iaenstiigsntisfd cvaenrte $Hmoaer ued ioaf n ss
explain how the deliberate exclusion of certain viewpoints from departmental hires constitutes
evidence against their validifyBut the upshot of the canard is to put the entire multidisciplinary
category of the timanities under fire.

To be sure, the less strident, more patronizingraotlernists are always eulogizing the
blessings we owe the Tabooed TWwhow much better we now understand the importance of
sexuality than before Freud, for example, evenifthedoerar gr eat |l y exagger at ¢
whole point is that the vempeaningof sexuality is transformed, that it turns out to be a far richer,
stranger, and more elusive domain than previously (or currently) condeingtch mere emphasis
on the sexuallement. Marx subjects work relations to a similar transformation. His pdsithoat
the mode by which a surplus is extracted from workers in the process of production is key to a
whole socialordéri s much more sophisti catneod utshuaan Ityhe A
attributed to him; far from postulating an economic determination of the political, he viewed the
very act of work as already political. Their highly theoretical reformulations of the most basic terms
of daily life make Freud and Marx nearly omaprehensible in an age in which pragmatism
predominates even among theorists.

The failures of free market and free trade pol@iesready obvious in the early nineties to
those not mesmerized by the pQsild-War ideological extravaganza then in swanigave finally
in the last few years coughed up a scrap of a Marx revival. Buetlygpossibility of Freudianism
has nearly vanished behind a remarkably sweeping reconceptualization of sexuality, presented as
liberating, that evades a Puritanism it lacks the courage to oppose by excluding what Puritans most
despisé desiré® from the fietl of sex. The new formulations pose sexuality as a biological need,
as a necessary physical release, as a vehicle
attraction, as a healthy sakpression, as a means to the end of pleasure, as a batibenfioation,

" The same question in reverse order is precisely what drove more honest mindthitoww@e dogma.
AUnderstandably, the latter point may shock the many who treat academia as a holy sanctuary of truth rather than a
socially embedded institution.



even as a fetish or perversion conceived as a gnarly persond quiykhing but sexuality as

driven by desirgor what Freud called a widha permanent, frestanding demand, divorced from

the need that engendered it and inseparable froowitsorohibition, that fantasy can bring to life

but no satisfaction can extinguish. The widespread perception that the age of sexual prohibition is

over is the upshot, not of any increased tolerance for transgression, but of a misconstrual of sex as

nontansgressive. Anyone disputing this misconstrual registers as a Puritan through its lens, since

pointing out the transgressiveness of sex can only seemeg@tive in the absence of any space in

which sexuality could freely speak its own transgressioet tfvat is the very space that

Freudianism requires, and that it opened up for desire during an historical moment now closed.
The closure has successfully filled in the approaches to the great problems of modernism,

while leaving the problems themselvesauthed a loss in richness but far from a gain in rigor.

The objectivist engineers who try to keep the individual isolated and dry with an atheoretic dam

meant to power a whole science of humanity have not been able to fix massive breaches ripped

fromthe r edi fice by Freud, Mar x, and many ot hers.

on creating a suspicion around their names and a vacuum around their ésoeibiat anyone

encountering their thinking is jaundiced and uncomprehending.

3. Dead End

We live in an age of imperial aggression and intellectual retreat. In a world increasingly
homogenized and unequal, with mightaikesright and limitless greed the new commandments and
Yahwehdés ten plagues r epl ac ehhlistpsophets chthesexistingi o n a |
order have since the late eighties proclaimed a long succession of quickly failing watersieeds
end of history,theab uf f i ci ency of the @Afr ee +oahiokitepia, 6 t he
after another. Weateol d we are in an era of stup&ndous Kk
having been duly reduced to a miniscule fraction of the proportions they seemed to have a few
decades agb will soon, on their new reductive terms, be resolved; the only pitfall renggin
apparently, is Ainformation overload. o Yes, b
tendentious, fragmenteglality information acquires after it has been censored and injected with
propaganda to suit the interests of the powerTille study of propaganda, fueled by a glut of new
data, is indeed one of the few areas of social thought to escape the prevailing loss6f nerve.

But whatodés striking is how so many bright vy
with the dominant gpaganda, the messages of its usual targets. The cynicism commonly
associated with Generation X labels any attempt by progressives and the dispossessed to provide an
alternative to the reactionary barrage as just propaganda with another slant. Acetessvaf
PR6s pervasiveness thus goes hand in hand with
lopsided distribution, allowing hegemony to achieve itsypelsoning goals even as its message is
purportedly rejected. Intellectually, the long striigabandoned instant revolutions has actually
intensified dismissals of the more theoretically oriented inquiry they displaced. Only an obsessive
avoidance of a previous generationds idealism
the paradgical capitulation to authority that results.

In parallel, the civil society people rely on as a check on their rulers has adopted institutional
values that treat the most blatant subversions of democratic principles to accommodate the powerful

" It is no coincidence that a recent revival in progressive energy manifests itself first and foremost as a rehabilitation of
idealism (added February 2008).
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asreasotal e i mpl ement ations thereof, any alternat:i
public relations problem to be viewed with syn
bounds that have nothing to do with protecting the rest of us.ngakivantage of a naive
exaltation of professionals and professionalism that has permeated even progressive circles, the soft
elitism of the 1970 06 onbemlfof-thepenple giddualp calcifeedhimto e x per
the midlevel institutional desptism under which our society continues to labor, even now that it
has enabled a tyranny from the top to steal the headlines along with the elections. Bold posturing
by complacent progressive organizations long since defanged by entrenched leadership and
corporate donations, producing much fanfare but little efféctiowed by rightwing attacks on the
postures which cover for highly effective social reaction, rationalized despite its unpopularity as the
outcome of a democratic procdssuch has been thetpern of our times.

There are stild]l rebels, of course, within s
equipped armies have acquired an increasing resemblance to the very empire they are supposed to
be fighting. Far from dissenting from thaperial glorification of greed, they, too, seek
individuali st utopia, proceeding from a concep
unrestrained selfishness, with personal conscience confined to evading guilt, political conscience to
theawi dance of representations that would call i
social order. Any actual challenge to that order seems beyond the logistical capacity of these armies
to mount, let alone sustain. Transcending the great debtteen the revolutionists who would
free us from our chains and the reformists who would merely, but more feasibly, loosen them, this
dinnerparty brigade restricts itself to designing pretty slipcovers for the chains so that no one will
have to look athe mechanism of their bondage.

Their handiwork includes a version of cultural relativism that, horrified by the far more
effective systems of social control that prevail in most of the world, reduces all cultures to the status
of emasculated curiosities,hi ch ar e t hen heaped with Arespect
language whose evident purpose is to obscure, not challenge, social prejudice; and a sexual and
marital economy in which the overt patriarchy and hidden hypocrisy that preceded the sexual
frevolutiond have been repl acedalywingavert hypoc.
reconfiguration of marital and family life with barely a skip in the underlying patriarchal logic,
though overt mention of it is now chivalrously avoided. The enormougyeegpended to achieve
these microscopic victories should not oversha
1 9 9 0 6 s3,admitteddyrwith considerable help from the righihg propaganda machidethey

managed to provoke a powerful reactionarybacklh agai nst a #fApolitically
hegemony they had never actually achieved. But given the Stalinist taint these New Age brigadiers
routinely impute to any firm I imits the |l eft n

could theypossibly have been hoping for?

Still less can be expected from the ranks of those conceptual mechanics who, having
fdeconstructedodo the soci adthusacchmplishiogtheipgreptgoal d o wn
of proving t hedycorsideehatiheir work is dose, hiaving ihdeed left themselves
no opening though which to go further. But even the politically engaged have been afflicted by the
prevailing conceptual backslide, giving us a detheorized Iéfisro c us ed excl usi vel y
class, and gender . o Though webve been assured t
progressive critique must inevitably boil down
complete list even of the prevalent forms of discrimination agaidstidtualsd where are religion,

" The profoundest error of American neoconservatives when they finally usurped power was tocfergeich they
depended on the masked desire of so many liberals to reconcile with them. Or perhaps they simply failed to realize that
even this desire must have its limits.
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nationality, and age, among others? And the very inclusion oBiclaresented, as it nearly always

is, without reference to the workplace relations of production and ownership that give the concept
its meaning and the accouteents ofclass solidarityandclass strugglehat give it its political

punctd is largely tokenistic¢?

The individvualistic focus of dArace, <cl ass,
inadequate for political analysis. For example, if a powerfuetarbnopolizes markets, reaps
huge profits, manipulates governments, and stokes wars, while obviously the people behind the
cartel have a different class status than the victims of its shenahigadsvery likely a different
race and gender status &ooateyorizing individuals in this way can hardly suffice to explain the
sequence of events in which the cartel gains and exercises its monopoly, or why one group of
upperclass white males prevails over others in power struggles whose consequences are far from
neutral for everyone else, or even the specifics of exploitation. The sustained, organized
contestations that dominate political life can never get much scrutiny so long as personal identities
are treated as the ultimate substrate.

From a rigorous theorietl perspective, there is little reason even to group race, class, and
gender together. If gender is based on an important biological différemeethat has always been
with ugd then race is a centuriedd social amalgamation of unimportant biologicéletences,
while class is a millenniald social formation with no biological basis.Still more glaringly, the
three concepts have radically asymmetric relationships to social inequality. While the concept of
race is so dependent on racism that elimmigaracism would make racial difference as we currently
understand it largely irrelevant, the elimination of sexism would only equalize sexual difference,

which would inevitably retain considerable soc
the other hand, would not be enough even to equalize class difference: if you treat poor people with

respect, theyoére stildl poor . Equali zation wou
even conceivabl e with arcec e cdrasssex .andl ngemntdheerro w
the same kind |i ke Ared, green, and bluedo; the
little sense to discuss them as a series. Racism, classism, and sexism can only seem convergent

becausethe constitute three infringements on the wu

reigning ideology.

Here is the site of two easy truths no committed cultural warrior, on either side, would
dream of saying: that since this promise of equality was glagly never meant to be kept, its
violation is not the relevant yardstick of oppression; and that a critique limited to the standpoint of
individual discrimination poses little threat to the real culprifgost)colonialism, capitalism, and
patriarchy, espectivelyas systemwhich permeate our lives in ways too numerous to mention,
discrimination against individuals being merely one of the toxic byproducts. The oppressive
everyday conditions of work are another byproduct, more massive but far lessdsahatust
be discussed if progressivism is to climb out of the trap it has so busily domesticated. The across
the-board discursive swing towards worker issues that finally began in 2005, fifteen years overdue,
though leftdriven, cannot hope to anbheadon col | i si ons with the | eft
institutional habits.

But workers will have few options so long as they view their bosses as just human beings
like them who happen to have the personal responsibility of telling them whai while their
own equally urgent responsibility, however unfortunate, is to do it. According to this personalist

conception, webre all just people and therefor
makes it appear embarrassingly otherwise;-fieshe basis with harsvorking, unpretentious

superiors must be the final spoi l of the worke
necessitate reneging on oneb6s responsibilities

and nomeaningfudlabor rights had genuine workersé move
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tack, making their supposed responsibilities the very site of their protest, demanding that the system
that imposes them be changed while leaving the asymmetrical personahsetdtibe workplace

largely unchallenged as symbols and reminders of greater wrongs. Nor is student radicalism likely
to resurface among those who consider any questioning of the gross power imbalance between
themselves and their professors a violatiothefr chummy relationships. Within the confines of
systemic social inequality, the very idea of personal equality is delusional, that of responsibility a
weapon of enforcement.

The last fifteen years have borne witness to the logical political outcothe pérsonalist
approach: a progressivism hbknt on expunging oppressive representations yet blind to the social
structures that produce them, and therefore unable to formulate any demand for structural social
change. I t 6s onlhyatn ercaedsiscaarly vtooi cceosd avwnearset sway i n
mythical period, far from devoid of its own reactionaryism, whose very mention has nonetheless
become a curseword on establishment lips. Even though progressives have subsequently breached
some major blidspots, the antiegemonic discourse of that time was vastly more tieaded
than in our own. For people then, believdngdmittedly without justificatiod that revolution was
imminent, saw society from a revolutionary perspective: not in terms of deriflit of
contradictions Seeing, as few do now, a social order not merely obnoxious but unsustainable, not
merely riven by discord buthade up of & a society intrinsically at war with itself by its very
natur@ they perceived far more clearly than weldth how things really work and how it might
be possible to change them.

In those relatively unconfused times, before the postmodern withering away of conceptual
rigor and political dissent, social change was firmly associated with the left. Not for ertnom
could it escape the company of its baby sibling: cultural and politicaljsaleservatism, with its
soiled blanket of tradition and constan® whini

One of the most persistent moans was that all stde@end distinctions were collapsing.

This actually meant only that the standards and distinctions favored by conservatives were
collapsing whi ch i n turn meant that they werenot col
to position the moaner on os&le of those very distinctions. The true meadinijstorted by a sort

of mandatory ideological exaggeratmvas that the other side (permissive values, pop culture,
nonwestern societies, etc.) was daring to assert its prerogatwesthat it should stogioing so

immediately.

In other words, the complaints of collapse derived their force precisely from their lack of
justification. Perhaps, as conservatives wailed, nothing was any longer sacred, but some spaces
remained nonetheless reserved. While comiaiésm pervaded Western society like construction
in Manhattan, there was always Central Park. The walls between popular and elite culture,
academia and business, news and entertainment, low, middle, and high brow, however dubious in
substance, were oftemossed but hardly ever really breached where it counted.

The irony is that, now that the modernist A
mainstream is celebrating a revival of nineteesghtury ideology, standards and distinctions really
are collapsing. For when the Cold War ended, so did the need to assert virtue against Communist
power, to salute the gallant struggle against an evil to be opposed all the more fiercely the stronger
it grew. No longer was good required to contest strengtindered to be distinguished from it.

With a sigh of relief, capitalist ideologues reverted to their natural Hitlerian philosophy of might
makes right, abandoning the tedious idealist distinctions that were forever in annoying conflict with
the social realies they were supposed to defend. Heavily invested in those distidctions
particularly the opposition between commercial and artistic sutcasd hostile to the automatic
glorification of power, American high culture had thus been unwittingly depend&tabnism, or

on the fight against it. The global dichotomy between capitalism and Communism had acted as a
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symbolic plug to hold in sharp, principled demarcations of all kinds, well past their expiration dates,
against the relentless erosions of mod#en When that plug was pulled, all previous barriers, all
perceived limitations, began washing, just as Marx had predicted, down a capitalist drain.

But the change was not merely a new way to make money but a new moral compass in
whi ch | nt e lgas bheenynysterionsty elamiagnetized, making any lie plausible, any
usurpation palatable, so long as it comes from a big enough fish. Transgressions that used to be
thinkable only behind a veil of secrecy now take place in the light of day and are pdéfetyled
as ANAreasonable, 06 whether ités torture as publi
nullification as an executive right, candidates who own the firms that count their votes, scientific
studies altered at t hxep edretnsaon dwhod tthhreo wg otvheerinrmeon
bidder, product placement presented as entertainment, or entertainment as news. Elite journalists
have al most di smissed fact checking in favor o
promoting spin daoring to a level superior to actual events, and politicians have not surprisingly
el evated fiperception managemento from an enhan
Television pundits have made a blithe disregard for accuracy and logic seermatas
commercial breaks, while even more informed defenders of the mititaporate orthodoxy have
long since ceased to distinguish sneering from refutation or sophomoricness from sophistication.

Meanwhile, as attested Ajhe Matrdd s r e s o ty af our yung prapte seemed
afflicted throughout the nineties by a nagging gagsacalyptic mass delusi@rsuggesting that
these perennial barometers of the leading edge of prevailing discourse were experiencing a
symbolic collapse they could only assinélan the real. When 9/11 arrived, it was as if the
conquistadors had fulfilled Mayan prophecies for the youth of Am&riespite the eminently nen
apocalyptic scene outside a portion of Manhattan.

To anyone not caught up in the prevailing mindset, teaesceeks of a bizarre decay of
rational discriminatiod to such an extent that distinguishing rationalism from irrationalism has
come to be widely regarded as merely one partisan bias among many. What with liberals for whom
truth is relative, and consemiges for whom the belligerent assertion of its absoluteness is
accompanied by a painstaking insistence on always lying, to assert the truth as true now takes a
revolutionary defiancé’

The breakdown has inspired an endless succession-@sBagheriffsd ride into town,
promising to restore order and impose law on everyone but themselves. Thunderous applause often
greets the performances of these postmodern practitioners, from Judge Judy to Alan Sludsddfto
Arpaioto Karl Rove, who by flagrantly giegarding every restraining principle gain power and
prominence undreamt of by their customary targets, the postmodern theorists, who, by verbally
undercutting all principles, are able to achieve impotence with ease. It is noteworthy that while
most of he theorists are at least vaguely leftish, the practitioners invariably serve reaction. That
postmodern Ali fe wit howingdgominance is peithersranichohus | ead
coincidental; far more ef f ec tthatVirm prindipesriareCOl NTELP
intrinsically reactionary, by reducing disputes to the level of personal conflicts, leaves no
compelling way to adjudicate them beyond the fact that some persons loom larger th@nathers
criterion hardly calculated to elevate tbalterns.

Meanwhil e a -pokase ofMvdApedttshe i ncreasingly
postfeminism to posilot-comism to postmodernism itself. The received explanation for this
Afposdtihat owe 0 \0dailstoeerpiain the parlés with early twentieth century, high
modern ennui. How many today would accept that people had already seen it alldnab@sow
likely are people a few decades hence to be any less amusadknow-it-all pretenses?

During the 19 éndherewas andenodmbdws pace of sedial change, folks
didndét talk @wuchhaowkerpdatrstoo inteéeensted i n
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when they opposed it. But the world wide web notwithstanding, our own era has up until very
recently beestrikingly devoid of major social innovatidnunless you count the long line of
unabashed chauvinisms empowered by the deterioration of any commonly accepted standard of
fairness.
APedstmeans after, not beyondinspiratdeal cry | i ke
insurgencies and artistic high points, lacking anything with which to replace them, trying to capture
a gleam of a bygone creativity, plagued by a nagging feeling that we ought to be moving forward.
Postitis then, far from the curse of theessively advanced, is a disease that breeds-in cul
de-sac® and worldweary smarminess is no more than a particularly gruesome symptom.

With an energized new |l eft finally waking u
i td6s hi gh trihenestotical choiees tbahdsoveduginto these narrow straits. For it is all
too clear we cannot get out if webdre too proud
4. Culture and Modernism

The first half of the twentieth centyespecially its midig three decadéswas the heyday
of high modernism. Until the end of that period, the conceptilbfirei n t oday s neutr a
ethnological sense was little used. Instead and to a quite astonishing degree, Western thinking
tended to differentiate societiesterms of race. Even the differences between European countries
were typically given raci al explanations, with
number of variations in national temperament.

Insofar as there was, nonetheless, afoubted understanding of the decisive role of
transmissible information within a society, it tended to be treated within an evolutionary construct.
Culture was something that some peoples had more of than others; technological stasis was equated
withsocae| stasis and a correspondingly Al owo | eve
were those that hadnét changed much since thei
preservations of the ol dest sttheabsanceojant at t he
antecedent arc of historical change. Similarly, ancient societies were regarded as lying closer than
ustoamucldi scussed Aprimitive social state. o

ltds hard for anyone who hasndédt readofextens
the time to understand how pervasive those attitudes were, such a long, short while ago.
Subsequent rethinkings have quite justifiably
largely a myth, cobbled together from ethnic divisionsthatn 6t di vi de al ong t he
racial groupings, are not stable over time, and have limited biological importance, genetic diversity
being primarily within, and not between, ethnic groups. Most of what had been explained by racial
divisions isactually due to differential cultural transmission. All cultures change over time, even
when their technologies are fairly static. And social development stretches so far into the past, for
everyculture, that none can be considered young or old. Matpré social state can be found;
each culture has antecedent stages so numerous and varied that the cultures of ancient times were
for all intents and purposes as much the product of an evolution, however unrecoverable, as our
own. Cultural change is mo way confined to any prgiven linear pattern; and language, the
decisive distinguishing trait of humankind, achieves the same degree of grammatical sophistication
in every single culture, from huntgatherer to posndustrialist its features in no wagredictable
from technological level.

The advance in understanding has been profound enough to give tpeavalent
tendency to dismiss modernist theory a ready excuse. Yet ideas from that era, however often they
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are rebutted, keep flaringup, serveagg t ouchst ones of a remarkably
farthestranging debates, stretching from the stthoing clashes of sharply defined artistic and
literary schools to the surprising resonance of the Freud/Jung/Adler split with divisions in
contemprary feminism, from the radical reductions of logical positivism to the Sapworf
hypothesis, from repressed childhood memories to doublethink, from formalism to Newspeak,
encompassing practically every basic concept of cultural anthropology, andxésedireg to the
19306s biological synthesis, along with fundan
have since been refined but whose epreded urgency has never been matched.

I f modernist texts r emai rossibildiespaopeondowaféarto i t 0 s
approach except at a level of remove. Whatever modernist theory may, putatively or actually, have
lacked in rigor, it had a fertility and devotion to foundational issues we are sorely wanting. In sharp

contrast withtheumar ned i rony and denigratizeitgeisbf | angua
modernists took symbols serioudlyheory still more so. Myth and metaphor likewise loomed

| arge for them, for, seeking linkages across g
Aconnectedod world seldom attempts except throu

perceived their world as ordered by a single symbolic system. In this way modernists were no
different from people since time immemoda¢xcept that they saw thosgmbols slipping, the net

of signifiers that had previously grounded Western society becoming relativized and even
dismembered, opening up dizzying new spaces. But however far the net might slip, it had no
alternative. If modernists thought in evolutaop terms, it was not only because of their

chauvinism, but because doing so allowed them to place other societies within a common temporal
framework: for there could be but one. APri mi
juxtaposed withthe latest experiments in Western surrealism, because it could only be there. There
was no separate space.

The predominant modernist outlook slowly shifted in the fifties, sixties, and seventies under
a barrage of critiques. A new version, amaitist anl culturally informed, which | will designate
late modernismdeveloped side by side with a tendency that although deeply indebted to modernist
thought turned drastically away from both its structural unitarianism and its theoretical ambitions.

The latteris widely known apostmodernispthough the term is often used far more

indiscriminately. Indeed the two tendencies became so confused, despite their sharp differences,
that what is called poststructuralisrapmmonly treated as almost a single schiodiact contains
elements of boih Lacan, Barthes, and Althusser advancing late modernisms, with Derrida and,
more equivocally, Foucault tending towards postmodernism.

Of course labels of this kind must be applied with caution, lest they become an excuse to
ignore the specificity of a theoristodés articul
Postmodernism is both highly theoretical and-#mdoretical; all formulations, all systems are to be
undermined even t he aut h tmodernisisvalso. attim®glundéreut tHeinown
statements, the purpose is to dialectize and extend them, not to make of underminedness a universal
status; late modernism very much shares the modernist aspiration of theory building, though it
engages the sk with a hardvon awareness of its limitations. In particular, where modernists
expected one theory to solve everything, spurring endless bitter wars between rival theoretical
schools, late modernists recognize that even a universally applicable tbeenyad say everything
valid about its referendshence the need for multiple intersecting approaches. The subtlety of this
di stinction is | ost in postmoder ni s-applisabilgyy pp os e
and its concomitant preferes for fragmentation over intersection.

" Itself a suspect term, invented by the French media, adopted by American asadbeimaccepted by few if any of the
major figures to which it was originally applied.
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With their tactic of putting everything int
sense, 0 postmodernists have become the perfect
relativizing all theoriesandrejentg a def initive status for any,
way. Nothing is easier than rallying people against theories that are not only incomprehensible to
most but seem to inspire no passionate commitments even among those who use them. To
undermine everything is ultimately to affirm nothing. But many postmodernists have gone further,
espousing a surprisingly pragmatist gheoreticism on the grounds that all system, even all
representation, is unsound or repressive. In this sense, plestisds and objectivists not only
need each other as ideal enemies with which to rouse their respective supporters, but are partners in
a shared project of theoretic destruction.

Though postmoderni sm has al ways plasinfact oned
stood side by side with late modernism since the mid twentieth centusyleggble across a wide
variety of arts, popular and otherwdseulminating in every case in a decisive shift
postmodernisid s  fasithieacentury neared égad. In the English languagie shift began
perhaps earliest in poetry, but Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, and Galway Kinnell are among the
conspicuous late modernists who declaimed fundamentals through charged metaphors against a
rising postmodern trend of proasdanguage and mandatory irony that, extending from Robert
Lowell, has come to totally dominate academic poetry; conversely, postmodernism can be seen
temporally sideby-side with high modernism in the person of Wallace Stevens, far more highly
regarded \wthin the current orthodoxy than legerwas in his own time. Musically, the Beatles,
with their magisterial lyrics, presided over the last transition before the parting of the tribes, with
intense, tightly focused melodies like those of hot jazz, whéoeas as drastically divergent as
cool jazz and highop share a postmodern looseness of structure, the lack of a central driving
melody, ané not incidentally increasing prominence as the twentieth century waned. Abstract
expressionis@ the last great flaup of modernism in art, but with the more permeable boundaries
typical of late modernisthwa s si mul t aneous with the birth of
metastasized in endless forms of kitsch, overt and otherwise. The declinstoficherally
unifyingcat egory of #Ageneral fiction,d and the cons
commercially maligned ghetto alongside multitu
a similar tren@ not a clean temporal brealketween postand late modeiam, but an increasingly
lopsided coexistence. Postmodernism is not, then, the successor to modernism; it is a simultaneous
movement expressing a certain beyond of modehisnme that, as $howed in the previous
section, is incapable ofsequel of its ow.

The cultural winds in the postmodern direction have blown especially fiercely in America,
where the antmodern turn is more extreme than in Europe; Derrida and Foucault are far and away
the most influential Apost isnatlontted o théselst so her e
consciously artistic or intellectual. Popular, political, and academic-getters, for all the
ostentatious difference of their vehicles, have driven in tandem down the sdahreugh street.

Postmodern youth cultudechamacterized by a segmented social vision, cynicism without rebellion,

a belief in universal selfenteredness as an ineluctable fate, impotently sympathetic recognition of
the underdogdés plight, the cul ti vandpervasivef f ake
postapocalyptic motif§ came during the nineties to permeate not only music and movies but the
everyday fabric of social life.

The postmodern trend has inaugurated a pervasive discourse about the deconstruction of
master signifierd Big Wordslike essence, nature, and origins, and markers of authority from
AnGod, family, and countryo to royal seals to I
myriad occupants who are capable of ascending the same throne, postmodernists have not
succeded in the least disruption of the power of those who occupy places of mastery. In fact, it
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must be said that the latter are in their debt. Nothing is more freeing forda &mpless so for

everyone els@ than to learn that he is no longer expectedetodgal. If the crown is an emblem of

raw power guaranteeing not even a pretense of restraint, and every sophisticated subject knows it,
the king will exercise none, all the while purring to the remaining naifs that he is behaving exactly
as a king must to question which is treason. The postmoderns thus end up fingered as traitors by a
tyranny they helped to create, with the naifs serving as informants. Such a scenario is too present
and familiar to American readers to need further elaboration.

Indeed tle backlash against deconstruction has been a double success, drawing people with
progressive leanings into the politically untenable position of defending the supposed dismantling
of master signifiers, while simultaneously distracting them from the eféawss of their continued
operation. Until the last few years awakened them to their danger, most liberals seemed to think
master signifiers a fading relic that could simply be bypassed through a sufficiently inclusive
multicultural diversity. The goal &s to treat each culture as an autonomous encampment, with
none in a dominant position.

But this vision requires a universal plain on which they can all camp out. The very concept
of inclusion implies simultaneous coexistence and mutual awafemdssh inturn necessitates a
comparative space, however abstract, that encompasses every culture.

Mul ticultur al Airelativism, 0 then, turns out
Not only does it | ogeyepeisdedive it stgqdentlydesclaims, ¢gherestilt v Go
i s impossible to dialectize, since any critiaqu

determination. Instead, each culture is left frozen and autonomous within the invisible container of
universal tolerancé’

Butwhocame up with universal tolerance? Cert
shield. Far from a neutral value, it has the effect of allowing every culture to exist, but only so long
as none of them mattérdor if they were allowed to set standards amgase their strictures as all
real cultures do, their simultaneous equality
is, work out arrangements with their neighbors, and may borrow from each other at will, but each
within its own domain exeiges an unequivocal and coercive preeminence.

The study of culture has shown, in fact, that any one culture covers the totality of meanings,
|l eaving no space for alternatives. Whil e itds
culture makenoses e in another, thatdods only because t h
latter: no gap is to be found there. A culture, taken as a wiadeno gapsbecause only in
reference to its total field, ultimately identical with language, can gapsfired?!

For example, a polytheist culture never exposed to monotheist influence (as used to exist all
over the world) probably does natk monotheism: in all likelihood, the possibility of monotheism
is simply not marked out within its structure. Oiflynonotheism, or its rejection, were hidden
within the folds of the polytheist discourse itself would its lack be an issue therein.

Cultural plurality means that gapless fields of meaning come in many vdietlesh can
in no way stand side by side. dphysical coexistence of different cultures masks their profound
incompatibility. Even people who live in a bicultural world, who go daily from one to the other,
must i n monocultural settings bow entirely to
encompass other cultures as disparaged terms. And those who remain inside a culture do not
perceive it as arbitrary, any more than speakers engrossed in conversation perceive their native
| anguageb6s grammar as ar bi tneeultuye, howedehhghyidimr e r i g
origin, is a total world?

Late modernism accepts this totalization an
a particularism; rather, it is oneds only acce
cultures, it is not a failure but a necessity that westilak from within our own. The fractured
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world of symbol and myth iwherewelive A cul t ur al constructednesso
but the human destimar excellence One can cross from one culture to another, but there is no
crossculturalspace; one always finds oneself enmeshed in a singlachisive framework within
which its subjectsd |ives are ordered.

Any such framework is held together by master signifiers, arbitrary for those who dwell
outside it, insuperable within it. Even wheve talk about another culture which lacks some of
these polestars of our existence, we inevitably, unwittingly make use of them. And even
revolution, replacing them with a new set, cannot hope to do without them. Rather than trying to
deconstruct mast signifiers, modernist poets, mythologists, and thequlaieed with them
understanding their contrived, even gamelike character, and at the same time their inherently
privileged place. To show the symbolic truth behind the religious or biologipgirigs is no
debunking: symbols, in their own way, are just as strong as DNA.

The beyond of culturalism and the beyond of modernism are the same: a direction already
clearly marked when the wrong turn was taken. Late modernists were starting to unataihed,
supposed arbitrariness of master signifiers, but the contingence and necessity of our relation to
them, before their message was drowned under a tidal wave of revanchist propagdhdhae
i ronic assistance o-signityihgegurnNwenieh increasingly eeplatedl @ 6 s a
banner, fADondét | et them rule you, o0 with fADon
between discursive and material conditions allowed insurrectional discourses to traverse a late
sixties tipping point \ithout revolution occurring®fi per sonal di sc owoedfoy ® beca
continuing the discursive revolution shorn of its political pretenses, and the right to define oneself
outside of the established signifying system became a substitute for the dbatande
overturned?* An insistence on thwarting the representations of master sigdifeensceived as
dead weights, oppressive in themsedvesove erstwhile rebels to view any experimentation with
them as a reactionary act. So began a paradoxicahadernism that, taken as a siberation,
has spread far beyond the éfuith little resistance, and for good reason, from those who wield
these signifiers to their advantage.

This dismissal of master signifiers powerfully reinforced the illusioniewvemnt to capitalist
production but essential to its propaganda, that the individual standsilient above all
symbolic restraint. It also paved the way for a proliferation of social groupings purportedly
independent of any common allegiadcadicdized further in the general pe€bld-War
breakdown of principled distinctions. But if severistygle personalism complete with designer
subcultures and matching identities has turned into a dead end only Prozac can make bearable, it
remains true that &cannot go back to the culturally single world history of modernism, nor pretend
that one discourse constitutes an Archimedean point under which all others can be subsumed.

But any perspective of alncompassing relativism is itself merely a disguiseth#nedean
point. To truly escape such points means accepting that our places in the world are radically
contingent and beyond our control, governed by histories that encompass our lives yet extend far
beyond and before them. From such a place, undetacbedeutral, defined by relations of
proximity to others, predetermined and yetewer ol vi ng, one i s forced to

Against the whole historical tendency of We
with no pretense of universalélyasactors caught in time. It is precisely the refusal to
acknowledge the role of past event®aganizing frameworksartificially limiting them to
disconnected causal factors, that makes it impossible for objectivists to recognize the context that
alonegres meaning to a subjectds act. This | eave
act to Abehavior, o0 a response stripped of mean
authentic freedom.

nt
ot
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Yet the eminently postmodern position thai@t merely expresses where the actor is
coming from likewise misses the mark, for it ignores precisely what objectivists most compulsively
deny: that what determines my act is not so nwicht conditions mas what conditionthe desire
| act upor® a desie, exterior to my being, whose meaning cannot be pinned down in advaote
where |1 6m coming from, but where what | 6m comi

| myself cannot predict where this lure will take me. Yet far from a reason to consider my
actions eternally prasional, their chancdependence is what | mustefully embracéo make
them hit home. This is precisely where my freedom becomes pd@ssihien | take upon myself
like an inherited obligation the circumstances that impel me, however far they are bgyond
power, or indeed against my will. Only then can | unreservedly avow my response to them as my
own, asserting my freedom even if in the very act of affirming that my principles leave me with no
choice.

All the paradoxes aréeswhnpil déresmemher omntcheet w
could just as wel | 0 asaemendnotivated byathe avitl tb stamdjabave tisee 0
concrete fortunes of life, the fear to embrace them in midsé&rdarother words, the very fear of
freedom. Those wihrefuse the contingencies that bond them to life and language are condemned to
wander from discourse to discourse, unable to use their terms as anything but exit passes. As
Jacques Lacan titled one of his semin@le nordupes go astray

The dupes o& discourse, on the other hand, move within aesatfosing circuit. All the
squabbles that are internal to a discourse leave untouched the shared assumptions by which it is
anchored. These can be criti qu etdblyohbjecditesthehnr ough
di scourse from behind a s Makiethicessdysomeand fAneutr a
speaking as the dupe of one discourse articulates weaknesses verifiable within another.

The task of theory is not to avoid being dupes, nor toaglatdge a dupedom we hold
ironically at armdés | engt h. It is rather to b
as enactors of discourse. The discovery of the endless structural circularity of language has led
postmodernists to forgehdtto speakhas nothing circular about it: it & irreversible,
unrepeatable aawithin an ongoing drama. The modernist gamble was to stake life itself on the
chance ofaining recognitiorfor this act, entering freely into a theater of words with-defided
players strewn across a stage at once shabby and rich with meaning. For discourse is a labor in
which meaning is always born, even if from a womb of nonsense.

Failing to understand that no recognition can be granted except inside a speciticsdisco
todaydés most prevalent form of multiculturalis
equal standing from a positi®@mever clarified because it is impossiblef universal recognition.

Correctly perceiving the lack of connection amaimg various discourses it seeks to bring together
under the roof of diversity, it is compelled to treat their disconnectedness as a real phedomenon
hence the endless platitudes about how we live in an inherently fragmented world. Once it is
understood thano such outer roof exigisthat it is impossible to talk about diversity except as a
contingent phenomenon of real social cordaghified theory reawakens at the precise place where
its articulation uncovers a fatlihe within one of the altoo-familiar discourses that sponsor its
social existence.

The perspective of the new modernism must be the ability to encompass a coherent world of
universal import from any such posit@dnust as the principle of relatiyitin physics is the perfect
adequacy, indiffeent to apparent contradiction, of each located observer.

" Seminar XXI,Les nordupes errent19734, unpublished Errentin French means both err and wander, and Lacan
intended (and discussed) both meaningence my transtan.
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ENDNOTES

Thesenotes, conceptual and polemical rather than bibliographical, are intended to flesh out the
thinking of the main text without disrupting its flow. In order to allow you, if you wisheaol

them straight througttheyare giverboldfaceheadinggeproducing the point in the main text to
which they refer This will, in turn, free you to read the main text without interruption.

SECTION 1

L1f all analyzed discourse is treated as behavior, this still effects no consistent redioct, since the

hidden corollary is that discourse that is considered important for itsown sake is not analyzed at all

The solution is t@analyzeall discoursen itselfand on a single level. if | talk about you, you can just as

easily talk about me. Ew a special jargon or symbolism | create to discuss you with is merely a horizontal
extension of common language, not a higher level. Despite all the elitist fantasies of objectivists, there will

never be a metalanguage possessed only by those withdécien ¢ under st andi ng. Lang
structure does not allow such a thing: since words are defined in relation to one another, all language is
equal l-ydhmet doesndt mean there is no reference to

but referents are not represented by words but evo
think of a sentend@® or even a word, other than a proper nbwhich always refers to the same thing no

matter what the context. Nothing of tkied exists; and indeed the speech of even the most presumptively
Aunsophisticatedod people turns out to be full of nm

2 Right-wingers and objectivists are waging parallel and indeed coordinated campaigns to detéegize

intellectual unorthodoxy, with a surprising level of complicity from Anglo-American intelligentsia at

large:

The nexus of objectivism and political reaction is not always recognized because it is most pronounced

within the preestablishment New ork-Timesstyle centerrightism that contemporary Newspeak terms

|l i beralism, and among | ibertarians. Though neithe
more loyally to the corporate line that provides the rigimig machine with an engirtan do some of the

fiercest champions of the religious and chauvinist obscurantisms that serve it as window dressing. The
convergences between the corporate line and objectivism, from personnel to ideology to fundamental logic,
extending to theirsharedoot s i n Gil ded Age social fAscience, 0 ar
by how someone like Noam Chomsky, who sees through that line and its advocates with admirable clarity,

can believe that political reaction could be repelled by a seifiilsi detached objectivism. While

objectivism, in the absence of a highly specific set of excess baggage, does indeed support progressive
arguments over reactionary ones, the dynamic of power ensures that precisely that baggage will inevitably

pass into ppular consciousness unless subjected to the inspection of an autonomous leftist logic that
objectivists would have to disclaim. Facts alone cannot do the trick: they mean little until put inside a
framework (even an objectivist construct like cognitivistikes this as a starting point). And as Chomsky

himself has quite brilliantly shown, the generally available interpretive frameworks are reactionary, because

the powerful exert intellectual as well as economic and political hegemony. The popular ceams®n

Chomsky pushes as an alternative, while it may indeed produce sporadically subversive results, is unreliable,
since it is a logical expression of prevailing social practices: that is precisely why in our times it is noticeably
objectivistic. When esugh people find out what their leaders are really up to, the most widespread demand

is usually for new leaders who better embody prevailing ideals; only a structural understandigtheke

things happen and keep happening can spur a cry for struetimah. And the objectivist logic of detached
observation (as Chomsky puts it in one article, tr
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