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Reading Art Otherwise
Abstract
This thesisconsiderscertaincritical momentsin the writing aboutart in
"crisis
identify
key
firstly
to
I
of
a
as
responses
exemplars
modemity.
in
history
Britain.
discipline
broadly
of
art
conceived
representation"within a
Thesemark significant turns in the discipline, one towardsa newly invigorated
Marxist social history of art in the 1980'sand one towardsan increasingly
latter
be
Whilst
investigating
the
said
can
aesthetic
works.
philosophicalmode of
to havemost impact after the 1980's,key aspectsof the actualobject of study
pre-datethis.
The exemplarsin the first two partsof the thesisare the writing of the British art
historian T.J. Clark, principally in respectof his critical work, writing on
Manet's painting of Olympia in the article first publishedin the British journal
Screenin 1980and the writings on the film Hiroshima Mon Amour, a film which
datesfrom 1959andnot only documentedby its script writer, Marguerite Duras
film
but
theory and testimony
time,
to
the
subject critical readingswithin
at
studiesin the 1990s,drawing uponparticularly modem Frenchphilosophical
thought.
I examinehow theseexemplarspresentthe relationshipbetweenaestheticsand
politics but also the extentto which the paradigmsby which they think that
relation canbe shownto comeup againsttheir own limits. I considerthe
disciplinary
thinking;
to
these
other
modes
of
exemplarspresented
challenges
Clark's Marxist criticism was part of a major politicisation of the discipline of
by
in
itself
film
Amour
history
Hiroshima
Mon
the
and supported Duras's
and
art
script presenteda major challengeto documentaryand "memorial" cinema.But I
in
foundational
historical
thinking
the
that
they
to
the
political
or
return us
argue
or other essentialistways underwhich the aestheticis subsumed.
It is by way of the philosophy of JacquesDerrida and Jean-Luc Nancy and
have
influenced
by
I
that
thinkers
them
problematised these exemplars.
critical
Derrida and Nancy have provided an approach which whilst respecting the
its
limits
that
the
tradition,
criticality
meets
and
of
shows
where
criticality
forecloses on its questioning and opennessto the potential 'other' in the aesthetic
and the political, out of which there emerges a responsibility to continue to think
the relation between aesthetics and politics.

In addition, to deepenthe contextthroughwhich I invoke Derrida andNancy and
to offer historical insightsto inform currentcritical concernswithin the
disciplinesof art history, the thesisexaminesthe philosophicalwritings of
Martin Heideggerand Walter Benjamin in relation to art andpolitics and
technologywritten in the 1930s.Heidegger'sinfluence especiallyis fundamental
to Derrida's andNancy's thoughtbut it is from the contrastingoutcomesof
Heidegger'sand Benjamin's thoughtson art andtechnologythat lessonsmay be
drawn in respectof critical issuesfor contemporarypolitics and culture. The
final chapterrefersto someof thesecritical issuesaspart of a re-iterationof the
contemporaryimportanceof readingart 'otherwise' in the wake of a perceived
waning of relevanceof 'critical theory'.
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Introduction

This thesisdealswith the history andwhat I refer to asthe memory of art history
I
interventions
its
limits
thirty
the
the
years.
over
past
of
certain
of
political
and
I
history
interested
in
in
folding
and
what
of
and
memory
a
re-thinking
am
into
in
history
has
the
the
way
which
art
memory
articulateas
politics of
draw
basis
"political"
I
itself
the
certain
paradigms.
upon
of
on
problematised
primarily two key exemplarsof responsesto "a crisis of representation7within
the discipline,which at the sametime indicatea certain intellectual history and
the epistemologicalchangesat work throughouta broadly conceivedart history.
Thesechangescan be characterisedby a turn to the sociologicaland from there
to the philosophical,but the turn is not presentedas straightforwardly
identify.
in
I
of
the
texts
respect
chronological
The exemplars are the writing by the art historian T. J.Clark in respect of Manet's
first
in
Olympia,
the
of
which
a
preliminary
version
was
published
painting
British journal Screen in 1980 and writings on the film Hiroshima Mon Amour, a
film which dates from 1959, but subject to subsequentwritings along with that of
its script-writer, Marguerite Duras and critical positions within film theory and
"testimony" studies.

In addition I turn to the philosophicalwork of Martin HeideggerandWalter
Benjamin in relation to art andpolitics, written in the 1930s.Thesestandas
exemplaryof a former "crisis of representation"and ascontrastingmodelsfor
dealingwith the then contemporarypolitical world, asthought through the
relationshipbetweenart and technology.They are influences,although
differentially acknowledged,within the intellectualhistory that I address.The
work of thesethinkers especiallywith regardto art and technologyis highly
significant both for its continuingrelevanceconcerningthe now contemporary
issuesemergingaroundart and technologyand for its intricate impact upon the
thought of JacquesDerrida andJean-LucNancy whoseideasform the basisfor
the critical intervention I undertakethroughoutthe thesis.
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I am concernedwith the how far the critical disciplinary momentsin the writing
between
different
identify
have
I
the
that
of
relationship
view
offered a
aboutart
the aesthetic,the political andthe historical, or whetherdespitethe challenge
presentedto other modesof thinking and discourseson that relation, they return
in
foundational
historical
the
the
to
thinking
and
political and
us mode of
is
the
aesthetic subsumed.
essentialistways, under which
It is to contemporary philosophy and the work of JacquesDerrida and Jean-Luc
Nancy in particular that I have turned, in order to present the possibility for
reading art otherwise; that is to say, otherwise than the modes of reading offered
by my objects of study, in order to bring these readings to an encounter with
their own limits.

"Otherwise" is a play upon meaning,invoking otherwiseasdifferent or
alternativeand "otherwise" as embracing,letting in, being opento the "other
than" of "identity formations" or subjectpositionswhich start.to characterise
disciplinesand their provenance.'ReadingArt Otherwise' also invokesthe
important senseof responsibility andjustice for the past andthe future to come,
which is involved in a rethinking of the relationshipbetweenaestheticsand
politics and the possibility of keepingthe questionof that relation openfor the
sakeof this responsibility.This is a themethat runs throughthe thesis.
It is Derrida and Nancy who for me demonstrate an approach to taking on the
tradition which still respects that tradition's own possibility for questioning
its
limits;
is
identifying
that
to say, precisely
that
questioning
meets
where
whilst
its
becomes
it
forecloses
of
study
and
objects
a method towards the
upon
where
unveiling of the truth of an "essence" of the political, the historical or the
aesthetic.

My methodology is that of textual analysis which combines exegesis,
commentary and critical intervention. Whilst the thesis maps something of a
history of intellectual fields and epistemological shifts that have influenced the
disciplines of art history, art criticism and aesthetics, and I have been drawn to
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texts that are somehowemblematicof that problematisingelementover a period
is
time,
this
not a chronologicalmapping.
as suggestedabove,
of
The thesisproducesa critical readingof the Marxist art historian TJ Clark's
writings on modem art and modernity and a specialfocusis placedupon the
historical momentof his article on Manet's Olympia in the British journal
Screen.Clark's work and this journal arepart of an intellectualhistory which is
alsomy own and the position of Clark's Marxist, Situationistinflected, social
history of art in the 'radical' film journal typifies a certainmomentwhen art
history soughtto rethink itself and shakeoff its traditional roots and traits on the
basisof its politicisation post 1968.EnteringScreenis a mark of its embraceof
the intellectual fermentdrawn from "WesternMarxism" (e.g. Adomo, Benjamin,
Althusser,and Gramsci)and increasinglymore "structuralist" and
"poststructuralist"thinkers who formedthe basisfor a seriesof epistemological
changesacrossthe "cultural" disciplinesandrepresentedthe possibility for an art
history of "the Left". At the sametime, Clark's work becamecrucial in Britain
for reflecting upon and reformulatingthe debateaboutmodernity and its cultural
phenomena.
My argumentand analysisis that Clark's problematic,the "social history of art
re-visited", left the discipline with a certainmetaphysical"closure", which art
history has subsequently"struggled" with andhasturnedtowardscontemporary
is
in
deal
It
to
this sensethat Derrida andNancy
with.
continentalphilosophy
by
the
means which to take a critical purchaseon Clark's
provide me with
position andto take a further, different approachto the model of history, the
political and the aestheticthat Clark's position subtends.
The readings of the film Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959 Alain Resnais and
Marguerite Duras) are given critical scrutiny for related but different reasons.
This film is a powerful articulation, woven into its very style and content, of the
crisis of representation and its limits following World War 2. Its very fabric
traces the ambiguities between representation and memory, how do we
remember yet move on, mouming and melancholia. In tracing this, the film itself
performs an "epistemological break", I suggest, as reliance upon the grand
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narrativesof history, museologyanddocumentaryrepresentationis fractured.
My interest,again,is in how readingsof the film, including Duras's own through
her synopsisand annotatedscreenplay,deal with this andrepresentcertain
intellectualpositionswithin film criticism. The task hereis to critically engage
with paradigmsthat of themselvesattemptto embraceor articulatethis
"fracture", recognisingthe integrity of thesereadings;hereI touch upon new
notionsof "film-writing" inspiredby the film, its impact on testimonystudies
andits relation to the philosophyof film of Gilles Deleuzeasinterpretedby
GreggLambert,a readerof Deleuze.The film hasbeenan exemplarycasefor
demonstratingGilles Deleuze'sconceptof the "time-image" asdistinct from the
"movement-image".Wherethe"movement -image" is characterisedby the
unfolding of narrativearticulatedvia charactersand action within the cinematic
space,suchasto correspondto the spaceand order of perceptionand subjectivity
of ordinary experience,the "time-image" definesa cinematic'abstraction, no
longer dependentupon suchcorrespondence
and its consequentialbearingof
meaningandconventionsof narrativeflow. I considerthis critical position, but
assignificantly I examineMargueriteDuras's own powerful readingvia her
script and commentary.This latter is inflected, as I seeit by the literary criticism
of and intellectual affiliations with Maurice Blanchot. Affiliation with Blanchot
is importantin relation to Blanchot's eschewingof any kind of "overcoming" or
redemptivecriticism or aestheticsof redemption,in the faceof the vexed
questionof the subject,writing, testimony,finitude and death.
I critically problematise the ultimate ethico-political stance of these readings. My
point is to use the texts and critiques of texts by Derrida and Nancy both to
uncover the metaphysical presumptions and desires to return to the 'work of
mourning' or the narrative of the subject for example, which remain within these
epistemological positions, and in order to provide an opening for an "otherwise"
reading of the film and its fracture of history, memory and politics, traced
through the particularities of its aesthetic.

Then I turn to the philosophical work of Heidegger and Benjamin and their
differing positions concerning art and technology. There is a set of
interconnecting reasons for this critical engagement with these two thinkers on
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this subject.Heidegger'sinfluenceis fundamentalto Derrida andNancy's
thought.But in addition, I suggest,Derrida and Nancy work on and in the
deal
how
between
the
two
of
we
with the contemporaryworld
models
contrast
that Benjamin andHeideggeroffer us through their work on art and technology
then,the "frameworks" of which Derrida andNancy will take to their limits and
"extend" ratherthan breakwith, for the "now" time of our historical exigencies
andtechnologies.The inclusion of their concernswith regardto art and
technology,which I presentin dialoguewith critical commentatorsandthe work
of Derrida andNancy, point to the continuingrelevanceof theseconcernsto
debatesaboutcontemporaryart andpolitics.
The chapter entitled 'Life after Theory' suggeststhat Derrida and Nancy's
thought has been key to thinking through and illuminating the vicissitudes of art
history as a discipline that perhaps needs to recast its political and ethical
moment in a history of the present that can break through or surpassits
"melancholic" stance and its shapethrough the prism of modernism. The chapter
particularly sets out the relationship between Nancy and Derrida's thought and
'the political' in order to state their contemporary importance for the disciplines
of art history and criticism. Art History's response to and interaction with the
increasing pervasiveness of the technological in the cultural sphere is the
impetus for the chapter, which at the same time sets out the significance I
attribute to the thought of Derrida and Nancy for a 'life after theory'. There is
still a need to rethink art history.

Underlying the thesisis a critical approachto the premisesupon which the
readingsI investigateconceiveof history and what I am terming the "politics of
memory" andhow this relatesto the aesthetic.Each of the theoreticalpositions I
investigatereflect certainmodelsof history and how that relatesto the political.
By way of introduction I offer the following explanation.
If history is thought in terms of a temporallinear chronologyof pastpresent,
presentnow and future present,it marksthe time of an eventof history with the
senseof full presenceof the present,an originary presentas its axis. The
in
history
is
full
thinking
at
origin
and
as
a
continuum
a
presence
premisesof
10

Such
back
Plato.
to
logic
a
that sensea metaphysical
which arguablygoes
thinking of history is also the structureof genesisand teleology,which
fully
future
"end"
the
a
presentsubjectof
the
of
reconstructs pastand anticipates
history.

Even if a dynamicor dialectic is introducedto complicatethis structurethis may
logic,
time
to
the
to
subject(s)
reduce
seeks
which
under
a
metaphysical
remain
inheritance
between
dynamic
is
if
history.
Even
there
past-as
a
recognitionof
of
is
fully
divided.
If
futurethe
the
always
a
present
now of
and an anticipatory
dynamic
is
this
the
then a metaphysical
of
axis
as
presentsubject still understood
logic still prevails.A dialecticalthinking of history dependsupon a division
betweenthe subjectand object of history, the interaction of which drives the
in
is
its
"end".
Whether
history
this
thought
telos
towards
or
unfolding of
ideal,
broadly
Hegelian,terms the
Marxist
as
or
per
position
material, asper a
is
is
It
history
this
goal
presupposed.
and an anticipated
productive subjectof
model that I suggestultimately characterisesTJ Clark's position.
In terms of the understandingof memoryunder a metaphysicallogic, -amemory
of the past canbe understoodasthat which re-presentsthat which hasbeen
is
in
Memory
this sensegiven, aspart of the
presentasan originary presence.
logic of originary presence.In straightforwardterms memory is the meansby
by
is
the subjectof memory,the
the
or
recalled
past
recollected
which
hermeneutics
how
A
to
think
the
would
seek
of
memory
subject.
remembering
horizon
just
interpreted
from
is
but
the
of the presenton the
not
recalled,
past
A
hermeneutics,
inter-subjective
more
radical
understanding.
of
an
model
in
available Heidegger'sthought,would understandrememberingthe past as a
future
its
inheritance
the
the
to
gives
present
and
possibilities.
which
response an
The task of memorywould be the meansby which suchpossibilities,which are
not ableto be simply assumedfrom the representationof the past,are uncovered
from the sedimentationof a re-presentedpast.Whilst this thinking of memory
displacesthe subjectin favour of the other of a memory,which cannotbe
its
be
by
task
the
the
of
gathering
would
presupposed
subject,memory's
future.
into
horizon
the
the
of
subject's
uncoveredpossibilities
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A dialectical model of memorywould rememberthe othernessof the past in a
dialectical interaction,unfolding or strugglebetweenself (subject)and other
(object of history) out of which the future for the subjectcanbe thought. A more
lost
had
been
to
dialectic
that
this
thinking
which
recognise
would
of
radical
history in this dialectic and rememberin terms of that other which, from the
disrupts
dialectic
interrupts
the continuity of past and
being
lost,
the
and
point of
between
in
favour
dynamic
in
dialectical
it
is
(even
terms)
thought
a
as
present
this interruptive other and a future to come.I suggestthat this underliesthe
be
dynamic
However
Benjamin.
this
still
may
predicatedupon a
position of
in
be
"end"
history
thought
telos
may
advanceeven
which
a
and
and
subjectof
ashope.
Otherways of thinking history andmemory haveintroduceda thinking of the
history.
"other"
Suchthought,
dependent
history
the
of
upon
as
subjectof
is
intimated
in
be
below,
Blanchot
I
the
and
can
work of
especiallyas suggest
further developedby Derrida. Thereis no subjectwithout the other and this other
is not somethingthan canbe assimilatedto the subject.The more 'radical' ways
havealso recognisedthat which is lost to memory and thus ally memory to
is
is
bring
There
More
'radical'
these
two
thoughts
together.
to
no
still
mourning.
is
insofar
it
is
in
the
the
only
as
mourning.
subject
other and
subjectwithout
It is mouming that disturbsthe thinking of time. It is in mouming inasmuchas
the other is ungraspableand inassimilableto the self/subject,but also in
mouming for the future, asin any self/otherrelation, aswe might think it, as one
die
before
The
the
to
other.
will
always
relation of self
another,
one
subject
(subject)to the other is alwaysasymmetricaland containswithin it a memory
is
is
is
"out-of-joint".
It
It
that
temporal
this
to
a
relation
and a mouming come.
position advancedvia the thinking of Derrida that opensup the possibility of retreatingthe political and aestheticrelation.
The basisupon which this re-thinking of the political andthe aestheticunfolds is
thus: The other,referredto above,is the singular other, a singularevent/subject
the othernessof which cannotbe assimilatedor madecoincidentalwith the
identity of "self', but upon which the "self' dependsandthereforeto which the
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subjectP'I"must respond.The subjectP'l"must respondto that which, as singular
for
interiorised
the subjector
be
fully
known,
a
memory
as
can never
or
infinitely
is
is
because
This
"in
the
other always
exteriorised memoriam".
inscribed
finitely
is
"it"
or presentto the
necessarily
singularly other, evenas
is
the
to
As
temporal
the
other
always out-ofrelation
self/subject.
self/subject's
historical
fully
has
(or
the
the
the
point
of
punctual
other)
no
other of
other
joint,
in
but
ways which are
and
returns
and
reminds
remains
always
reference
infinitely incalculableandunpredictable,but to which the "I" has an infinite
responsibility.No law of history or theory of memory or mourning or particular
in
faith
future
for
the
a
even
messianic
end can predict this.
other or
substitution
The politics of history and memory thus has to be thought as an in-finite promise
to the other which in-finitely interrupts and prevents the closure of the 'future to
irreducible
in
the
otherness and out-of-joint ness of
respect of
come of memory',
the time of the other which makes the task (as opposed to prediction,
prejudgement, calculation or subjective possession) of historical thought,
mourning and memory possible.

It might be arguedthat a politics of memorythought as an in-finite promise to
the other to preventthe closureof the future to comeof memory,cannotbe a
into
if
is
thought
translated
as
practical action
at
all,
politics
understood
politics
for
future.
decision
latter
be
basis
This
the
the
would
an
of
calculation
and
on
organized,particular politics basedupon a particular spaceand time and rule of
incessantly
former
And
the
resists.
yet, this understandingof
which
operation,
based
in-finite
upon an out-of-joint temporality or aporia of
as
promise
memory
time can also be thought asthe condition of possibility of the latter, in that sense
"outside" the political but at the sametime that which makesthe political,
political as opposedto meredeterminism.
This dilemma between politics and an im-possible politics is especially pertinent
to the thought of art, in tenns of history and memory and how this relates to the
social and the political and the question of whether and how art can be thought
of or read politically.
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A metaphysicallogic of originary presencewould think art as a vehicle for
history and memory accordingto the termsof an adequationto the truth, drawing
differentiation
by
Platonic
Re-presentation
the
the
spatio-temporal
upon
model.
of the artwork would standor fall by this judgementof adequacyand thus would
be subordinateto its "law".
In an attemptto break with this metaphysicallogic, art may be thought as
"originating". It is through the spatio-temporalityof art that the historical
is
by
logic
future
linked
the
to
covered
which
up
possibilities,
of
memory
in
be
thinking
accordancewith Heidegger'snotion
unveiled,
can
representational
of the "unveiling of truth". Here the spatio-temporalityof art is understoodto do
its own work of temporalisingand spacing,going againsta representationallogic
of the present,which consignsart to the temporality of currenttele-technologies
of communicationand symbolisation.If on the one handthis opensup the
possibility of a politics of invention, it closesthis down into a particular politics
and the metaphysicallogic this subtendsby assumingthe "We" for whom such
art can be originating.
In addition this latter may be understoodas a reactivestanceif it fails to fully
confront the material conditionsof productionandreproduction,which
constitutethe cultural force of the time, other than by settingup an opposition
betweenart and technology,asHeideggerappearsto do. The political effort
force
be
inside
to
think
the
cultural
of technologyandprize apartthe
must
differencebetweena mobilisation of technologyfor the sakeof undifferentiating
and a potential mobilisation of technologiesfor the sakeof the spatio-temporal
differentiation inscribedwithin them, throughwhich the force of mourning and
memory for the future might be grasped.This is Benjamin's position. However
this politics may still be thoughtthrough an ultimately metaphysicalconception
of history, if the social world and subjectand the future horizon upon which the
political dependsis alreadypresumed.
There is a need for vigilance to avoid collapsing the difference between
technology and consciousness and the self/other relation. This leads to the crux of
the issue concerning tele-technologies, their effects upon the self/other relation
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in
for
for
future
history
terms
thinking
this
the
the
and
necessity
and
and memory
of Derrida's differance. Any art work or tele-technology is a singular spatiotemporal inscription which inscribes an absent other, even as it must be
in
in
future)
infinitely
(always
in
the
to
order to
come
so
repeatable and principle
be read or "countersigned" by an addressee,whose potential death or absenceis
also implied and infinitely so, as above. So no writing or reading or memory can
in
is
be
to
and
writing
and
reading are always an
ever
complete and always come
asymmetrical time-out-of-joint relation, as the present/absencecan never
coincide.

Thus the spacingof time understoodasdifferanceis irreducible to any
technologyand to think in sucha way asto reducethe spacingof time, which is
the time of the openingof the future for the other to come,to technologyis
future
does
denial
to
the
violence
one might want to protect.
of and
alreadya
An alternative politics of the image or memory in terms of the political will of
presumed subjects or reading on behalf of apresumed subject of oppression
(which might include thought in terms of a particular time or place, such as
avant-gardism or local versus global political intervention) will yet close down
that affirmation of and opening to the future to come.

To return to the contentof the thesis,the questionof the image,history and
memory is broachedin connectionwith readingsof artworks eachof which in its
particular way raisesthe questionof art, history andmemory andthe politics of
this relation. Clark considersthe questionof art, history, memory and modernity
and what might constitutepolitical intervention.Here primarily in relation to his
readingof Manet's Olympia. In the contextof what Clark understandsin Marxist
tenns as the cultural force of the imageundercapitalism,Clark hasbeen
concernedwith the attemptsof modem art to prize somethingaway from this
force, which might speakwith a different voice and in that senseoffer a different
memory.He hasbeenconcernedwith the stakesand challengesfacing modem
art in doing this and Manet was his prime examplein this writing in the 1980's.
The timing is significant, coming as it did, amidstan urgentand earnest
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politicisation of art history and film criticism, in Britain, exemplifiedby Screen
that was increasinglyinfluencedby theoreticalperspectivesfrom France.
The questionhereis the premiseupon which Clark producesa readingof
Manet's Olympia as"failing to mean" for its critics in 1865.Clark's position, as
I readit, takesits distancefrom the increasingemphasisupon textualismin
Screenand its valorisationof self-reflexive, and so termed"dis-identificatory
practices"asif a self-critique of art was, in itself a sufficient responseto the
demandsupon art to addressthe meaningswithin the social. Clark's reading
holds that the art work hasmeaningaspart of a socialtotality, structuredthrough
classdivision and in that senseartworks addressor necessarilyrespondto
in
the
the "real". The intelligibility of the
work
classed-based
outside
meanings,
art work is understoodin accordancewith its link with the social totality. Art is
thoughtin termsof the conceptsof class,ideology and "real conditionsof
existence".The figure of "Olympia" in Manet's painting is readas "woman" in
the contextofthe ideologicaland "spectacular"play of the tradition of the nude
andprostitution in Parisin the 19'hcentury.The art historian's critical task is to
negotiateacrossthe intelligible "truth" of "woman"; her "real conditionsof
existence"andthe 'play' of representationat work in the work. Suchreading
eschews"textual" reading,inasmuchas textualism.canbe thought as
symptomaticof an aestheticisation,which cannotget out of the aestheticinto the
broaderhorizonsof the socio-political conditions.Manet's play upon his own art
historical inheritancehasa part in this. Clark's political readingwill measurethe
"truth" of "Olympia" in the imageof her nakedness,vis-a-vis social classand the
imaginaryplay of spectacularmodernity.
Sucha readingis problematisedin this thesisin two ways. One is to critically
examinewhat it meansto think the social asa social totality structuredby
competingclassinterests,with all that entailsin termsof positions,boundaries,
identities,communitiesof interestsand subjectswhosemeaningsgive a context
to a responsefrom art. This is doneby way of a radical deploymentof notions of
hegemonyand antagonism,to suggestarticulationsof social interestsother than
throughpresumed,substantivepositions.The other, intertwinedwith this is to
readManet's work as indeedbringing on the ghostsof pastart on the bordersof
16

tradition and spectaclein an eventof painting which cannotbe halted in a
hegemonicarticulation,exceptinsofar as suchan articulationpresentsa further
framing of the object for the subject.
The next reading,that of the film Hiroshima Mon Amour is read as an object of
critical discourse,including that of Duras's readingof the film shescripted.My
readingconsidersthe film's and Duras's rejecting of an aestheticof
representationandthe conventionalforms of documentary.ResnaisandDuras
considersuchforms to be inadequateto provide knowledgeof an historical
event,the enormity of which defiesany re-presentationalmeans.Refusing any
complicity betweenseeingandknowing and the conventionalunderstandingthat
seeingwill accedeto knowledgeof the event,Duras's film puts a personallove
story in placeof "Hiroshima" andre-works the cinematicconventionsof
personalmemoryin the contextof a critical reflection upon documentaryand
"memorial" cinema.This broachesthe complexity of cinematic"truth" and
fiction, foregroundingcinemaasa fictional construct,whetherin documentaryor
narrativemode. In the courseof its critical stanceagainstdocumentary
representation,Hiroshima Mon Amour re-markedits own memory as cinema,
cinema'sown memorymachine,including its stock-in-tradeof personalised
"flashback" in order to producea "false" documentary,which would have
political effects.This could be characterisedandwas, asa self-reflexive
"modernist" pieceof filmmaking.
The interweavingof the time of the memory of Hiroshimawith that of the
Frenchtown of Neversproducesa "false documentary"to put into questionthe
acceptedtruth of the cinematicdocumentsof the bombing. This challengesthe
ethics andpolitics of the documentaryshowingof horror with horror, which
merely repeats,ad infinitum, the horrific imagesto the point of banality. The
thesisarguesthat a certainreadingof the film producesits own ethical and
political dilemma in subsistingan ultimate "subject" of memory,as a living
connectionto history andmemory,evenasthat subjectandthe inter-subjective
relation between"she" and "he" in the film gives way to the future of Hiroshima
andNevers,Eastand West at the end. Indeedsucha memory for the future of
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East andWest itself may be deemedto repeatassumptionsof nation and
community.
An alternativereadingrecognisesthat any cinematicrepresentationis
anachronisticand out-of-time with the singulareventit purportsto representand
as suchcanbe readasopento the inassimilable,unknowableabsentother-tocome.The film itself re-marksthis anachronism.I suggestthis is not in the
death
her
lover
in
living-on
Nevers
French
the
the
after
of
woman,
survival of
,
Hiroshima
'giving'
her
impossibility
talking
to
the
about
of
and
acceding
survival to the Japaneseman , which arguablyDuras's readingand other critical
in
it
is
Rather
precisely the sharingof exposureto
readingsultimately suggest.
the impossibility of dying with the other, i. e. singularity, which marks the point
that the subjectis andwill be, only in so far as it is alreadyin mourning for the
other, in any relation,whetherit be an eventof history, an experienceof love or
a work of re-presentationof these.The politics of the memory of Hiroshima is
thus not a questionof substitutingone time of memory for another,but of
understandingthe time of memory in relation to the singular eventof history, as
suchas an anachronism.
The third chapterbroachesthe differencebetweenHeidegger'sreadingof art and
technologyandthat of Benjamin.In Heidegger'sOrigin ofthe WorkofArt essay
and in particular in the usehe makesof Van Gogh's painting TheShoes
Heideggerseeksto underminethe representationalthinking, which he maintains
derivesfrom Plato andAristotle. This determinesthe thinking of art, along with
the thinking of things, in termsof an oppositionallogic which producesa set of
distinctionsbetweenessenceand appearance,intelligible and sensible,form and
matter for instanceaspart of an ultimately "instrumental" aesthetics,
symptomaticof, for Heidegger,the "forgetting of being". Heideggerwants to
break this logic anddemonstratethe significanceof art for the understandingof
being and the history of being.Art is relatedto the truth of being as truth's
disclosingin the work as the site of the rift betweenthe world of meaning
horizons andthe concealmentof the earth.Art is an origin in bringing into effect
this strife andthe happeningof the earth's self-disclosurewith and againstthe
world's meaninghorizons.The "shoe picture" is readasreconnectingthe
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"equipmentality" of equipment,asbelongingto the "world" and the aletheiaof
has
been
between
dynamic
history;
that
"e-vent"
the
the
which
physis, as
of
handeddown andbeing's future possibilities asagainstthe indifference of
chronologicaltime. Whilst this reflectsupon history andmemory and art as
openinga connectionbetweenpastand future in an originary way, suchthat the
in
is
fact
Heidegger
"before
to
think
this
that
the
connection
wants
us",
past
terms of being andwhat's more the being of a future to come of a destined
people,foreclosesupon that very opening.
Derrida, in his essay,"Restitutionsof the truth in pointing [pointure]" a play
upon words within his book entitled The Truth in Painting demonstrateshow
Heidegger'sthought is alreadycompromisedby his readingof the shoesin the
painting of shoes,as a pair, henceproducinga representationalthesishimself.
Derrida further reveals,in Heidegger'sown fashion,by way of a play upon the
multiple meaninghorizonsof the word "correspondence",the absent
which hasbeenthere all along,betweenHeideggerand the art
correspondence
historian Meyer Schapiro.Both seekto return the shoesto the/in memory of a
"rightful owner", the philosopheron behalf of an original thinking of being
which hasbeenforgottenin the sedimentationof historical thought and the art
historian as a debt owed to the past,which must be repaid.But ultimately both
is
in
inscription,
the
which
painting, to an economyof
correspond reducing
exchange,preciselyby ignoring it as inscription. Heideggerreadsit in terms of
an inheritancewhich is gatheredup againinto the earthly being of a peasant
woman and a certainsingularworld. Schapiroreadsit as a sign of ownershipin
the past, a pair of shoes,whetherfor a destined"truth" of being in ultimately a
substantivenationalismor a subjectof the past.
The issues raised here are part of a wider debate about art and politics and the
extent to which and how art may be a vehicle through which to bear witness to
an inheritance and the (im) possibility of ever fully appropriating or reappropriating this inheritance which is at the same time to come. The pertinence
of this is further explored as Heidegger's critique of representation and his
pitting of art's originating and disclosing power against the enframing of
technology is subject to Derrida and Nancy's demonstration that Heidegger's
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very figuring of the sending and art's disclosure are dependent upon
representation and an originary gathering all along.

This leadsto anotherconsiderationof theseissuesfrom the different perspective
of the readingof art, technology,history andpolitics in Benjamin. Benjamin
attemptsto forge a conceptof history andmemory againstthe catastropheof the
historical thoughtwhich thinks a continuoushistory of progress,which denies
the force of the inheritanceof that which is lost to history. The technologyof
modernitybecomesthe key to this, astechnologicalreproducibility completely
altersand in an acceleratedway, both the spacingof time and subjective
experience.This enablesBenjaminto rethink the historical moment,
'photographically' in termsof a constellationof past andpresent,which seizes
on the past at the momentof its disappearance,
producingan after-life like an
'after-effect'. In Benjamin's termsthis opensup the possibility of a hope for the
future, drawing upon the past,wherebythe "now" is presentotherwise,in
relation to andin synchronisationwith the "historic index [of images]of the past,
enteringinto legibility at a specific time."'
Benjamin's 1935 essayA Small History ofPhotography both exemplifies the
historian's task of seizing on the moment legibility of photography and the
opposition Benjamin sets up between the contingent, fragmented and relational
phenomenality of photographic time and the spatio-temporality of the aura
associated with art and auratic/aestheticised photography. Later in the 1936
essay The Work ofArt in the Age ofMechanical Reproduction Benjamin reads
this situation more explicitly politically, in terms of either the adaptability of
technology to the techniques compatible with fascism whereby the masses are
presented with an image of themselves as an auratic spectacle or technological
reproducibility destroys the means of hieractic presentation by its interruptive
effects and the absence/prescnceintrinsic to its structure. Benjamin's belief that
the power of photographic technology's interruptive effects is open to political
articulation with a potentially revolutionary subject of history depends upon his
1See Benjamin, Walter., [N3,1 ]
of "N [ Re the Theory of Knowledge, Theory of Progress] " in
Smith, G., ed. Benjamin: Philosophy, History, Aesthetics (Chicago, University of Chicago Press
1989)50
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particular understanding of the destruction of tradition and experience in the era
of modernity. His is an understanding that is modulated through his Messianism,
such that it is the very inauthentic nature of historical experience that provides
hope for historical change; a change for which the new technologies with their
ability to reciprocate whilst convolute the spatio-temporal dynamics of modem
experience provides a potential impetus. Importantly for Benjamin these
technologies are understood in their historical as well as contemporary dynamic,
as opening the possibilities for an entire re-casting of experiences lost to the
'second-nature' of bourgeois modemity.

Heideggerand Benjamin's thoughtson art andtechnologyhaveinformed the
contemporary engagementswith these issues emerging in the writings of Derrida

andNancy. One significant influenceis that of what I may still ventureto call,
immanentcritique, insofar as,for both Derrida andNancy, but in differing ways,
it is from within technologythat we can find the resourcesfor its own critique,
providing we read the 'spectre' of a messianiccrossingand interrupting of the
speedof the 'linear' time of the technological,offered within the 'spectral form'
of technology(Derrida) or the potential for spacing,circulating and
communicatingwithout "pre-given" endsin the structuring/destructuringof
technologicalnetworks(Nancy). In this sensebut also in others,as I suggestin
the fourth chapterof the thesis,the critical work of theory within the discipline
of art history is not over and done.
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Chapter One: A Marxist Reading of Art: T. J. Clark and Manet's Olympia

This thesis explores a politics of memory in relation to art. Here, such a politics
of memory comes up against a memory of politics, which refers to a moment in
British art history between 1975 and 1985, when the discipline was radically
Clark,
brand
T.
J.
in
It
Marxist
to
the
terms.
work
of art
whose
refers
politicised
history was central to this radical moment. Clark's writing is imbued with a
in
Marxist
centred
a
politics
class struggle as the
memory of a certain politics,
motor of history and the thinking of aestheticsin relation to this. How this is
thought is central to this critical debate. It is central to what, for me, was a
distinctive
historical conjuncture
and
part
of
a
moment
of
publication
radical
within the British 'academy', with an article by Clark appearing in the British
film journal Screen in 1980.

'Preliminaries to a possible treatment of Olympia in 1865%2as its title suggests,
,
was a prelude to a chapter in Clark's book on Manet, The Painting ofModern
3

Life, Paris in the Art ofManet and hisfollowers, published in 1985 This title,
.
nods to and plays upon the work of Manet's friend Charles Baudelaire.
Baudelaire wrote an essay in homage to, in his terms, the 'consummate describer
of modem cxpe.rience', Constantin Guys, entitled 'The Painter of Modem Life',
and had his Salon criticism collectively published as Art in Paris. It suggeststhat
Clark's work is no orthodox or ordinary 'text' or 'context' invoking social
history. The play in Clark's title signals at the very least, looking at the work(s)
for their imbrications of modem life in the very text (ure) of the painting and not
some parallel study of art on the one hand and life on the other. Whilst the
'Preliminaries... ' article is a touchstone for me in terms of its relationship to the
general political moment of Screen, it is not possible to give due weight and
analysis to the article in the terms I want to here, without a further consideration
of the Manet book and other texts by Clark.

2Clark, T.J., "Preliminariesto a possibletreatment Olympia in 1865.' ScreenVol. 2 1.,No. 1,
of
Spring (1980) 1841
3 Clark, T.J. ThePainting ofModern Life, Paris in the Art
ofManet and hisfollowers (London:
Thamesand Hudson,1985)
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That this conjuncture is a memory goes back, in part to the political
circumstances of 1968, as both past and in some sense 'living on' in the
seventies and eighties' historical conjuncture. This moment presaged new
theorisations of culture especially in the wake of the retraction of the political
possibilities 1968 had promised. These theorisations drew characteristically on
the debatesconcerning aesthetics and politics in the twenties and thirties and the
critiques of 'classic' Marxism, which came to be described as Western Marxism.
This term described discrete theories and thinkers sharing a common demand in
the wake of the failure of proletarian revolution to be effective on an
international scale, the rise of fascism and the demise of communism into
Stalinism. It theorised the role of superstructures in securing the persistence of
capitalism in the West and re-invigorated a Marxist philosophy and theory upon
which to base an effective anti-capitalist practice. I elaborate upon this later, in
particular the influence of the Western Marxism of the French philosopher Louis
Althusser on Screen theory.

DebatesaboutMarxism returnedin the nineties,this time 'in memory of' the
collapseof communismas symbolisedby the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.4
Thesereturning debatesindicate that 'we' havenot 'done with' Marxism, and I
necessarilywrite this chapterin the wake of further re-inscriptions.This chapter
spanstheseother times andreferences,driven primarily by that impetusin the
seventiesand eightieswhen the possibility of an interventionistpolitics of the
aestheticwithin the academyseemedalive or living on.
The chaptersituatesClark's readingsin relation to the field and force of
theoreticalpositionsand debatesof the seventiesand eightiesandthe pertinence
of 'Preliminaries...' It seeksto confront the limits of this moment,exemplified
4This wasthe spur amongstother things for the conference,entitled "Whither Marxism? Global
Crisesin InternationalPerspective"held in the United Statesin 1993,out of which emerged
JacquesDerrida's book SpectersofMarx; its companionvolume collecting the conference
papers,WhitherMarxism?; the later responsesto Derrida's text collectedin Ghostly
Demarcations.WI-fflstnot connected,Clark's book, Farewell to an Idea: Episodesin the History
ofModernism waspublishedin 1999.Derrida, Jacques,SpectersofMarx trans.Kamuf P.,
London: Routledge,1994);Derrida, Jacques,WhitherMarxism?,eds.Magnus,B. and
Cullenberg,S. (London: Routledge,1995);Sprinkler,M., ed. GhostlyDemarcations
(London:Verso, 1999);Clark, T.J. Farewell to an Idea:Episodesin the history ofModernism
(New Ilaven: Yale University Press,1999)
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by Clark's writing for Screenandhow it relatesto or echoesin his later readings
of modernism.The chapteraims to attendto the re-treatingof the political and
its history andmemory and the aestheticotherwise.It crossesa certainmemory
in
historical
double
(in
conjuncture
ofpolitics
a
sense,asmemoryof a particular
British art history and Clark's art-historicalreadings,which areimbuedwith a
senseof mourning and regret for a lost momentor opportunity for the aesthetic
to join forceswith the political), with a differentpolitics ofmemory.
My argumentis that, in so far asClark's readingis a Marxist one, in which a
political, philosophical,sociologicaltradition gives an understandingof not only
the conceptualconstituentsbut also its critical, transforming,andthereby
Clark
though
will want to complicateany easily
stance,
and,
even
political
receivednotionsof art and society,text and contextprevalentin more vulgar
5
forms of Marxist analysis as I go on to discuss,it is driven by a telos of
,
intelligibility, in accordancewith the metaphysicaldistinction between
intelligible and sensibleand its concomitantbinary, truth/appearance,
in its
idealist senseandthis prevails evenasthis truth is the material conditionsof
life.

From a Marxist perspective,the work of art is a social production,the meaning
of which hasto be readin accordancewith its historical circumstancesand the
ideologies,which affect andposition the work, on the basisof the class
stratificationand conflict within the socialtotality. The conceptof social totality
is central to Marxism, inasmuchas forms of culture are inextricably relatedto
the socialrelationsthat arisefrom the organisationof economicproduction.
Debatingan art work's political effectivenesswill requireboth rendering
intelligible the relationshipbetweenthe image,history and classand the
dominantideologiesat that time (in the caseof Manet's Olympia, 1865)
concerningmodesof representationof the nude,the institutions of art suchasthe
Salonand its critics andhow both relateto the public articulation of subjectmatter(here,undeniablyprostitution) andthe socio-economicforcesandpower
5 Arguably T. J.Clark's
affiliation to Situationism is important here. Insofar as Situationism.
identified capitalism's infiltration into the very interstices of the practices of everyday life as
manifest in the 'society of spectacle', the position of art was either striving to critically reflect
upon this situation or was almost inevitably drawn into being part of it.
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relations bearing upon all of these. A Marxist account institutes a theorisation,
which, I argue, whatever its variants, ultimately deploys a subject/object dualism
within the conception of the social as a social totality. It requires a model or
system and 'meaning' of history, articulated through historical materialism, in
order to be able to systematically relate the conditions for and the meanings of
cart' to a broader set of 'objective' conditions for the 'subject' on the basis of
socio-economic determinations. The political effectiveness of the image depends
on how far its mode of representation critically intervenes in that relationship on
the basis of 'the real conditions of existence' and both embodies and reveals
these as objects for consciousness.

This considerationof memory ineluctablysituatesthe social andpolitical as
referentsfor the artwork asa 'prior' and,in that sense,a 'past presence'at
origin. We remaincaughtin a metaphysicaltrap, ultimately that of Plato's
mimesis.Another mannerof addressingmemory will suggestthat artworks are
not 'returnable' to a prior origin in the 'social' and, evenas one wantsto
understandthempolitically, arenot conditional upon the socio-political for their
reading,but mayprovoke a 'politics of reading' and a 'politics of memory'. This
provocationis basedon what I argueis the aporetic(de) structureof art works
andthe aporetic(de) structureof the political and social relationsin all their
'infinite finitude'; that is to say,without an appealto an ultimate transcendental
signified or teleology. The 'aporetic' is one of the terms for articulating a rethinking of the political andthe aestheticasprecisely exceedingthe conceptual
frameworkof metaphysicsand troubling ratherthan confirming its logic.
This alternativethoughtopensup the possibility for consideringthe aesthetic,the
political andhistorical as 'event', in that they cannotbe predicatedupon a
'model' of origin or teleology that inevitably calculates their effect. This is
addressedin a strong senseby Derrida as the 'proper' thinking ofjustice and a
politics based upon it, which is the sensein which Walter Benjamin aspired to
give justice to the dead as well as the living, because of its full resistance to
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logic.
Similarly, Jean-Luc Nancy 'retreats' the aesthetic and the
exclusionary
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'community'
in
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the
as
of
of
context of a necessaryre-thinking
political
'with-out' work or model, as the mutual exposure of singular/pluralities, resistant
to any thought of determined or determinate groups or indeed inter-subjective
relation (as if we already knew who these 'subjects' were), which might grip a
fundamentalist politics as well as most other politics of community. In thinking
the inter-relation between art and politics, otherwise, I take up arguments
primarily found in the work of Derrida and Jean-Luc Nancy. These thoughts
matter to me, not just becauseof a personal history of formative years within the
milieu of Marxist art history, but for their value in structuring a thinking of the
political and the aesthetic beyond Marx, necessarily, a post-Marx stance,
because
'we have not done with' Marxism and find the necessity to 'reprecisely
inscribe'.

Derrida has shownthat the 'political' hasto be thought aboutthroughthe
disjointednessof time, the 'out of time' of any social relation. To understandhis
notion of differancein a social andpolitical sensehasneverbeena merely
linguistic concern.It is to understandhow differancehas soughtto recognisethe
absoluteothernessin any differential relation,which crossesthe logic or logosof
time aspast,presentand future, and destabilisesthe 'ontology' of, for example,
'real conditionsof existence'insofar asthey arethought under suchan aegisof
linear andteleologicaltemporality.7 If asDerrida has arguedwhat is at origin is
For this readingof Benjamin's idea of history seeparticularly Newman,Michael., 'Suffering
from Reminiscences.
' in Postmodernismand the Re-readingofModernity. editedby Barker, F.,
Hulme, P., & Iversen,M., (Manchester:University of ManchesterPress,1992.): 84-114 "The
notion of progressis not rejected:rather,progresswithout solidarity, the tradition of the victors
and their cultural spoils, is empty; solidarity with the generationsof the enslaveddeadinvolves
both ruptureand establishmentof continuity. Authority is to be grantedto critical-historical
interpretationnot by (the) tradition (of the victors) but by the claim which comesfrom the
enslaveddead,beyondthe presentistorientationof historicism and the future directedgazeof
progressiveliberalism. Praxisas "redemption" follows from not the interruption of history from a
transcendentexteriority, but the immanentinterruptionof one momentand its phantasmic
retrospectiveandprojective continuity by memorycomingfrom another,previousrepressed
moment,including its potential for happinesswhich hasbeencut short." Newman,Michael.,
'Suffering From Reminiscences",op.cit:95
7 This is
shown perhaps most explicitly in Specters ofMarx, 1994, but was there all along as in
Derrida, Jacques,Positions, originally published in France, 'Les Editions de Minuit', 1972,
English edition trans. Bass, A. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981 and London
Continuum Books, revised edition, 2000). In the chapter 'Positions: interviews with Jean-Louis
Houdebine and Guy Scarpetta', Derrida remarks, "I have attempted to distinguish differance
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differanceor the trace, asre-trait, the mark/identity asthe effect of the crossing
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present
act of
present,or
as
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'traced' is that which takesaway suchtracing and demarcatingof identity. The
traceis a stateof 'being', which is at the sametime a 'loss' of being, neither full
presencenor full absenceandsubjectto an iterability with incalculable effectsof
dissemination.'Truth', whetherthat of the political or the aesthetic,can only be
establishedby an effect, which doesviolenceto differanceby seekingto
forecloseupon its dissociatinganddisseminatingeffects.
Ethically andpolitically, differanceis the thinking of the other,which allows the
other 'to-come', entirely unexpectedlywithout the reductionof the other to the
self-sameby predicting, expectingor programmingthe arrival of the other and,
at the sametime, without positing the other asultimately beyond 'being' in a
Levinasiansense.If, following Derrida,therecan neverbe any pure differenceor
(whosea marks,amongother things,its productiveand conflictual characteristics)from
Hegeliandifference,and havedoneso preciselyat the point at which Hegel, in the greaterLogic
determinesdifferenceas contradictiononly in order to resolveit, to interiorize it, to lift it
up...into the self-presenceof an onto-theologicalor onto-teleologicalsynthesis.Differance ..must
sign the point at which one breakswith the systemof the A ujhebungand with speculative
dialectics.Sincethis conflictuality of differance canneverbe totally resolved,it marksits
..
effectsin what I call the text in general,in a text which is not reducedto a book or a library, and
which can neverbe governedby a referentin the classicalsense,that is, by a thing or by a
transcendentalsignified that would regulateits movement." Derrida, Jacques,'Position' in
Positions,44. And later: "The metaphysicalcharacterof the conceptof history is not only linked
to linearity, but to an entire systemof implications(teleology, eschatology,elevatingand
interiorizing accumulationof meaning,a certaintype of traditionality, a certainconceptof
meaningand truth etc. But I haveneverbelievedthat therewere metaphysicalconceptsin and of
themselves.No conceptis by itself and consequentlyin and of itself metaphysical,outsideof all
the textual work in which it is inscribed...I very often use the word 'history' in order to reinscribeits force and in order to produceanotherconceptand conceptualchain of 'history'... a
history that also implies a new logic of repetition and trace, for it is difficult to seehow there
could be history without it. " Derrida,Positions,57. And finally, in relation to dialectical
materialism,"If I havenot very often usedthe word 'matter' it is not...becauseof someidealist or
spiritualist kind of reservation.It is that in the logic of the phaseof overturningthis concepthas
too often beenreinvestedwith 'logocentric' values,valuesassociatedwith thoseof thing, reality,
presencein general,sensiblepresence,for example,substantialplenitude,content,referentetc.
In short, the signifier
Realismor sensualism-empiricism-are modificationsof logocentrisrrL..
'matter' appearsto me problematicalonly at the momentwhen its re-inscriptioncannotavoid
making of it a new fundamentalprinciple which, by meansof a theoreticalregression,would be
reconstitutedinto a 'transcendentalsignified'...It thenbecomesan ultimate referent,accordingto
the classicallogic implied by the value of referent,or it becomesan 'objective reality' absolutely
'anterior' to any work of the mark, the semanticcontentof a form of presencewhich guarantees
the movementof the text in generalfrom the outside." Derrida, Positions,65
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system of oppositions, pure self/other-than-self;
necessaryto the marking of an identity the mark is subject to a re-mark, which
exposes it to its 'other-than-self' and to the necessary chance of contamination or
haunting by 'the otherness of its other', its errancy and dissociation, then it
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This (de) structureof artworksaccordswith an 'aporetic' thinking aroundthe
in
is
to
that
to
the
are
reducible
artworks
political another
political which not say
guise,which would re-instateanotherreductivelogic. It is a caseof reading
artworksand the political assingular events,asopposedto particular events,
inasmuchasthey are're-marked'asthey both exceedthe logic and conceptual
organisationthat would institute andinterpretthem and re-mark this excessor
8
disavows.
exposureto the othernessthat conceptualorganisation
" This singularity is articulatedin variousways in Derrida's writings aboutart and literature and
alwaysin the context;right on the context,in the midst of the work that generatesthe context as
a responsewhich cannotbe generalised.Howeverin a 'general' way, Derrida hascommented
aboutart, "Severalthings drew me towardsthe questionof imagination,in various forms and
languages first of all, there is somethingaboutit that hasmadeit a threatto truth, intellect,
...
reality - yet a resourceas well. It could easilybe shown...in Plato as in othersthat imagination
hasan ambiguousnature:on the onehand,it is that which threatenstruth and the idea- the
imageis inferior to the idea, and on the other,it hasa positive function - it is philosophically
andpedagogicallynecessary.It is the locus of fiction, but also of a certainsynthesis,a place of
mediation-especiallyin Kant whereimaginationis preciselythe third terrn, the 'third'. And in the
end everythingwe have said aboutthe systemcomesdown to the third. This third term can be
takenas the mediatorthat permits synthesis,reconciliation,and participation; in which case
neitherthat which is neither this nor that permitsthe synthesisof this or that. But this fiinction is
not limited to the form it hastakenin Hegeliandialectic, and the this of neither-this-nor-thatcan
indeedalsobe interpretedas that whoseheterogeneityresistsall integration,participation and
systern,thus designatingthe place wherethe systemdoesnot close.It is, at the sametime, the
placewherethe systemconstitutesitself, and wherethis constitution is threatenedby the
heterogeneous,
and by a fiction no longer in the serviceof truth. What particularly interestsme
hereis that which participatesin participationand non-participation.And the regular return to
this theme- which is also the themeof art, of rnimesis- betraysa doublepostulationin my
work, and a raising of the stakes- sincewe find at the heart of the third asparticipation that
which in no caseallows itself to be re-appropriatedby participation, and thus by a philosophical
systern." SeeDerrida, Jacques,and Ferraris,Maurizio, A Tastefor the Secrettrans.Donis, G.
(Oxford: Polity Press,2000), 5. Singularity is a complexterm which involves recognisinga work
asboth singular(unique) and necessarilyrepeatable,iterable and thus operatingin a 'general
economy'but it is the insistent 'gap' betweenthe singularand the general,eachtime 'anew' that
the singulareventof the work at the sametime 're-marks' and demandsor calls for the response
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In a relatedsense,Jean-LucNancy has,acrossa numberof his works, re-thought
the aestheticand the political underthe aegisof the 'absenceof sense',which is
the characteristicof contemporarymodernityor, put more forcefully, the
involves
'world'.
This
'our'
time
a re-treatingof that
exigencyof
and
Nietzscheansenseof the transvaluationof all values,especiallyasNancy traces
the 'absencingof sense'along the borderof that philosophically troubling
division betweenintelligible and sensiblesense.Insofar asthereis a loss of any
transcendentmeaning,or teleologyor 'absolute' value, which would provide an

which is also a responsibilityof reading.This is what I am trying to captureby the term 'aporetic
(de) structure',which necessarilycrossestime thought asthe presentor the presenceof the work
is
'other'
inasmuch
it
that
text,
and
un-phenomenologisable
an
un-thematisable
as
re-marks
or
anteriorto its 'institution' as a work (andthus it could be said that a work is alwaysalready'in
mourning' for this absent'other') andby the logic of iterability, is still to comein an incalculable
and universalisingtendency,
way. Derek Attridge comments,"Against [this] transcendentalising
Derrida tries to do justice to the [literary] text asradically situated- written and readand re-read
at particular times andplacesand possessinga singularity (eachtime) which can neverbe
reducedby criticism or theoreticalcontemplation...However,Derrida placeshis emphasison...the
puzzling yet productiverelation betweensingularity and generality,a relation which for him is...a
For if the literary text were absolutelysingular it would have no
structuralinterdependence.
...
to the humanworld at all; its readability,its possessionof 'meaning'...implies a repetition,
access,
a law, an ideality of sometype. Thus to be interpretableany literary text must belong to a genre
or a numberof genres,a set of generalisedconventions...but the relation of belonging in this
instanceis not one that canbe easily handledby philosophicalthought-Whenever the text
signalsits own statusas writing, as literature,as a memberof a specific genre,it doesso by
meansof a mark which is necessarilymarkedin advanceas a mark - by what Derrida calls the
're-mark'. This is not a self-reflectionnor a classicalmise-en-abyme but a momentat which the
...
categoriesof form and content,inside and outside,break down; an intimation of an anterior
movement- the trace,differance, supplementarity- which both producesand restrictsthe
categoriesof philosophy...a text in which the re-mark and the relation betweensingularity and
generalityare stagedwith hauntingpower is, to that extent 'literary'... Iiterature [is] a term like
discourses
law,
destabilising
the
and institutions within which it hasits
capable
of
or
writing
being This questionof the singularandthe universalraisesa numberof issues one of theseis
....
...
the issueof translationand translatability...for instance,'A text lives only if it lives on, and lives
Totally translatable,it disappearsas a text,
on only if it is at once translatableand untranslatable
...
as writing, as a body of language.Totally untranslatable,evenwithin what is believedto be one
language,it dies immediately' (Derrida, Jacques,'Living On/Borderlines'...this is not just a
featurepeculiarto literature; it is equally constitutiveof the operationof justice, which relies
upon a union of a singularoccurrenceand a generallaw". Attridge, Derek, 'Introduction', in, 4cts
ofLiterature (London: Routledge,1992),15-18. It is in thesesensesthat art and literature are
analogousto the historical and political in Derrida's terms.A responseto literatureis akin to a
responsibilitytowardsjustice for the 'other' before the 'law' in the important doublesenseof
'before' and at the sametime the literary eventcan articulatethe anachronismand 'out of
jointness' of time constitutiveof history and the 'politics' of justice. It is no accidentor diversion
thereforeto include 'the time is out of joint' and the ghostof Harnlet's father in an encounter
with Marxism and history, where the history of both 'texts' is both 'anterior' and 'still to come'.
But in casetheseliterary referencesappearto the readerastoo convenientin termsof their
content,Derrida's meditationupon the act of drawing and the self-portrait in ruins atteststo this
sameundecideabilityand instability betweenthe 'law' of the subjectand the inscription of the
tracewhich both constitutesand
radically temporalised'other' as the non-phenomenalisable
'ruins'any substantiatedand ontological subjectand to which thereis responsibilityto bear
witnessin the 'name' ofjustice. SeeDerrida, Jacques.,Memoirsof the Blind: the Setf-Portrait
and Other Ruinstrans.Brault, P., and Naas,M. (Chicago:University of ChicagoPress,1993).
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the political andthe aesthetic,'along the lines' of the divisions between
absolutismandrelativism, essenceandappearance,the transcendentaland
empirical, theoretical'truth' andhistorical 'truth', in orderto displacethese
divisionspreciselyto the borderat which they meetand are exposedto each
other.This requiresan openingonto the thought of this borderasthe locale or
spacefor a re-thinking of sensethat avoidsthe oscillation or dialectic between
eitherpole, which eachin their own way presentas a certaingiven truth of
10
sense.
9 Nancy articulates this variously, "There is something like a general loss of sense. Sense, that's
the word that matters to me today; a general flight of sense,whether it occurs in a political or
aesthetic or religious or whatever other forms. Think a moment about the senseof words like
triation', 'people', 'sovereignty', 'right. 'beauty', 'community', 'humanity', 'life', 'death', and so
many others. It is not just a matter of the traditional complexity and difficulty of notions such as
these; rather it is a question of an exhaustion, a zero degree-in the 'best' of cases,of an operation
of complete re-appropriation which we will have to undertake on the 'meanings' that are ebbing
away there, that are leaking as of so many cracked vessels...far from considering this general
flight of sense as a catastrophe and a loss, I want to think of it as the event of sensein our time,
for our time. It is a question of thinking sense in the absencing of sense philosophy as 'giver of
...
sense' is in flight. Philosophy, that's the cracked vessel. As 'conception of the world; (by
History, the Subject, the City, Spirit or whatever you like), philosophy is at the end of its time and this extremity of time is ours, the time in which we must philosophize. At an end as well and wom. out - is the philosophy that does not want to give sensebut to analyze the conditions
for delivering a coherent sense. Clearly, it is a question of something else. It is a question of
thinking what 'sense' can be when one has come to the end of senseunderstood in that
fashion Indeed this is probably nothing new. It is our way of playing out again something that
...
already belongs, as well to our whole tradition. In this sense, it is not 'revolutionary' and it is not
one more 'philosophy' or 'ideology'. But in another way it is revolution itself, the destitution of
the authority of sense or of sense as authority, and entry into the unheard of All of this has just
..
barely begun - although it has been underway since Nietzsche, and even since before him But
..
today this is where there is some sense: in saying sense is absent, in saying that this absence is
what we are exposed to and that this exposition constitutes what I will call not only our present
history, but along with Rimbaud, our re-found eternity. " Nancy, J-L., 'You ask me what it
means todayT, Paragraph, 16.2, July (1993): 109-110.
10Nancy plays upon and re-articulates at length, the difference between sense and sense, 'idea'
and 'material world' in his book, The Senseof the World. Here Nancy seeks to tackle head-on,
across various 'philosophical' topics the fundamental problem of 'sense'. If modernity presents
an attendant collapse of any transcendent meaning, or teleology or 'absolute' value, which would
provide an essential summation and meaning to existence in a 'mythic' sense,then the relative
world of existence and actuality appears to lose meaning, to the extent that the nihilism of the
abyss of the desire for sense,not yet attained, in turn becomes absolutised as 'myth'. It is this
oscillation between the figuring of satisfaction, in which the desire for meaning is resolved in the
absolute given of sense as myth or the possibility of satisfaction is negated in the endlessly
undoing of the desire for meaning in the endlessly seýf-undoing of desire as the truth of nihilistic
dissolution, that has to be addressed. In both casesthe punctuality to 'truth' prevails in this direct
opposition between sense and its loss. See particularly 'Gift, Desire: Agathon' and 'Pain,
Suffering, Unhappiness' in Nancy, J-L., The Sense of the World. Trans. Librett, J.S.
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 1997),50-53 and 143-153. Librett's foreword to this
text articulates Nancy's thought of sense and world in relation to aesthetics and politics by
recognising that the sense of neither is subordinate to the other, hence the undoing of that
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Nancy extrapolates on this re-thinking of sensein terms of fundamental
history,
being,
the political and the
community,
philosophical questions of
political subject and the aesthetic. He demonstrates the extent to which the
is
fragmentation
loss
tenns
these
the
still premised upon a
of
consideration of
or
desire for the 'whole' or transcendent meaning or subject, including the
'collective subject' of history and thus retains an 'immanentism', or closure,
which denies the fundamental ontology of being as 'being with' or 'being
dislatter
These
terms,
with
exposure
combined
or
ex-position,
singular plural'.
position, partage (sharing), articulate the re-thinking of senseand world and all
that follows from it, including aesthetics and politics on the basis of an always
already in-common exposure to 'alterity' ;an alterity in the senseof always, the
'with', or on the basis of a singularity which only ever 'is' in accordance with
this exposure to plurality, being-with, right at or right on the level ofexistence,
with no recourse to any prior or future transcendental or 'end' term including
1
'Other"
that of the
oppositionbetweenthe aestheticisation of politics and the politicisation of the aesthetic,argued
by Walter Benjamin,and that the senseof eachshouldnot be totalisedevenasthe history of
political philosophyand aestheticssuggestsotherwise,in that the thinking of the political and the
thinking of the aesthetichasalwaysveeredtowardsa unifying or 'communal' concept,evenas it
hasembracedthe idea of the relative or relationalor fragmentas opposedto 'whole'. It is this
veeringtowardsthe pre-conceivedunity of/or communalsensethat beliesthe actualtruth of the
'being-with' and relationality of the political and the aesthetic,as an absoluterelativisation as
part of a 'fundamental' ontology of being singular/pluralor the singularplurality of being. See
Librett, J.S., Forewordto TheSenseofthe World, especiallyxv-xxvi.
" Nancy's thoughtson aesthetics,politics, community,history and being derive from this
fundamentalethical relation of shareddivision eachof/to the other; a being-with, to be thought of
in contrastto any senseof commonessence;an ontology of the 'social' before,more originary
than 'society'; 'individual'; 'self'; essenceof being, "What comesto light then,is not a 'social'
or 'communitariandimension' addedonto a primitive individual given, evenif it were to occur
as an essentialand determiningaddition.(Justthink of the numerouscircumstancesof ordinary
discoursein which this order is imposedon us: first the individual, then the group; first the one,
then the others;first the rights-bearingsubject;then the real relationships;first 'individual
psychology' then 'inter-subjectivity' - asthey astonishinglypersistin saying).It is not even a
questionof a sociality or alterity that would cometo cut across,complicate,put into play, or alter
the principle of the subjectunderstoodassolus ipse.It is somethingelseand still more. It does
not so muchdeterminethe principle of the ipse whateverthis may be ('individual' or 'collective',
insofar asone can speakin theseways), asit codeterminesit with the plurality of ipses,eachone
of which is co-originary and coessentialto the world, to a world which from this point on defines
a coexistencethat must be understoodin a still-unheard-of-sense,
exactly becauseit doesnot take
place 'in' the world, but insteadforms the essenceand the structureof the world. It is not a
nearnessor communityof ipses,but a coipseity;this is what comesto light, but as an enigma
with which our thinking is confronted." Nancy J-L., Being Singular Plural. Trans.Richardson,
R., & O'Byme, A., (Palo Alto: StanfordUniversity Press,2000), 44. For Nancy, artworkscan
provide a site, a spatio-temporalsettingfor thinking and facing this enigma.They canpresent,or
give presentationto or keepopenwhat Nancy terms(amongstother terms)the
'incommensurable',which is at the sametime sharedout and divided (partage)or, put differently
in Nancy's terms,the aestheticis the (un) doing of duration and spatializationby the
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Derrida and Nancy are inspirations for this re-reading of Marx and Marxist
criticism and their thought is threaded through this account, but of course, such
Marxist criticism has already undergone its inflections, re-inscriptions and re-

in
workings, which are also addressed this chapter.
The focus on Clark's 'Preliminaries... ' article is two-fold. First, the appearance
in
discipline
in
his
Screen
the,
of art
moment
significant
marks
a
of
writing
history in Britain, when it might be said the existing disciplinary protocols were
in
intervention
Second,
the particular trajectory of
the
an
marks
article
undone.
Screen, away from a studied approach to representations as empirical entities
intensified
towards
theoretical
an
social
relations,
reflecting or articulating
discipline able to demonstrate the extent to which signifying practices produce
meaning and the sense in which subjects relate to the social world. This
'
into
focus
'Preliminaries...
the
the
article
an interventionist
of
sharpened
its
'avant-garde' project, with
thejournal
traits
and
of
polemic against certain
in
latter
from
Screen
articles
support,
provoking
a
other
well-chosen quotes
response and subsequentriposte from Clark. All of this manoeuvring indicates
the extent to which artworks were the subject and substanceof critical debate
12
interstices
interpretation
Marx.
of
of
within the

Clark had alreadymadehis'Casefor a renewalof the greattradition of the social
history of art with his article, 'The Conditions of Artistic Creation', published in

incommensurabilityof the alwayscoming and spacing,as the instituting and at the very same
time undoing of its singularityby its dispersalat the very momentof its trace.
12The actualform of the debatein 1980wasa seriesof Screenarticlesbeginningwith
'Preliminaries' Volume 21:1:1841, respondedto by PeterWollen, 'Manet: Modemismand
Avant-garde',Screen2l:2, Summer(1980): 15-25,incidentally 'billed' on the front cover,
provocatively as 'Modernism Defended';followed by a responsefrom Clark tuckedaway this
time as 'A note in reply to PeterWollen', Screen21:3 (1980) 97-100.The debateherewas
betweenopposedpositionson the interpretationof Marx's conceptof contradiction.Broadly,
Wollen takesClark to task for not giving avant-gardismits due for expressingthe
'contradictions' of social life undercapitalism,whilst Clark is of the view that it is preciselythis
lure of 'contradiction' that obscuresreal conditionsof existence.Later, CharlesHarrison,
Michael Baldwin and Mel Ramsdenof Art & Languagecriticise both for not fully graspingthe
significanceof Marx's concept,C. Harrison,M. Baldwin and M. Ramsden,"Manet's Olympia
and Contradiction"Block, no.5 (1981)." To be drawn into this now would be a diversion,but I do
note a similarity betweenthe Wollen-Clark debateand Derrida's own issue,which runs as a
threadthroughSpectersofMarx, with Marx himself concerningthe 'spectral' which Derrida
suggests,Marx continually seeksto suppressin favour of 'the real'.
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13
he argued for the re-focussing
in
Times
Literary
Supplement
1974
the
where
,
of the discipline on the relationship of works of art to the 'ideological materials'
with which and upon which they work. He had put this into practice with his
books, The Absolute Bourgeois: Artists and Politics in France 1848-1851 and
Image of the People: Gustave Courbet and the 1848 Revolution. 14He had argued
against an oversimplified Marxist analysis of art,

I believe that accessto ideology is always incomplete- and it is the
lack of finish that counts,in our explanationof artistic production.The
notion of the 'representative'artist, who gives us a completedepiction
of the 'possible consciousness'of a class -a notion dear to a certain
brand of Marxist history - seemsto me a figment. (It's their constant
awarenessof these facts that makes Walter Benjamin's work on
Baudelaire or Sartre's Consciencede Classe chez Flaubert so much
5
more useful than most of their 'scientific' opponents.)'

But also againsta merelydiversified art history with the socialhistory of art,
"taking its place alongsidethe other varieties- formalist, 'modernist', subFreudian,filmic, feminist, 'radical', all of them hot-foot in pursuit of the New."16
The article in Screenwas thus likely to be somethingof a polemic againstthe
trajectorythat thejournal was taking to forge a 'politics' of cultural production
and a receptionthat soughtthe inter-relationshipbetweenvarioustheoretical
perspectivesand 'radical' cultural practices,acrossa broad spectrumof 'cultural
formations' - film, television,photography,fine art, in order to (re) establisha
politically engagedpracticeof criticism supportiveof historical and
contemporarycritical practices.
If this was a litany of 'isms' in hot-pursuitof the new, it neverthelessbrought to
the attentionof its readershipa rangeof debatesabout art and literaturefrom
13Clark, T. J., 'The Conditions
of Artistic Creation', Times Literary Supplement, 24-05 (1974),
561-2.
14Clark, T. J., The Absolute Bourgeois: Art
and Politics in France 1848-1851 (London: Thames
and Hudson, 1973); Clark, T. J.,The Image ofthe People, Gustave Courbet and the 1848
Revolution (London: Thames and Hudson, 1973)
" Clark, T. J.,'The Conditions
of Artistic Creation', 561-2.
16Ibid., 561-2.
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Russiain the twenties and Germanyin the thirties, and enabledsomeart
historiansto feel part of a radical groundswellof critical, politically engaged
debateagainstwhat were perceivedasthe traditional orthodoxies,weakened
justify
discipline,
to
the
sufficient
social critique and abstractedaestheticismof
the term 'The New Art History'. The introduction to a book which collected
togetherexamplesof thesenew perspectivesneatly summarisesthe situation,
"for the first time sincethe thirties, intellectualswere promiseda role in British
17
it
instead
"
culture
of merely enduring while they awaitedthe revolution.
Clark's work hasbeenconcernedwith the attemptsof art to respondto the
conditionsof modernity.Theseconditions,put simply by HermanRapaport,
commentingupon Clark's readings,were of a changinglife-world that "is never
18
,
in
itself
be
WhereRapaportis speakingin
to
thing
enough
stable
seenasa
.
generalphilosophicaltermsof an epistemicshift characterising'modernity',
Clark, articulatesit more preciselyin historical terms in the 'Manet' book,
What is visible in modem life, in other words, is not characterbut class,
And yet of coursethe culture presentedits own set of obstaclesto the
recognition of the fact, or to taking it seriously.In the caseof the artists
that concernus, the obstacletook the form of an ideology: the avantgarde appearsto have been persuadedby the view that modernity was
no longer characterizedby a system of classification and control but,
rather, by niixture, transgression,and ambiguity in the generalconduct
of life. It seemsto me that this was to mistake the real and important
margin of error in capitalistsociety for an overall looseningof ties...The
perfect heroesand heroinesof this myth of modernity were the petite
bourgeoisie.They appearedin many ways to have no classto speakof,
to be excludedfrom the bourgeoisieand the proletariat and yet to thrive
17This momentof possibility for the discipline was really capturedby the publication of Rees,A.
& Borzello, F.,TheNewArt History (London: CamdenPress,1986),wherethe positions in
pursuit of the 'new' notedby Clark, were first collectedwithin discipline-specificliterature. The
introduction to this volume, which seriouslyand by no meansuncritically tracesthe genesisof
the new perspectiveson the discipline, acknowledgesboth the influenceof T.J. Clark and the
debt the discipline owesto thoseart historical 'greats' referredto in Clark's 1974article as well
asthe impact and trajectoryof Screenamongstothers.SeeRees,A. L. and Borzello, F.,
introduction to TheNew Art History London, CamdenPress,1986pp. 1-10.For a personalised
insider accountof the internal debateswithin Screenin the latter half of the seventies,which
largely polarisedaroundthe steerof thejournal towardsLacanianpsycho-analysisand the
provenanceof thejournal vis-i-vis art-houseor popular Hollywood cinema,seeMcCabe,C.,
'Class of '68' in Tracking the Signiflier:theoretical essays:film, linguistics, literature
(Minneapolis:,University of MinnesotaPress,1985):1-32.
18Rapaport,H., 'Vulgarity, He Said:T.JClark's Modernism' New Formations44 Autumn
(2001): 163-164.
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on their lack of belonging.They were the shifters of class society, the
connoisseursof its edgesand wastelands.And thus they becamefor a
time the alter egos of the avant-garde dependedupon for a point of
...
insertion into modem life. I believe that sometimesin depicting them
the painters discovered the limits of and insufficiency of their own
ideology and in some sensedescribedthesepeople's belonging to the
19
classsystern.That only happenedoccasionally.

Clark's readingasa Marxist oneultimately critiquesthe artwork of 'modernity'
from the point of view of that which it addressesandto whom it gives address
andthat which it opensonto in termsofnecessityin the social or 'real conditions
ofexistence'. Theseconditionsareunderstoodin termsof social relations,and
not reductively economicones,premisedupon the conceptof class,which are
lived through the possibilitiesand limitations of ideologiesthat can nevertheless
be recognisedas suchandrenderedintelligible and contestable.The possibilities
and limitations of ideologiesare key elementsin Clark's finding a particular,
complicatingand 'middle' way betweena vulgar Marxist economic-base
analysisand an over-simplifying and,as such,over-ratingof the intrinsic weight
andpower of 'signifying practices',
It soundsright - it correspondsto normal usage to say that any social
order consists primarily of classifications. What else do we usually
mean by the word 'society' but a set of meansfor solidarity, distance,
belonging and exclusion? These things are needed pre-eminently to
enablethe productionof materiallife - to fix an order in which men and
women can make their living and have some confidencethat they will
continue to do so. Orders of this sort appear to be establishedmost
potently by representationor systemsof signs, and it does not seemto
me to trivialize the conceptof 'social formation' -or necessarilyto give
it an idealist as opposedto a materialist gloss to describe it as a
hierarchy of representations.That way one avoids the worst pitfalls of
vulgar Marxism, in particular the difficulties involved in claiming that
the baseof any social formation is somebrute facticity madeof sterner
and solider stuff than signs - for instance the stuff of economic
life Economic life - the 'economy', the economicrealm, sphere,level,
...
instance,or what haveyou - is in itself a realm of representations.How
else are we to characterizemoney,for instance,or the commodity form,
19Clark, T. J., The Painting
ofModern Life, Paris in the Art ofManet and hisfollowers
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or the wage contract?I believeit is possible to put this kind of stresson
representationand remain, as I want to, within the orbit of historical
materialism. Everything dependson how we picture the links between
any one set of representationsand the totality which Marx called 'social
practice'. In other words,the notion of social activity outlined so far can
be sustainedonly if we simultaneouslyrecognize that the world of
representationsdoes not fall out neatly into watertight sets or systems
or 'signifying practices'. Society is a battlefield of representations,on
which the limits and coherenceof any given set are constantly being
fought for and regularly spoilt. Thus it makes sense to say that
representationsare continually subjectto the test of a reality more basic
than themselves- the test of social practice. Social practice is that
complexitywhich always outruns the constraintsofa given discourse,it
is the overlap and interfierence of representations; it is their
rearrangementin use; it is the test which consolidatesor disintegrates
our categories,which makes or unmakesa concept, which blurs the
edge of a particular language game and makes it difficult (though
possible)to distinguishbetweena mistakeand a metaphor...it too-social
practice itself-is analyzable, at least in its overall structures and
20
,,
tendencies.

For Clark, classand ideology are centralconceptualtools, which give shapenot
but to
only to the relationshipbetweensocialpracticeand its representations,
socialpracticeitself With referenceto the termsby which he describes'social
practice', asthat which outrunsany discourse,asthat which constitutesand deconstitutesrepresentations,
on what basiscan socialpracticebe understoodas
both more 'real' than representationsand a socialtotality, asopposedto social
practiceas a mobile, fluid, contingentsetof discursiveinter-relations?How does
socialpracticeeffect andbe the condition of possibility for representationsand
concepts,other than by a hypostasisof more concepts?Classand ideology have
to be primary concepts,evenas Clark goessomeway to sayingthat they are not.
They are fundamental,whilst adaptablein their rangeand scopein accordance
with the changingcircumstancesof socialrelationsundercapitalism,and have
an ontological privilege over other conceptualappropriations.This is why for
Clark, along with the Situationists,the 'society of spectacle',asthe key concept
throughwhich to understandthe conditionsof existenceof modernityunder
20Ibid.,
p. 6.
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This concept,coupledwith the role of Situationismin relation to Clark's work,
into
the very
to
theorise
the
extentof capitalism'spenetration
was a means
intersticesof everydaylife, public andprivate, work, family and leisure,such
that 'lived reality' becamemore andmore actualisedthroughthe 'appearance'of
a reality brought aboutby capitalism's increasingself-productionwithout end;
its manufactureof the very time and spacethroughwhich reality was
experienced,crystallizedthroughthe 'image'. In Clark's view, this condition of
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demandstheir re-invigoration. In this sense,for Clark, any theory where the
is
starting point and endpoint the exigenciesof capitalist fragmentationat the
level of the fragmentandthe shifting, constitutiveor de-constitutiveoperationof
signsand meaningis vulnerableto being symptomaticofcapitalism rather than a
critique of it. But this is to 'measure''modernism' in accordancewith the
possiblerevelationor productionof, in the senseof a genesisand teleological
path to, 'things asthey really are' andthe 'truth' of history under the aegis of
'class' and,in Clark's terms, 'social practice'.
The argumentof this chapteris that to considerthe relationshipsbetweenhistory
andthe political and art and the artwork asone in which, the historical and the
political arepre-givenand outsideof the artwork or asa ground;the historical
andthe political asthat to which the artwork gives addressas a history already
thereand 'resumed' or 'revealed' in the artwork, ultimately dependsupon a
presumedor founding 'Idea' of history. Bound up with this is the questionof the
truth of history, asrevealedand in the caseof Manet's Olympia,with its veiling
21The conceptwasdevelopedprimarily by Guy Debord and formulatedin his book TheSociety
ofSpectacle.SeeDebord,G., TheSocietyofSpectacle(London: RebelPress,Aim Publications,
1985),passirn.
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or unveiling of truth in the figure of the (classed) woman; thus repeating a
metaphysical and 'mythic' idea of truth.

Whetherin termsof the artist's work in the work or its reception,within sucha
model, the considerationof the work ashistorical dependson a division between
the subjectandobject of history, the interactionof which drives the unfolding of
'history' towardsits telos or end in 'truth'. This, to put it bluntly and for the
momentrisk beggingmore nuancedquestions,is to put the politics before the art
ratherthan seethe inter-relation differently; not art asan effect of politics or
politics asan effect of the art which runs all the risks of the aestheticisationof
politics, but what Librett calls, speakingaboutNancy, an "agnosticismin
aestheticsandpolitics". This perhapsawkwardterrn, refersto the 're-treating' of
the political andthe aestheticthat I havealreadyreferredto above,(seen8 page
8 of this text).The nub of the matter for Nancy of the oppositionbetween
absolutisation.
andrelativisationis at the heartof the vexedquestionof the
22
between
aestheticsandpolitics.
relation
Nancy, in broachingthe fragmentationof the aesthetic(without 'end term') and
the politics of non-selfsufficiency (without thepre-emptive'subject' of the
22 Librett

elaborates,"For Nancy, then,it can no longerbe fundamentallya question,as it still
was- at leastmanifestly- for Walter Benjamin in 'The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction'of a choicebetween(right-wing) "aestheticization''and (leftist) "politicization" as
termswhosevalueswe could somehowcomparewith eachother to figure out which we valued
most or which was most importantor, rather,all-important,absolutelydesirable'in the last
instance'.In Nancy's text, this choice no longer appearspossiblebecauseaestheticsand politics
no longer appearaseither local or absolutevaluesin themselves.Rather,both aestheticsand
politics are internally structuredas the impossibledialectical oscillation betweenthe
absolutizationof value and its relativization.
The choice,in sum, within both aestheticsand politics is the choicebetweenthe perpetuationof
this dialectical oscillation of absolutizationand relativization (under the doniination of the
absolutizationof the relative), on the one hand,and its deconstructive,liminal interruption, on
the otherhand.That is, on the one hand,thereis the dialectical mirror-play betweenthe
absolutizationof the relative (the designationof someparticular relative term or termsas
adequatepresentationof the absolute)and its dialectical opposite,the relativization of the
absolute(in the senseof aftnite or relative relativization). This dialecticalopposite,the
relativization of the absoluteis itself, however,merely one exampleof what it opposes,the
absolutizationof the relative, becauseit alwaysrelativizesin termsof someabsolutepoint of
referencein turn, for example,by reducingreligion to psychologyor history, by reducing
psychologyto history or history to psychology,by reducingepistemologyto aestheticsor
rhetoric, by reducingaestheticsto politics or the reverse,and so on and so forth. On the other
hand,marginally outsideof this dialectic, on and as the border betweenits two terms,thereis
Telativization'as such', absoluterelativization (or infinite finitization), which doesnot conclude
by arriving at any (relative) term, including the nihilistic term of a given, total absenceof value
or total presenceof pure desire." Librett, J., 'Translator's Foreword' in Nancy J-L., TheSenseof
the Morld, p. xxv.
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political, whetherit be understoodasthe classed,gendered,racialiseýor
sexualizedsubject),affirms the 'absolutizingrelativization', suchthat thereis no
'end' to this project inasmuchasthe absolutizationofrelativization also belongs
within the dialecticit interruptsasthe border where eachterm is 'transformed
into its other'.23
But preciselybecauseof this, aestheticsandpolitics, andhow they relate to an
emancipatoryproject, canbe thoughtotherwise.To re-cap,the political 'subject'
and the aesthetichaveto be thought fundamentallydifferently. It is still a matter
of distinguishingbetween'real conditionsof existence'and imagein the 'society
of spectacle',but Nancy is taking anothertack and startingpoint. The 'real
conditionsof existence'are fragmentationwith spectacleastheir
representational'disguise'. What mattersis the're-cognition' of fragmentationas
the absoluterelativization of the being-with, not the searchfor the presumed
'common bond', be it class,gender,raceor sexualorientation, which art might
somehowgive shapeto. From Clark's position this might give rise to scepticism
that sucha 're-treating' of the contemporarypolitical is prey to the symptomsof
modernityratherthan capableof a critical position towardsit. I speculatehere,
but this is Clark from the Manet book:
[M]odemist painting acceptedand reworked a myth of modernity in
...
which the modem equalledthe marginal. Shifting and uncertainty were
thus taken to be the truth of city life and of perception, the one
guaranteeingthe other. I have spent my time trying to suggest the
strengthsand limitations of this belief, and have put more stressthan is
usualon the latter. In particular I have argued...that this painting did not
find a way to picture class adequately;though adequatelyhere should
not be understoodto mean simply or unequivocally. It was not able to
devise an iconographyof modem life, one capableof being sustained
and developedby succeedinggenerations.That failure derivesaboveall
I think, from its mistaken senseof what class was and how it showed
itself, its belief that the founding categoriesof social experiencecould
only appear- or could only be represented- as an absolutepresenceon
the other side of codes and conventions,or as a glimpse, a flickering
into visibility, itself part of the generalelusiveness that senseof class
...
23

Ibid., xxvi.
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just outlined is basic to bourgeois ideology and [that] a contrary
imagerywould haveto be basedon someform of identification with the
interests and values of other classesin capitalist society if certain
...
bourgeoisartists now wish to succeedthe modernistframe of reference,
this will involve them in discoveringwhat remainsof modernismmight
24
still be usedto representthe point of view of the proletariat.

Is Nancy's retreating of the contemporary an 'acceptance' in Clark's terms?

What might the representationof the point of view of the proletariat (have)come
to mean?
In sum,Nancy is sayingwe work with this existenceandpoliticise that by way
of re-treating as opposed to a 'retreat of' or mouming of the political; the politics
of memory versus the memory of politics.

It is a fine line, andI myself facethe difficulty of re-readinga Marxist position
that was enormouslyinfluential on my own practiceas a thinker about,reader
and historian of art. Having setout at somelength the contextof my approachto
Clark's texts, I am consciousof a certainleap I havemadefrom Clark's position
as I am characterisingit, to a deconstructiveone, but it is necessaryto return to a
closercritical expositionof the political contextof Clark's 'Preliminaries...'
article in order to understandhow that deconstructiveturn cameto matter in the
considerationof art andpolitics andwhat, for the want of a betterword, its
antecedentswere. What was it that was settingthe scenefor receptivity towards
the 'positions' of Derrida andNancy9
Intelligibility,

mimesis and Marxist reading

I want fiTst of all to characterise a Marxist reading of art, which persists
throughout subsequentdebateswithin the parameters of Marxists' positions on
art, as one that is driven by the question of intelligibility.

Such a reading

necessarily wants to render intelligible the specificity of products of art, as
'human sensuousactivity' within an account for their historical determination
and the nature and extent of their determining effects.
24Clark, T. J., ThePainting ofModern Life, 259-260.
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The approach, I suggest, requires teleology of intelligibility

and, for the most

in
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Gconsumption'. 25

The classic Marxist model for this intelligibility is the base-superstructure
distinction. The intelligibility of a work of art is ultimately derivable from the
material conditions of the economic base; the actual relations, already existing,
among which the economic relations are ultimately the decisive ones. This
model was fundamental for understanding the relationship between economically
based social relations of production and culture; formations and symbolic
systems; i. e. those areas associatedwith 'ideas'. The superstructure was the
realm which, according to Marx, consisted of "the legal, political, aesthetic or
philosophic - in short, ideological forms in which'men become conscious of this
conflict [between the means of production and social relations of production]
26
it
fight
tý
OUt. The superstructure thus consisted of forms of social
and
consciousness or 'appearances', which was causally linked to the economic base
and, through which, men and women perceived the realm of social relations.
This model, I argue, is a mimetic one, inasmuch as art either equates to the
'ideological', or by some means, relates to the real, ('things as they really are');
in Marxist terms, the 'real', as the underlying forces and relations which
structure human interaction on the basis of material conditions. Even in respect
of those positions within Marxism which seek to re-think the base-superstructure
distinction and argue the case for the relative autonomy of art, such a basis for
reading has to remain metaphysical and sustain a Platonic mimetic division,
25Adapted from Macherey, P. & Balibar, E., 'Literature
as an ideological form: Some Marxists
Propositions', Oxford Literary Review, 3.1 (1978): 4.
26Marx, Karl, 'Preface to A contribution to the
in
859)'
Marx,
economy(l
critique ofpolitical
Karl., and Engels, Frederick., Selected Works Volume One (Moscow: Progress Publishers,
1983): 504
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between
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division
logic
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the
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which operates under
the 'appearance, or the 'intelligible' and the 'sensible', inasmuch as a causal
link has to be maintained between the 'appearance'-as-material of the work and

the 'ideology' or indeedthe ...ideological/real'struggle"to which the text refers.
This follows whether the reading is operating at the level of the generality of the
level
'society',
'art'
the
of signification and the material
or at
concepts of
and
'marks' that constitute the work. I question such an approach on the basis of
intelligibility

dualism,
its
as a reading, which seeks
subject/object
and
required

to incorporate its 'object' under its logic. This is also the logic, as suggested
history.
'presumed'
teleological
or
above, of

The philosopherJohn Sallis has succinctlyset out someof the key issuesI
intelligible
hasalways governed
following
Plato,
He
the
that
address. suggests
the sensible.This hasalwaysbeena problem in that the 'intelligible' itself has
alwaysbeena 'figure'; in that sense,alreadya representation.
figure constitutive of metaphysics is the distinction, the
the
...
hierarchicalopposition,betweenthe intelligible and the sensible There
...
is in turn, an extendedchain of oppositionslinked to this opposition
(universal/particular,form/matteretc) in a linkage that is quite complex
and not readily reducible to a difference merely betweenprimary and
secondary or fundamental and derived. For the very sense of
fundamentalis at stakein theseoppositions.As also is the very senseof
27
concept,of figure, indeedof senseitse E

Suggested here is the very problem at the heart of philosophy, also at the heart of
Marxist reading, which cannot be overcome by any kind of mere inversion of
terms, whether that inversion is, as per Marxism, the material over the ideal,
objective conditions over subject-centred reason, etc. The very idea of meaning,
has always involved a 'model', a type, within which the 'idea' has taken on an
how
Given
insistence
intelligible
the
the
a
model,
as
appearance.
paradoxical
of
does one interpret the sensible as "a new kind of interpretation capable of
27Sallis, J., 'Double Truths: Interview with John Sallis', Pasanen,0., Man and World, 30 (1997):
108

42

avoiding all the traps that would merely lead back to the old distinction in some
28
91
new guise?

Marxist reading and "Screen"
In order to consider this problem of intelligibility in terms of a particular
historical conjuncture in the seventies and eighties in Britain, it is important to
both set the tone of that historical moment and articulate something of the
historical context and ferment of debate within, out of, beyond Marxism, which
in
by
typified
turns
the 'position' of Screen. 'Preliminaries... '
the
was
shifts and
has emerged, for me, as existing at the turning point of this ferment, seeking as it
did to defend in an almost 'last redoubt' sense,a relation between art and
politics, which continued to rely upon notions of agency and class-based signs
and meanings, defending such agency, from an encroaching disquiet and a turn
towards ideas of identity that were less presumptively 'visible' and predetermined. These latter notions of identity or agency were more the outcome of
'invisible' and less 'stable' unconscious processesof interpellation through
signification and psychic process understood as operating like a language.

This conjuncturesaw a remarkableset of crosscurrentsappearingwithin
contemporaryintellectual life andthe academy,which brought togethera
interweave
powerful
of radical critical theorisationsof culture, at a time when
the political right was building its popularand statehegemony.Perry Anderson
29
"a
in
flow".
As he suggests,whilst an
refersto this as culture contra
authoritarianpopulism establisheditself outside,inside,"[the Right's] attemptat
a Gleichschaltungof the academytendedto raiseup the very adversariesit
soughtto stampout, evenas its drive to imposethe valuesof the counting house
30
forward
and constabularyon societyswept
elsewhere.,, The termsby which
this might be considereda culture in contraflow remain somewhattenuousin
Anderson'saccount.He links this leftwardsshift in the academyto "the turmoil
of the late sixties and early seventies[which] threw up in its turn its own
28

Ibid., : 108

29Anderson, P., 'A Culture in Contra flow', English Questions (London: Verso, 1992), 192-301.
30Ibid., 200.
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became
form
the critical
of
expression
political generation, whose characteristic
journal, generally produced on the edgesof the academy and against it",
connected with, "... a buoyant press of counter-cultural leisure born from the
3199
same moment ... and
finally, overlapping from the late seventiesonwards,there emerged
...
feminism, which, unlike its counterpart in the U.S.A, was always
predominantly a movement of the left in Britain. In the neoconservativeeighties, its persistent dynamic helped to ensure that a
radical public spheredid not lose ground even in a time of deepening
32
political reaction.

But what Anderson'saccounttendsto miss, in line with his generaloverview,
arethe debateswithin the 'left' concerningpreciselyjust how andhow far the
critical culture of the academyconnectedwith a wider senseof the political and
the public sphere.
Arguably, it was through feminism, which Anderson, somewhat briefly,
acknowledges, that this debate between the 'inside' of the academy and the
sphere of the political 'outside' was most demonstrable and in particular
sharpenedthe divide between what Anderson alludes to as, "one a movement
towards the social, or the democracy of significations, the other a shift towards
the metaphysical, or the instability of significations"33 in relation to the critical
project of, as Anderson has it, "reconnecting the symbolic processes and
in
life
to the unfinished political struggle for
of
subjectivity
shapings
social
equality and emancipation.9,34

I am not acceptingAnderson'sdivision between'the social' and the
'metaphysical'here,as,in termsof the argumentsuggestedabove,the social is
just ascapableof being metaphysicalin the connectionmadebetween'symbolic
processes'andthe politically emancipatoryproject of democracy.However,his
remarksdo point to the political struggleover the 'site' of meaning,which took
31

Ibid., 196
32
Ibid., 196
33
Ibid., 242
34
Ibid., 242
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between
the
the
representation
problem
abiding
academy, as well as
place within
or signification,

the subject and the social, which so marks T. J. Clark's

intervention. It is salutary that neither Anderson nor Clarkfully

draws upon these

debates within feminism, as somehow paradigmatic of this cultural debate at the
35
time.

What the feminist debatesopenedup was the point at which, andmeansby
which, onerendered'class', 'gendered'or 'racialised' positions 'intelligible'.
They did this by explodingthe tensionsbetween'democracy' and 'instability' of
significations,'visibility' and 'invisibility' of genderedsubjects,'central' and
4marginal'tenets,'naturalised' and 'socio-cultural' positions;the social and
into
brought
At
time,
theoretical
the
perspectives
same
metaphysicalas such.
3,5Anderson mentions feminism once, and he singularly fails to refer to some of the seminal
feminist interventions into those critical journals he deems so important in establishing the very
culture in contra flow he upholds, such as Laura Mulvey's 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema', Screen, 16.3 Autumn(1975),: 6-18, reprinted in Mulvey, L., Visual and Other Pleasures
(London: Macmillan 1989): 14-26, the argument of which, analysing cinema from the point of
view of its structural incorporation of 'masculine' (from Freud) scocophilia and voyeurisni,
became seminal in debates concerning precisely the relationship between "symbolic processes
and shapings of subjectivity in social life" to which Andersen alludes. Reference to this article
and its influence was also a significant omission from Clark's work. However, Clark
acknowledged the criticism of his book, The Painting ofModern Life, which came from
feminism in the Preface to the revised edition of the book, published in 1999. His
acknowledgement is a serious one. "More substantively, I agree that the problem of modernity's
eternal revolution around the figure of 'Woman' is not explored enough in the book. How to do
so without questions of gender in practice displacing questions of class remains an issue for me,
and for the feminist work I admire ...I believe we agree that the problem is not solved by constant
evocation of class in the abstractý as a horizon or matrix of symbolic reproduction, without the
invocation leading to specific descriptions of class's constraining and enabling force. For all
kinds of reasons, the latter is hard to do. Roland Barthes's phrases still ring in our ears: "'The
bourgeoisie is defined as the social class which does not wish to be named. 'Bourgeois', petitbourgeois', 'capitalism', 'proletariat', are the locus of an unceasing haemorrhage: meaning flows
out of them until their very name becomes unnecessary,"' ('Capitalism' has lately become the
exception to Barthes's rule, but that is because capitalism is for the moment triumphant, and
thinks that singing its own praises is the best way of making the other terms -c continuing gross
facts of privilege and powerlessness - disappear.) Class is still the category, that is to say, most
systematically muted or deleted in our understanding of human relations. Which is not to say that
gender gets any better treatment overall. In its case, the regime of invisibility gives way to other,
half-truths,
forms
to
to ever new
endless
rehashing
of
stale
violence
cruder
of representational
feats of freezing and hypertrophy. Working on class and gender, I am therefore convinced, will
not get far without fresh attempts to think of the two sets of terms as always overlapping and
interfering - as revealing one another's false colours. That is why Marxism and feminism go on
being uneasy (in the light of history, justifiably suspicious) allies. " Clark, T. J., 'Preface to the
revised edition', The Painting ofModern Life: Paris in the Art ofManet and hisfollowers,
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1999), xxix. This gets Clark off the hook in some respects, but at
the same time demonstrates his avoidance of those debates within feminism which took to task
both the categories of 'woman' and 'class', as they were assumed to be or might become in
accordance with a 'teleology', and went some way towards those specific descriptions of the
constraining and enabling force of class/gender ascriptions.
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tensionwith eachother in this debateeachhad their own limits inasmuchasthey
were, somemore readily than others,caughtup in a politics of 'identity' andthe
valencyof 'intelligibility' and a certaingivenessor finitenessof identity which
sucha politics subtends.Thus I am not proposinga feminist argumentas a
counterto Clark or indeedany other of the perspectiveshe lists in his litany in
the 1974article. But the feminist debatesand indeedClark's responseto them in
the Manet book did demonstratewhat the problemswere at that historical
conjuncture.They highlighted that tensionbetweenthe argumentfor a
collectively focussedpolitics to counterthe oppressivereshapingof social life by
'free market' individualism andtrenchantconservatism(to counterthe
systematicmuting anddeletingof social categories,asin Clark's -argument)
whilst at the sametime argumentswere coming from various quartersaboutthe
breakup of traditional authority structuresand social units and thosebinding
'meta-narratives'of historical progressand a philosophicalquestioningand
displacementof the 'subject' asthe determiningcentreof meaningand history.
As part of this, the institutions of culture were a site for theory and critique of the
subjectasuniversalandtotalising and a site for the articulation of an emergent
refiguring of the political in identity politics. Hencethe particularity of the
conjunctureand its paradox,on the onehandun-grounding'the subject' and,on
the other,contestingthe groundaskingwhoseidentity, whosesubjectivity was at
stakehere;the paradoxof an un-grounded,non-universalisingsubject
instantiating'fragments' of subject-identitypositions.36This was markedby the
division, which emergedwithin feminism betweena politics premisedupon
visibility and onepremisedupon discursivity. On the one handthereis the
political figuration of the 'visibility' of subjectpositions as a force within a
36Jeffrey S. Librett in his foreword to Jean-LucNancy's Senseof the World
points to the analogy
betweenthis paradoxand that of the "autonomouswork of arf' after Romanticism,whereby
fragmentationbecomesits own 'absolute' instantiating'whole' fragments,eachin their own
completenessand 'finish'. Librett quotesNancy, "Disruption transformsitself ..into the gathering
of itself into itself of the brokenpiece.The latter convertsits finitude - its interruption,noncompletion,and in-finitude - into finish. In this finish, dispersionand fracture absolutizetheir
erratic contingency:they absolvethemselvesof their fractal character." 'Art, a fragment' Nancy,
J-L., TheSenseof the World, 124-125,and makesthe analogythus: "An analogueof the
autonomousartwork...would be the given cultural identity seenas a product of the given,
collective cultural subject.Wheremulticulturalism imposesitself as an absolutevalue, it
demandsrelativizationof values(and their subjects)but in identity politics this relativization
stopsat the level of given cultural groups,whosevaluesare then supposedto count as absolute."
Librett, J.S., 'Translator'sForeword' in TheSenseof the World p. xvii and note 9,170.
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socialproject of resistance,underwhat might be termedthe model of the power
of oppressionand a counter-movementto challengeit and a politics of 'women'how women arerepresentedandmediatedas a 'category' within society,its
structures,institutions and cultural formationsand yet can act asagentsof social
On the other hand,thereis a
changeand challengeto theserepresentations.
instability
involves
'difference'
the
the
of
recognition
of the
politics of
which
termsof identity itself, suchasthe term 'woman' and recastingthe political at
the level of the discursiveandsignification and the relation betweenpsychic and
socialpower structuresand force fields brought aboutby language,suchthat the
very termsunderwhich the 'political' might be addressedarenot given in
in
inherently
terms
the
an
advanceof
contingencyof such
unstablenetwork of
languagerelations.
37
'oppression
The
and counter-movement model seeks to totalise by drawing
together differing spacesand sites of oppression as representative of the
overarching power relations of capitalism, rendering them visible and
contestable, whilst the alternative view calls this model into question for its
deployment of an assumed and pre-given categorisation of subjects, social
relations and presumed conceptualisations of the spacesand levels in which
its
counter-movement take place.
power relations cohere and oppression and
According to this alternative view, power and power relations are never as stable
and assumedwithin institutional spacesas the model of oppression and countermovement suggests.It is through their articulation, as dispersed in and across
various discourses that exclusionary practices and formative differences and
discriminations occur. If the principle is to resist exclusionary practices, to make
visible and vivify oppression and its contestation, then a political discourse to
this effect cannot take any of its analytical categories for granted, and its politics
cannot be programmed in advance of this opennessto the question of the
contingency of subject positions and power relations. It is upon this principle of
contingency that both the contestation of oppressive power relations and a
politics open to difference can be based. Counter-assertions with regard to
Gconcretematerial reality' against the privileging of 'language' or discourse
37This 'model' was suggestedvia Coole, D 'Feminism Without Nostalgia' in Radical
Philosophy83 (1997) 17-24
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were contestable insofar as this very concrete material reality, and the terms of
its political theorisation and politicisation, was in turn a signification, which in
boundaries
force,
descriptive
and
produced
necessarily
assuming a
and empirical
38
beyond
limits,

exclusions and remainders, which were put

question.

In broad terms, these were, or were going to be, the stakes of the contemporary
itself
forefront
debate
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of criticism as
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journal
Already
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the
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understand
political practice.
disciplines of film studies, literary theory, cultural studies and art history as
between
forms
'structural'
the
relationship
of
under
premise
relational
a general
kinds
ideology
in
as
of 'signifying practice' rather
of representation culture and
than discrete 'disciplines', with all these entail in terms of disciplinary protocols
and inclusive histories; and, as part of this, an argument held that such forms,
whilst embedded in history and in the social, had their own effectivity at the level
of signification. The influence at that time was predominantly Althusser's
Marxism, but it would not be long before the psychoanalytic element in
Althusser gained greater force, and language would be looked to not only for its
effects in 'constructing' identities in a field of relations, but also for its effects in
destabilising identities in a field of perpetual potential difference.

Clark's text comes at a moment in the political critical project of Screen. Oneof
the key positions for Screen, in the debateswithin British Marxism, was its
particular emphasis upon the ideology of 'form' as signiji'cation. This involves
how form, as signification, produces meaning, and is not a mere vehicle for
meaning. Throughout the seventies, this position was increasingly allied to
Althusserian and Lacanian notions of how signifying practices and the symbolic
contributed to the reproduction of the dominant order through the interpellation
39
in
detail
below)
discuss
Hence, critical in this
(as
I
more
ofsubjectivities
.
debate was the extent to which 'founding' Marxist concepts of class, class

38 See Butler, Judith.Bodies ThatMatter: On
the discursivelimits ofSex. (London: Routledge,
1993)
39The concept of interpellation is found in Althusser, L., 'Ideology and Ideological State
Apparatuses' in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. B Brewster, (London and New
York: New Left Books, 1971)
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and ideology were re-thoughtby Althusser,but then more
consciousness
radically put into questionby so-termedstructuralistandpoststructuralist
theorisationsof the relationshipbetweenstructure,sign and subjectandhow that
is extrapolatedby way of signifying practices.
There is a history, a genealogy, to this moment that must be sketched here. These
questions were debated within the context of a British appropriation of Western
Marxism, and a further re-evaluation of the relationship between cultural forms
and politics after the insurgencies of 1968. 'Post-I 968' brought about a reinvigoration as well as a problematising of Marxist concepts.

Whilst 'WesternMarxism' asa broadterm includessignificant divergencesin
thought,it neverthelessidentifies a major reconfigurationand formal shifting of
the fundamentalsof Marxist thinking, which had beenpolitically mobilised in
the revolutionarysituationsin Europeemergentfrom the First World War.
Wherethoserevolutionaryupheavalssoughtthe concreterealisationof Marx's
theory (the praxis) of the logic of capitalistdevelopmentin the overthrowof
capitalismby proletarianrevolution; the ensuingfailure of international
revolutionarysocialism,the rise of fascism,the consolidationof communism
underStalinism in the Sovietbloc, the further entrenchmentof capitalismunder
the guiseof democracyin the West all called for a reconsiderationof Marxism.
In thoseWesternstateswherethe logic of capitalist developmentappearedto
havetaken a turn not theorisedin Marx the position of economicdeterminism,
40
inadequate.
and especiallyeconomicreductionism,was
The fundamental shift, which took place within Western Marxism, was towards
the role that the superstructures played in determining the persistence of
capitalist social relations and in effecting class-consciousness.Allied to this was
the question of method and a reconsideration of the philosophical basis of
Marxism. Out of this emerged some major innovations in Marxist thought.
Antonio Gramsci's concept of hegemony explained the mechanism by which a
ruling class obtained popular consent by way of the ensemble of ideologies,
40This history is exploredin the work, amongst
others,of Perry Andersonin the 1970s,See
Andersen,P., Considerationsof WesternMarxism (London: New Left Books, 1976).
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transmitted through cultural institutions with the support and agency of
intellectuals. Resistance to dominant ideology had to be considered in tenns of a
'war of position' to secure hegemonic status.

Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuseof the Frankfurt Schoolchallengedthe
Marxist view of historical progressandthe developmentof the forcesof
productionas a progressiveemancipationof humansociety.Capitalism's
scientific andtechnologicaladvancesbroughtwith them further social and
41
'the
psychicrepressionof
masses. Freud's thoughtwas significant here,most
explicitly in Marcuse.The 'abundance'of capitalism,including the
commercialisationand industrialisationof culture within classsociety,produced
particular forms of 'surplus repression'(Marcuse).Wherethe technological
developmentof advancedcapital offeredthe potential for libidinal emancipation,
actualhistory producedthe inverseof this through the repressivede-sublimation
by commercialisedgratification, including the incorporationandneutralisation
of critical artistic impulses.The 'abundance'of capital enabledthe integrationof
the proletariatinto an order of 'massconformity' disabling its consciousness
of
itself asa separate,exploited class.42
This theme preoccupied Adomo, but he sought to re-think the criticality of art in
the context of mass commercialisation. This required a radical re-think of the
'disenchantment' of society in relation to the 'disenchantment' of art. For
Adomo, the rationalisation of society bore a supreme irony, whereby "[An]
abstraction, the tool of enlightenment, treats its objects, as does fate, the notion
43
,,
it
it liquidatesthem. Progressivedisenchantmenthas led to

of which rejects:
the power of instrumentalreasonover all aspectsof life and, asJay Bernstein
puts it, "...the stampingof the world by the instrumentis making it a mirror of

our subjectivity, making a world 'for us' [but], in becominga world 'for us' the
44
world becameno longer 'for us' at all andwe are no longer for ourselves" . In
the faceof this, the 'truth' of art is in the non-sublatablenegativedialectic of
41SeeAdorno, T., & Horkheimer,H., Dialectic ofEnlightenment.Trans.Cummings,J., (New
York: SeaburyPress,1972).
42Marcuse,H., OneDimensionalMan (Boston:BeaconBooks 1964)
43Adorno, T. & Horkbeimer,H., Dialectic ofEnlightenment, 13.
44Bernstein,J., 'The Death of SensuousParticulars:Adomo and Abstract Expressionism',
Radical Philosophy76 Mar/April (1996), 10.
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illusion andnon-illusion. In that senseit is unableto effect a symbolic
reconciliation and is strewn between mimetic expression and construction.

Adomo's use of illusion and non-illusion differs from a critique of the mimetic
as privileging an original presence and constituting a will to identity and
resemblance as representation and 'model' as installing the logos as truth. For
Adorno, mimesis is that which undermines the reification of thought in any
subject/object dualism. It harks back to a primordial reason and, in so doing,
demonstratesthat rationality has never been fully realised. It connects with
expression as the dissonant resistance to 'harmony', a resistance rooted in
suffering. In that sense,mimesis is the resistance to the ideological forgetting of
real pain, which is characteristic of an art of consolation or reconciliation. At the
same time, however, mimesis as expression has to be supplemented by
construction (spirit), but this supplementarity is a process that remains in
irresolvable tension.

This tension, socially and historically, is marked by, on one hand, the striving of
art to achieve self-sufficiency, to separateitself from the irrational rationality and
false reality of the laws of exchange, by pursuit of the technical laws of
autonomous art and, in so doing, offer hope for the future; on the other hand, the
failure of art to do so, is a mark of its imperfection.
produce self-identity

The 'failure'

(any sense of wholeness of 'it-self')

of art to

reveals the pain of

damaged life, through its dissonant features. As Michael Newman puts it, "in the
mode of illusion of art and specifically

in the modernist work, which turns

against its own illusoriness in a sublime self-destruction

which gestures towards
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it
the truth, that, as art, still lacks. It is this tension that Adorno knew was
always in danger of being overridden by the pressures of instrumental rationality

upon construction and the withering away of mimetic expression into the
mimesis of mythic imitation.

45Newman, M., 'Suffering from Reminiscences' in Postmodernism
and the Re-reading of
Modernity. (eds). Barker, F., Hulme, P. & Iversen, M.,, (Manchester: University of Manchester
Press, 1992):98
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However,as long asit remainsasaporetic,where the interdependentdistinction
betweensynthesisand dissociationcannotbe resolved,the work of art maintains
the negativedialectic as a site of resistanceto the mythic and 'magical' (re)
enchantmentofart. This is also the basisfor Adorno's objectionto what he read
asWalter Benjamin's undialecticalreadingof the technologiesof mass
mediationvis-A-vis 'autonomous'art. As Adorno puts it in his letter to Benjamin
in responseto Benjamin's, 'The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction',
I now find it disquieting that you now casually transfer the concept of
...
magical aura to the 'autonomous work of art' and flatly assign to the
latter a counter-revolutionary function. I need not assure you that I am
fully aware of the. magical element in the bourgeois work of art
(particularly

since I constantly attempt to expose the bourgeois

philosophy of idealism, which is associated with the concept of
aesthetic autonomy as mythical in the fullest sense). However, it seems
to me that the centre of the autonomous work of art does not itself

belong on the side of myth but is inherently dialectical; within itself it
...
juxtaposes the magical and the mark of freedorrL..Dialectical though
your essaymay be, it is not so in the caseof the autonomousart work
itself; it disregards an elementary experience which becomes more
evident to me every day in my own musical experience- that precisely
the uttermost consistency in the pursuit of the technical laws of
autonomousart changesthis art and insteadof renderingit into a taboo
or fetish, brings it closeto the stateof freedorn,of somethingthat canbe
consciouslyproduced and made...The reification of a great work of art
is not just loss, any more than the reif ication of the cinemais all loss. It
would be a bourgeoisreactionto negatethe reification of the cinemain
the nameof the ego, and it would border upon anarchismto revoke the
reification of a great work of art in the spirit of immediate usevalues...Both bear the stigmataof capitalism, both contain elementsof
change...Both are torn halvesof an integral freedom,to which however
they do not add up. It would be romantic to sacrifice one to the other,
either as the bourgeoisromanticism of the conservationof personality
and all that stuff .. or as the anarchisticromanticismof blind confidence
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in the spontaneouspower of the proletariat in the historical process-a
46
proletariatwhich is itself the product of bourgeoissociety."

I dwell on this connection between Adorno and Benjamin in relation to Clark,
becauseof their commitment to an immanent criticism, and the drawing upon the
Clark
by
for
the
the
sharesor
art,
which
social
potential
art, or
mediation of
desires. Adomo and Benjamin also demonstrate the struggle involved in the
immanent critique of art, to resist the passing of art into the (re)-enchantment of
the commodity form, or more exactly, in the case of Benjamin, to prize open that
hardened commodity and recognise its origin 'dialectically' as a dynamic
between a hidden past and an unknown future. The work of Adorno and
Benjamin is imbued with a certain melancholic imaginary, possibly more
positive in its terms of reference than that detectable in Clark, with his overriding premise of thefailure of modernity and a presaged memory of politics and
mourning of arL47

But this strandof Marxism had to standsideby side with, perhapsholding its
groundagainst,anotherbranchof Marxism. GramsciandAlthusserbeganto
hold sway in the burgeoningdiscipline of Cultural Studiesin the late seventies
hegemony
Gramsci's
Both
of
and Althusser'sconceptof
eighties.
concept
and
'interpellation' attestednot so much to the 'damagedlife' brought aboutby
by
but
to
the
which powergained consentand
operations
capitalism,
more subtle
evenconstructedidentities.

"Adomo, T., 'Letter to Walter BenjaminMarch, 1936' in Aestheticsand Politics. (eds).Bloch,
E., Lukacs,G., Brecht, B., Benjamin,W., Adorrio, T., trans.Taylor, R., afterwordby Jameson,
F., (London:New Left Books, 1979), 121-123.
471sometimeswonderif this is true evenof Benjamin in his most optimistic texts, which are
comingup to the front line of the enemy,but neverquite shakingoff the spirit of the 'last
redoubt'? Clark appearsto 'declare' this in the title of his book, publishedin 1999,which
reworksand reconfiguresa project, which he hassustainedover somethirty years,asFarewell to
an Idea. SeeClark, T.J., Farewell to an Idea: episodesin the history ofModernism. The impact
of the book seemsto derive significantly from the depthof Clark's engagementin the
inconsistenciesand limits of representations,
which are put to the testby, and almostexpose,
what Clark refersto in the Manet book as "a reality more basic than themselves"and "the test of
socialpractice", and comesup againin Farewell... as a (possibly) mournful glosson
modernism'sfailed possibilitiesto transformseeingbeyondcapitalism'senvisioning.This begs
the questionof what the 'reality more basic' and 'social practice' might bepresumedto be and
the extentto which art is that which n-dghtpresentthe 'Idea"'of 'the real'.
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Freudian and later Lacanian concepts were important for Althusser, - suggesting
how the social totality, and the place of the subject within it, could be considered
in ways other than those that Althusser took to be a misplaced humanism or
in
key
beginnings
Here
the understanding of
the
of
a
shift
empiricism.
were
structure and agency, which questioned the fundamental Marxist tenets of
ideology and consciousness.For Althusser, society is not an expressive totality,
but a structured ensemble of practices, which, including those classically thought
of as super-structural, are read as exercising relatively autonomous influence
upon the social formation as structures-in-dominance, in accordance with the
concept, borrowed from Freud, of over-determination. It is the mutual
interdependence and different permutations of contradiction between these
practices that brings about social formation and change with the positioning of
social subjects, not the conscious will of the subject. Ideology- like the
unconscious - is an immutable structure and practice within society. Wis the
structural and material articulation of the imaginary relationship of social
subjects to their real conditions of existence. Ideology works in all types of
society as a means of adapting men and women to their conditions of existence,
securing the reproduction of the relations of production. It does not operate at the
level of a 'false consciousness' but is, in a specific sense, 'profoundly
unconscious'. It is the way in which men and women experience their worlds, a
matter of the 'lived' relation between men and women and their world; that
which connects a 'real relation' with an imaginary or 'lived relation'. Ideology
is an inescapable, functional system of imaginary representations, by way of
concrete institutions and social practices, because all social structures are
necessarily opaque to those occupying places within them. Further to this,
utilising Lacan's concept of the subject's 'imaginary' identification of self, in the
4mirror stage', this functioning of ideology works through the interpellation of
the subject as subject. Ideology 'constitutes' concrete individuals as subjects;
analogous to Freud's 'unconscious' as 'initiated' by the objective structure of the
family. 48The rapprochement with Freud and Lacan enables Althusser to link

48Althusser, L., 'Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses' in Lenin
and Philosophy and
Other Essays, trans. B Brewster, Lenin and Philosophy (London and New York: New Left
Books, 1971)
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Freud's concept of 'negation' with Lacan's '(mis) recognition'. As the film
historian David Rodowick explains:
For Althusser, the classical subject of philosophy - defined by selfidentity, self-consciousnessand non-contradiction is of no use for
comprehending[the] problem (of subjectsadherenceto roles which are
constitutedby and in ideological apparatuses).Rather one must turn to
psychoanalytic models of identification and the construction of
subjectivity that describethe subjectas divided within itself and capable
49
of acting on contradictoryrelationsof knowledgeandbehaviour.

Freud's 'negation' enablesan understandingof how an individual can hold
denying
both
'truth'
beliefs,
the
affirming
and
of an event
contradictory
mutually
imaginary
Lacan's
splits the subject
acknowledging
contradiction.
without
betweenrecognitionandmis-recognition,suchthat a subjectsubmitsto ideology
either as a recognitionof self or an idealisedmis-recognition,'given' as an
idealisedego-categoryof subjectivity. Suchrecognition enablesthe subjectto be
sustainedin practicalknowledgebut, crucial to Althusser,is the stancethat it is
only scientific, theoreticalpractice,which producesactualknowledge.The
scienceof societywill not coincidewith the 'lived relations' of its social
subjects.
For Althusser, empiricist epistemologies conflated the 'real' with the 'thoughtof-the-real'

in a 'pre-scientific'

ideology of the 'perceiving

subject'. Theory

itself is a practice, transforming raw material into a product. Only the theory of
theoretical practice (dialectical materialism)

is able to criticise ideology in all its

guises, including those of theory itself. Subsequently, through his reading of
Lenin, Althusser politicised theoretical practice by aligning philosophical
idealism with bourgeois class dominance, in opposition to Lenin's theoretical
practice of proletarian scientific materialism. Theory itself became a site of class
struggle.
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49Rodowick, D., The Crisis ofPofitical Modernism (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1988),
31.
50Althusser, L., Lenin
and Philosophy(London: New Left Books, 1971.
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That said,Althusserreturnsthe concrete,materialpracticesof ideology to the
single,ultimately determinativeprinciple-determinationin the last instanceby
the economy.This producesa flaw in his system.Returningthe structuresand
functions of the socialtotality to the ultimate determiningprinciple of the
it
implies
in
ideology
that
terms
the
with
all
economic,andretaining
conceptof
of the relationshipbetweenthe economicandpolitical momentsof the social,
interpellation
the
the
concept
and
of subjectivities
renders
of overdetermination
compromised.Overdeterminationis limited to the point of redundancyinasmuch
asthe economicasthe singledeterminativeprinciple determinesstructuresand
functions asnecessary,so that the field of over-determinationis not constitutive
but merely that of contingentvariation. Similarly, with ideology operantwithin a
structurealreadydeterminedby the economic,no matterthe meansby which it
functions as a practice,its function remainsthat of positioning/interpellating
subjectsin and on the terrain of classpositions,constitutedelsewhereby the
51
econoMy.
Nevertheless, it is the radicalisation of over-determination, and a closer
adherence to its conceptualisation within Freud's psychoanalysis, later allied to
Lacan, which is one of the key elements in opening up the closure and limits of
theorisations of the social as a totality, particularly in relation to the 'discursive'
as the productive site of identity, and its cultural meanings and differences, no
52

matter how contradictory that identity formation might be.

51Althusser, L., 'Contradiction
and Overdetermination' in For Marx (London: Verso, 1979), 89116. This was the critique of Althusser coming 'from the other side', as it were, which took his
reference to "culmination of 'contradictions'-some of which are radically heterogeneous - of
different origins, different sense,different levels and points of application... " (Tontradiction and
Overdetermination', I 10) as evidence that there was no necessary correspondence between
different levels of contradiction, their effects and the economic. Hence the critical argument that
if the 'economic' returns as a 'necessity' in Althusser's theory, the theory's entire conceptual
basis is undermined.
52 This

in one formulation
takes the next step from 'no necessary correspondence'
radicalisation
As Stuart Hall points out, "Althusser
to 'necessarily
allows me to think
no correspondence'.
from the subsequent
'difference
in a particular
traditions
way which is rather different
which
him as their originator.
If you look at discourse
theory [and here Hall
sometimes
acknowledge
identifies
Screen], you will see there, not only the shift from practice to discourse,
particularly
but also how
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on difference
perpetual
slippage
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of
plurality
beyond the point where it is
is sometimes
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meaning,
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the necessary uneveness of a formation,
capable of theorizing
of
or even the 'unity in difference'
Studies and
in Cultural
Ideology'
Representation,
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structure. " Hall, S., 'Signification,
1996), 12.
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It was the utilisation of Freud's psychoanalysis and Lacan's bringing together a
theorisation of subjectivity with language as a signifying practice, instrumental
in the production of subjectivity, which, for feminism especially, offered a
challenge to the Marxist paradigm, which provided no theory of the subject,
other than as 'class subject' and no adequateaccount of the specificities of the
position of women within the economically determined stratifications of the
social. It was this coming together of psychoanalytic theories of the subject and
structuralist accounts of meaning as produced in signification, which were
questioning Marxists' historical accounts of ideology and class-consciousness.It
is here that the debates within feminism seem to me to most forcefully come into
play, although the terrain of the feminist debate and its influence in relation to
wider issues of the aesthetic and the political was not always acknowledged or
53
Screen.
connected up within the pages of

From the critique of signification, following Althusserandthe implication of
ideological practices as signifying practices, there derived a perspective to treat
the differing practices, be they scientific, aesthetic or social, as texts, in order to
54
'idealist'
uncover the materiality of textual production which
reading obscures.

This fed into, to bring us back to that momentof Screen,the newly invigorated
politics of culture, in the wake of the political activism of 1968 and the early
53This of coursewent further thanputting 'woman' into the framework of Marxist
analysis.As
notedelsewherein this thesis,within feminism the thcory/practiceconjuncturein the seventies
and eighties brought aboutan increasingdivergencebetweena feminism premisedupon the
visibility of woman and a feminismpremisedon discursivity.Consideringfeminism politically
had becomedivided betweena politics of 'women' - how womenare representedas a 'category'
within society,its structures,institutionsand cultural formationsand yet how women, as sucha
category,can act as agentsof changeand challengeto theserepresentations
and a politics of
difference,which involves the destabilisingof the term, the meaningof 'woman' itself. This
rethinking of the subjectin termscoming from psychoanalysisand especiallythe 'split' between
'language' and 'body' which Lacanianpsychoanalysisenabledto be thought,meanta recasting
of the political at the level of the discursiveand signification, in asmuch as neither 'woman',
'gender' 'the social' or 'the political' aregiven termsin advanceof the contingencyof discursive
relation and signifying practice.
54This wasparticularly evidentin the influential journal Tel Quel, which brought Althusser and
Lacanianpsychoanalysis,by way of Julia Kristeva, togetherin a rethinking of 'textual' analysis
asa 'semiotic' as, "the materialcharacterof the signifier and the practiceof writing as the
subversionof conventionalcodes,especiallythoseof representationand a destructurationof the
conscioussubjectin favour of a subjectfissuredor split by articulationwith the order of the
unconsciousand his or her own body". SeeWollen, P., 'Ontology and Materialism in Film',
Screen,17.1(1976): 13, quotedin Rodowick, D., TheCrisis of Political Modernism,32.
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in
debates
its
decline.
The
were on again, the seventies
subsequent
seventies and
in
historical
Russia
the twenties,
to
moments;
with significant reference earlier
Germany in the thirties, 55but they were here also being problematised by the
Lines
Althusser
were
and
post-structuralism.
and
structuralism
radicalisations of
being drawn between, on one side, that of meanings being attributable to
consciousness,arising from 'pre-given' class formations, as the conditions of
existence for consciousnessand which the meanings of cultural artefacts
grepresent' or articulate and, on the other side, with the impact of those
influences from and poststructuralist radicalisations of Louis Althusser's
'structural' Marxism, the argument that such consciousnessand meanings were
not prior to, but were constituted and potentially 'de-constituted' by the very
practices of signification.

Within the journal at that time, there were a number of positions drawn
increasingly in support of 'counter-cinema';

films which, by way of self-

reflexive devices and distanciation, or what were referred to (by Clark) as 'dis56

identificatory' practices put into question the ideologically constitutive effects
,
of representation, precisely through reference to their own material devices for
producing meaning; or 'counter-ideological' cinema which, whilst ostensibly
fon-nally coherent as ideological production, under the scrutiny of 'symptomatic'
reading, reveals cracks and fissures; the splitting through internal tension,
making 'the ideology' itself present in the film. Clark asks in his article "do disidentificatory practices matter?" and, it seemsto me, this was at the heart of
various positions in the Screen debates.

55The debates in the seventies and eighties either directly drew upon or evoked remarkable
similarities to those earlier twentieth century debates on aesthetics, which were characterised by
a broad opposition between modernism and realism; those between Bertolt Brecht and Georg
Lukacs were seminal. To oversimplify, in terms of the 'translation' of thirties debates in the
context of the seventies, , the debate was a contestation between two types of form, which were
considered mutually exclusive epistemologically. The 'realist' text assumesa transmission of
knowledge to the reader, whose position is stabilised through a more or less invisible discursive
apparatus. The 'modernist' text disturbs the unified view or self-presence of the reader by
working against identification, especially by drawing attention to the workings of its own textual
processes. See 'Brecht against Lukacs' and 'Afterword' by Jameson, F., inAesthetics and
Politics London, 196-213.
56Clark, T. J, "Preliminaries... " 37
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Laura Mulvey's seminal article, 'Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema', makes
a clear stake for an 'avant-garde' or 'counter' cinematic practice, in as much as
her analysis articulates a 'masculine' look as the premise for representation or
'interpellation' of subjectivities. Insofar as the aesthetic text may 'interpellate'
subjects within the structures of voyeurism and scocophilia, as identified by
Freud, the imaging of woman presents a potential 'threat' to the process of denial
and idealised ego identification upon which such interpellation depends. Hence
the necessity for the mastery of this contradiction through the 'norms' of (realist)
identificatory symbolic processesconstituting the pleasures of 'mainstream'
cinema and, in consequence,the need for 'politically and aesthetically avantgarde cinema', which will undercut the satisfaction and reinforcement of the ego
and negate the transparency of the narrative device; "to free the look of the
camera into its materiality in time and space and the look of the audience into
dialectics and passionate detachment".57

57Mulvey, L., 'Visual PleasureandNarrative Cinema', 26.1 am not
necessarilygoing along with
the binary oppositionbetween'realist' and 'avant-garde'practiceswhich preoccupiedScreenand
its influencesand the referenceto dialecticssuggestssomeultimate 'reconciliation' of the
cinematicpracticewith identity, albeit negatively.Indeed,I suggestthat Mulvey's 'counter'
examplepoints to somethingbeyondreceivednotionsof 'avant-garde'cinemaand the framing of
pleasure'by Freudianconcepts.Jean-LucNancy, writing on Kant's differencebetweenthe
aestheticof the beautiful and the sublimemakesthis distinction and,along with it, identifies
somethinglike the 'end' and 'beginning' of art. "Indeed, the beautiful is perhapsonly an
intermediate,ungraspableformation, impossibleto fix exceptas a limit, a border, a place of
equivocation(but perhapsalso of exchange)betweenthe agreeableand the sublime,that is,
betweenenjoymentandjoy If a transportof the beautiful into the sublimeis indeedthe
...
if in the agreeablethe beautiful
counterpartor reversalof its sliding into the agreeable
and
...
ultimately losesits quality of beauty(for in enjoyment,the beautiful as satisfiedor satisfying ,
the beautiful is finished- and art along with it), then one must expectthe beautiful truly to attain
its 'proper' quality only in anothersort of departurefrom itself - into the sublime.That is, the
beautiful becomesbeautiffil only beyonditself, or elseit slidesinto the spacethis side of itself.
By itself, it hasno position. Either it achievesitself - in satisfaction,or philosophy- or it
suspendsitself, unachieved,in the sublime(and in art, or at leastin art that hasnot beensublated
by philosophy)." [One might add or psychoanalysis,or structuralism,or structural Marxism]
Nancy, J-L., 'The SublimeOffering' in Of the SublimePresencein Question(eds).Courtine,J-F.
et al, , (New York: SUNY, 1993),33-34.Add to this, however,a more recentmeditationby
Nancy on cinema,"Cinema is markedby the heaviestand most ambiguousof signs- myth,
mass,power, money,vulgarity, circus games,exhibitionism and voyeurism.But all that is carried
off in an endlessmovementto suchan extentthat evidencebecomesthat of passagerather than
someepiphanyof meaningor presence.Cinemais truly the art-in any casethe technique- of a
world that suspendsmyths. Even if it hasput itself in the serviceof myths, at the limit, it finishes
by taking them away; it carriesoff all epiphaniesof meaningand of immobile presencein to the
evidenceof movement." Nancy, J-L., TheEvidenceoffilm (Brussels:Yves Gevaert
publications,2001), 78.
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TJ Clark's reading and Marxism
Clark's text is an intervention within this arena, which brings to bear his
scepticism towards readings that attempt to politicise art works solely on the
basis of their formal devices or their medium, and to that effect, pronounce them
'avant-garde'. Such readings devalue accessibility and some kind of 'intelligible;
or, more precisely in Clark's account, 'vivid' mode of address,which reaches
beyond 'medium'.

Clark's text begins what he would continue the next year in his critical encounter
58
ModerniSM.
Suffice to say, it is the
Clement
Greenberg's
discourse
on
with
debate with Greenberg and, to a lesser extent, with Michael Fried, which has
carried more weight in art history circles. The Screen text, and perhaps more
significantly, why it appearedin Screen at all, has barely been referenced in the
annals of this conjuncture in art history, suggesting that the project of
in
'signifying
practices structural relationship to other signifying
understanding
practices in a culture', together with a criticism focused on "the regimes of
looking allowed to the spectator by texts and their institutional placing effected
...
by a serniotic analysis which insisted on the artistic text as the product of a social
practice rather than a naturalised representation of reality"59 and Clark's attempt
to addressthe implications of this in terms of the theoretical terrain that appeared
to go with this project was quickly subsumed as part of a pervasive move
towards 'identity politics'.

Centralto Clark in this article is the presentationof an argumentfor an
intelligibility and determinateness
of the art object, which seeksto addressan
historical situation 'outsideof itself', to addressa classformation, and a site of
classstrugglein the 'real', which is to say,an art objectwhich is intelligible 'for
the class', which is resistantto the dominantclass,andresistsits own 'decline'
58SeeClark, T. J. 'Clement Greenberg's Theory of Art', Critical Inquiry, 9.1,, September (1982):
139-156. This edition of the journal was a special issue based on the symposium, 'The Politics of
Interpretation' held at University of Chicago, 198 1. Michael Fried's 'How Modernism Works: a
response to T. J.Clark' was delivered at the symposium and also published in the same issue of
Critical Inquiry. Clark' response to Fried, 'Arguments about Modernism: A Reply to Michael
Fried' was published in Mitchell, W. J.T. (Ed) The Politics of Interpretation, Chicago, University
of Chicago Press, 1983, pp. 239-248. All three articles are included in Frascina, F. (ed) Pollock
and After. - The Critical Debate. (London: Harper and Row, 1985), 47-88.
59See 'Editorial' to Screen, Vol. 21, No. 1, (1980) in
which Clark's article appears.
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into self-negationin the faceof the abandonmentof art to the commodity,by the
classthat first gaveart its socialbase. His position here,to an extent,reflectsthe
views of the Frankfurt Schoolthat the 'class of capitalism' was producingthe
declineof its own culture in its intensificationof 'industrialisedentertainment'
and commercialisedgratification, asreferredto above. That said,his position on
an art, which resistsdeclineas emptynegation,is different from Adorno's.
Adomo holds out for an art that resists commodification and 'spectacularisation'
by means of the integral tension between its autonomous 'laws' of production
and mimetic resolution in 'harmony'. It is precisely through its failure, its
dissonant resistance to harmony, that art resists the power of re-enchantment into
is
involvement
by
his
Clark's
marked
capitalist commodity.
position
with the
Situationist International and their theorisation and condemnation of the 'Society
of the Spectacle'. In his book on Manet, Clark cites Guy Debord and argues that
Paris in 1865 representedthe beginnings of such a society, whereby "The
it
becomes
is
until
an
accumulated
spectacle capital
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image'.

Clark's particular

take on modernism, modernity, Marxism and art cannot be separatedfrom this
Situationist history. The Situationist project was driven by the necessity to think
and undo the regimen of representation under capitalism, in which art was
inevitably caught up, even more so in its separation from everyday life.
According to Situationism, an 'avant-garde' art as a negative dialectic offering
the last redoubt against or the only possible hope in the face of capital's
representational insurgencies, as per Adorno, asked the wrong questions of and
provided the wrong solutions for art.
In fact the industrialisationof art is already a fait accompli Alienated
...
society, by revealing its perfect compatibility with the work of art and
growing dependenceon it, has betrayed the alienation of art in the
harshestand least flattering light possible. Art, like the rest of the
spectacle,is, no more than the organisationof everydaylife in a form
where its true nature can at most be dismissed and turned into the
60As Clark points out in his gloss on 'spectacle' in the introduction to the Manet book, the
concept is not 'cut and dried' but was the mainstay of the Situationist International's attempt to
theorise the extent of capitalism's penetration into the very interstices of everyday life, public
and private, work, family, leisure such that 'lived reality' became more and more actualised
through the 'appearance' of a reality brought about by capitalism's increasing self-production
without end; its production of the very time and space through which reality was experienced.
See Debord, G., Society of the Spectacle, passim.
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appearanceof its opposite; where exclusion can be made to seem
participation, where one way transmission can be made to seem
61
communication,wherelossof reality canbe madeto seemrealisation.

The influence of Hegel, young Marx and Georg Lukacs's History and Class
Consciousnesson Situationist thinking, in terms of the relationship between the
alienation of self-consciousnessand reffication and modes of representation,
is
be
Debord's
text
punctuated with references to Hegel and
cannot
overlooked.
62
9
Clark. One
Hegelianism'. This, too,

might consider,
however,that the logic of the Situationist'sposition on art calls for the
young

will persistwith

dissolutionof art ý11together,as separateactivity, asrepresentativeof the
its
into
fragment'
'totalitarianism
the
and
sublation
of
a 'truly' creative
capitalist
irony
life.
Clark
'everyday
the
acknowledges
of the position of
practiceof
Situationismin the Manet book,
The notion of spectacle was designedfirst and foremostas a weaponof
...
combat, and containswithin itself a more or less bitter (more or less
resigned)prediction of its own reappearancein somesuch form as this,
betweenthe coversof a book on art I wish at leastto alert the readerto
...
the absurdity involved in making 'spectacle' [as a concept working at
andpushingat the marginsof a 'handed-down'Marxism (my comment)]
63
part of the canonof academicMarxism.

Clark will makehis position tenablethroughhis academicattemptto unravel
somethinglike the beginningsof 'spectacle'in "a shift - to someextent an
64
from
9
kind
oscillation one
of productionto another' in nineteenthcentury
Paris,mappingmodernismon this. (Clark's later book Farewell to an Idea will
expandthe terrain of both). The map is (precisely)not a closefit. His abiding
61From Clark, Gray, Radcliffe, Nicholson-Smith,'The English Sectionof the Situationist
International(1967)', TheRevolutionofModern Art and the Modern Art ofRevolution, (London:
ChronosPublications/BoomerangPamphletSeries,no.3), 13.
62The dependenceof the conceptof 'spectacle'upon a Hegelianlogic of the coming to
consciousness
of the inherentcontradictionsof capitalismand the commodity form in order to be
overcome,combinedwith Lukacs' thesisof the recognitionby the proletariatof its alienatedand
reffied existencehasbeenwell documentedby Anselm Jappein:Jappe,A., 'The Conceptof
Spectacle.' Guy Debord. trans.Nicholson-Smith,D., (Berkeley:University of California Press,
1999), 143.
63Clark, T.J., ThePainting ofModern Life, 10.
64Clark, T.J., ThePainting ofModern Life,9
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interest is in how modem art negotiates this burgeoning spectacle (and its own
precipice of becoming/being the commodity-form par excellence), at the same
time as confronting the inconsistencies, the paradoxes, even the 'deviation'
between painting and representation as such. In this sensehe certainly reads
painting. But such a reading is framed by an 'arche' principle or telos of
intelligibility

in terms of the real; for which think 'real conditions of existence';

the realm of necessity; class struggle, 'out there', or 'more basic; true. This is
attested to throughout Clark's work; from the Screen article:

have to addressitself to the specific positioning
artistic
practice
will
...
of the body in the economic,political and ideological practices...it has
to articulate the relations betweenits own minor acts of disobedience
ands the major struggles- the class struggle- which define the body
and dismantleand renew its representations.Otherwise its acts wili be
insignificant- asManet's were,I believe,in 1865.65

It is articulatedwith more nuancesin the Manet book:
But if classcould be shownto belong to that body; if it could be seento
remake the basic categoriesof nudity and nakedness;if it became a
matterof the body's whole addressand arrangement,somethingread on
the body, in the body, in ways the spectator could not focus
discrirninately - then the circuit would be broken, and the category
courtesanreplaced by others less absoluteand comforting. The body
and money would not be unmediatedterms any longer, intersectingin
the abstract,out there in the hinterlandof images;they would take their
place as determinatefacts in a particular class formation...Of course,it
is not very likely that a picture on its own could do any such thing.
Ideologies are not magically dismantledin single works of art; and if
paintings try too hard to anticipate social process,they run the risk of
ending up speaking to nobody, neither those inside the world of
ideology nor those existing at its edges. It remains to be seen how
successfulOlympia was in redescribingthe nude.And whetherthe price
66
high.
of successwas too

65Clark, T. J., 'Preliminaries to
a possible treatment of Manet's Olympia in 1865', 38.
66Clark, T. J., 'Olympia's Choice', The Painting
ofModern Life, 118-119.
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It resumes variously in Farewell to an Idea. This example, removed from the
debate
illustrates
Clark's
Bolshevik
with the art of
context of
utopianism,
Malevich and El Lissitzky and the subsequent(horrific) 'failure' of the utopian

moment.
Part of the utopianism I sympathisewith. Particularly the implication
that there is a deep connection between the representationalorder
called capitalism and the belief (which we would call for short
Sausserian)that all representationalordersare systemsof difference,of
pure exchange values generatedout of the relations between the
elementsof a signifying system.Marxists would say that the insight
here occludes the further problem of the sign-system's materiality,
...
and thus their belonging to patterns of material production and
reproductionwhich we call social practice. (The stresshere is on the
historical, material place and determination of the whole language
game, not just the phenomenal 'stuff' of any one token within it.
Obviously the least modernistor sernioticianis capableof recognizing
latter.
fetishizing
)
is
further
field
the
the
that
the
say,
point
would
-I
...
of problemsis what, within the signifying regime we belong to, has not
to be thought. Everything about the forces and relations of symbolic
production under capitalism encouragesthe fantasy that meaningsare
the product of a self-enclosedcircuit or system,opening nowhereonto
the realm of necessity.Purepresencewars eternally with pure absence,
the latter winning handsdown. Signification is imagined always under
the sign of money or nowadaysof similar action (conversion) at a
distance, happening in the 'ether' of information It takes a very
...
special (and no doubt terrible) moment for these structures to be
67
thinkableas socially determined.

And then .....Art, in our culture, finds itself more andmore at the limits, on the
.
vergeof emptinessand silence.So that practitionershavecontinually been
forced to recognize how little space,or representational substance,they are given
68
in
(my
to work with
emphasis) the all-consuming world of goods.

I come back to this again in this chapter as what I am setting out here as Clark's
'position' manifests itself in other contexts, that of the Screen article and his
67Clark T. J., Farewell To an Idea, 259-260.
68Ibid., 407.
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Fried.
The
Greenberg
debates
his
books,but also as statedpreviously,
and
with
it
for
Clark,
is
indicate
to
the
to
putting
which,
extent
point of my emphases
bluntly and crudely here,the 'world' of the socialrelationsof production 'comes
before art', asthat which art both is a part but hasto work with, and in the best
of cases,opensonto necessity,in somemeaningfulsense,which can escapethe
ideology
(and
capitalism'smechanisationof social relations) and
of
subterfuge
be
(and
how
they
'knowledge'
these
to
might
socialrelations
of
accede
This
position certainly recognisesthe extentto
not
now).
or
perhaps
otherwise,
it,
"the
is,
Nancy
self-suppressionof capital"
as
puts
symbolic
production
which
[that]
"the
takesplaceasthe symbolisationof production
self-surpassing
as
itself, which allows for coexistenceonly in the form of the technicalor socio70
it
does
But
the
commodity
not
various
networks".
of
co-ordination
economic
in
for
than
thinking
accordancewith
production
otherwise
of
symbolic
a
allow
the thinking of appearanceversusidea; senseversusintelligibility; thus the
ideology',
'dismantle
kind
'good
that
or
might
not
a
of
might
an
artwork
notion
mimesis' versus'bad mimesis' argument.
The significant and recurring themesthroughoutClark's 'Olympia' text in
Screen are the importance of historically situating Manet's Olympia as an object

incomprehension
(and
the
of this audience);the need
ensuing
a
public
addressing
69For Greenberg see below. Clark's ongoing debate with Michael Fried, who has also written on
Courbet and Manet, has been focussed on Fried's insistence upon a phenomenological
materialism in his reading of art, such that the history of modernism is a history of the artist's
'problem' of painting and the body (the artist's body) and that of the beholder who is, of course,
both the artist him/herself and the beholder as 'other'. Courbet's 'realism' and Manet's
'modemism' are historically distinct but nevertheless versions of this approach. See Fried, M.,
Courbet's Realism, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990) and Fried, M., Manet's
Modernism: theface ofpainting in the 1860s, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996).
Around the time of writing the Screen article, Clark appeared to have little truck with such an
approach, as evidenced in his response to Fried's riposte to Clark's polemic against Greenberg's
theory of modemism. Clark wrote, "It is not enough in this connection, for Fried to deny that he
posits 'a distinct realm of the pictorial', since his critical practice so insistently reinstates one, in
the same sentence we find him saying that painting's engagement 'with what it is not', though
inevitable, 'places in jeopardy its very identity'. But why on earth should it? And isn't an account
of painting which sees it as gaining its various identities through engagement with what it is not
automatically foreclosed by Fried's formulations? Won't he rule out my account of Picasso say,
on the grounds that it does not grasp how separate and sustaining the 'enterprise of painting' was
for the artist in question? In critical practice, isn't any account of modem art's engagement with
what it is not dismissed as being beside the great ontological point? And when it comes to
ontology, all the nods to Merleau-Ponty cannot save Fried's prose from sounding like old-time
in
Fried',
"
Clark,
T.
Michael
J.,
'Arguments
Modernism:
to
published
about
a reply
religion.
Frascina, F., ed Pollock and After, 86.
70Nancy, J-L., 'Being Singular Plural', 50.
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to l9cate this address in the specificities of a complex historical situation where
the former ideological certainties securing the social order and the orders of class
position and sexual exploitation as, in Clark's terms, part of that ordering of
classes,were beginning to break down. Here again it is significant to note the
absencefrom Clark's text of any critical engagement with the 'feminist'
ideology of sex, despite its increasing presence as a challenge to Marxist
orthodoxies; the need to resist an affirmative reading of signifying practice of
Manet's Olympia as a set of 'self-reflexive devices' resistant to ideological
effects and thereby inaugural of a politically challenging modernist art; and the
corollary to this, the need to question whether Manet's Olympia risks situating
itself; situating the body of 'Olympia' within a representation which resonates
'art';
it
'outside'
of
or
whether
remains within the
with other social practices
'self-declared' confines of art as a form of negation, emptying itself of meaning,
ultimately reconciling itself to the society of spectacle which had abandoned it to
its own devices in the first place. This historical reading of Manet is clearly
its
intervention
have
to
within the contemporary debates in
effects
as
an
meant
Screen and I contextualise this more closely below.

The argument I present in respect of Clark's reading is that, in his need to contest
the claims for modem art as politically effective, and to present the limitations of
those arguments which support 'modernist self-reflexive' practices and the
'foregrounding of medium', which is the basis for his article in Screen, with
Manet's Olympia as his example, he argues a Marxist position which comes up
its
against own limits.

In arguing the case for intelligibility, in his particular senseof address,
belonging, vividness and knowledge, Clark has to posit a distinction between the
intelligible and the sensible, but he then must absorb the sensible into the
intelligible. He assumesthat art does/should resonate with other social practices,
into
its
in
he
falls
but
doing,
the
totality,
a
as part of
position within
social
so
mimetic logic and an argument for an originary site of meaning, whereby, it is
those other social practices, which give 'meaning' to the work, from their
position, outside of it. As such, it is those other 'meanings', already existent,
4pre-given' in the formed class-consciousness,which the work should address.
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Under such a logic, if Clark were to read Olympia as both 'exposed to' its-self
(in its stricture between art and commodity) and to other social practices and
meanings, which are themselves 'exposed' and caught at the limit of meaning,
not existent as essentialised class positions and forms of class consciousness,this
is negative reading. He does not read Olympia as a site of an 'event' of meaning
that might still breach the closure threatened by the emptying of meaning into
spectacle,but which, as an 'event' is unpredictable, the effects of which cannot
be read off in advance, nor necessarily assumed as fully readable 'after the
event'. In his reply to Peter Wollen, who defended modernism in response to
Clark's article 71 Clark argues for an art that has vividness for someone, with
,
inconsistencies and contradictions, which nevertheless "strike the viewer or
72
in
(my
emphasis). This
reader as qualifying a meaning some pertinent way"
confirms that mimetic relation; that the work addressesthat ultimate meaning,
(still) existing elsewhere, presupposed as able to be grasped by the consciousness
of the ('classed') viewer.

We might find ourselvesasking more often than is usual in modernist
practiceand commentary,questionsof the form: Who is this work of art
for? Who might its public be (who did it want or intend to take that
curious part?) and how does it address them? How and how
appropriately? Do its modes of address confirm certain kinds of
dominanceand misunderstanding,or refute them?Does thework attain
73
to vividnessfor anyone?

Clark explainsthis more in termsof socialrelationsin his responseto Clement
Greenberg.
There is an art -a modernistart - which has challengedthe notion that
art stands only to suffer from the fact that now all meanings are
disputable. There is an art - Brecht's is only the most doctrinaire
example- which says that we live not simply in a period of cultural
decline, when meaningshave becomemuddy and stale, but rather in a
71Wollen, P., 'Manet Modernism and Avant Garde', 15-26.
72Clark, T. J., 'A note in Reply to Peter WolIen', 98.
73Jbid

,

98
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period when one set of meanings- those of the cultivated classes- is
fitfully contestedby thosewho standto gain from their collapse.There
is a difference in other words between Alexandrianism and class
struggle.The twentieth century has elementsof both situationsabout it
and that is why Greenberg's description, based on the Alexandrian
analogy,appliesas well as it does.But the end of the bourgeoisieis not,
or will not be, like the end of Ptolemy'spatriciate.And the end of its art
will be likewise unprecedented.It will involve and has involved as part
of the practice of modernism-a searchfor anotherplace in the social
order. Art wants to addresssomeone,it wants somethingprecise and
extendedto do; it wants resistance,it needscriteria; it will take risks in
74
order to find them, including the risk of its own dissolution.

Two interacting logics are prevailing here in Clark's reading. One is the
philosophical-political presupposition of a social order and the dialectical
interplay between the 'collapse' of one hitherto dominant part of that order and
its 'overcoming' by another hitherto repressedpart; the Hegelian-Marxist
ontology of being as 'community', as conflicting social relations. The other is
art's mimetic relation to this. That these logics are inter-related derives
ultimately from the philosophical metaphysical unifying principle of the logos,
which predominates in the thinking of both the social (community) and art as
essenceas opposed to, as Jean-Luc Nancy insistently re-thinks, the principle of
75
being-with
the
of existence as a singular plural.
74Clark, T.J., 'ClementGreenberg'sTheory of Art', FrascinaF.,ed. Pollock
and After,60.
75Nancy considers'the social' and 'art' in relation to his idea of the 'singular plural', asthe
event
of the 'being-with' of existence,right at the existenceof the 'with' prior to or otherwisethan any
abstractioninto an 'idea', whetherthat be 'class formations' or Heidegger'sDasein.Both these
conceptsof Being, asNancy argues,ultimately dependupon an originating 'essence'or a 'one'
evenasthis 'one' unfolds in negotiationwith an 'other'. Nancy wantsto think the being 'one' as
alwaysalreadyother at the sametime. In termsof the argumentI am settingagainstClark here,
this meansre-thinking an 'originating' social 'order' - even asthat 'order' is shifting and
complex,dissolvingand re-forming in ways that are difficult to graspand measure,as Clark has
it, and an art that relatesto this. For Nancy, socialbeing is other than an originating 'position'
vis-i-vis an 'other', but a continuing 'dis-position' - "The very simplicity of 'position' implies
no more, althoughno less,than its being discrete,in the mathematicalsense,or its distinction
from, in the senseof with, other (at leastpossible)positions,or its distinction among,in the sense
of between,otherpositions.In other words: every position is also a dis-positionand considering
the appearingthat takesthe place of and takesplace in the position, all appearanceis coThis is why the meaningof Being is given as existence,being-in -oneself-outsideappearance.
oneself,which we makeexplicit...for the totality of beings." Nancy, J-L., 'Being SingularPlural',
12.Art andthe social,the social and art are in a relation which is not ideological,dialectic,
negative or affirmative, but is the continually untying and tying of relationswhich are always
alreadyboth togetherand apart.Or, we might sayNancy's non-modelof the continually
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It is this re-thinking that I am gradually mobilising contra to what underlies
Clark's reading of modernism and leads him to bid 'Farewell to an Idea', to the
idea that art might address itself to that shifting field of social relations still
in
formations,
by
the
some coherent and vivid
governed
arche-principle of class
way, but also contra to those inflections of Marxism and structuralism which
latter,
in
intervention
Screen.
With
for
Clark's
to
the
the
regard
provided
context
as Nancy points out, we are by no means done with the ultimately logo-centric
model of the social and the subject.

So it is that in all quarters, the subject of the unconscious, the subject of
history, the language-subject, the machine-subject, the text-subject, the
body-subject, the subject of desire (and everywhere the subject declared
to be the simple-effect-of-the-subject, have produced thus far only the
imposingly,
it
the
to
simply
more
and
more
put
or
even,
aggravation,
76
SubjeCt.
the
exacerbation of the status of

By thinking thus, one can avoid that oppositionbetweena modernismof empty
negation,which is that very negativity of the subjectwhich the substratumof the
future
telos
memorialisation
of
political
or
subtends,
and
a
modernism
subject
history
instead
'address'
the
subject
of
and
re-think
pre-surned
might
which
history, memory,subject,art entirely differently in terms of the eventof differance,singularplural and a spatio-temporalityof the giving of Being, beyondan
economyof exchangeor dialectic or pastand future present. So now to turn to a
more detailedaccountof Clark's readingof Manet's Olympia in order to uncover

fragmenting,effracting of 'model' appliesto both, in so far as they by meansof this absolute
fragmentation'create' a world.
76Nancy, J-L., Ego Sum,Paris,Flammarion,1979,p. 30 quotedin James,I., 'The Persistenceof
the Subject'Paragraph,25.1,March (2002): 129In contrastto the seemingimpossibility of
avoiding the 'exacerbation'of the Subject,Nancyproposesor exposes,prior to the philosophical,
political or psychoanalyticsubject,the 'spasmic' movementof the subjectwhich aporetically
both
far
is
is,
in
'it'
disappears
it
it
this
as
prior
appears,
only
so
rupture
as
withdrawsas emerges,
to and in excessof any thought ofthe subject;a kind of extensionof spaceas a spacingwhich is
an incommensurableextensionof thought,as Ian Jamespoints out, and which returnsto the idea
of the 'singular plural', "Nancy is re-inscribingexistence,eachiff eplaceablehumanexistencein
ternn of singularity,one which is not subjectto the law of the symbolic, the bar of castrationand
an economyof lack (andnot it might also be said- subject to the subjectof the materialist
conceptionof history, in so far as the symbolic is alwaystied to (self) production.) Nancy allows
us to think of space,of, if you like the giving of Being...[A] singularity existsas suchin relation
to other singularities-thuswe cometo think spacenot as an objectifiable, mathematizable
extensionor presence,but as a temporalunfolding in which singularities,prior to any logic of the
137.
Subject',
"
James,
I.,
Persistence
'The
the
themselves
to
of
subjectexpose
eachother.
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the metaphysical philosophico-political position, I argue that it subtends. This
will be done by weighing up the argument Clark has with strands of modernist
Screen
leanings
it
be
Althusserian-structuralist
the
of
or the ongoing
criticism,
debate with modernist art criticism, reconsidering the model of the social
formation and class conflict which underpins Clark's position on art and the
77
Marxisms
in
light
; this is
social the
of 'post Marxist' radicalisations of certain
further problematised by extrapolating on Derrida and Nancy's arguments
78
concerning singularity and existence.

Clark's reading

I want to posethis as a problem for Marxist readings,as exemplifiedby Clark
Clark's
interest
detailed
Clark's
turn
to
of
consideration
reading.
andnow
a more
was in investigatingthe critical receptionof Manet's Olympia at the time of its
entry to the Salonin 1865.Clark's concernwas to try to unravel the
incomprehensionon the part of the
circumstanceswhich led to an unprecedented
79
Clark
'failure
to mean' of the work.
suggestsa
critics and as
He chartsthis throughhis interpretationof the failure of the critics to establish
any readingof the work within the usualframesof referenceandnormsof
critical vocabulary;he cites the scarcityof any referenceto historical precedent
77Primarily ErnestoLaclau and ChantalMouffe's rethinking of the 'social' as a systemof
differences,only 'temporarily' articulatedinto a 'movement' or 'prevailing discourse'by way of
a hegemonicrelation. Laclau, E., and Mouffe, C., Hegemonyand Socialist Strategy:towardsa
radical democraticpolitics, (Londow, Verso, 1985).
78Broadly, and for the sakeof my exposition,the distinction betweenDerrida and Nancy here on
the questionof 'singularity and existence'residesin emphasesupon time and spaceby eachin
considerationof a sharedre-thinking of spatio-temporalityand Being and the being of the subject
prior to' or in 'excessof' the modalitiesof thoughthandeddown by the tradition of
metaphysics.If, for Nancy, singularity and existencehaveto be re-treatedpolitically right at the
point of the 'with' of being-with, outsideof any presumedthought of the totality or telos of 'production', for Derrida singularity and existenceare spatio-temporallyriven by an extreme
temporalitybetweena past that hasneverbeenpresentand a wholly unpredictablefuture; a past
and future of the subjectprior to any thinking of the presenceof the subject;the 'secret' to which
any linguistic act is alwaysalreadya responsewithout our 'knowing' this. Derrida hasarticulated
this variously as 'differ-ance', the 'secret' of the 'spectre' and, whilst this thought of 'being' has
alwaysbeenpolitical, it hasbeengiven greaterpolitical significancesinceSpectersofMarx
madethe distinction betweenan ontology of b6ing on which to basea politics and a 'hauntology'
of being which takesaccountof this singularspatio-temporaldimension.SeeDerrida 'Passions:
an oblique offering' especiallypp. 24-31 in On the name.(trans).Wood, D., Leavey,J., McLeod,
I., PaloAlto: University of Stanford, 1995), 3-31.
79Clark, T.J., 'Preliminaries...', 38.
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and the tradition of the Nude; the scarcity of reference to Manet's previous
works; the failure (with perhaps one exception) to make any senseof the
connection between the painting and its accompanying piece of poetic text; the
4silent' or 'unspeakable' reaction to Olympia as a representation of prostitution.
All such frames of reference, Clark suggests,would be a normal part of the
network of ideological discourses available to critics, through which a reading
been
have
the
constructed. And yet, according to
of
painting
might
and meaning
Clark, Olympia remained recalcitrant 80The terms in which any critic was able to
.
inarticulate.
bordered
Clark examines
Olympia
the
to
on
articulate a reaction
what he reads as this awkward responseof the critics to Olympia in relation to
the signs in the painting. Olympia's signs, he suggests, do not cohere, do not add
up to a 'finished sentence'. Clark examines what amounts to the ineffectiveness
andfailure to signify of the work and he seeksto position this politically, by
questioning whether there were signs 'outside' of the painting, 'out there' in the
81
different
Olympia
have
society that
could
articulated to
political effect.

Clark's exegesis on the critical reception of Olympia centrcs upon art, class
ideology, and sex. His aim is to situate the painting as a moment in a particular
historical conjuncture and examine its 'political' effectiveness.
In the Screen article, as I suggest above, this is in part a polemic against some
versions of 'political effectiveness' allied to 'modernism' prevailing in Screen.
Clark studies the evidence of the critical reception of the painting and folds into
that, or folds that into his own close reading of the work. Clark is, of course,
basing his critical investigation on a Marxist theory of art. The work of art is a
social production, the meaning of which has to be read in accordance with the
historical circumstances and ideological positions which effect and structure it,
on the basis of class positions within the social totality, which is its ultimate
determination. What follows from this and will be investigated here is that a
Marxist political reading of the work will want to insist upon the connection
between appearance/image; ideology; history; and class and will want to make
that connection intelligible. Further, as its political project, a Marxist reading
will want to present the case for the possibility (or not) of the 'political' art work.
goIbid., 22
81This brings the
argument back to'his arguments with Clement Greenberg, as suggested above.
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Such principles underline Clark's reading. I consider that he carries them
through a critique of Manet's Olympia as (certainly in the Screen article) a
'failure' as a political work, inasmuch as the work did not address itsetrto the
historical conjuncture of prostitution and class struggle, in Paris in 1865 in
is
knowledge.
This,
to
to
terms;
of
course,
not
accede
sufficient
sufficiently clear
to do with Manet as a painter, as such, or his particular class position, but to do
in,
found
themselves
the
and the resources with
artists
art
and
with
position
burgeoning
"spectacle".
had
to
they
of
a
society
work,
vis-A-vis
which

Clark meticulously interrogates the signs, as markers of sexuality and class and
how these might or might not map onto each other, in a painting which
ostensibly refers to the tradition of the nude, whilst at the same time referring to
the 'scene'; the accoutrements of sex for sale, prostitution. There are, I suggest,
two overlapping conflicts at work, one of which is clearly tested in Clark's
(and
the tradition of the nude's complicity
that
and
class
of prostitution
reading,
in emptying this conflict out of the equation) and that of woman as threatening,
powerful in her refusal to be made abject, versus woman as compliant and being
in
last
is
'stock
(this
trade'). Clark wants to approach the latter
the
nude's
abject
former.
He wants to think about Olympia outside of
the
through
conflict
named
its 'game' and 'play' within the 'image'; within the 'artistic tradition', wherein
the imaginary relation of 'woman' has persistently been at stake, and situate it
elsewhere; "... not in some magic re-prescritation, on the other side of negation
and refusal, but in signs which are already present - meanings rooted in the
82
dominated.
"
forms
life:
the
meanings of the
actual
of
repressedmeanings,
Clark wants to show how, at the level of the sign; Olympia's signs resisted being
is
in
He
that resistance is the work's
that
at
stake
comprehended.
argues
what
imaginary,
'in'
Olympia
that
the
effectiveness.
remains
realm
of
which
political
is 'art'; referring to that realm, whilst refusing to take "her"place there, but also
refusing to take a place anywhere else. That is, refusing to address,to somehow
take a place for or on behalf of the dominated. As remarked above, he again

92Clark, T.J., 'Preliminaries...', 38.
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)
(or
to
this
whom?
perhaps
of
where
of
and
address,
qualifies
as a matter
effect
the work belongs. 83

Clark reads how, in the painting, the signs of sex/'woman' as site of 'imaginary
relation' are incomplete or drawn up in a contradictory order. He focuses on
three aspects: "the question of accessand address...the 'incorrectness' in the
84
hair
hairlessness".
handling
drawing of the body the
and
of
...

In terms of the first, Olympia "contrives stalemate, a kind of baulked
...
invitation.

,, 85

refutations"

In comparison with Courbet's realism, which had "invented a set of

for the "placing of the spectator in a position of imaginary

knowledge" by its deliberate sabotage, 86in Olympia the spectator is given no
established place for viewing and identification,

nor offered "tokens of exclusion

87
,,
and resistance.

This lack of accessoccurs through Olympia's gaze and the uncertain placing of
the body within the picture's composition. Her gaze is "poised very precisely
between address and resistance", so that, "it comes to be read as aproduction of
the depicted person herself it is her look, her action on us, her composure, her
..
height,
is
is
just
herself
"
body
"at
Her
too high,
a
of
which
composition
suggesting the stately, the body out ofrelation to the viewer's body: and yet not
stately either ... looking directly out and across with a steadying, dead level
88
,,
interpellation.

Such a 'stalemate of placings' is compounded by the

composition of the body itself.

83SeeClark, T.J., 'A note in Reply to PeterWollen', 98.
84Clark, T.J., 'Preliminaries...', 33-37.
85Ibid., 34.

86"Courbet's Bather is an attemptto makethe nude,of all unlikely genres,exemplify the signs
ordersof social class...meantto be readas a bourgeoisie,not a nude...searchingfor ways to
establishthe nudein oppositionto the spectator,in active refusal of sight... [Where] the poseand
the scaleand the movementof the figure end up being a positive aggression,a resistanceto
vision in normal terms." Clark, T.J., 'Preliminaries...', 34.
87Ibid., 34.

88Ibid., 35.
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In this second aspect, "the body is constructed in two inconsistent graphic
modes, which once again are allowed to exist in too perfect and unresolved an
equilibrium. One aspect is 'emphatically linear'... smooth hard edges,deliberate
intersections" and yet, "at the same time the image was accusedof lacking
definition. It was 'unfinished', drawing 'does not exist in it'; it was 'impossible',
89
As Clark reads it, "two systems co-exist; they describe
'informe
......
elusive,
aspectsof the body and point to aspectsof that body's sexual identity, but they
do not bring those aspects together into some single economy of farm. "90

This occurs similarly in the third aspect: Manet's treatment of hair and
hairlessness.Apart from the hints at and displacements of signs of hair on the
body, there is a crucial reversal of ten-nswith regard to Olympia's head of hair.
Hair let down in the painting of the nude is a permissible sign of the disorderly
and unkempt, an invitation to Woman's sexuality. Here, Olympia's face is
ostensibly framed by the brown Japanesescreen, which "makes the address and
91and
face
all the sharper"
suggestsa lack of loosened
concision of the woman's
hair. Yet there is a shock of auburn hair to the right of Olympia's head, barely
visible in relation to the brown of the screen. The visual difficulty in seeing this
hair further confuses the "orders" of sexuality.

The face and the hair cannotbe fitted togetherbecausethey do not obey
the usual set of equationsfor sexualconsistency,equationswhich tell us
what bodies are like, how the world is divided into male and female,
resistant and yielding, closed and open, aggressiveand vulnerable,
92
repressedand libidinous.

In sum, as Clark has it, "The signs of sex are there in the picture, in plenty, but
drawn up in a contradictory order; one that is unfinished, or rather, more than
one; orders interfering with each other; signs which indicate quite different
places for Olympia in the taxonomy of Woman; and none of which she
,, 93

occupies.
89Ibid.,
90Ibid.,
91lbid.,
92Ibid.,
93Ibid.,

35.
36.
36
37.
37.
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This last point is the crux for Clark. It is a question of place. Olympia appearsto
does
but
Where
this
'taxonomy'
to
the
what end?
of woman,
established
resist

Is
'us'?
there anotherplace,a placeof
take
and
resistance recalcitrance
intelligibility, where the painting gives form to that intelligibility and goes
beyond a self-referentially and inter-textual reference to the imaginary. Does
Olympia merely perform the "dance of ideology" as Clark calls it, whereby the
(the
in
"erodes
the
the
terms
normal
recognitions
are
enacted"
which
painting
imaginary relation woman/nude/prostitute) but "leaves the structure itself
intact"? 94

Clark seemsto want the painting to situateitself "somewhereelse[where
familiar
fully
is]
public
and
coded,
world, to which
woman/prostitute part of a
fantasy has entry only in its real, uncomfortable, dominating and dominated
form. "95 As Clark elaborates,

One could imagine a different picture of a prostitute, in which there
would be depictedthe production of the sexual subject...even,perhaps,
the production of the sexualSubject in a particular classformation [and
as such] (she) would have to be given, much more clearly a place in
another classedcode -a place in the code of classes...a place in the
world which manufacturesthe Imaginary, and reproducesthe relations
[to do so] what would be
of dominator/dominated,fantasiser/fantasised.
needed would be, exactly another set of terms... which would
"
themselveshave to be settled,consistent,forming a finished sentence.
96

Clark's call for a work that goes beyond or undercuts the "dance of ideology", as
he puts it in the particular context of this article, has to be considered in relation
to debateswithin Marxism concerning the position and effects of art as a practice
within the social. I have already referred to some of the issues and it is apparent
that, while he here adopts the terminology of Althusser's 'imaginary, 'lived'
relation, Clark is making a distinction between that world of 'signification' and
94Ibid., 39.
95

Ibid., 38.
96
Ibid., 39.
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'codes'; that world known through signifying practices and the 'actual' world,
is
He
imaginary
those
not accepting the
where
relations areproduced.
'productive' power of signification, as such, nor is he suggesting that the 'actual'
is
is
He
imaginary
the
those
unconscious.
relations are produced
world where
demanding that the last instance of determination by the economic and the
essential social class relation actually does comes to underpin the theorisation of
signifying practice and ideology as 'Imaginary' and that representation presses
97
life'
domination.
'real
itself up against the actual world; the
of class
everyday

This provokes a counter-argument in respect of Derrida's 'differance' and an
interrogation of structuralism and serniotics from the 'other side', as it were.
Clark's reference in Farewell to An Idea to the fetishisation of the 'sign' is
98Derrida
here.
would certainly agree that 'signs' are socially produced.
pertinent
Derrida would disagree, however, with the implication here that you can 'get at'
this social production outside of any further network of 'traces' and 'differance',
is
by
halt
by
to
their
conceptual
some
categorisation,
play
which
calling a
except
yet another form of network or 'text'. Derrida's argument is not to fetishise the
text, but to both recognise how the 'text' is always already in some sensea
'fetish' and to demonstrate the fetishisation at work in the seeking after a
'transcendental signified' and plenitude of meaning prior to the 'text' which the
text represents.As Derrida has variously exposed, if language is a system of
differences without positive terms and any and every sign is the effect of
difference from other signs, there can be no knowable term, concept, idea or
language
determines
that
as a presence (or reultimate sign
or grounds
presentation), even within some implied 'field' of 'social determination'. The
effects of difference which are language are 'named' as opposed to conceptually
categorised by Derrida as 'differance', as the movement of spatial differentiation
it
bears
it
delay
by
the
trace
that
temporal
sign
also
with
of
which
and
which any

97As was shownabove,Clark wantsto makea distinction betweensignification and its social
determination,outsideof or prior to any 'text' by meansof which that socialdeterminationis
ýiven form.
. Seepreviously in this thesis,Clark T.J., Fareivell To an Idea,259-260.
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is not andtherebypreventsany assumptionof full presenceor full being, except
by violating the non-full identity implied in differance.99
This hasbecomea well-known 'quasi' conceptfrom Derrida, and I presentit in
order to makethe link betweenwhat has often beenunderstoodas a linguistic
frame
Derrida
of reference.
pre-occupationwith
and a philosophico-political
Alternatively put, I am trying to locatewhat links the 'Differance' essaywith,
for instance,'Spectersof Marx'.
TJ Clark, 's Marxist reading and the debates within Marxist criticism

My point is to examineT.J. Clark's assumptionswith regardto the art
is
locus
in ideology,but in the
the
that
of
a
work
work/image,which assume
work giving form to that ideology it can renderthat ideology intelligible and
available'to-be-read'on the groundsof the founding totality and
determinateness
of the social.Due to the positioning of his 'preliminary' text, it
is alsonecessaryto considermore closely his position in the context of debates
within Marxist criticism at that time and to refer more directly to thosemoments
when thesedebatesenterhis text.
I have suggestedthat Clark's readingwants to reaffirm a particular kind of
determination in establishing the political effectiveness of art works. For the
99As Derrida has it in his
essay Tifferance',

"It is becauseof differancethat the movementof signification is possibleonly if eachso-called
6present'element,eachelementappearingon the sceneof presence,is relatedto somethingother
than itself, therebykeepingwithin itself the mark of a past elementand alreadyletting itself be
vitiated by the mark of its relation to the future element,this tracebeing relatedno lessto what is
called the future thanto what is called the past,and constitutingthe presentby meansof this very
relation to what it is not: what it absolutelyis not, not evena past or a future as a modified
present. An interval must separatethe presentfrom what it is not in order for the presentto be
itself, but this interval that constitutesit aspresentmust by the sametoken,divide the presentin
and of itself, therebyalso dividing, alongwith the present,everythingthat is thought on the basis
of the present,that is, in our metaphysicallanguage,every being, and singularly substanceor the
subject.In constitutingitself, in dividing itself dynamically, this interval is what might be called
spacing,the becomingspaceof time or the becoming-timeof space(temporization).And it is
this constitutionof the present,as an originary and irreducibly non-simple(and thereforestricto
sensunonoriginary)synthesisof marks,or tracesof retentionsand protensions(to reproduce
analogicallyand provisionally a phenomenologicaland transcendentallanguagethat soonwill
revealitself to be inadequate),that I proposeto call archi-writing, archi-trace,or differance.
Which (is) (simultaneously)spacing(and) temporization." Derrida, J., 'Differance' in Margins
ofPhilosophy. Trans. Bass,A., (London: HarvesterWheatsheafPublications,1982), 13.
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most part he wants to re-instate something of a 'representational' position in the
sensethat he wants the work to provide an 'adequation' to the real. This it seems
is what underlies his call for determinatenessand address to other 'meanings',
other social practices, inasmuch as these are already class-based,socioeconomic determinations. Indeed, I would suggest he argues for representation in
a Platonic senseof 'good' mimesis, presenting in appearance,the 'truth' of
being, which is not to say that he is calling for a 'transparent' realist work, but
that there has to be some point of reference to something determined in the 'real'
that gets you out of the 'imaginary relation' to appearance,that shows how that
relation is constructed, that challenges that construction of the imaginary by
giving the viewer another determined place, at the site of the conflict of classes.

Underlying this assumptionis the ideathat 'reality' (as object) determinesthe
placeof the subjectwithin it andthe subject'scondition of experienceof the
appearanceof 'reality'. It follows that it is the 'text' that producesmeaning(by
way of the appearanceof the object) for the subject,but not, of course,in
Marxist terms,a meaningindependentof the 'ideologies' generatedwithin the
social formation,which inform the work, but upon which the work works to
representanother'appearance'of that 'reality'.
According to this view, the object is availableto, and is recognisedin, the (false)
consciousness
of the subject,on the basisof the subject'sexperienceof it. It is
thus the task of ideologicalcritique, aspolitical critical reading to unravel the
ideological appearanceofineaning of the object. This is done,for instance,by
exposingthe looseendsand gaps,the 'cracks in the work' disrupting the attempt
at seamless'reality' or coherence,or, demonstratinghow a work runs counterto
or works the 'prevailing ideologicaldiscourses',offering a different view of
another'visibility' of 'reality'. This is suchthat the work; the aesthetic,as
political is readas articulatingideology andknowledge,asthe aestheticworking
of ideology accedesto 'knowledgeof' the ideological.
The task of criticism is to display how theseideas,as appearances,
are
historically detenninedas ideologies,or counter-ideologicalpositions,which
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havetheir effect in the relation of the subjectto the object (reality). The
is
in
knowable.
being
(real)
that
the
principle
assumption
object

Suchthinking, I argue,despiteits clear acknowledgementof the relative
'autonomy' of the aesthetic,resumesthe model of thoughtexemplified in the
base-superstructure
distinction: which is a mimeticrelation; the
work/appearance,assuper-structural,representsthe intelligible (mis)recognition
of the social formation which the given subjectcan experience;there can be
positeda relation of 'identity' of the super-structuralappearancei. e., the 'work'
with the founding principle: socio-economicrelations.The critique setsout to
exposethe identification betweenthe 'work'/ appearanceand ideology on the
basisof this founding, 'originary' principle, 'outside' the work, having a
determiningeffect upon its 'inside'; the work as a 'work'.
Here the questions for criticism are, "what meanings are produced within the
text/appearance and, as such, emanate from it, to the extent that they represent an
ideological position? " and "how can we read and, through this reading, find
within the text a counter-ideological position, which can 'expose' the
construction of this ideological stance as a 'false'/(mis) recognition derivedfrom
the ideas emanating from the social relations (of production) or present the text
as the critique of these on the basis of such social relations?" Clark's reading of
Olympia suggeststhat the work here falls short of 'exposing' the construction of
an ideology, fails to work the ideology to accede to knowledge of the
ideological, and remains caught in a play of its (the ideology's) terms.

As previously indicated,Clark's readingis an interventionin the
debateswithin Marxist criticism, which had beenstimulated
contemporaneous
by the needto breakwith the base-superstructure
distinction and its model of
determinationand to establishanotherkind of detennination,by way of the
relative autonomyof ideologicalpractices.
Prior to the publication of Clark's article, there had been, in the Marxist
consideration of art, a significant move away from the point of view of
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meaning's production in and by the text as an attributed mimetic
expression/reflection of 'reality' experienced by the subject.

There were two aspectsto this move. One is suggestedby Colin MacCabe, who

Clark quotesin his article:
Marxism's abiding problem has always been to explain the way in
which capitalist relations reproducethemselvesin non-coerciveways.
Throughoutthe seventiesthere were many who felt that the key to such
an understandinglay in an analysisof culture which would not simply
read it off as an effect of the economicbasebut would understandits
ability to reproducesubjectivities,a reproductionfinally determinedby
the economic relations but the mechanismsof which had to be
comprehendedin their own right.

too

The move was towards a consideration of the relation between text and audience
interactive
to
think
this
the
of
as
an
space, aproductive
claim was
and

site of

meaning. This was the shift from the thinking of the production of meaning as
representation-as-reflection
as constituted by a 'relatively'

of 'the real'-as-ideological,

to thinking of meaning

autonomous relation between 'image' and

in
ideology.
'constituted
as'
subjects
which
spectators
were
of
spectator,

This move was implicitly or explicitly responding to Louis Althusser's
be
he
Marxist
to
a
reductive
empiricism. It
of
what
considered
problematising
was Althusser's furtherance of the relative autonomy of the superstructures and
the relative independence of their effectiveness, and, as he argued,
deterininateness as ideological apparatuses,constitutive ofsubjects' imaginary
relation to the relations of production, which set Marxist criticism towards a
reading of works as a relation between text and spectator, as the site of
'imaginary' meaning. But, as previously suggested, if we think of Althusser's
retention of the notion of 'detenninateness', that relation between text and
spectator being is one in which texts produce by way of the 'interpellation' of
subject positions under detenninate conditions.

looRodowick, D., TheCrisis ofPolitical Afodernism,.5.
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However,what I might term as a secondmove, further radicalisedthe efficacy of
texts. The influenceof serniologyopenedthe way to a critique of Althusser's
theory asone that fell back into the mimeticismandrealist empiricism he had
soughtto critique. Inasmuchas it is logically necessaryin Althusser's theory that
ideological forms necessarilyreproducethe subject'simaginaryrelation to the
relationsof production,he had to retain a conceptof representation. Only
through sucha conceptcan the social relationsat 'origin' be guaranteedto be
imaginary
(mis)recognition. Therehas
in
ideological
forms
the
effecting
secured
As such,relative
to be someway of determiningtheir determinateness.
autonomyis a logical contradiction.
The 'semiological' argumentsuggestedthat, when the relatively autonomous
effectivity of texts in positioning subjectswas readthroughserniology,the
arbitrary relation betweensignifier and signified was emphasisedas openingup
the possibility of the independenceof action of the signifier over the signified,
suchthat the securingof subjectpositionsandmeaningcan no longer be thought
of on the basisof an a priori guaranteeof relation between'essence'and
101
cappearance'.
The securing of subject positions, it was argued, had to be thought of differently,
in
longer
terms of a pre-conceived determinacy, but as a consequenceof the
no
political struggle over meaning and subject positions. However, what emerged
was a politicised modernist criticism, which valorised those (modernist) texts,
interrogate
'themselves' by presenting the very disjunctures between
which
signifier and signified; that is to say, those texts, which reproduce gaps and
fissures and disjunctive moments between signifier and signified in the work.
But, on these terms, the 'struggle' takes place (already) in the work and this
active serniosis is passedon to the reader in the difficulties and complexities of
reading for the spectator i. e., the gaps and fissures 'self-exposed' in the work are

101Seeagain,StuartHall's criticism, "... you will seethere,not only the shift from practiceto
discourse,but also how the emphasison difference- the plurality of discourses,the perpetual
slippageof meaning...The endlesssliding of the signifier is sometimespushedbeyondthe point
where it is capableof theorizingthe necessaryunevennessof a formation,or eventhe 'unity in
difference' of a complexstructure." Hall, S., 'Signification, Representation,
Ideology'.
,
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in
to
the
either made visible
spectator or reproduced the spectator's
consciousness.

This yet againreturnsto a mimetic relation. The gaps/fissuresin the work are
representedand modelledin the readingof the spectator.As Rodowick
suggests,referring to RodolpheGasche:
by
on
a
version
of
negativity
which,
always
relies
reflexivity
...
...
inscribing within the text the processof its own construction,will render
'visible' to the readerthe suppressedelementsof the textual work. But
is [this] not preciselythe measureof a self-evidentialrepresentationthat
the discourseof political modernism set out to criticize in illusionist
[cinema]? Rather than a difficulty in reading, which is supposedto
encouragea productive and active serniosisin the spectator,is it not the
casethat what is assertedin place of a mimetic theory of representation
is in fact a 'negative' identity theory where contradictionsproduced
'semiotically' within the modemist text are said to be reproducedas
'gaps and fissures' in the spectator's consciousness? As an
epistemological relation, (and here I would add political relation)
reflexivity can only be awkwardly consideredhere either accordingto a
standard that equates visibility with self-evidence in the sen-iiotic
constructedness
of art, or as the doubling of a reflexive situation in the
spectatorwhoseconsciousactivity mirrors that of the text.... reflexivity
becomesan envisioning of the spectatoras a specularreflection of the
internal dynamicsof the forms of the text.102

Colin MacCabe,who Clark quotes,was scepticaland critical of suchpolitical
weight being given to the signifier, 'independentof the signified, insofar as it
leadsto a valorising of the text which 'interrogatesitself' andthe intelligibility
of which is no longer measuredagainst its representationof a socially and
if
that in itseýr'exposed'the workings of, or
as
culturally recognisablereality,
broke with, ideologicalrepresentation.MacCabenotedin relation to 'realism' in
film, the 'classic realist' text would now be readnegativelyas only ever placing
the spectatorin a position of 'imaginary' knowledgeanddepriving the viewer of
any position of political or social action. Hencewe might sun-nisethat the
questionis still for MacCabe,asquotedby T.J. Clark, "[to provide] a materialist
102
Rodowick, D., TheCrisis ofPolitical Modernism,60.
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detenninate
[picture]
[specifying]
the
on
articulations within
reading
03
"'
grounds.

However, MacCabe's position, I suggest, re-iterates that central problem of
determinacy and representation, and remains caught in the problems of the
Althusserian dilemma between representation and signification.

As MacCabe wrote, "If one is concerned to analyse art in its social and political
is
to give an account of the '
the
then
necessities
context,
one of
absolute
processesof identification and disidentification, the methods by whichfictions
104
both
bind us into representations of
world and set("

All this is important for situating Clark's text. The conviction Clark and
MacCabe share, I think, is that the logic of signification has still to be understood
is
logic,
logic
This
which presumes a locus for 'identity'
a
as a
of representation.
on the basis of a causal determination. The emphasis given tofictions that bind
here, which find resonance in Clark's wish for determinacy, the 'code', 'the
finished sentence', appearsto evade or fall short of the issue, made evident by
in
is
bound
identification
that
up
a process of the retreat of
psychoanalysis,
identity, which prevents identity from ever approximating the status of an
ontological given. Identification may provide the illusion of the 'bound' stable
identity, but is the process of the splitting of 'self' in order to 'recognise' self. It
is also the casethat, whilst following Freud, it can be said that psychic
identification and the social order are indispensable to each other, it is another
question to consider the role that identification plays in politics. It may be argued
that subjectivity and ideology interact, or are one and the same as per Althusser,
but, given identification as an erotic investment, premised on (in Freud), the;
substitution of one for another occurring at unconscious as well as conscious
levels (hence continually open to fantasy), the meaning of any particular
identification is going to exceed any of its social, historical and political
determinations.

103Clark, T. J., 'Preliminaries... ', 30.

104Rodowick R., TheCrisis ofPolitical Modernisni,32.
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Psychoanalysis has shown that, despite Freud's own efforts to separate
identification and desire, and at the same time show their indissoci ability (as
'required' by the social order), Freud himself at times accedesto the collapse of

the distinction, andothershaveshownthat identification is desire,asthe desire
105
have
desire
to
the
of the other.
Further,disidentificationcanbe interpretedasa 'disavowal' of an identification
106
in
the
alreadymade
unconscious, and finally, asPhilippe Lacoue-Labartheand
Jean-LucNancy haveshown,the relationshipbetweenpsychoanalysisand
politics is not one of proximation,but of distance.It is the unlikeness,which is
the mark of identification, to be like but not the sameas; it is that difference
107
illusory
for
desire
the
an
which givesrise to politics, as
sameness.
Hence, following this latter argument, if Macabe is here suggesting that art be
thought of as a site for 'identification', it cannot be in a political context as such,
for already, if it is the site for identification, it is the provocationfor politics. In
that case, the Salon criticism in Paris, in 1865, or indeed the pages of Screen in
1980 are not the political contextfor Olympia; Olympia is the provocation for a
political act to make meaning.

I shall considerClark's article in more detail and suggestthat hereClark still
readsthe work andthe relation betweentext and audiencein accordancewith a
logic of representation.He wishesto retain the distinction betweentext and
audienceasa subject/objectrelation,by which he can readthe work for its
'adequation'to the 'originary' 'real' outsideof the work, wherethe meanings
are already establishedfor Clark, as a conditionfor the processesof
identification on the part of the spectator.
This logic runs throughClark's article and the implications of this I shall take up
andwant to measure.The logic of Clark's position sits along with the position he
105See Borch-Jacobsen, M., 'Dreams
are completely egoistic' in The Freudian Subject.Trans.
Porter, C., (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1988), 10-52.
106See Butler, J., 'Passing, Queering' in Bodies That Matter, (London: Routledge, 1993,167186.
107See Lacoue-Labarthe P.,
and Nancy J-L., 'The Unconscious is destructured like an Affect'
(Part I of 'The Jewish People do not Dream') Stanford Literaq Review 6, Fall (1989): 191-209.
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is more or less explicitly
reflexivity'

criticising

throughout: that of a politicisation

and the 'dis-identification',

4political modernism'.

of 'self-

in
for
is
the
argument
a
which
present

Both positions, I argue, install a mimesis; but as a

mimetic assumption of an originary identity, appearing and made visible for the
viewer to 'take up.

Both positions continue to hold a 'fixed'

concept of

ideology and its operation within the social totality. The arguments depend upon
this fixity of concepts, such that the politics of their reading is reduced and
limited in its effectiveness.

Clark's reading, discursivity and the social

Here, I focus particularly on a more radicalised conceptualisation of the social, in
order to expose the limits of the concept of social totality upon which Clark's
depends.
reading

As I havepreviouslynoted, Clark beginshis article by remarkingupon the lack
of critical responseto Manet's Olympia on its submissionto the Salonjury in
1865."If we apply the test not merely of approval,but of somesustained
descriptionof the object in hand-someeffort at controlled attentionto
particulars,someordinary mobilisation of the resourcesof criticism in 1865then responseto Olympia simply doesnot exist, exceptin a solitary text written
by JeanRavenel".108A responsewas comically articulatedin caricaturesand
someart critics themselvesattemptedsomekind of comic responsebut, as Clark
says"jokes, in this case,were rarely productiveof knowledge."109This emphasis
on the relationshipbetweena work, its spectatorsand the production of
knowledge,that somethingaboutthe work is in principle (and, I suggest,this
operatesasan apriori principle), knowable,andthat it can be brought to
knowledge,from its position of 'hidden' meaning,is fundamentalto Clark's
readingand continuesto re-emergethroughouthis text.
Clark situates his article as one that seeks to investigate the relation of texts to
spectators as part of the ongoing debate within the pages of Screen. I have
'" Clark T. J., 'Preliminaries... ', 20.
109Ibid., 20.
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factors,
debate.
Here
I
those
to
this
which appear
alluded
would
reiterate
already
to be of particular importancefor T.J. Clark. One is that any considerationof the
relation betweenreaderand text shouldstill adhereto somenotion of
determinacy.If it follows for Clark that whilst spectatorsare not constructedby
texts, andnor arethey simply positionedin relation to them on the basisof 'class
outlooks', neitherare spectators'readings'free-floating'; spectatorshave
predispositions,informedby the arrayof their experienceof other discourses.
Thesediscourses,I take Clark to interpretasrepresentationson determinate
grounds with their 'origins' in ideology,in history, which on encountering
anothertext re-work that readingandseekto 'determine' meaningon the
groundsof this new encounter,forming a newly configured 'inter-textual field'
in history andideology.
of representations,
Clark quotes film theorist, Peter Willemen,

The activity of the text must be thought in terms of which set of
discoursesit encountersin any particular set of circumstances,and how
this encountermay restructureboth the productivity of the text and the
discourseswith which it combinesto form an intertextual field which is
always in ideology, in history. Some texts can be more or less
recalcitrant if pulled into a particular field, while others can be fitted
'
10
into
it.
comfortably

That is to say,for Clark, within this 'discursivefield', althoughthe concept
'ideology' is deployedhere,it remainsprivileged asthe elementin which
discoursesare situated,and forms the 'set of circumstances'of the inter-textual
encounterandthe conditionsby which, ultimately, a text may be determinedas
grecalcitrant'or otherwise. Ideology in this senseis the mis-recognisedessence
of the social.The attribution of positivity to ideology is co-extensivewith an
attribution of positivity to the social.It is this thinking of the social as an
underlying principle or systemof ideologicalmediationsthat Laclau and Mouffc

110Clark T. J., 'Preliminaries... ', 22. This
quote from Peter Willemen comes from an earlier
edition of Screen. See Willemen P., "Notes on Subjectivity -On Reading Subjectivity Under
Siege"' Screen 19.1,1978: 55.
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I
11,
in
Hegemony
Socialist
Strategy
and I shall make use of Laclau
unravel
and
and Mouffie to demonstrate what I consider to be the limits of Clark's reading, in
its consideration of the social and political.

Clark continues his examination of the critical reception of Olympia by setting
that 'failed' reception against the prevailing 'discourse of Woman', available to
the critics as an intersecting set of terms 'Woman/Nude/Prostitute', but also
appearing in their responsesin spasmodic and awkward references. He reads
these categories as the available 'historical' representations, which is to say
'ideological' representations.

Clark setstheseout as a set of circumstances,which, althoughhe suggestsare
'unstable', neverthelesscanbe assumedfor the argumentssake,ashe posits
thesediscoursesaspossiblepreconditionsof readability for Olympia.
I think it is clear that two main discourses were in question: a discourse
in

which

the

relations

and

disjunctions

of

the

terms

Woman/Nude/Prostitute were obsessively rehearsed-and the complex
but deeply repetitive discourse of aesthetic judgement in the Second
Empire. These are immediately historical categories of an elusive and
112
developing kind.

The instability of these discourses is clear; the disjunctions, the necessity to
rehearse and repeat; and yet in order to read Olympia's 'failure', Clark has to
establish (in the familiar manner of the historian) a senseof their 'normal
functioning' and 'the regular ways in which these discourses worked' as
ideologies within a social order and as forms of 'mis- recognition'. So, of 'the
prostitute', he writes
She was maintained- anxiously and insistently as a unity [Clark's
emphasis],which existedasthe end-stopto a seriesof differenceswhich
constitutedthe feminine...the courtesanwas a categoryin use in a wellestablished and ordinary ideology; she articulated various (false)
relationsbetweensexual identity, sexualpower and social class...at the
Laclau,E., and Mouffe, C., Hegemonyand SocialistStrategy:tolvardsa radical democratic
(London: Verso, 1985),
ýolitics
2
2 Clark T.J., 'Preliminaries...', 23.
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sametime shewas declaredto be almostumnentionable- at the furthest
margin of the categorisable- but that only seemedto reaffirm her
1
13
importanceas a founding signification of Woman".

Similarly, the nudeis 'non-nally' a point at which the discourseof sex and art
criticism intersect,"[And] the oneprovidesthe other with crucial
forms of knowledgeand standardsof decorum [the forrn] in
representations,
...
which sexualityis revealedandnot-revealed,displayedandmasked,made
in
her
danger
be
known,
too
nakedness,
without
much
can
she
unproblematic...
14
"'
of pollution.
Olympia seriously disturbed the fragile 'normal' operation of these discourses,
it,
Clark
has
to
a series of significations provoking a 'nongenerate,
as
so as
indicated
his
'negativity'.
have
I
already
analysis of the perplexing
and
reading'
inconsistencies and 'contradictory' economies of form in the work. These
'contradictions' generated,
For instance the various figures of uncleanness and the way these
...
figures cannot be maintained as descriptions of sexual and moral status,
but always teeter over into figures of death and decay. Or the figures
which indicate the way in which the hand of Olympia - the one spread
over her pubic hair - disobeys, crucially, the conventions of the nude.
The hand is shamelesslyflexed

in thefbým ofa toad.. dirty.
..
...
It is in a state of contraction. It comes to stand for the way Olympia's
improper

whole body is disobedient: the hand is the sign of the unyielding, the
unrelaxed, the too definite where indefiniteness is the rule, the nonsupine, the concealment which declares itself as such: the 'unferninine'
in short. Or again the figures of physical violence done to the body, or
of hideous constraint: a woman on a bed, or rather someform or other,
blown up like a grotesque in India rubber, a skeleton dressed in a tight
jacket made ofp1aster outlined in black, like the armature of a stained
115
the
glass ...
glass window without

113
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So that "Olympia was not given a meaning that was stabilised long enough to
provide the framework for any further investigation - for some kind of
knowledge, for criticism. "' 16

Furtherto this, Clark commentson how, in relation to the criticism of Jean
Ravenel,who did readthe affinity to Baudelairein the painting andnamed
Olympia as "petitefabourienne "a working-class prostitute,

The identification of class is not a brake on meaning: it is the trigger,
once again, of a sequenceof connotationswhich do not add up, which
fail to circle back on themselves,declaring their meaning evident and
uniform. It may be that we are too eager,now to point to the illusory
quality of that circling back, that closure against the 'free play of the
signifier'. Illusion or not, it seemsto me the necessaryground on which
meanings can be established and maintained: kept in being long
enough,and endowedwith enoughcoherence,for the ensuingwork of
dispersaland contradiction to be seento matter to have matter, in the
...
117
text, to work against.

Clark's text sets up opposition to any reading that does not operate within the
terms and grounds of 'identity' and within the terms and grounds of an
intelligible structure ofsignifications, which refer us to, and are anchored in,
'identities' 'out there' in the social. He eschews any reading that might suggest
an oscillation between avowal and disavowal of the image. He appearsto be
asking for a final signified, or that 'ultimate horizon of meaning' to which any
connotations will extend. For Clark, contingency must always have a point of
determination.

In Clark's final treatmentof Olympia,he puts forward a somewhatdifferent case
for the work's recalcitrance.He seemsto saythat it is Olympia's nakedness,
which both signifies a classposition andconfoundscritical reading.Nakedness
and classare given an 'analogous'reading:

116

Ibid.,25
117
Ibid., 30.
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Class is the name, I take it for that complex and determinateplace we
are given in the social body; it is the name for everything which
signifies that a certain history lives us, lends us our individuality. By
nakednessI mean those signs - that broken, interminable circuit which say that we are nowherebut in a body, constructedby it, by the
way it incorporatesthe signsof otherpeople.

118

The critic's perplexity lies in the fact that Olympia's classis nothing but this
body; its 'whole effect', with no place or space for imaginary relation.
They were perplexed by the fact that Olympia's class was nowhere but
in her body; the cat, the Negress, the orchid, the bunch of flowers, the
slippers, the pearl ear-rings, the choker, the screen, the shawl-they were
all lures, they all meant nothing in particular. The naked body did
without them in the end and did its own narrating. If it could have been
seen what signs were used in the process - if they could have been kept
apart from the body's whole effect - they might still have been made
the critic's property? They would have been turned into objects of play,
metaphor, irony, and finally tolerance. Art criticism might have begun.
119

It appearsat first that hereClark hashis 'circling back' to his 'materialist
reading,on determinategrounds'. The body doesits own narrating,but, this is
the hi-story/class'given identity', fixed in the social which lives the body. The
looked for material,terminal signifier, which brings the 'interminable' play to a
(temporary)halt. Body and classmeshedtogetherin the history, which lives
them, asthe final signified, the 'end' (goal) of its politics to show 'real
conditionsof existence'?
But this doesseemat oddswith his 'lament' over Manet's seeming'danceof
ideology' in the article for Screen.Doesit remain a 'failure' in Clark's terms
because,"She camefrom the lower depths.The imagesof sickness,death,
depravityanddirt all carriedthat connotationbut they stayedaspassingfikures

118Clark, T. J., The Painting
ofModern Life, 146.
119Ibid., 146.
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ofspeech precisely because the critics could not identify what in the picture told
120
Olympia
belonged
,?
them where

What does it mean to say 'The naked body did its own narrating'? Did it or did
...

it not narrate'class'? Did it narrateat all?
"[I]n orderthat the paintedsurfaceappearas it doesin Olympia,the selfhad
Woman
be
dismantled,
to
the
seeing
world,
evidence of seeing - seeing
421
its
,
in
place.
and a circuit of signs put

Olympia's nakednessdivorced from 'a circuit of signs' offers a 'heterogeneous'
reading. The principle of there being afounding meaning or signified is the logic
of Clark's text. Why else read critics' awkward attempts at criticism as
perplexities, because Olympia did not 'add up'to a 'fixed' signification or
meaning? Can we read Olympia otherwise?

What if he were to take the discourseof woman/femalesexuality,in which
Olympiatakespart, to really be discursive? In sucha casethe notion of a
founding signification cannotbe maintained.If 'woman' 'is' thoseways in
which 'she' is in discourse,wheredo we find the founding moment?If we
dispensewith the ultimate horizon of meaningor founding signified, then the
whole questionof the political effectivenessof the artwork hasto be thought
throughdifferently. Ratherthan askingfor deten-ninacyon the basisof a
foundingprinciple, the political will derivefrom the needto makemeaningset
againstthe indeterminateand contingentunderminingof fixity, generatingan
exposureof readingto the risk of the 'perhaps',eachtime 'anew', articulating
meaningwhich cannotbe predictedin advanceor predicatedupon an assumed
prior 'knowledge' of the social.
Clark speaksof oppositionand contradiction.As Laclau and Mouffe
demonstrate, both these conceptualisations derive from objective relations on the
assumption of a 'fixed ground'. An opposition is a state of 'A - B', where each
120Ibid., 146
121Ibid., 139.
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tenn hasits positivity, independentof its relation with the other.A contradiction
is a stateof 'A - not A', wherethe relation of eachterm with the other exhausts
the reality of both. Hencewe can speakof a 'contradiction in terms' at the
logical-conceptuallevel, wherelogically eachterm 'cancelsout' the other.
This is not to say,however,that contradictorypositions arenot 'held to be true'
in 'reality'. But the point is that, as Laclau and Mouffe state,

in both cases[opposition and contradiction], it is somethingthat the
objectsalready are which makesthe relation intelligible. That is in both
caseswe are concernedwith full identities.In the caseof contradiction,
it is becauseA isfully A that being-not-A is a contradiction In the case
...
of real opposition,it is becauseA is also fully A that its relation with B
122
producesan objectively determinableeffect: i.e. Opposition.

But as Laclau and Mouffe argue, this statement of 'objective relations' can say
nothing of the lever by which opposition or contradiction becomes social conflict
or social antagonism, as defined by Marx as the principle of historical
development. Closer to home, Clark himself acknowledges the need to 'posit' a
ground against which contradiction might have some 'force', i. e. a discursive
relation,

It may be that we are too eager, now to point to the illusory quality of
that circling back, that closure against the 'free play of the signifier'.
Illusion or not, it seems to me the necessary ground on which meanings
can be established and maintained:

kept in being long enough, and

endowed with enough coherence, for the ensuing work of dispersal and
contradiction to be seen to matter ...to have matter, in the text, to work
123
against.

But where,in a discursiverelation (and Clark himself proposesthe 'discourse'
woman/sexuality),do you detenninethe point at which that 'closure' takesplace
and objects are determined and maintained as if they 'already are'?

122Laclau, E., and Mouffe, C., Hegemony
and Socialist Strategy, 122.
123Clark T. J., 'Preliminaries... ', 30.
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This is where Laclau and Mouffe's thinking of 'antagonism' exposesthe limits
in
founding
determinable
intelligibility
objectively
a
as
of a reading centred on
'being present'. In a discursive situation, we can think of identities as
'antagonistic'

relations, whereby the presence of the 'other' prevents any identity

from ever being totally 'itself'. This is a process of endless deferral of identity.
No object can be 'fixed'
by the definitional

or 'sutured' or attain pure difference. This is because,

limits of antagonism, the relational chain of differences, being

as it is always 'interrupted'

by the 'other', can never be traced back to or

fon-ned
fully
'object',
'ultimate
horizon'
towards
the
of
a
projected

identity or

signified, that can be unaffected by the discursive context in which that object is
situated.

124

As Laclau and Mouffe propose, the terms would be differential relations, always
partial and only ever 'temporarily' sutured into moments, which could be
considered 'unities' only by a process of hegemony. This would apply at the
level of the signification 'Woman', and at the level of the differentiating
instances, considered to be 'identities', as woman; nude; prostitute. For instance,
let us suppose the term 'prostitute', which is the key term of Clark's reading, is,
as Clark puts it, 'anxiously' maintained as a unity. How does this process work?
In Clark's terms, each singular instance of 'prostitute' is caught between an
'imaginary relation' (ideological) to a class position ('courtesan), and a
reference back to a conflict of class positions, established in the 'actual forms of
life' of prostitution. This is the 'dance of ideology' of which Clark speaks a
'two-step' oscillating between imaginary (mis) recognition and the 'truth' of
prostitution in the socio-economic order.

For Clark, the social hasto be thoughtof asa totality constitutingits parts,in
order for this 'danceof ideology' to be in place. Therehas to be an order of
classand an order of ideology,producedby the structureof the social.This has
to be understoodas a 'totality' in orderthat the 'orders' of class,ideology and
their representationscan be causallylinked.

124Laclau, E., and Mouffe, C., Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, 105-122.
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Laclau and Mouffe demonstrate a different thinking of the social, which
deconstructs the oppositional logic, upon which a reading such as Clark's
depends.They present the social as a discursive field of differential relations in a
process of hegemonic articulation, which establishes a relation between elements
such that their identities are modified as a consequenceof that articulation. In the
course of articulation, differential elements are stabilised to the extent of
becoming 'nodal points' or 'moments' which partially fix meaning and allow for
an 'identity' which never achieves 'literality'.

Laclau additionally presentsthis, in referenceto the problem of ideology.125
Taking this conceptasa startingpoint, he showsthe 'impossibility' of society as
an essentialtotality. The conceptof ideologyhashad two 'classic' approaches.
In one,ideology is thoughtto be a level of the social totality; for the other,
ideology is false consciousness.
The validity of the first approach,clearly,
dependsupon a conceptof the societyas an intelligible totality, a structureupon
which its elementswere founded.The validity of the secondapproachdepends
upon a conceptof humanagency-a 'subject' whosemisrecognitionis the
sourceof ideology.
As Laclaupoints out, the first approach,asa holistic one "had beento fix the
meaning of any element or social process outside itself i. e. in a system of
base-superstructure
distinction
In
the
this
with
sense
relations
other elements.
126
but
having
"
was ambiguous; seemingly a relation,
also
a.centre.

But the other important aspect to this was the requirement that the structural
totality had a positivity of its own, such that it operated as an underlying
principle of intelligibility

of the social order; afounding totality presenting itself

as an object of knowledge. But,

Against this essentialist vision

we tend nowadays to accept the

infinitude of the social that is the fact that any structural system is
limited, that it is always surrounded by an 'excess of meaning' which it
125Laclau, E., 'The Impossibility
of Society' in Laclau, E., New Reflections on the Revolution of
Our Time. (London: Verso, 1990), 89-92.
116Ibid., 90.
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is unable to 'master', and that consequently 'society' as a unitary and
object which grounds its own partial processes is an
127
impossibility.
intelligible

Having accepted the principle of a system of relations, it follows that identities
within it are differential relations, (as per Saussure's linguistic theory) and if
these relations are no longerfixed, then "the social must be identified with the
infinite play of differences that is discourse. ,128It follows from this that, as there
has to be some meaning to the social, there has to be an attempt to effect this
ultimately impossible fixation. "rhe social is not only the infinite play of
differences. It is also the attempt to limit that play, to embrace it within the
finitude of an order". 129

This attempt,which is by definition unstableandprecarious,is the attemptto
tact' upon the "social", to hegemoniseit.,,130This is the process,aspreviously
mentioned,of the relative fixing of the socialthroughthe institution of nodal
points. An important consequence
of this is that these'nodal points' cannotbe
for all possiblesocialformations(which would reintroducean
predeten-nined
essentialprinciple element).
Each social formation has its own forms of determinationwhich are
always instituted through a complex processof over determinationand
therefore cannot be establisheda priori. With this insight, the basesuperstructuredistinction falls, and along with it the conceptof ideology
131
as a necessarylevel of everysocial formation.

Similarly, with regard to the thinking of ideology as false consciousness,which
necessarily requires a social agent whose identity is fixed and non-contradictory,
(it is only on the basis of recognising its true identity that we can assert that a
consciousnessis 'false'), two things have tested its limits. One is the increasing
gap between 'objective class interests' and the actual consciousnessof
individuals. Secondly, the very identity of social agents has been questioned, due
127Ibid.,
128Ibid.,
129Ibid.,
130Ibid.,
131Ibid.,
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to the flux of differences, which have made apparent that the homogeneity of
social agents is an illusion.

The same excessof meaning, the same precarious character of any
structurationthat we find in the domainof the social order, is also to be
found in the domain of subjectivity... if any social agentis a decentred
subject, if when attempting to determine his/her identity we find
northing else but the kaleidoscopicmovementof differences,in what
132
sensecan we saythat subject'smisrecognisethemselves?

is dissolved,but then what of
Following this, ideology as 'false' consciousness
ideology? Clearly misrecognitionsstill exist. Otherwisetherewould be no need
to deconstructthem. But what is ideologicalnow hasto be thoughtcompletely
differently.
The ideological would not consist of the misrecognitionof a positive
essencebut exactly the opposite.It would consistof the non-recognition
of the precariouscharacterof any positivity, of the impossibility of any
ultimate suture.The ideologicalwould consistof thosediscursiveforms
through which a society tries to institute itself as such, on the basis of
closure,of the fixation of meaning,of the non-recognitionof the infinite
play of differences.The ideologicalwould be the will to 'totality' of any
totalising discourse.And insofar as the social is impossible without
some fixation of meaning, without some discourse of closure, the
ideological must be seenas constitutive of the social, [given that] the
social only exists as the vain attemptto institute that impossibleobject:
133
society

Hence,Clark's readingis necessarily,itself ideologicaL The numberof
references Clark makes that attest to his 'will' to 'totality', in an attempt to

6suture'art andthe social affirm this.
That said, Laclau ends his essayon the 'Impossibility of Society' by stating,
"Utopia is the essenceof any communication and social practice". 134If the 'will
132
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to totality' or to 'identity' is the essenceof any communication or social practice,
then iftells us that our political goals are already 'contaminated' by ideology, so
it becomes a matter of how one understandsthe 'contamination; of this goal, but
also how one understands that any attempt at the establishment of meaning, at
establishment as such, as a politics, is always already exposed to chance and risk,
insofar as social identification, individual identity, is riven by its 'other-thanidentity'; its 'absent' (yet not 'pure' absent) other.

Laclau's position is premisedon an understandingof societyasa force of
transientsocialrelations,noneof which are a priori privileged. Contraryto Clark
whosepremise,as outlined earlier,is to call for the necessaryintensificationof
'ideological struggle' in 'classterms' in the face of social fragmentation,as
exemplifiedin 'spectacle'. Laclau's
is that these phenomena[the
thesis
challenging
and
controversial
...
effects of late capitalism with the decline in organising power and
credibility of traditional structures and the rise of differing social
interest groups] of dislocation and fragmentation not only lead to a
proliferation of political possibilities, but are also the conditions under
which something like freedom is possible; that freedom is a
135
consequence
of dislocation.

This appearsto be anotherposition that takesup and reads'positively' the
fragmentationof classinto diverseinterestgroupsand,throughthe radicalisation
of the conceptof hegemony,presentsan 'inversion' of the orthodoxMarxist
readingof 'class struggle' andthe 'battle of ideologies'.
However,I think there are importantdifferencesbetweenLaclau's position and
that of Derrida or Nancy. In orderto think a radical hegemonicarticulation
wherebydiverse'force fields' of interestsin a systemof differenceswithout
positive termsarepoliticised into an emancipatoryproject, Laclau follows a
Lacanianmodel of an 'absentfullness' at the hub oý any socialrelation (like the
Lacanian'Real'), which, in a systemof differential signsthat 'are' only in so far
asthey differ from, are 'other to' eachother, can only be a negative'term'
133Critchley, S., 'On Derrida's Specters Marx', Philosophy
of
and Social Criticism 21.3 (1995):
1-30.
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is
in
hegemonic
The
this sense
articulation
as
such.
outside of signification
mobilised by way of a particular sign (concretely representative of one particular
interest), emptying itself out to take the place of, to become a marker for the
136
hub
fullness
at the
of the system of relations.
generalised spaceof the absent
Laclau characterisesthis process as 'phantasmic'. So in respect of say 'the
dance of ideology' and 'free play of the signifier' with which Clark critically
in
his
in
'Preliminaries...
'
statement,
summarised
engages
The signs of sex are there in the picture, in plenty, but drawn up in
contradictory order; one that is unfinished, or rather, more than one;
orders interfering with each other, signs which indicate quite different
placesfor Olympia in the taxonomy of Woman and none of which she
137
occupies.

We can surmise in Laclau's terms, a 'phantasmic' positioning of Olympia as a
tquasi' spectral offering to an articulation of 'meaning' in a political stance,
unable to be predicted in advance of this articulation and precisely not occupying
a position in the taxonomy of Woman 'before' the hegemonic relation has done
its work.

Laclau claims this structure as being akin to Derrida's 'spectralisation' of Marx
via the 'concept' of hauntology. But Laclau's own account of Derrida's
'spectres' and the relation to his own model of phantasmic, emancipatory
politics, demonstratesthe difference between the two positions. In 'The time is
138,
Laclau both affirms the kinship between his own radicalised
out ofjoint'
hegemony with Derrida's 'spectral' reading of Marx and the difference between
Derrida's position as an ethical one, whereas Laclau's is apolitical one, or more
forcefully, hegemony potentially provides a political content and structure to the
'realisation' of Derrida's ethical injunction (so far as it goes?).

136Laclau, E 'Why do empty signifiers matter to polificsT in Emancipation(s) (London: Verso,
.,
1996), 3646.
137T. J., Clark, 'Preliminaries... ', 37.
13'Laclau, E 'The time is out ofjoint' in Emancipation(s), 66-83.
.,
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Laclau explains how Derrida's deconstructive reading of Marx, via the principle
of a hauntology, opens onto the undeconstructible notion ofjustice. This unfolds
via 'the logic of the spectre' and 'the question of the messianic'.

[T]he spectre is a paradoxical incorporation, the becoming-body, a
certain phenomenaland carnal form of the spirit. It becomes,rather,
some 'thing' that remainsdifficult to name; neither soul nor body and
both one and the other.For it is flesh and phenomenalitythat give to the
spirit its spectral apparition, but which disappear right away in the
apparition, in the very coming of the revenant or the return of the
spectre.There is somethingdisappeared,departedin the apparitionitself
139
asreapparitionof the departed.

As I havepreviously stated,what is madeclear by Laclau,is that anachronism,
or a time out ofjoint, is essentialfor spectrality,"the spectre,interrupting all
time.9440Suchanachronismor spatio-temporal
specularity desynchronises
disjunctionrendersundecidableboth 'spirit' and 'body', ideology and 'the real'.
Marx's chasingdown of the spectrein favour of an ontology of the emerging
proletariat,dispelling ideology andputting an end to a needfor 'politics' asthe
articulationof 'the real present'againstideological obfuscation,constitutesa
'suppression'of the spectralrelation, a refusal of the 'other' of being, both
anteriorpastand openfuture, which the logic of the spectreconstitutesasthe
openingforjustice. This deconstructionof Marx, demonstratingthat which
preventsMarx from establishinga non-hauntedontology other than by
suppressingthat which constitutesthe ethico-political dimensionof his thought,
begsan alternativereadingof politics. The link here, for Derrida,is betweenthe
logic of the spectreandthe structureof the 'messianic'.
What remains irreducible to any deconstruction, what remains as
undeconstructibleasthe possibility itself of deconstructionis, perhaps,a
certain experienceof the emancipatorypromise; it is perhapseven the
formality of a structural messianism,a messianismwithout religion,
even a messianicwithout messianism,an idea of justice - which we
distinguish from law or right or even human rights - and an idea of
"9 Derrida, J., Specters
ofMarx, 6.
140Laclau, E., 'The time is out of joint',

Emancipations, 68.
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democracy- which we distinguishfrom its current conceptand from its
141
determinedpredicatestoday.

As Laclau explains,
By the messianicwe should understandsomethingbelonging to the
...
general structure of experience...linked to the idea of promise...the
promise implicit in an originary opening to the 'other', to the
unforeseeable,to the pure event which cannot be mastered by any
aprioristic discourse...This is entwined with the notion of 'justice' as
linked to an absolute singularity, which cannot be absorbedby the
generality of law. The chasm between law and justice cannot be
democracy
closed...on the basis of thesepremises,Derrida elaborates
...
to come, a venir...[without] any teleological assertion...without
eschatology...without determinatecontent...Singularity as the terrain of
justice involves the radical undecidability which makes the decision
142
possible...

However for Simon Critchley, in what is quite a symbiotic, whilst richer in
detail, reading with Laclau on Derrida's Specters, the alternative reading of
143
is
by
left
begging
Derrida.
politics, as such still
My question would be: is the passagefrom the messianicappeal for
justice to laws and norms and rules (a politics no less] always a fault,
always in default? If so, why is it a fault and what sort of fault is it?
Clearly for Derrida, to refer to the messianicappealfor justice to moral
and legal conditionsis a transgressionof the apparentpriority, or indeed
as priori antecedence,of the messianic- what Derrida elsewherecalls
'the universal dimensionof experience'- but is this transgressionnot
also a necessity...namelythe moral, legal-socialinstantiation of justice,
the a posteriori and particular instance of the a priori status of the
messianic?Isn't the questionnot whetherto totalize but how to totalize;
that is how to link the a priori and the a posteriori, the universaland the
particular,the transcendentaland the empirical?...Is not this faulty move
from justice to law precisely that which is thought by Levinas in terms

141Derrida, J., SpectersofMarx, 59.

142Laclau, E., 'The time is
out of joint' in Emancipation(s), 74.
143Critchley, S., 'On Derrida's Specters Marx', 1-30.
of
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of the move from the other (autrui) to the third party (le tiers), from
144
ethicsto politics?

Critchley will situatethe possibility of what he seesasthe 'transition' from
ethicsto politics within a radicalisedhegemony.
If deconstructionis the attemptto show the constitutiveundecidability,
radical incompletionor untotalizability of textual, institutional, cultural,
social and economicstructures,then hegemonyis a theory of decisions
taken in the undecidable terrain opened up by deconstruction, and
which, in my view, is precisely that way in which we might begin to
think about the politics of deconstruction.The burning questionhere is
whether and how we can combine the logic of deconstructionwith the
logic of hegemony;does undecidability paralysethe possibility of the
145
decisionor doesit, on the contraryenableit?

Laclau, somewhatdifferently from Critchley, but with more or lessthe same
outcome suggests,
it is no longer a questionof finding a ground from which an ethical
...
injunction should be derived (even less to make such a ground of
undecidability itself) [surely somethingthat Derrida is at great pains to
avoid?]. We live as bricoleurs in a plural world, having to take
decisions within incomplete systemsof rules and some of these are
...
ethical ones. It is because of this constitutive incompletion that
decisionshave to be taken,but becausewe are facedwith incompletion
and not total dispossession,the problem of a total ethical grounding either through the openingto the othernessof the other, or through the
metaphysicalprinciple - never arises. 'The time is out of joint' but,
becauseof that, there is never a beginning - or an end - of time.
Democracydoesnot needto be - and cannotbe - radically grounded.
We can move to a more democraticsociety only through a plurality of
acts of democratization.The consurnmationof time - as Derrida knows
146
well - neverarrives.Not evenas a negativeidea.

144Critchley, S., 'On Derrida's Specters...', 16.
145Critchley, S., 'On Derrida's Specters...', 2 1.
146Laclau, E., 'The time is out ofjoint' in Emancipation (s), 79
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This may be debating finer points of interpretation of ethics and politics, but it is
important not to obscure what is key to both Derrida's thinking here and to a
different historical aesthetics and politics of memory that I am trying to work
out. Both Critchley and Laclau appear to reify'undecidability'

and

'deconstruction asjustice. Both attribute a transcendental status which must
either be traversed (Critchley) or conceived otherwise (Laclau). This is to deny
the fact that Derrida never attributes a transcendental status to justice, but is
always scrupulous about its place in the undecidable terrain of mutual
contamination between the transcendental and empirical, justice and law,
universal and particular; the outcome of which can never be predetermined.
Indeed, contrary to Laclau, Derrida does not develop any theory of decision
based upon, as Laclau's logic of hegemony appearsto pre-suppose, a full
'absence', a Lacanian 'real', as the fulcrum for hegemonic articulation.

Even thesesympatheticreadingsof Derridawant to turn his deconstruction,
deconstructionof Marx's thought,deconstructionasjustice, into a political
it
be.
however
Derrida confoundsand frustrates
'ungrounded'
might
programme,
by alluding to a 'politics' that 'is almostsecret'.The 'logic' of the spectreand
the messianicis the (a) logic of the secret;the secretof inheritance,but also, I
suggest"the secret"of singularplurality and 'exposition' in Nancy.
Let us consider first the radical heterogeneityof an inheritance, the
difference without oppositionthat must mark it, a 'disparateness'and a
quasi-juxtaposition without dialectic...you must...inhabit it in
contradictoryfashionarounda secret...One would be affectedby it asby
a cause-naturalor genetic. One always inherits a secret, which says,
147
'Readme, will you everbe up to itT

This secretis not an enigma.For Derrida in this instance,I think it standsfor
what I havebeenattemptingto tracethroughoutthis chapteras a connection
betweenaestheticsandpolitics that avoidspreconceptionsthat forecloseon
'meaning' andprogrammatic'reading' and enables,to put it in somewhat
telegraphicandbanalterms,an opennessandhospitality for the 'other'. This for
147Derrida, J., Specters ofMarx, 40.
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Derrida amounts to a certain 'politics of memory', which Laclau and Critchley
in
I
'ethics'
to
to
rewind
more
closely
separateas an
which now need
prefer
relation to the reading of art works and art history, picking up the threads that I
have already interwoven into this critique of T. J. Clark's reading.

Going back to the positions of Laclau and Critchley two things strike me. One is
that Laclau's position ultimately dependsupon recognition of the difference
between signifier and signified whereby one 'term' can 'empty' or 'phantasmise'
itself to act as a 'transcendental signified' around which a politics can begin.
"The chasm between law and justice" becomes somehow 'filled' with a
begemonic articulation. Derrida's position throughout his work is one that seeks
to resist and destabilise both the distinction between signifier and signified and
especially any notion of transcendental status to signification. This comes to
mark an ultimate referent or 'anterior' to the work of the mark, as a form of
presencewhich guarantees,here 'the political' from the 'outside'. Similarly,
with Critchley's argument for the question being "How to totalize? How to form
the link in terms of some forin of political presence, instantiation ofjustice9" is,
I suggest, missing the point about undecidability. It seemsto me that
undecidability is not another word for incompletion or untotalisability as some
kind of 'state of things', with which we have to deal as part of the 'ends of man'
as finite, against infinite possibilities. As Geoff Bennington suggests,we need to
be mindful of, "Derrida's refusal of the classical account of the impossibility of
totalization on the grounds of the empirical finitude of man, faced with the
inexhaustible richness in experience."

148

and
avoid,
,

The paradox of traditional political thinking of all colours that by
taking its model from conceptualthinking... projects freedomas a state
at the end of a progress ideally oriented by calculable and
programmable laws. Freedom is ejected from now except in the
149
negativeform of unforeseenobstacles.

148Bennington, G., 'Deconstruction and the Philosophers (The Very Idea)' in Legislations: The
Politics ofDeconstruction (London: Verso, 1994), 42.
149Ibid., 45.
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The point is that undecidability is not a modulation within the order of
calculation that we can cancel out or ignore as an obstacle. It 'is' that mutual
contamination of transcendent and empirical, precondition and condition, that
mobilises the event of any decision, nomination, call, making of a mark or
In
for
this sense,with reference to
than
that
that
once.
more
and
matter,
reading,
Critchley's question, there is no sensein which undecidability is an obstacle and
there is no choice. Bennington quotes Derrida from Parages:
decision
be
decidability
for
to
the
ceasing
assured,
a
criteria
...where,
can, finally engageand the event take place. More than once...ventures
beyond the too-well-receiveddivides betweenperformative speechand
borderline
begins
into
to
those
where
a
environs
constative speech,
tremble. It regularly undecidesitself, betweenthe event of citation, in
advance divisible and iterable, and the desire of the coming itself,
before any citation. But the event-meeting,decision, call, nomination,
initial incision of a mark-canonly come about from the experienceof
the undecidable.Not the undecidablewhich still belongsto the order of
calculation but the other, which no calculation could ever anticipate.
Without this experience,would thereever be the chanceof a steptaken;
a call for the event, a gift, a responsibility?Would there be any other
thing, any causethen other than causality?Would not everything be
delivered over to the programme ý150
r

It is within this ethico-political 'arena', andon these'terms' that Derrida's
readingson art and literaturelie. JustasDerrida is wary of any political
programmethat would pre-emptthat anachronistic'hauntology', that crossingof
here
is
demand
the
that
the
of
andnow, 'outside' of any
absenceandpresence
ontology, so too is he wary of any philosophical,sociologicalor aesthetic
'programme' that deniesthe work of differanceor the 'trait' when it comesto
art.
In The Truth in Painting, Derrida speaks of writing four times around the truth in
is
from
'around'
Characteristically,
Derrida's
out of the
within
and
painting.
problematics of any discourse on painting and how far that discourse is deemed
its
by,
but
is
from,
'contaminated'
'exceeds'
that
the
which
excess
of
separate
or
very object. From the beginning, Derrida asks questions of what it means to talk
150
Ibid.,46.
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in
in
'to
'tell'
'truth
idiom
'the
the
painting' and the
owe'
or
painting',
of
relationship between stating and performing (constative and performative, saying
or doing) as speechacts, when it comes to painting and the entire question of the
'trait' -the characteristic, as per idiom belonging to painting, the mark, and the
broaching at origin, as the trace, differance. Derrida, both in terms of presenting
his argument and graphically in the arrangement of the interrupted and
interrupting 'marks' (which David Wills calls 'half crochets', referring to
graphic marks in fifteenth century printed bibles separating text from
commentary), which, in Derrida's chapter on Kant's Aesthetics entitled
Parergon, are remarkable for their signifying or half-framing an absencein the
text, indicating by the very lemma that which is absent from Kant's discourse,
'
51
frame
itself.
As Derrida indicates
discourse
produces a
or commentary on the
in his preface entitled passe-partout, as that which separatesand interrupts
framing, the 'partition at the edge', the feature of divisibility, the frame will be
the central question in his discussion of the work of art.

Four times then around painting to recognise and contain, like the
...
surrounds of the work of art, or at most its outskirts: frame, title,
signature,museum,archive, reproduction, discourse,market, in short
everywherewhereone legislateson the right to painting by marking the
limit, with a slash marking an opposition which one would like to be
indivisible The commonfeatureof thesefour times is perhapsthe trait.
...
Insofar as it is never common or even one, with and without itself. Its
152
divisibility foundstexts, tracesand remains.

To legislate on the right to painting begs the question of the differance between,
I would say,justice and the law figured in the trait, wherein one might say the
trait is both within and without, and exceeds the 'legislature' of framing.

Discourseson painting are perhaps destined to reproduce the limit
which constitutesthem, whateverthey do and whateverthey say; there
is for them an inside and an outside of the work as soon as there is a
work. A series of oppositions comes in the train of this one, which,
151seeWills, D., 'Lemming' in JacquesDerrida and the Humanities:A Critical Reader.(ed).
Cohen,T., (Cambridge:CambridgeUniversity Press,2001), 111.
,
152
Derrida, J., The Truth in Painting. Trans.Bennington,G., andMcLeod,I., (Chicago:Chicago
University Press,1987), 11.
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incidentally,is not necessarilyprimary (for it belongsto a systemwhose
edging itself reintroducesthe problem). And there the trait is always
determined as an opposition-slash. But what happens before the
differencebecomesoppositionin the trait, or without its doing so? And
what if therewere not evena becominghere?For becominghasperhaps
alwayshad as its conceptthis determinationof differenceas opposition.
So the questionwould no longer be "What is a trait?" or "What does a
trait become?" or "What pertainsto the trait?" but "How does the trait
treat itselP Does it contractin its retreat?" A trait never appears,never
itself, becauseit marksthe differencebetweenthe forms and contentsof
the appearing.A trait never appears,never itself, never for a first time.
It begins by retrac(t)ing. Follow here the logical successionof what I
long ago called, before getting around to the turn of painting, the
broaching of the origin: that which opens, with a trace, without
initiating anything.

153

Derrida's broachingof the subjectcapturesthe 'breach' of the trait in the figure
of thepasse-partout.
One spaceremainsto be broachedin order to give place to the truth in
painting. Neither inside nor outside,it spacesitself without letting itself
be framed but it does not stand outsidethe frame. It works the frame,
makesit work, lets it work, gives it work to do...the trait is attractedand
retrac(t)edthere by itself, attractsand dispenseswith itself there...it is
situated. It situates between the visible the visible edging and the
phantom in the centre from which we fascinate...Betweenthe outside
and the inside, between the external and the internal edge-line, the
framer and the framed, the figure and the ground, form and content,
signifier and signified and so on for any two facedopposition.The trait
thus divides itself in this place where it takes place...I write on the
passe-partoutwell known to picture framers.And in order to broach it,
right on this supposedlyvirgin surface,generallycut out of a squareof
cardboardand openin its 'middle' to let the work appear.The latter can
moreover be replaced by another, which thus slides into the passepartout as an 'example'. To that extent, the passe-partoutremains a
structurewith a moveablebase,but althoughit lets somethingappear,it
doesnot form a frame in the strict sense,rather a frame within a frame.
Without ceasing to spaceitself out, it plays its card or its cardboard
...
153

Ibid., 11.
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betweenthe frame in what is properly speakingits internal edgeand the
externaledgeof what it gives to see,lets or makesappearin its empty
enclosure:the picture, the painting, the figure, the form, the systemof
154
strokes(traits) and of colours.

Derrida's figure of thepasse-partoutseeksto complicateany assumedsimple
conceptof the aestheticor the conceptualframeworkof any discourseon
painting inasmuchaswe cannoteasilydivide the 'inside' and the 'outside' of
it:
discourse.
Carroll
As
David
any such
puts
Derrida arguesthat, for Hegel and an entire history of philosophy, the
empirical existenceof (the) work of art hasprovided a starting point for
the philosophical investigation of the meaning and origin of art. The
purposeof the philosophyof artýin this context,is to raise the empirical
nature of art to a higher level and endow it with historical and
philosophicalmeaningto negateand transcendthe specifically.aesthetic
elementsof art. The aestheticobject is, in this way, predeterminedin
terms of the historical-philosophicalend it is madeto serve.But even if
such an end were not imposedon art if it were possibleto approachart
only on its own terms,with art as its own end, the questionsthat would
then be asked of the 'non-determinedconcept' of art, arguesDerrida
would in themselvespredeterminewhat one meansby art. This holds
true not just for traditional philosophicalquestions(such as what is the
truth of art? its meaning?its origin?) but also for 'modem' questions
concerning the form of the work, its internal functioning, its
performativeeffects.Each of thesequestionsassumes,at the very least,
an opposition or set of oppositions-truth/falsehood,meaning/forrn,
intemal/extemal, saying/doing-that limits and predetermines the
definition of art and how it will be treated.Art could be consideredas
predeterminedtherefore- not only in theorieswhosepurposeis to have
art serve some exterior end or purpose, but also in theories whose
155
purposeis to haveart serveonly its own internalpurposes.

The corollary to this is, yes, that "The question Derrida pursues in his essayson
art is how to break out of the enclosure determined by this inside/outside
opposition -not in order to destroy all notions of aesthetic specificity, but to
154

bid., 12.
155Carroll, D., Paraesthetics:Foucault, Lyotard. Derrida. (London: Methuen, 1987), 134-135.
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conceive ofspecificity in some other manner; not to diminish the status of theory
but to make it more critical and effective"156(my emphasis) and accords with his

referenceelsewhereto the 'third term':
at the sametime the place wherethe systemconstitutesitself and where
this constitution is threatenedby the heterogeneousand by a fiction no
longer in the serviceof truth. What particularly interestsme here is that
which participates in participation and non-participation. And the
regularreturn to this theme- which is also the themeof art, of mimesis
betrays
double
in
a
my work, and a raising of the stakespostulation
since we find at the heart of the third as participation that which in no
caseallows itse6rto be re-appropriatedby participation, and thus by a
157(My
emphasis)
philosophical system.

But the key point is why should this matter, what are the ethical and political
stakes as well as the aesthetic or indeed theoretical ones? If Derrida's reading
puts into question such binaries as a text/context division upon which T. J.
Clark's reading of Manet and modernism ultimately depends, why will an
approach to aesthetics and politics along the lines of a radicalisation of
hegemony not do? After all, here the engagementwith the aesthetic and the
political is on an undecidable terrain, of radical incompletion and
differing/deferring of "textual, institutional, cultural, social, economic
structures", as suggestedby Laclau and Critchley above. It will not do because in
the end we encounter another framing, which turns the singular to an example,
the particular of a universalising hegemonic condition. It is in terms of
singularity that Derrida importantly re-reads and deconstructs the 'aesthetic' and
thereby can proffer a reading ofjustice 'before' the law and 'outside' the
thinking of totality.

I have briefly here concentrated on the 'passe-partout' section of The Truth in
Painting, precisely because it sets the scene for what is a mode of reading and
inscribing on the 'right to painting' and the aesthetic that, to my mind, accords
with Derrida's approach to the ethico-political as an act of thinking before and
156Carroll, D., Paraesthetics, 135.
157Derrida, J.,
and Ferraris, M., A Tastefor the Secret, 5.
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between the difference between justice and the law and resisting presumptive
frameworks
or teleological programmes. In
or
ontological
phenomenological
that sense,to do justice to the aesthetic and to mark its singularity, is to
recognise that spacing 'before' the law, and recognising but without falling
entirely for the trace of absolute alterity 'beyond' the law. It is this working of
the frame across the aesthetic and the ethical and political that interests me.

To approach this requires a linkage between Derrida's writing on aesthetics and
his deconstructive gestures in relation to the 'frame' - as a starting point for
consideration of the 'work' of art, the self portrait and the rights of inspection of
the photographic image and his other interventions concerning hospitality, the
supplement and the messianic. Derrida's writings on the aesthetic are not
confined in their reverberations to aesthetic questions, but is there an aesthetic
question without an ethical and political one? Such a linkage has been suggested
in an article by Ranjana Khanna, ' 58which deploys Derrida's deconstructive
reading of the frame and Kant's 'Parergon', together with his ethico-political
meditations on hospitality, exemplarity, community (as, for Derrida, always
something to parenthesise, in resistanceto its totalising, exclusionary force) and
justice in relation to the 'postcolonial', the key issues being the relationship
between the 'frame', 'host' and 'supplement', the distinction between the
particular as an example of the 'universal', or part to whole, and the singular as
being unassimilable to this part-to-whole 'context' and how the singular as a
supplement of the supplement troubles received wisdoms of 'community' and
notions of hegemonic articulation.

In The Truth in Painting's chapter on "Parergon", Derrida writes on the parerga
of the 'frame' and 'the example'. These are supplements and supports for that
which is thought 'intrinsic' to the aesthetic and the beautiful. As such they are
both necessaryto the intrinsic in order to determine what is intrinsic and what is
extrinsic but, at the same time, they are denied, naturalised or simplified by the
philosophical discourse.

158Khanna, R., 'Frames, Contexts, Community, Justice' in Diacritics, 33.2, (2003), 114 1.
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its
but
be
denied
'hosts'
A frame deten-nines
a
work,
may
existence
on
own
and
terms.Insofar asDerrida givesus to think of the frame asgiving rise to the work,
with its own materiality it is a 'prosthesis'at origin, an originary supplement,
doubling any simple origin. As much asthe frame gives host to and 'protects'
(unknowable,
it
is
to
the
other
promiseor threat)
meaning,
permeableandopen
outsideof the frame,or a singulareventexceedingthe frame 'from the inside',
like Barthes'punctum,an unknowableeffect that woundsand lingers as an
ungraspablememory.
This piercing, for Barthes,is at first unlocatable,as if it is respondingto memoriesor
nostalgiaetchedinto the body of the viewer, thus causingan interruptionin the force field
of the stadium.It also introducesa different time-frame,and a spectralpresencethat
indicatesbeing out-of-joint.159

Khanna connects the puncturn effect both to the "spectral presence that indicates
being out-of-joint" with Derrida's reading of Kant's 'without' of the 'pure cut'
the 'essence' of the beautiful and the aesthetic as such in the finality-withoutend.

In a section on the notion of beauty in Kant, he [Derrida] explains that the "cut" caused by
something outside of the force field of the work contains the unknown. The "cut" does not
simply engender an already formulated alternative. It opens the work up to the possibility
of a different intervention or response as yet unknown, and is stripped of recognizable
utility ... The aesthetics of the parergon is especially concerned with this cut or
interruption. It is a nonknowledge intervening in the force field of the work enclosed
160
frame.
within a

Derrida analysesKant's frame of the beautiful, premisedon the 'without' of the
pure cut, enclosingthe object in its 'finality-without-end'. The cut opensthe
'work' to the 'without', which is necessarilyunknowableaswithout end or
purpose.This is an open 'without', which hasan edge.It is tfie 'without' marked'
by the edge,that countsfor beauty;the inassindlable'other' without, which cuts
to both form andgive 'force' at the border.The frame is thus the 'law' which

139Khanna, R., "Frames,
contexts... " 18
160Ibid., 18

110

inscribesanddelimits but, at the sametime, it exposesto the without (limits) of
the law beyondlaw.
We cannotdeny,naturaliseor 'dialectise' the antinomyof the frame.But frames
in
liable
the
be
twists,
to
gaps
unhingings,
openings,
can worked otherwise,are
joints thus out ofjoint. Openingsaboutwhich we may hypothesiseasto the law
in
Critchley,
Laclau
but
hospitality,
to
and
reference
absolute
of unconditional,
frame,
impose
hegemonise
to
or substitutea
another
surely
would
above,
instance.
than
a
singular
example,
rather
particular
It could of courseat somelevel be supposedthat the singularcan serveas an
instance
is
(for
Kant)
An
supportinga generalor
a
particular
example. example
frame
'law'.
Derrida
the
that
or the passe-partoutcan allow a
universal
points out
its
for
boundaries.
But
Derrida, the
to
numberof examples substitutewithin
form
themselves
the
somethingof an antinomy.
singular and particular
To recap on 'singularity',

singularity involves recognising a work as

both unique and necessarily repeatable, iterable, thus operating in a
4general economy' But it is in the insistent 'gap' between the singular
and the general, each time 'anew', that the singular event of the work
're-marks' and demands response, which is also a responsibility of
by
is
This
the ten-n 'aporetic (de)
I
to
trying
capture
reading.
what am
structure', which necessarily crosses time, thought as the present or the
it
inasmuch
text,
the
as
re-marks an unpresence of
work or
thernatisable and un-phenomenologisable 'other'

anterior to its

4institution' as a work (and thus it could be said that a work is always
already 'in mourning' for this absent 'other') and, by the logic of
iterability, is still to come in an incalculable way.

Singularitybearswith it an ideality that is irreducibleto any frameworkor
contextthat, nevertheless,lets it be andis thus in turn irreducibleto the
particular and/orthe example.It cannotbe explainedby its contextbut, asa
singularity, it cannotbe understoodother than through its particular instantiation.
This is the aporiathroughwhich responsibilityhasto takeplace and,insofar as
singularitybearsa certainloss in relation to context,this 'response'has
ill

something of the structure of mourning about it. For Derrida, however, this is
neither a mourning of introjection nor a melancholia of incorporation in the
strictly Freudian sense.Mourning is mourning for the inassimable 'other',
respecting its radical alterity and within the structure of 'tim e-out-of-joint'
bearing a relationship to an 'other-to-come'. It is in these sensesthat art and
literature are analogous to the historical and political in Derrida's terms. A
responseto literature is akin to a responsibility towards justice for the 'other'
before the 'law' in the important double senseof 'before' and at the same time
the literary event can articulate the anachronism and 'out ofjointness' of time
constitutive of history and the 'politics' ofjustice. To articulate this (de)structure
within a logic of hegemony is to perform something of a double-framing. First it
is reduce the singular to the example or particular instance of a general
(universal) tendency, and then it is to expect that particular instance to 'perform'
that generalising, universalising gesture.

To readOlympia on the basisof undecidabilityaroundthe questionof
woman/prostitutionasgeneralisableinto a (another)potentially (unifying)
political position (frame) is perhapsthe inverseof Clark's determination(in the
last instance)by class.
Whereasthe conceptsof counter-hegemonyand hegemonyemphasise
alternative modes of new power structures,that of hospitality returns
one to the opennessto damage,causedby the arrival of the supplement
and to undoingrather than building an alternativeof recentralizedforcefields. Less about building hegemony or community, it listens for
fracturesso as to understandhow a force of criticism functions in the
161
supplementpolitically and ethically.

In responseto (the) painting, we needto hypothesisearounda certain
'blindness', a passivityto the 'other' which damagesthe 'frame' of sight and
carriesan inassimableforce, thus instigatinga certain 'exposure' andunravelling
of seeingthat disablesa return of the other to the same,whetherthat 'same' be
signified by a political position or aestheticeffect or self-reference.

161Khanna, R., 'Frames, Contexts, Community, Justice', 34.
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Derrida brings this into play with the 'scene of drawing' in Memoirs of the
Blind. 162Derrida thinks the trace directly in relation to the drawn, and then the
involves
drawing
he
the
that
act
of
a 'primary' or
posits
painted, mark where
'anterior' blindness; a necessarypassivity towards the rupture by absence,the
'invisible' trait at the beginning of any tracing of the mark, the absolute
singularity of the event of drawing, which makes possible the mark, as re-mark,
the delimiting and the withdrawal of the mark and the necessary exposure of the
mark to chance.
This has repercussions then, both for the 'event' of drawing and the 'signature'.
The 'event' of the trace is both absolutely singular and with-draws, but at the
in
in
'is'
time
the
trace
same
as re-mark the spatio-temporal work of differance.
The event is thus both subject to an 'otherness' outside of any simple thinking of
it
is
inside
by
the
time
while
also
consciousness,
space and
and appropriation
differentiating structure of differance. Similarly, the signature, the gesture, the
self-presentation of the artist, and here we can think on any making of the mark
has
for
kind
'self-portrait'
to go through
self-consciousness,
as a
of
and model
its
full
be
deferred
by
the
trace
the
of
other,
making
presence to
and
pre-original
'itself' impossible.
Derrida illustrates this through his account of the particularity of the selfportrait's necessarydetour through the 'other'. The self-mark of the artist is
dependent upon its designation by an 'other', the viewer, while the viewer is
dependent upon the designation of the mark (artist's self-mark/self portrait) as a
'work'/ 'self-portrait' by a title or signature as part of the 'framing' of the work,
as work. The subject as self-present identity is deferred both by the other of the
viewer and by language and signification. Self-possession is always impossible
in its dependenceupon the other, whilst the attempt at self-possession is
necessary in order for there to be a relation to the other.
Derrida's remarks here on the event and the signature bear upon the passivity
and blindness of witnessing and the ethics and politics involved in bearing
witness to the other. This makes us think of painting as a bearing witness to the

162Derrida, J., Memoirs of the Blind
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bearing
'world',
'truth',
the
the
on
painting
as
witness to the
or
writing
event,
by
in
both
And
the trace that
effaced
and
witness
are
cases,
witnessing
witness.
at the same time makes them possible. Witnessing always comes after the event,
its
because
instance
in
the
account can only be an
of eye-witnessing,
even
originary supplement to the event which is always already 'absented', but made
possible through its tracing. The event, in that sense,cannot be seen, known, represented or adequatedand thus, bearing witness to the witness requires a
responseto that which withdraws; that which is unrepresentable and
unknowable. Witnessing of painting, in painting, mourns or receives the
effacement of the other, which is not present, presentable or of a presence, but
neither is a pure absence.

Derrida's work asonereadsandre-readsit acrosstime, offers an alliance
betweenthe singularity of artworksandthe aesthetic(as that which participates
in
does
that
time
and at
same
not participate the conceptualorder, affirms and at
the sametime deniesby its very heterogeneityand re-markingthe mimetic
relation, tracesand at the sameeffacesin the tracethus exposingthe absent
presence)with the aporiaof time, which 'links' the absolutepast,immemorial,
unrestitutable,with the absolutefuture,without horizon, without telos,
incalculable,andtherebythe inscribingthat which is lost to history, in the name
ofjustice, by virtue of this (a)temporality.
From anotherbut relatedperspective,Nancy's work re-inscribesthe aestheticas
contiguousto an absoluterelativisationof the spacingof the in-common,as a
completelyotherwisethoughtontology of being as existence.Derrida wantsto
complicatethe thinking of being asontology by crossingit with a 'hauntology'.
Nancy wantsto complicatethe thinking of being as commonessencewith a rethoughtontology as a 'being-with', which is the exposureof singularity to
plurality without recourseto or return to an immanentismof the 'in-common'.
In both we derive a.relationship between the aesthetic and the political thought

'otherwise'.
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So I return to the reading of Manet's Olympia. The body is undialectisable, not
in terms of a collapse of dialectic, but more in terms of the resistance to dialectic
as image in the unsublatable 'remainder', the spectral 'revenant' of Derrida, or
the discontinuity, the surprise fragmentation of senseand our 'norms' of sensemaking in terms of 'received' notions of subjectivity, grouping, class, gender,
sex- boundness, as per Nancy's inoperable 'community' of reading to which
twe' are exi)osed. absolutelv relativised in that sense. an interrul)ted dialectic.

Still,
The ruin is not in front of us; it is neithera spectaclenor a love object. It
is experienceitself neitherthe abandonedyet still monumentalfragment
of a totality, nor, as Benjamin thought, simply a theme of baroque
culture. It is preciselynot a theme,for it ruins the theme, the position,
the presentationor representationof anything and everything. Ruin is
rather the memory openlike an eye, or like a hole in a bone socketthat
lets you see without showing you anything at all, anything of the
all-There is nothing of the totality that is not immediately opened,
pierced or bored through...The naked face cannot look itself in the
face but becausethe other, over there, remains irreducible because
...
(s)heresistsall interiorization,subjectification,idealization in a work of
163
to
the
mourning,
ruseof narcissismnevercomes an end...

163Derrida, J., Memoirs
ofthe Blind 69
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Chapter Two: The Promise of Death: History and Memory in Hiroshima Mon

Amour

Thereis no doubt that Derrida's politics includesa work of mourning.But the
tspectral' relation he articulates in Specters ofMarx and casts similarly in other
164
texts, makes clear that his notion ofjustice for the other, only graspable
through a 'time-out-of-joint',

be
resuggestsa past and a memory, which cannot
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165
outside,self and other.
Within the philosophic andpsychoanalytictradition, with referenceto Freud,
into
death
be
derives
that
sublated
there
mourningcan completedand
a sense
history andmemory.166Jean-LucNancy has suggestedthat this is the sacrificial
logic, which has not only beenat work in the eventof collective memory and
commemoration,but hasinformedthe very thinking of community and the
human
finitude,
is
it
surmounting
of
and
politics subtends, which an overcoming
66a beyond and surmounting of the unravelling that occurs at the death of each
..
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For instance,Derrida, J., Memoiresfor Paul de Man, trans.Lindsay, C., Culler, J., and
Cadava,E., (New York: ColumbiaUniversity Press,1986)and Derrida, J., Cinderstrans.
Lukacher,N., (Lincoln: University of Nebraska,1987).
165In Memoiresfor Paul de Man, Derrida.makesthe point that thereis in the passageand
momentof transition in any act of memory,that which resiststhe recuperativepowersof
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Freud,S., 'Mouming and Melancholia' in The StandardEdition of the Complete
PsycholigicalWorks of SigmundFreud,trans.and ed. JamesStrachey,Vol XIV 1968239-258
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death
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longer
death
than
the
that
of
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when
no
one of us the individual, carries an unbearable burden and collapses into insignificance. "167

This is the logic of the communityof immanence,signified by figures like the
lovers who commit suicidetogether,which "accomplishesthe infinite repricocity
State,
by
Hegel
the
the
two
thought
as
principle
of
residing
of
of
agencies",and
in the fact of "having in anotherthe momentof one's own subsistence,[an other]
168
its
lives.
"
is
their
whosereality nevermore presentthan when membersgive
Death in such a community, is not the unmasterableexcessof finitude,
but the infinite fulfilment of an immanent life: it is death itself
consignedto immanence,it is in the end that resorptionof deaththat the
Christian civilisation, as though devouring its own transcendence,has
169
in
itself
the
the
to
to
supremework.
guiseof
come minister

For Nancy, death is appropriate to the thinking of community, but in an entirely
other sense.As Derrida suggests,death presents an absolute alterity, which, in
Nancy's application to the thinking of community, is the profound sensethat
death reveals that the community is an impossible communion. Death reveals the
impossibility of immanence, the impossibility of subjects substantiated into a
collective subject. As Nancy suggests,we can only experience ourselves as
death
'non-experienced
the
of
of others. "What
experience'
existent, as our
community reveals to me, in presenting my birth and my death is my existence
Our being is always finite, as the 'experience' of birth and
outside of myself. 99170
death is always 'outside of' and 'other' to self, whilst being inalienably 'proper'
to self as existing. What we share is not the substantiated T hypostasised as a

167
Nancy, J-L., 'The InoperativeCommunity' in TheInoperative Community,Ed. Connor,P.,
(Minneapolis:,University of Minnesota,1991),7. In this text Nancy respondsto both the
thinking of deathand community in Hegel's Phenomenologyof the Spirit wherebythe
consciousness
of deathis somethingmore than mereannihilation,but testimonyto the necessary
overcomingof particularity and externalityin the passageof the 'spirit' towardsthe absolute
reconciliationof the universalwith its particularembodiment,realisedpolitically in the
overcomingof the individual in the body of the stateand its 'inversion' in Marx, wherethe state
is the realisationof a dialectical materialismas opposedto idealism,which hasits own shareof
the
sacrifices
along
way.
'68
Ibid., 12.
169
Ibid., 13.
170

Ibid., 26
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'we'. What 'we' shareis the 'exteriority' to the self, the 'other-to-self which is
,
171
an unenclosableexposureto others.
It is in the light of thesethoughtsfrom Derrida andNancy, which bring together
deathandthe politics of the subjectandcommunity in an entirely other sense,
that I haveapproachedthe film HiroshimaMon Amour. I arguethat the film
questionsthe completionof memoryandpositsthat memorywill exceedthe
meansby which it is re-presentedby and for the subject,at the sametime
questioningthe premiseuponwhich a collective memory canbe given to, or on
behalf of, a community.However,in termsof MargueriteDuras'sreadingof the
film shescripted,it ultimately resolvesthesequestionsby a passagethrough a
seriesof negationsand ambiguitieswithin an auto-critiqueof the imageof
cinema,which culminatesin the truth of the non-truth; the impossibility of
knowing or talking aboutthe truth of Hiroshima other than by a 'fictive'
narrationwhich bespeaksa nihilism. However,if, out of the telling of this
narrative,a catharsistakesplaceanda collective survival emerges,I arguethat
this ultimately sublatesthe eventof Hiroshima and foreclosesupon its future
memory andthe thoughtof the future, which an eventof suchenormity
demands.

Using Derrida's radicalisationof memory andthe future to come,andNancy's
re-thinking of the subjectand subjectof community, and asidefrom Duras's
reading,the film offers the possibility of anotherreading.This reading
recognisesthat no cinematicrepresentationcan containthe singularity of the
historical event,which is alwaysin excessof and unassimilableto any
completionby memory.But, as such,thejustice, which the memoryof the event
demands,remainsin the uncloseabletensionbetweenthe eventand its memory
andis thus receptiveto an openfuture,the subject,politics andcommunity of
which cannotbe assumedin advanceor be thought to ariseout of the working
through of the memoryof Hiroshima.

1HereNancyis elaborating
17
Heidegger's
uponandbringingtogether
notionof Beingas"ekimmanence,
Heidegger's,
transcendence"
stasis",
asan"immanent
andtherefore
an"impossible"
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arguably
notionof BeingasMitsein(beingwith)andHeidegger's
notionof
death".SeeNancy,J-L.,TheInoperative
beingas"being-towards
"authentic"
Communityl4-15
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The first part of this chapter is a commentary on the film studied through Duras's
her
in
her
film
the
the
synopsis,
script
and
as
evidenced
own reading of
'notations' for the film. Taking a cue from these, I read the film in relation to the
film
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which reverberatesthrough the second part, where philosophical and critical
debates emerge considering the place of art in memory of an event where ethical
fore.
in
This
to
the
the
returns
me
again
and political questions ofjustice come
third part to the film and the very question of the 'event' in the film, which
prompts another reading.

"Sacrilegious recollection"

Hiroshima Mon Amour was first releasedin Francein 1959,directedby Alain
Resnaiswith a script by MargueriteDuras.Resnaishadbeencommissionedby
the FrenchMinistry of Cultureto make a film aboutthe droppingof the atom
bomb on Hiroshimaby the Americansin 1945.Resnaishad previously madea
documentaryfilm aboutthe Nazi Death-Camps(Night and Fog, 1955).He gave
Hiroshima,
"just
initial
idea
documentary
the
anotherNight and
on
up on
of a
Foe' and enlistedthe help of MargueriteDuras.That doesnot meanto saythat
in
Hiroshima
Amour.
Mon
One
from
Fog
Night
present
of
are
not
elements
and
theseis Resnais'sinterestin how memory andmental imagesof the campsrelate
to the actualdocumentedfootage,at what point doesthis documentedpast
becomethe past and for whom?The other is the referenceto French
collaborationin the processof internment.The questionsof 'how you
remember?' and 'whose senseof the past is it?' are centralto Resnais.
Hiroshima Mon Amour produceda "sort of false documentary"asDurastermed
it. From the outsetof her synopsis,it is clear that this film is to.approachthe
horror of Hiroshimaby way of a calculatedsubversionof the genreof
documentary,which in its relianceupon the repetition of receivedimages
reduces,by its very amplitude,the horror to banality. "Impossibleto talk about
Hiroshima,one can only talk aboutthe impossibility of talking about
119
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This is the effect of documentarycinemaandthe
she
states.
,
paradoxthat ensuesfrom it; that you can talk aboutHiroshima anywhere."One
Hiroshima"

can talk aboutHiroshimaanywhere,evenin a hotel bed, during a chance,an
173
love
adulterous
affair", but to what point or effect?Hiroshimabecomesa
word on the lips of 'the world', but what aboutmeaningand significance'now'
and for the future?The film's approachto the propositionof 'false documentary'
is to placea love story at the site of Hiroshimatwelve yearsafter the bombing, a
chanceaffair betweena Japanese
man and a Frenchwoman,a story, which is
itself overwhelmedby the femaleprotagonist'spersonalmemory of love and
deathin her hometown of Nevers;in France,asthis previouslyrepressed
memory is provokedby the new love affair. Formally it is a false documentary
in that it is a film, which foregroundsits own apparatuswith an elaborate
montageof imagesfrom newsreelsandreconstructionsof the aftermathof the
bombing andthe exhibits in the Hiroshimamuseumwith a voice-overdialogue
which, contraryto the normsof documentary,disputesratherthan confirms the
relationshipbetweenwhat is seenandknowledgeof the event.In addition, the
femalecharacteris an actressvisiting Hiroshima to makea film aboutpeace,and
the film elaboratelyshowsthe location setsand all the cinematicmachinery
involved in constructingthis commemorativefilm.
The story, which comesto engulf the presentof Hiroshima, is narratedvia the
conventionsof flashbackimages,which echoor imitate scenesfrom the
Hiroshimanewsreelsand Museum.This contributesto the complex 'time' of the
film and the difficulties of distinguishingbetweenwhat is 'real' andwhat is
'imaginary'. On the one hand,the woman's personalmemory appearsto be
provokedby and continuesto be imagedby her throughthe later imagesof
Hiroshima, on the other handher memoryimagesserveas an artistic device
throughwhich the collective imagesof Hiroshima arere-thoughtand given a
personalconnectionand a 'truth'. It usesthe devicesof cinema,which can play
upon the ambiguity betweenperceptionand knowledge,what is seenandwhat is
imagined,what is believedto be real and 'true'.
172Duras, M., 'Synopsis', Hiroshima Mon Amour (Screenplay). (New York: Grove Press, 1961),
9.
173

ibid., 9.
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The story that is provoked by the French woman's chance encounter with the
Japaneseman, at the site of Hiroshima, is of her previous tragic love affair with a
German soldier, who is shot dead during the Occupation of Nevers. Her
fragmented recounting of her madness at his death and subsequentpunishment,
as her head is shaved for collaborating with the enemy, in images which, as
noted above, borrow from and repeat those of Hiroshima's aftermath itself,
disrupts and pervades and at the same time intensifies her love affair in the
present, as the Japaneseman is drawn by the threads of this story into
identification with the dead German lover of the past. The affair in the present
appears equally riven with separation and loss, as the lovers have met in the
interrupted time of a chance encounter and have to 'kill time' before her
imminent departure. Having told her story and in that sense 'forgotten' her
German lover by identifying through and thereby consigning him to a narrative,
the film appearsto end with the separation that has been there all along. She
admits to 'beginning to forget' the Japaneseman. He is desperate for her to stay,
yet treasures a 'memory of forgetting'. In the end,

,... nothinghappens.
Botharereducedto a terrifyingmutualimpotence Theysimplycall each
...
other onceagain.What?Nevers,Hiroshima.For in fact, in eachother's eyes,they are no one.
174
They arenamesof places,namesthat arenot names...

There are different versions of the reactions to the film on its first release and
whether it was or was not withdrawn from the Cannes competition. But there is
175
film
it
historians
that caused a scandal. The
some agreement amongst
of
objections 'officially'

raised concerned the anticipated displeasure from the

Americans over images of Hiroshima, but the film intertwines a number of
'scandals'; the plight of the 'fernmes tondues', women whose heads were shaved
like sacrificial scapegoatsfor their sexual collaboration with the enemy during
the Occupation; the subtle yet pointed reference to the Hollywood film
Casablanca, which sets love and maverick American resistance against Vichy
France at a time (194 1) when America's attitude towards the Vichy was at best

174
Ibid., 13

175SeeHiggins, L., New Novel, new wave,newpolitics. (Lincoln: NebraskaUniversity Press,
1996).
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still generatesunease
makes between the personal anguished memories of a woman's tragic love affair
and subsequent punishment, and the collective commemoration of a nuclear
devastation. Can these be commensurable? In Duras's terms the answer may be
'yes' and 'no', in the sensethat in both casesthe suffering can be deemed to be
'absolute' (and thereby incomparable). Yet this personal distress is inextricably
bound to the world-historical events of World War Two, "To shave a girl's head
because she has loved - really loved - an official enemy of her country, is the
176
horror
ultimate of
and stupidity".

The discussionof the film in 1959by Cahiersdu Cinemacritics, amongthem,
filmmakers Godard,RohmerandRivette,hailed it as a modernistfilm,
reconstitutingreality out of a 'kind of splintering' and creatingdisequilibria for
77
"
Godard.,
"Tracking
This
the spectator.
shotsare a questionof morality, says
elliptical remark,which Godardborrowedfrom elsewhere,at the sametime goes
to the heart of the matterof the film's form in relation to its subjectand
Resnais'sresistanceto the familiar modesof documentarysignification. This is
taken up much later in film theoryby Marie-Claire Roparswho would go on to
term Resnais'sapproachas employinga highly self-consciousand self-reflexive
film 'syntax', a film-writing, a style, which effectsa form appropriateto its
subjectmatter (atomic explosion)andwhich, in its simulatedmemory images
and repetition of tracesfrom one contextto another,Hiroshimato Nevers,
demonstratesthe necessitywhilst inadequacyof referenceto the eventby way of
the distinctive conjunctureof a disruptive literary modewith a disruptive
cinematicmode.

176
Duras,M., 'Synopsis', 12.The film, in Duras' hands,is a positioned'anti-war' text, which
refusesto disconnectthe atrocity of the atomic bombing of Hiroshimawith the atrocious
behaviourof someof thosein Franceat the time of the Liberation. The violence,conflict and
shameof Liberation is a 'truer' picture than the nationalistfervour of celebrationwith De Gaulle
as a national hero which went on to legitimise the governmentof De Gaulle in 1958in the wake
of the war againstAlgerian independence.
177
Hiller, J., (ed). 'Hiroshima, notre amour'. In The1950's: Neo-Realism,Hollywood New
Wave.Cahiersdu Cinema,59-70.Cambridge,Massachuetts,HarvardUniversity Press1985:62
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Crossingthe cinematic-literaturefrontier, conflating the reality-fiction distinction,
Hiroshima Mon Amour points,more obliquely, to the new division which hasopenedup
in the field of representationbetweenthe referring of the real to the writerly urge and the
reductionof the real to a referentializablenarrative.The fact that the event of Hiroshima
is at the centreof this division gives the film its specifically historical dimension,whereby
history recognizesitself as tributary to a discoursewhosenarrativegrowtb is no longer
178
self-evident.

The Cahiers group referred variously to its use of abstraction and the
juxtaposition of abstracted shots out of which a 'unity' emerges or to a rhythm to
the film, which effects simultaneously extreme opposition and profound
harmony. Godard was keen to note how far the film's approach was from that of
Rossellini (despite some inter-textual references to Rome, Open City). "That's
the exact opposite of Rossellini's procedure - he [Rossellini] was outraged
because abstract art had become official art. So, Resnais' tenderness is
479
is
in
it
isn't
his
filins.,
Christian.
There
metaphysical,
no notion of charity

All this indicates,at the time of the film's first reception,a debatearoundissues
180
of style, aesthetics,ethicsandpolitics ; suggestingthat in Resnaiswe
encounteran aestheticwhich, in being 'abstract', if we take the Cahiersview, is
resistingany kind of redemptionfor an historical experiencewhich has itself
become'unrepresentable'or, more exactly, 'urimeaningful' by straightforwardly
realist means.Resnais'sinterestin problematisingthe relationshipbetween
seeingandknowing, andhis preoccupationwith how we cometo know and
remember,producesa particularkind of aesthetictext, which, both in terms of its
form and its contentrefusesany clear appropriation,easypossessionor
identification with the charactersin actionby the viewing subject.
its pausesand ellipses,its vagariesand its openending,
the
even
narrative,
with
...
declaredthe coming of a new narrativeconventionwhich would project the subjectivity of
the charactersthroughthe representationof objectsandplaces... charactersippear...
178Ropars-Wuilleumier,M-C., 'llow history begetsmeaning:Alain Resnais'Hiroshima Mon
Amour(1959)' in Hayward,S. and Vincendeau,G., edsFrench Film: Textsand Contexts173-186
London Routledge1997:178-179
179
HilIer, J., Cahiersdu Cinema,68.
180
This includeda somewhatinconclusivediscussionas to whetherResnaiswas 'on the right' or
'on the left', which surprisedme, but everythinghasits resonance.
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constructedbut they divide into two interweavingnetworks;the remorselessdiffraction of
the editing breachesthe film opento an audial and visual spacewhich the action cannot
"'
saturate.

For Resnais,any precipitousappropriationwould collapsethe questionbetween
seeingand knowing; a collapseuponwhich cinemausually relies. Resnais'sremarking of images,appearingsimilarly yet differently acrosstime and space;the
'abstraction' of contentinto a 'fonn' of viewing, (atomic/erotic,for instance);
the disturbing rhythm which problematisesboth the flow of imagesor their
closure;the, at times, incompatibility betweenvisual andverbal cues;the
momentsof spatialdistanceandtemporal'weariness'betweenthe protagonists
despitetheir attractionto eachother,all serveto producesomethinglike a loss of
masteryand 'mutual impotence'betweenfilm andviewing subject,which
echoesthat of the protagonists,caughtup in a hypnotic world of discontinuous
memory imagessustainedby the power of cinematictime.
The film's considerableimpact is found in its openingsequence(Indeedit was
this sectionwhich, more than any other,provokedobjectionsfrom the actual
82
'
bombing).
Ratherthan straightforwardlydocumentingthe
survivors of the
effectsof the atomic bomb, the opening'figures' the bomb's effectsby way of
fragmentedbodies(we only see
the oscillation betweentwo sweat-drenched,
torsos,armsandhands)in erotic embraceandthesesamebodiesdesiccating
undershowersof atomic dust.These'abstracted'eroticisedforms, which strike
the viewer with their smoothsilk-like quality whilst turning to dust, thus first
evokethe horror. This is followed by the 'disputed' testimonyof the woman's
voice over the archiveimagesof flayed skin, burnt flesh and disfigured limbs,
combinedwith imagesof the HiroshimaMuseum,which continueto be
interruptedby thesesmootherotic bodies,which finally 'dematerialise'into a
sexually chargedmovementof tracking shotsthroughmodemHiroshima. Thus
,
in the move from horror to love, thepublic testimonyto Hiroshima appearsto be
abandoned.

181Ropars,M-C., 'llow history begets...' 173

182Wood, N., 'Memory by Analogy: Hiroshima Mon Amour' in The Liberation
ofFrance: Image
and Event. Eds. Kedward, MR. and Wood, N. (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 1995), 318.
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With this montage of images the male voice-over contends that despite the
woman's voice-over affirmation of the archive footage, she has seen 'nothing' at
Hiroshima. Seeing/looking at the representations of the aftermath of the bombing
is refuted both thematically and operationally. The cinematic camera lens and
devices
between
'plays'
technological
and emotional/corporeal
projection screen
states; the camera movement and editing producing an erotic or atomic charge,
love
'Universal
declaration
the
the
voiced
over
of
ending with
orgasmic
banality' 183of scenesof modem Hiroshima. The viewer is invited to understand
the focus on the skin of these bodies and the disturbance of the sensesit
provokes, as a critique of the usual form of visual representation as a means by
is
instituted.
death
If the erotic touch upon
to
which a collective response mass
skin disturbs vision as part of a critique of visual representation's dissimulation
of the truth, this is accompanied by an orchestration of cinematic effects
designed to disorient the spectator. As suggestedpreviously, the idea of
testimony is put into question as the woman's voice-over declarations of the
truth of what she has seen are denied by the man's voice-over.

What she is testifying to, of course, are the images and museum exhibits, already
is
here that the film does all it can to
'empty'
It
the
remains,
event.
cadavers of
foreground the application of the temporal and spatial dynamics of cinema and
its apparatus to these objectifications. Tracking and panning violently collide
with close-ups of Museum exhibits; charred remains, hair damaged and lost by
radiation, bodies stopped in their tracks by the conflagration, 'shadows cast in
stone' and inter-textual reference to Resnais' own famed tracking shots in Night
and Fog, and the walking feet of the Museum visitors which are, perhaps,
deliberately reminiscent of Rossellini's Rome, Open City. There is deliberate
confusion between the 'captured' instant and the flux, when the spectator is lured
to confuse a photograph with an 'actual' body, a 'charred landscape' with a
scale-model, and the theatrical with the literal in the inability to distinguish
between 'actualities' and reconstructions. All set within the sharp, clean,
$relentless' ultra modernist architectural space of the 'new' Museum. This
foregrounding of the cinematic apparatus is reinforced later by the woman's role
183Duras, M., Screenplay, 24.
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as a film actressandthe sceneson the set for the film aboutpeace,with their
emphasison the machineryand artifice of filmmaking.
But this is not just a critique of museumsandreconstructionsas institutional
forms of commemoration,becausethe form and idiom of theseimagesis
repeatedin the woman's personaltestimonyandnarration-by-imagesof her past,
incarceration
death
her
fragmented
her
and
and
a
encounterwith
accountof
interrupt
flashbacks,
the
of
convention
which
mutilation, presentedvia
cinematic
the scenesof her affair with the Japaneseman.In fact what is disturbing, in
retrospect,is the extentto which the voice-overdialogueand the skew of some
of the imagesfrom Hiroshima, appearasher 'vision' andtestimony.The viewer
is remindedthat we are alwaysspectatorsandnot witnessesasrecipientsof
cinemathroughboth this inauthenticappropriationof the receivedimagesof
Hiroshima as 'her' memory and the difficulty of assimilatingtheseimagesin the
way of 'madeto order' documentary.But neithercanthe viewer assumethat this
Japaneseman hasa more authenticaccount,privileging national identity asthe
singularpossessorof its past,assimilatingit to this onepoint of view as 'truth'.
Indeed,the Japaneseman is cast 'without a memory'. His refutationsof her
knowledgeof Hiroshima arewholly negativeand spokenin "an unbearable,
impersonalway", ' 84reinforcing the inaccessibilityandunknowability of the past
of Hiroshima in the present.This is underscoredin the fiction by the fact that he
was absentfrom Hiroshima, fighting in the war, at the time of the bombing. He
is an architectconcernedwith designingthe presentHiroshima,to move on from
its past,andmost significantly, he apparentlywillingly forgoeshis memory for
hers.

Her fragmentednarrativeis one, which, as sheremembersher past as if in the
idiom of 'images' of anotherpast 'recollected' in the presentcombinationof
reconstructionsand a new (love) life in Hiroshima,thus questionsthe possibility
of a 'true' memory;onethat is interiorisedand introjectedas a processof
mourning.For the imagesof Neversappearto be both a memory emergingfrom
a deeplyinteriorised(traumatised)eventand the interminableexteriorised
184Duras, M., Screenplay, 8.
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repetitions of death at Hiroshima. And yet it is here that the Japaneseman
appears to seek a meaning for memory, somewhere else, in the French woman

and her desireto forge a link with the experienceof Hiroshima.
"It was therethat I seemto haveunderstood,that you were so young so young you still don't
...
belong to anyonein particular. I like that
......
(or-.)
"It was there,I seemto haveunderstood,that I almost lost you and that I risked neverknowing
...
...
you......
(or else.)
"It was there,I seemto haveunderstood,that you must havebegunto be what you are today". 185

Thus, inversely,it is the memoryof Neversand the "overlappingof Nevers and
love, of Hiroshima and love"186that will "probe the lessonof Hiroshima more
deeply,"' 87becauseit is this intertwining of eventswhich is 'out of time' with the
'what happened'at Hiroshima that enablesthe Japaneseman to make a memory,
onebasedon love and eroticismwith the Frenchwoman.
It is this characteristic of the film that became significant for "testimony" studies
and the importance given to a re-alignment of testimony with trauma and the
impossibility as well as possibility of testimony and the recognition of the mode
of reconstruction enabled via the encounter with the 'other'.
He listensto her, that is, out of his own not knowing, out of the impossibility of
confrontationwith his own past and out of a lack of self that is spokenin his question.
And it is preciselybecausehe speaksfrom an impossibleplace, and,asksa questionthat
he himself doesnot fully own, that he can also enterher story, that he makesthe answerto
her story speakmore that it canpossibly tell. Not becausehe knows her truth but because
he doesnot know his own, he can discover,evenas shetells him of the impossibility of
her own life, the survival of anotherfor whom sheunwittingly speaksin the double
188
testimonyof her response.

185Duras, M., Screenplay,.5 1.
186Duras, M., 'Synopsis',. 12.
187ibid., 9.

188Caruth,C., 'Duras, Resnais,Hiroshima mon amour' in Caruth,C., UnclaimedErperience:
trauma, narrative and history 25-56, Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press19964041
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Hiroshima present, as the time and place of the new lovers, is made as elusive as
the past, despite the clear references to chronological time, the hours passing and
identified
lovers
have
in
'kill',
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the
the
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that
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bar.
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Japaneseman bears witness or at which he might appear as both a 'spectator'
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and
as
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It is also becauseof the distancing and spacing between the lovers, a distance,
departing,
intimacy,
increases
time
their
the
their
same
at
and
which
as
intensifies. The lovers seem not wholly part of the historical present of
Hiroshima. Intimate scenesare played against the background noise of the city's
traffic or nightlife, to which they are, or become, increasingly oblivious once the
story of Nevers 'overlays' that of Hiroshima. As they meet, then depart, at
different transitory sites within the modem city, the distance between them is
augmented by wide-angle shots in street scenesand cut-away shots to wide
angles within interior space. As the film proceeds, the viewer is more and more
deprived of the shot-reverse-shot, so that the lovers look at each other less in an
intimate way and increasingly into a distance. The present external reality
already appears 'somewhere' else, indicative of leave-taking and their
acceptancethat they are 'in between time' and 'killing time'. The relationship
appears enacted in its own time, staged at these different points of (non) contact
and re-enacted. She is an actress,re-enacting her Nevers' love affair with a
stranger and foreigner at the site of Hiroshima's re-enactment, and her meeting
is
is
ironically
Japanese
the
alone at the
when
she
with
re-enacted,
man
Casablancabar. It is as if, in their intimacy, touching turns to the memory of
touch; bodies that emerged from darkness into day turn to the grey of memory;
time passing turns to killing time; the space of Hiroshima recedes to that of
Nevers.

What arewe to makeof this cinematicrepresentation,asreaderstalk aboutthe
impossibility of talking aboutHiroshima?The film doesand doesnot talk about
Hiroshima, or perhapsit is talking aboutHiroshima all the time, as in talking
aboutHiroshimayou are alwaysgoing to be talking aboutit from somewhere
128

else, its memory being 'impossible' and yet, as Duras states, "Hiroshima will be
the common ground (perhaps the only one in the world? ), where the universal
factors of eroticism, love and unhappinesswill appear in an implacable light. "' 89

I want to suggest that Duras draws upon eroticism as a disturbance to the sense
of sight. This eroticism, however, comes to present, through the woman, the
unfalfillable desire for a 'truth' of memory, which the film critiques. My
question is whether by way of this, by displacing vision as a dissimulation of
truth, the film pursues a greater truth, taking memory as exteriorisation in images
to its limits, in order to present the truth of impossibility; the truth of Nothing,
the impossibility of talking about Hiroshima? This 'impossibility of talking
about Hiroshima', is the impossibility of sublating death, of overcoming it by
assimilating it in a way that could re-present it 'truthfully'.

Woman, as it is in the

woman protagonist that the force of the film coheres, becomes thus the figure of
the ultimate truth of non-truth, true memory's impossibility; nihilism, truth only
by fiction. But the question remains, to what end?

Having set up this dichotomy of truth/appearance, the film appears to pursue the

greatertruth of the non-truth of fiction and a fictional time manifest in the work
of art. Duras states in the synopsis to the film, that one of its "principal goals" is,
to have done with the descriptionof horror by horror, for that has been
done by the Japanesethemselves,but to make this horror rise again
from its ashes by incorporating it in a love that will necessarilybe
special and 'wonderful', one that will be more credible than if it has
occurred anywhere else in the world, a place that death had not
190
preserved.

Duras further suggeststhat this incorporationof the descriptivememory of
Hiroshima into a literary 'work', a love story, which takesthe eventbeyondthe
given 'fact' of Hiroshima,may well be deemed'sacrilege'. But suchprofane
treatmentmay point to a resistanceto that other sacrilegeevokedby those
imagesof horrific events,which seekto 'preserve'while at the sametime
sublimatethe deathsthat that they announcein a realism,which assumesa
189Duras, M., 'Synopsis',
190Ibid., 9.
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past and determinememory, disallowingthe questionof memory and a memory
in the presentwhich can allow for the momentwhen the pastbecomespast.But
it also, assuggestedabove,bringsthe entireissueof testimony into question.
Instead,the film is to take the eventinto the time and spaceof the aestheticin
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political, inasmuchasDuraswantsto questionthe relativisation of the
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by horror makes;that this repetitionin itseýfcontainsa moral imperativeof
gneveragain' and speaksto an assumedcollective world that hasalreadybeen
191Ibid., 9.
192This is
distinction
here,
Put
this
may
understand
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course.
an enormous question of
as that between art being given its value and meaning relative to the political, thus the
meaning/value of the work is judged by a combination of the politics of its subject-matter and the
way the aesthetic serves the wider political project of emancipation, that is to say politics is the
'truth' by which the value of the aesthetic is judged, as against the aesthetic giving truth and
shape to the political, as the source of the value of the political. The phrase is from Walter
Benjamin's 'Art Work' essay, BenjaminW., 'The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction' in Benjamin, W., Illuminations (London, Fontana 1973) 219-253, where
Benjamin discusses the political, and indeed revolutionary, possibilities of photography in
destroying alienating aesthetic aura and providing the means by which the working class can
articulate its consciousness of itself (and we might add here the means by which a class testifies
for itself), whilst also pointing out how that very same technology can be mobilised by a fascist
regime to give shape to its political project of massification. Adomo thought Benjamin had given
up too much in his 'destruction of aura' thesis and had failed to appreciate the critical potential of
art to intervene between technology and the mass audience. A succinct insight into this debate
occurs in an exchange of letters between Adomo and Benjamin in Jameson, F., (ed). Aesthetics
and Politics. (London: New Left Books, 1979): 110-134. For a detailed explication of this
distinction in relation to the work of Jean-Luc Nancy see Librett, J., 'Translator's Forward' in
Nancy, J-L., The Senseof the Morld, vii-ix.
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castasthe age offfiroshima, but insteadwantsto put an aestheticised'world' of
the cinematictime of memory andnarrationin its place.
Duras's desirethat the horror "rise againfrom its ashes",appearsto address,but
also to 'repeat' to the point of the dislocationof meaning,the cinematicordering
of vision in a dramaticnarrative.The voice-overcomments,which punctuatethe
archive footageearly in the film, aretermedby Duras,"an operaticexchange".
But this voice-overprinciple remains,asthe conventionsof flashbackare
accompaniedby the lugubriousspeechof the womanover the scenesfrom
Nevers,andthe imagesemergefrom the past,but hold the lovers more and more
apartin their increasingintimacy, at the varioussitesof re-enactmentof the
woman's previousencounterwith love andparting. The 'now' of Hiroshima is
split betweena pastand an imminent future,which neither fixes the past,nor
relinquishesit affect. It is as if the horror might rise again from its ashes,but
again and again,reminiscentbut different andperhaps'not yet'. This implies a
history, and a memory,that is neversimply consignedto the past and that
'exceeds',or is 'outside, the bordersbetweenpast,presentand future, the
structuresof chronologicaltime andcontinuity. But my questionis whetherthis
excessof time ultimately becomescontained,asthe duration of this love affair
appearsas a mirror imageof the durationof the deathand forgetting of the
Germansoldier.
Durasmakesit clear that if desireanddeathare co-mingledin this 'excess' or
repetition of memory,they are so asimpossiblerelations.To think that one can
know the horror of Hiroshima by the repetition of it in imagesupon which one
fixates is an illusion. To considerthat one can somehowdie with the other, at the
very sametime, is also an illusion. If the erotic bearswith it the fantasyof
ecstaticfusionwith the other, its fialfilmentwould be the end of desire;that is
death,but the fantasythat drives erotic desirein effect underscoresthe
impossiblerelation of the erotic, the impossibilityof dying with the other. The
film appearsto bring eroticism into proximity with deathand the dis-orderof
memoryboth to show the desire for a relation betweenself and other, which
would realisea kind of ultimate 'truth' and the very impossibility of this. What
emergesfrom this is the greatertruth of survival.
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Of the Germanlover's death,the womanstates,
I stayednear his body all that day and then all the next night. The next
morning they cameto pick him up and they put him in a truck. It was
the night Nevers was liberated.The bells of St. Etienne were ringing;
long
beneath
it took
by
little
he
Oh!
How
Little
me.
grew
cold
ringing...
him to die! When? I'm not quite sure. I was lying on top of
him yes the moment of his death actually escaped me,
...
...
because becauseeven at that very moment,yes, even afterward,I can
...
say that I couldn't feel the slightest difference betweenhis dead body
and mine. All I could find betweenthis body and mine were obvious
193
similarities, do you understand?

At this moment we might think of the mythic 'suicide of lovers' or of the
possibility of dying with the other, but Duras, in her notes to the script, entitled
'Nocturnal Notations', qualifies this scene,

One might believe her dead,so completelyhas his deathdrainedall life
from her. He tries to caressher hips, as he had caressedher while
making love, but he cannot.It is as though shewere helping him to die.
She doesn't think of herself, only of him. And he consolesher, almost
apologisesfor having to makeher suffer, for having to die. When she is
alone, in the samespot where a short while before they were together,
pain had not yet taken hold of her life. She is simply utterly amazedto
194
find herselfalone.

This scenario,as it unfolds in the last sentence,is re-enactedat the end of the
film.

Duras's

commentary,

in italics,

is here written

into the screenplay.

They are standing in the room, facing each other, their arms at their
sides, their bodies not touching ...It is now full daylight... They say
nothing. They look at each other ...In the distance, Hiroshima is still
sleeping ...All of a sudden, she sits down. She buries her head in her
hands, clenches herfist, closes her eyes and moans. A moan of utter
sadness. The light of the city in her eyes...

193Duras, M., Screenplay, 65.
194Duras, M., Screenplay, appendix 'Nocturnal. Notations', 87.
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She: I'll forget you! I'm forgetting you already! Look how I'm
forgetting you! Look at me!
He takesher arms, shefaces him, her head thrown back. Shesuddenly
breaksawayfrom him. He helps her by an effort of sel6abstraction,as
ifshe were in danger. He looks at her, she at him, as she would look at
the city, and suddenly, very softly, she calls him. She calls him from
afar, lost in wonder. She has succeededin drowning him in universal
195
her.
And
it
is
to
a
source
ofamazement
oblivion.

Thus one cannotknow the deathof the other andone cannotdie with the other.
The deathor departingof the otherbrings the amazementof an utter solitudeon
the deathof the Germansoldier anduniversaloblivion at the 'forgetting' of the
Japanese
man.
Durashad alreadyqualified the first momentof deaththrough the woman's nonchronologicaltelling of her madnessafter her lover's deathand her refusalto
separateher body from his; her desireto tastehis blood in hers;her desireto
retain the pain of deathaboveall else,whilst imprisonedin the cellar. It is at this
point when 'her' story suggestsa stateof undecidability and incomprehensibility
betweenliving and dying that the Japanese
man 'identifies' with the German
lover andcan take on andrepeatHiroshimathroughNeversas sherecountsher
gradualemergencefrom this undecidablestateinto the distinction betweenlife
and deathandher survival. Her trance-likestateas shesubsequentlyrelatesthe
momentof deathis violently brokenby the Japaneseman slappingher face.This
interruption appearsto mark the point of the beginningof the lovers' memoryof
forgetting eachother. Caruthmarksit asthe transition from traumaticnarrative
to history, suggestiveof a work of mourning:
What takesplace in the disruption of the slap,then, is preciselythe beginningof a
history This marking of a difference[betweenthe Germansoldier's deathand the
...
Japanese
man's life] doesnot takeplace, indeed,in a correctedseeingor in the mere
physicalreality of a seenhand,but in the very way in which the hand,in its slap,surprises
sight and interruptsthe continuity of the face-to-faceencounterof the lovers locked in a
narrative-without-history.The slap indeedinterruptsthe pathosand the ahistoricalsense
195Duras, M., 'Scenario', 83.
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of "firstness" in the cry-"He was my first love"-and thus interruptsthe isolatedselfenclosureof the narrativeof firsts... This interruption and this shockofsight thus
establisheswithin the film the openingof a history that had not yet truly takenplace.The
possibility of history arises... asthe interruptionof understandingin a brutal shockof sight
that ineluctablyconnectsthe history of Neverswith that of Hiroshima.The traumatic
historiesof the two lovers can emerge,that is, only in their relation to eachother and only
in the way in which the relation creates,preciselya break within the mutual understanding
196
their
of
address.

Having given him a memory of Hiroshima by way of herjourney through death,
into
'Hiroshima'
this
can
objectify
again
gift
memory and survival,
subjective
and 'Nevers' for the future. This marks the eternal return of abandonment.
Ropars will similarly identify a transition to history, memory, forgetting and
mourning.

donationof story telling goeshand-in-handwith the abandonmentof that which was
the
...
narrated;and the narration,in separatinglife from death,completesthe mourning work by
severingthe link betweenEros andThanatos.Oncethe story hasbeentold, all there
remainsfor Neversis the cantataof oblivion, wherethe subject... expelsthe Nevers
197
Hiroshima.
it
for
memoryand exchanges
views of modem

Paradoxicallyit is throughthejourney to obliterationthat Hiroshima is known
andremembered.Both CaruthandRoparsfrom different perspectivessuggestan
albeit non-simple passageto mourning and memory that the film itself'remarks'.

Suchas it is generatedin the prologue,the explosionat Hiroshima eludesboth the subject
and the object,both the word and the direct figuration, only a traceremains.Projectedon
to the streetsof Nevers,and linked to a narrationthat takesits place, the scarof Hiroshima
the film
entersin turn into the domainof oblivion whoseexclusivememorableness
guarantees.The processof obliteration is double-edged,and the itinerary which inscribes
Hiroshima into a story remainsreversible:althoughcircumscribed,the fragmentationof
the editing can alwayslet filter through,under the known and namedpresent,the
resurgenceof the unnarnablethat the writing has focusedon the nameHiroshima,and
wherethe film is dispersed.This then is the final paradox,whereby,the writing completes

196
Caruth.,C'Duras, Renais,Hiroshima 42
197
RoPars,M-C., 'I low history begets' 181
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its task of ordering into signsor, in otherwords, its doubletask of signification and
19'
obliteration.
I want to suggest however and explore further in this chapter that there is
something "mythic"

in the sense that Nancy will critique "myth"

of a Hegelian "overcoming"

in
death,
Duras's protagonist's
of

and the sense

survival. I want to

in
detail
film's
by
the
the
this
significance
of
more
consider
way of considering
treatment of the horror of Hiroshima in the context of a Deleuzian reading of the
film.

GreggLambert,readsthe film by way of Gilles Deleuzeon the basisof Deleuze
key philosophicalappropriationof Nietzsche'snotion of the "true world become
fable".199Deleuzemakesa connectionbetweenthe time and memory of cinema,
with Resnaisasa certainrepresentative,andhis acknowledgementof
Nietzsche'snihilism. This, especially,in relation to the 'power of the false' and
'the true world becomefable', opensup a different thought of art, beyondits
metaphysicaldeterminantasadequationto the 'Truth'. From this basisI take
issuewith Duras's interpretationof nihilism by way of the 'community of
lovers', asa meansof absolutisingthe relationshipbetweenthe politics of
history andmemory and art as.the 'truth' of nihilism, the eternalreturn of an
oscillation betweenoblivion and survival, as a kind of inverseHegelianism,
whereby'survival' becomesa possessionof the subject,in-itself and for-itself,
by working through the encounterwith the 'other'.
Lambert'sreadingtracessomekey themesfrom DeleuzeusingHiroshima Mon
Amour asan exemilary 'text'. Deleuze'swriting on cinema,in CinemaTwo:
The Time Image, is profoundly influenced by Nietzsche's destruction of the
200
know
Deleuze sees
the truth
pretension of philosophical metaphysics to
.
198

Ropars,M-C., 181-182

199Lambert, G., 'How the true world finally became fable. ' In The Non-Philosophy of Gilles
Deleuze (London: Continuum, 2002), 102. In this chapter of his book on Deleuzc, Lambert traces
the genesis of Deleuze book on cinematic time from Nietzsche's reflections upon the crisis of
truth and the will to power.
200Lambert summarises this thus: Philosophy
and Christianity are exposed by Nietzsche as
producing nothing but the history of error, in the guise of truth, by way of the different ways of
thinking about the relationship between truth and appearance, which has been at the core of
philosophical and Christian thought from Plato to modernity, "Truth is accessible to the sage, the
virtuous and religious man; it lives in him, whose figure is identical to the true world qua
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What is cinemaafter all, but a world constructedby pure appearances?
However it is precisely the relation between this world of pure
appearanceand the so-called'real and true world' that recapitulatesthe
in
Nietzsche]
[from
a striking way;
recounted
philosophical problem
each director and film-maker must therefore take up and resolve this
is
it
Deleuze,
According
in
to
precisely
at
singular
manner
problem a
...
that moment in the history of cinematographic narration when the
image
favour
in
image
is
the
time
that cinema
of
abandoned
movement
resolvesthe problem of its dependenceupon 'the real and true world'.

by
for
is
followed
This
'I,
Plato,
I
the
the
truth'.
avatars
who
substitute
several
am
expressed:
this original identification of truth [with] ...the truthful man. In the secondstage,representedby
the Christianworld ...the 'true world' is inaccessiblein the present,but is permittedto the sage
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stage,
world
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and virtuous man
sufferingand
inaccessibleand undemonstrable,it cannotbe promised althoughit can be imagined,and this in
...
itself becomesa kind of consolation.[quaKant's philosophy]. In the fourth stage,the
inaccessibilityof the 'true world' becomesitself opento questionand philosophyfinds itself
offendedby the idea that the sourceof obligation and truth would derive from an unknown and
unconscioussource[quapositivism]. Finally, in the fifth and sixth stages,the idea that was found
offensiveand contradictoryin the fourth stagenow appearsuselessand no longer bearsany
faith.
is
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worthy
representsboth thesemomentsunderthe nameof Zarathustra,a moment,which bearsa Janusfacethat castsa glanceboth forward andbackward,and encompassingthe entire unfolding of
'truth as a history of error'. Thus,the characterof Zarathustrarepresentsthe twilight of the
conceptof truth, the deathof the truthful man and the collapseof every model of truth (that is,
the entry into the long night of insomnia,pessimismand even nihilism); howeveron the other
slopehis appearancemarksthe dawnthat breaksinto the long night of insomniaand promises
the return of good senseand a spirit of happinessandjoy (that is the affirmation of this world
which comprisesthe meaningof the EternalReturn)." Ibid., 92-93. The ambiguity betweenthese
two slopesof 'passive' and 'active' nihilism, summedup in Nietzsche'saphorism,that with the
vanishesas well, marksthe very
vanquishingof 'the true' world the world of appearances
characterof a certaincinemaand literaturein Europepost-WW 11,of which Hiroshima Mon
Amour is a key example.
201Deleuze,G., CinemaTwo: TheTimeImage.Trans.Tomlinson, 11.and Galeta,R., (London:
Althone Press,1989.ResnaisfeaturesamongstDeleuze'slist of post-World War II filmmakers
who representedan entire shift in cinemafrom the 'movementimage;to the 'time image'. Prewar cinemacould orientateitself to the combinationof percept,affect and action in the creation
of a unity betweenmovement/actionand situation. The crisis in time and history brought about
by the horrors of World War 11precipitatesa crisis in thought reflectedin cinemaas a critical
engagementwith time. Action gives way to the complexitiesof time and memory,which belie
the straightforwardnotion of the imageasreflecting the externalworld and the subjectof
This puts into questionthe relationshipbetweenseeingand 'reality' and truth and
consciousness.
fiction. and this questionbecomescentralto cinema,along with its preoccupationwith the
internal relationsof time within the cinematicevent.This is clearly relevantto Hiroshima Mon
Amour.
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That is, cinema no longer seeks to represent the latter through the
movement-image, which 'is linked to (real) sensory-motor
descriptions', or through truthful narration, which is 'developed
organically, accordingto legal connectionsin spaceand chronological
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purely 'chronic' narration.Descriptionstopspresupposinga reality and
narration stops referring to a form of the true at one and the same
time...description becomes its own object and narration becomes
temporaland falsifying...[inasmuchas] [T]he representationof a truth in
itself is revealed as a purely conventional means of establishing a
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elements
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...
perspectiveof an elsewherewhich is posited as being exterior to the
plane occupied by appearancesand which sets all appearancequa
appearancein movementaroundits position which is virtual...However
in the absenceof this elsewhere,cinema discovers a new means of
in
it
description
the proximity of a
that,
unfolds
although
producing
'world' or 'a subject', doesnot find itself organisedor coordinatedby
the terms that are located there, as if cinema has found the meansof
disconnectingitself from the 'true world' and becomesimmanent to
202
itself, a world of pure appearances.

The point to note from this reading of the 'falsifying' function of cinema and its
power through the time-image is that it undermines and renders ineffective any
distinction between 'true' and 'false' in a 'moral-juridical'

sense. On the
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of memory that allows for the exploration of those ethical-political

questions

concerning exactly how, for whom and by whom memory is 'produced',

where

202Lambert,G., op.cit p. 94. The quotesfrom Deleuzeare from Cinema Two:The TimeImage,
132-135.
203Deleuze, G., Cinema Two: The Time Image, 146.
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the lines are drawnbetweenpast,presentand future andhow we can go beyond
in
happened'
'what
'inside'
the pasttense.
the
of
mererepetition
or get
Lambert demonstrateshow the 'power of the false' is put to effect in the film. He
takesup much of Duras's reading,which setsthe film againstthe 'impasse' of
the representationalimage,as found in the 'made to order documentary'.
Different instancesor 'types' of banality are interwoven.The 'universal banality'
is put in conjunctionwith the most banalof literary/cinematic
of Hiroshima204
themes;the 'brief encounter" or 'one-night stand', "a banal tale, one that
happensa thousandtimes every day. The Japaneseis married,has children. So is
1205
is
the Frenchwoman,who alsohastwo children.Theirs a one-nightaffaie
which is itself inflected with the 'war-torn' lovers scenario,"... Silly little
girl/Who dies of love at Nevers/...Three-pennystory/As it was for him, oblivion
it
for
it
him,
Then,
begin
the
as
was
will
same/
with
eyes/Just
will
your
...
206
,,
become
by
little/You
will
a song. This
encompassyou completely/Little
particular conjunctionof 'banal repetition', as Lambert says,"implicates one
level of banality in another,producingvariationswithin eachorder of repetition
and causingan entirely different seriesto unfold aroundthe nameof
Hiroshima.1207which undercutsits characteristic"globalised or epochal
,
,, 208
representation.
Then thereis the voice-overdialogue/debateaccompanyingthe 'recollectionimages' of Hiroshima, which both confusesand refusesthe statusof the
representationsof the event.
HE: You saw nothing in Hiroshima. Nothing.
SHE: I saw everything. Everything.

SHE: I didn't makeanythingup
204"Banality expressesthe kind of repetitionwhich occurswhen somethingis repeateda
thousandtimes a day all over the world in which what is repeatedbearsboth a minimum of
differenceand a maximum of amplitude.Thereforebanalrepetition,or 'the descriptionof horror
by horror' seesnothing sinceit representsa kind of representationthat is too general,vagueand
", Lambert,G., op.cit, 97.
amorphous.
205Duras,M., 'Synopsis', 9.
206Duras,M., 'Screenplay',80.
207Lambert,G., op.cit, 97.
208Ibid. 97
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HE: You madeit all up.

SHE: Listen I know. I know emything.
...
209
He: No. Youknow nothing.

Theseexchangesquestionboth the 'authenticity' of the constructedimagesof
Hiroshima and the woman's appropriationof them as 'her' memory. The
dialoguealso raisesthe issueof the 'recollection-image'as an effect of cinematic
representation,which cannotclaim to presentthat which gives causeto, but
it
image.
from
Lambert
the
puts thus:
withdraws
If the past cannotbe the object of representation,becauseit functionsas
its profound cause,then any attemptto constructa seriesof recollectionimagesin order to gain accessto 'what happened'at Hiroshima, in short
to 'RememberHiroshima' necessarilyleadsto an impasse- Nothing is
464given'at Hiroshima,210_ and actually projects a false image or a
its
force
is,
is
(that
double
the
that
the
evacuated
of
all
past
of
sterile
duration that connectsit to the living body of the present),producing
211
insteadits corpse,or an empty and deadzone in time.

However, it is precisely 'her' appropriation of these images for 'her memory'
which is to provide Hiroshima with its connection to 'the living body of the
in
increasingly
Lambert's
becomes
this
theme
argument.
evident
and
present',
He produces, I suggest, an ultimately Hegelian argument of 'overcoming' death,
through its 'passage through' the particular 'body' to the universal of 'survival'
which becomes the 'force' of truth against the 'falsity' of recollection images.
Whether Duras herself endorsessuch a reading will be part of the argument I
develop further, but here I continue with Lambert.

The 'crisis of representation',which marksthe inadequacyof the 'recollectionimage' is further reinforcedby the 'mirroring' of the documentaryby the 'film
is
film.
The
the
this
aboutpeace'within
venture well marked
artifice constituting
in the film, but an additional elementof fantasyis also introduced.The 'eternal
209Duras, M., 'Screenplay', 15-21.
210Duras, M., 'Synopsis', p. 9.
211Lambert, G., op.cit, 100.
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212
film
in
fantasy
figure,
be
in
herself
to
the
a
appears
playing
a
eternalwar
nurse
in which a significant element,the political protest,emergeslike a 'baroque
parade',a peculiar,dreamlike 'festival procession'of the world. The woman,
in
is
figure
the
underway,
resembles
a
resting
setwhere construction
sleepingon
the comer of a painting andreinforcesthe dream-likequality. Of course,the
banal
it
is
fanciful.
is
Its
film
in
the
as
as
rendered
collective proteststaged
'Hiroshima',
the
and
of
repetition
nature,
re-marking
empty
repetitious
Hiroshima as a momentto be eternallyrepeated,is so far away from the event
itself, that the eventbecomesreducedto the time it takesto sayor chant
'Hiroshima'. Thus foregroundingthe protestas an artificial constructionof
impotent.
fact
it
The
lovers
it
both
the
that
to
are
as
cinema
renders and refers
is
tide
the
this
this
time
of
political
reductionism
against
outsideof
empty
and
in
by
the
their
crowd,
which
gathers
momentum
against
madeevident
struggle
andmenaceasit movesin the oppositedirection,thus offering anotherlovestory cliche.
Suchis the power of the false andthe film's intent to demonstratethe falsity of
documentarynarrationand all it subtends.But it is necessaryto look more
closely at what documentarynarrationdoessubtend,what is wrong with it and
its
in
Duras
Resnais
place?
what
and
put
It has alreadybeensuggestedthat the woman's view and memory cometo skew
the film away from the 'documenting' of the horror of Hiroshima and, indeed
betweenlove andpersonalmemory,Hiroshima appearsabandoned.Lambert
is
is
It
the 'made to order' documentaryimages
that
the
the
argues
case.
opposite
that abandonHiroshima. Lambertsuggeststhe realistic documentaryimages
producean impasse.They are in effect, "a conventionthat is madein order to
avoid or turn away from the subjectivecondition of mutual pastmoments,all of
213
,
which convergearoundan artificially constructedpresent , but asrealist
repetition,they imply a logic and claim a moral force, which suggeststhat the
repetition of horror by the representationof horror containsan imperativeof
gneveragain', combining an informative with a prohibitive function. However,
212Duras, M., 'Synopsis' 10
213Lambert, G., op.cit, 108.
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such representation has become "naturalised by its moral purposiveness and
prohibitive function", [such that], "... although it intends to prevent the event it
represents from being actualized, it must nonetheless assert the 'nullity' (the
horror) of the event by reducing it to information that can be endlessly repeated
214
"
without touching the place where the past actuauy resides.
It is this "prohibitive and pedagogic function which it projects upon future
actors"215, that renders those actors both passive be,fore the image and
confronting a future which is vague and indeterminate, on the basis of this
216
it,
imageS,,
Rather,
"tautological
Lambert
passivity.
as
sees such
might be

seen

as*...a sheet of the past' encapsulating a moment when things might have been
different, 'when time could have taken a different course.', 217But in order to do
so, as Lambert argues such a "sheet of the past" has to be confronted by a living
connection.

Here, Lambert's insistentcriticism of the documentaryimageleadsto a certain
set of assumptionsconcerningthe function of the lovers' encounterandthe
rememberingof the deathat Nevers.Lambertreadsthe encounteras a moment
when the pastcanbecomepast for eachof the lovers by way of a 'living
connection'andthe creationof a 'memory for two.
Contrary to this [the impasseof the recollection-image]we might seein
'her' story, as well as in his, a certain 'living connection' that is
established with the past.; the desire to seek out the memory of
Hiroshima where it was - at Nevers - and to establish a living
connectionthat is signalled by the transferenceof the past of Nevers
218
onto the pastof Hiroshima.

This produces,in my view, both an ultimately Hegelianview of the overcoming
thus following a
of deathat Hiroshima (negation,preservation,supersession),
Hegelian logic, even as it is eschewing a Hegelian account, and a somewhat
'innocent' view of Duras' thoughts on love, death and community. Lambert's
214

Ibid.,
108.
215
Ibid.,
109
216
Ibid.,
109
217
Ibid., 109.
21S
Ibid., 112.
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Deleuzian reading is Hegelian in its logic inasmuch as it is reading that, whilst it
is at pains to qualify any notion of a subjective point of view or personal
in
film,
fact,
force
driving
the
the
and
makes the claim towards
of
as
psychology
it
'pure'
'pre-personal'
'impersonal'
and
cinema,
nevertheless
exactly
an
or more
makes a number of claims for the force ofparticular

memory transcending its

itself,
by
be
by
to
construed
way
of
what
can
particularity
gathering universality
as a dialectical engagementwith the 'other'. This can be understood here as the
'other' of memory, which by virtue of this Deleuzian account is also the 'other'
of cinema, the struggle with and crisis of the representational image.

It is asif the very falsity of the representationalimage is negatedand 'taken up'
by the particularity of the cinematicnarrativeof Nevers,suchthat the woman's
desirefor a memoryboth for itself andin itself is fulfilled by its very
is
"It
higher
asthough, throughthem,all of
a
goal.
reconciliation with
219
,
Hiroshima was in love with all offevers.
"Deleuzeraisesthe possibility that in their eachforgetting his or her own
memory andmaking a memorytogether,memory itself was detachedfrom their
personsandwas now becomingworld memory.99220
Indeed,in the true Hegelianfashionof particular or familial bodies,sublatingthe
individual 'death', they necessarilytraversethe passageto find their highest
fonn of consciousness
in
State.
Lambert
being
the
endsthus:
and
identities undergo a transformation as well, as if
their
personal
...
through the transformation of nothing in common to the common
memory of Hiroshima-Nevers,the Japaneseare presentto the French,
the Eastto the West... sincethesepeople are no one it raisesthe chance
of seeingfilm as the story-telling function of a new society, of a people
221
to come...

219Duras, M., 'Synopsis', 9.
220Lambert, G.,
op. cit, 112.
221Ibid, 113.
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This is additionally underscored by Lambert's treatment, through Deleuze, of the
erotic in the film, Duras's sacrilege in conveying continuing 'love for the dead'
instead of mourning them in accordancewith the morally-juridical-permitted
rituals of repetition. Lambert relays Deleuze's account of transference:

Concerningthis necessarypresenceof transference(i. e. the eroticizationof memory)
within any 'living relation' to the past,Deleuzewrites that:
it is necessaryto seekout the memorywhereit was,to install oneselfin the past to
...
accomplisha living connectionbetweenthe knowledgeand resistance,the representation
and the blockage... the more theatricaland dramaticoperationby which healingtakes
place-ordoesnot take place-hasthe nameof transference.Now transferenceis still
repetition... if repetitionmakesus ill, it also healsus; if it enchainsand destroysus, it also
freesus, terrifying in both casesby its 'demonic' power. All cure is a voyageto the
bottom of repetition.222

The erotic becomesanothervehicle for transferenceof memory from its abstract
to its living dimensions,in orderto dialectisethe relationshipbetweenthe two. It
is the erotic that establishesthe memory 'right where it was', where the living
dwell, as opposedto the 'in-itself' of abstractrepetition. Eroticisedrepetition, i. e.
transference,will 'heal' the traumawhich is occludedby abstractrepetition by
the processof working through,however 'demonic' or 'painful' these
dimensionsof the erotic may be. Suchan interpretationof the erotic appropriates
it in termsof a necessaryimmanentembodiment,ofjoy, pain, and suffering felt
right on the body in order to transcendthem, transformedin survival.
By passingthrough all thesestagesrepresentedby the journey that is
enactedfrom Riva's [the woman's) point of view, Hiroshima is thus
transformedfrom the name of death to the proper name of love that
survivesthe horror of its own past. Thus the story is that of a survivor,
one who survives the end of the world and who must live after
Hiroshima. In telling her story she offers a way out of Hiroshima by
filling the placewith a love that is 'wonderful' as Duras writes.223

222Ibid., I 11
223Lambert, G.,
op. cit 110.
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This reading of the erotic and its relation to embodiment and the sublating of
death re-invokes Hegel's thought on Incarnation and the body as the 'site' for an
inside
having
being
as
an
and an outside.
which philosophy assumes
ontology of
On the basis of this, its beauty or decay, or its sheer corporeality, can be
transcended and, on the basis of this, it can be understood to convey a certain
body
to another.
and
communion,
one
communication

On the basisof this accountby way of Deleuzeand Duraswe encounterthe
problem of the memorybecomingthe possessionof the subjectsubsequently
universalised,or in this instanceglobalisedasHiroshima andNevers,East and
West, in a further move of transference.What is at stakeis preciselyhow the
film is understoodas an aestheticobject,that itself recognisesthe "crisis of
its
how
it
has
to
to
and
responserelatesto an
respond
representation" which
aestheticsandpolitics of memory.
The ultimate return to the possessionof the embodiedsubjectsubsequently
universalisedrecallsHegel's onto-theologyinvolving the body of Christ as a
that Jean-LucNancy
prime mediatorbetweenexistenceandtranscendence
argues,Hegel presentsasthe ultimate 'immanentism', transcendingthe
its
in
in
body-as-appearance
the continuing
resorption
particularity of
(universally grasped)life beyondthis particularity. Here the necessityof the
deathof Christ's body is alsothe necessityof the resurrectionand passingof the
individual body to the 'body' that is the community living on. In works such as
'Corpus'224Nancy demonstratesthe persistenceof this ultimately Christian
,
philosophic-theologicaleconomyof the body. Whilst the inside/outsidedivide
was pre-eminentin Plato,with the body asthe mutablecavernof projecting
shadowsobscuringthe true light of the soul, the themepersistsin Hegel, with the
exceptionthat the 'cavern' is turnedinside out, asthe soul/spirit/ideaexteriorises
itself in particular forms to return itself to itself. Incarnationpersistsin the
considerationof community asa body wherebythe individual achievesselfrealisationthroughthe communitythat both protectsand absorbsindividuality.
Difference and concreteindividuality are thus subsumedand assimilatedunder a
224Nancy J-L., 'Corpus. ' In The Birth to Presence. (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1993),
189-207.
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logic of (en)closureand embodiment,asthe community is the collective Subject
as a work of interiority, alwaysdrawing its horizonsby a processof the selfnegatingsclf-appropriationof cxteriorisationsin order to interiorise,to return the
Subjectto itself, wheredifference,individuality and evenloss arc sublatcd.
Literature and art are entwinedin this asworks, asmimetic 'embodiments'.They
are that in which senseis given or asthat out ofwhich senseemerges,asthe
form enclosingthe Idea or the form of the Idea itself. Or they are as interactions
with other bodies,especiallyinsofar asthey arethoughtof asinter-subjective
communicationson the basisof a Hegelianinspirednotion of the subjectas foritself in the other, in-itself and especiallyif they are also thought as signifying
that which ultimately transcendstheir own substance.
Hegel did not equate art (in its highest vocation) with the Incarnation, but,
arguably, he saw art as prelude to it, inasmuch as he sustains an eidetic reading
of art, even as he acknowledges the aesthetic. He shareswith Kant the idea of
art's internal consistency, its finality without purpose and distinctiveness from
cognition or appetitive desire. He sharesKant's impression of aesthetic sense;
sensuouspresentation has nothing to do with representation, description or
conceptual clarification and transparency, but where he differs from Kant is in
the necessity for this senseto be overcome. Where Kant accords to the aesthetic
the role of the free play between the imagination and understanding; the
imagination and sensibility as a mode of suspension in contemplation in the
mode of the withdrawal of the objectivity of being and the pure scintillation of
appearing, such that there is no essenceor presence in this offering of the
imagination but the appearing as such, Hegel understands this 'shining' that is
beauty as an ontological vision or horizon in which and through which there is
spirit. The aesthetic, thus for Hegel, even if it does not and cannot represent, but
presents, expresses.That is its limit and limitation and precisely because art is
sensuousand particular this is both its opacity and its end as if it is always
already passing away in the face of the clarity and transparency of conceptual
thought. This thought of art is an integral part of Hegel's mastery of the negative,
which is a mastery over the necessarypassing away, the death of the immediate
and sensuous in the attainment of self-consciousness. 'Death' for Hegel is the
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ineluctableandnecessary'end' surpassedand containedwithin the progressof
spirit. This is the deaththat Jean-LucNancy inveighsagainstin TheInoperative
Community,preciselybecausein claiming a philosophically authenticrelation to
death,it both idealisesandrefusesdeathas existent.Suchidealisationis
to whom all 'others', including the
premisedon a subjectof self-consciousness
very senseof the world, arereturnedasto the self-same.This appliesevenwhen,
or especiallywhen, consideringthe relation to the other asone of recipricocity or
inter-subjectiverecognition.225
The entire processof signification andherebodiesas significationsrestsupon
this, inasmuchas signification involves somethingas somethingand thus
in
its
for
the
the
the
thing
of
signification
manner
appropriates
subject
of beingwithin, or being-elsewhere,asthe signified. The signifier must be surpassedor in
someway returnedto an origin or an 'end', either by spectacularlyreflecting
itself
into
itself,
itself,
the signified; Hence,the
upon
erasing
or collapsing
implication of literatureand art, in so far asthey havebeenphilosophically
determined.As Nancy statesin 'Corpus':
literature therefore offers us one of three things; either fiction,
...
which is by definition bodiless,with its author,whosebody is absent
(in fact, we are imprisoned in his cave, where he gives us the
spectacleof bodies); or bodies covered with signs, bodies that are
only treasuriesof signs (the bodies of Balzac, Zola or Proust... ); or
else writing itself abandonedor erect like a signifying body-suchas
for Roland Barthes 'the beating (enjoying) body' of the writer, the
body signifying to the point of non-significance.In this way, we do
not leave the horizon of the sign, of senseand of mimesis.Literature
mimes the body, or makesthe body mime signification... or mimes
226
itself a body.

225Elsewhere,Nancy capturesit thus, this time, in an argumentwith and againstHeidegger,
"Negativity is the operationthat wantsto deposeBeing in order to makeit be: sacrifice, the
absentobject of desire,the eclipseof consciousness,
alienation- and,as a result, it is never death
or birth, but only the assumptionof an infinite supposition.As suchthen,Being is infinitely
presupposedby itself, and its processis the reappropriationof this pre-supposition,always on
this side of itself and alwaysbeyonditself." Nancy, J-L., 'Being SingularPlural' in Being
Singular Plural,.91.
226Nancy, J-L., 'Corpus', op.cit, 193.
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Hegel's thoughts on signification go to the heart of this matter. For all that a
signifier may be incorporeal, "[it] recaptures its subjectivity out of an object, out

of somethinglifelesswhen we read," nevertheless,"The simile would be more
striking if the written word were read away, if by being understoodit vanished
227
as a thing... " saysHegel. (Emphasisadded)
My point is that the readingsof Hiroshima Mon Amour, by way of a return to the
its
body
transferenceechothis persistentproblem of
the
and
signification of
it.
deny
Do we alwayscome
they
to
transcendental
as
even
acceding
meaning
back to the body and senseaccedingto intelligible sense?
Nancy hasarguedwith regardto Hegel that the separationof idea from sensuous
presentationwith the passageto the immanenceof religion and then philosophy
and the concomitantexposureof the aestheticto sheerexteriorisation,releases
the aestheticasprecisely,in Nancy's terms,a force of exposure.
Hegel's 'reading as communion' is something to which we are constantly drawn,
but the aesthetic, as the materiality of the signifier, is not so easily dispensed
with. Hegel's speculative philosophical system both depends on and is ruined by
it. Neither can Hegel overcome this by subjecting the aesthetic to the 'science of
art'. As Nancy points out in Hegel's reading of the end of art as spirit and its
227Hegel, G., Early TheologicalWritings.Trans. Knox, T.M., Chicago:ChicagoUniversity
Press,1948),185,quotedin Barnett,S., 'Eating My God.' In Hegel After Derrida. Ed. Barnett,
S., (London: Routledge,1998), 143.StuartBarnettbrings this thoughtpreciselyinto the context
of Incarnation,with the move in Hegel's thoughtfrom Christ asparticular body to Christ as sign,
a 'written' body inscribing his absenceand necessaryvanishing,recognisedas suchby the most
wayward of thosein the community,that is Mary Magdalene,who performsthe aestheticact of
anointing Christ's feet,presagingthis death."Not only did they [the disciples] fail to graspthe
situationbut they evendid injury to the holy outpouringof a loving heart."why do you trouble
her," saysJesus,"she haswrought a beautiful work upon me," and this is the only thing in the
whole story of Jesuswhich goesby the nameof beautiful." [emphasisadded]Hegel's dilemma is
that he needsthe aesthetic,asbody-as-sign,with the signifier as the mark of finitude, the
'already' passingaway,the transcendent,but he also needsthis to passaway.Hencethe key
momentin religion is the Last Supperwherebythe love for the finite being, Christ, passesinto
the love of Spirit, love as such in Hegel's terms,asthe founding of true community, in the eating
of 'His' essence,the breadand wine. But in order to graspthis thoughthe needsboth readingas
eatingand eatingasreading,"the simile would be morestriking, if the written word were read
away..."
"just as in the enjoymentof the breadand wine not only is a feeling, for thesemystical objects
aroused,not only is the spirit madealive, but the objectsvanishas objects."
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form,
left
into
human
Christ,
the
as
we
are
with what Hegel seesas
passing away
the memory of art's spirit, but right on the surface, as it were, of art, as art, as the
aesthetic that cannot be spirited away, the material 'remainder' that cannot be
228

sublated.

The works of the Muse [now in the 'Museum'] now lack the power of
the Spirit, for the Spirit has gained its certainty of itself from the
crushingof gods and men. They have becomewhat they are for us now
from
friendly
has
beautiful
fruit
Fate
the
tree,
which
a
already
picked
offered us, as a girl might set fruit before us... So Fate doesnot restore
their world to us along with the works of antiqueArt, it gives not the
spring and summer of the ethical life in which, they blossomed and
ripened,but only the veiled recollection of that actual world. Our active
enjoyment of them is therefore not an act of divine worship through
might come to its perfect truth and fulfilment,
which our consciousness
it is an externalactivity - the wiping off of somedrops of rain or specks
of dust from thesefruits, so to speak... And all this we do, not in order
to enter into their very life but only to possessan idea of them in our
imagination.But, just asthe girl who offers us the plucked fruits is more
than their nature- becauseshesumsall this up in a higher mode- in the
gleam of her setf-consciouseyeand in the gestureofoffering [emphasis
added here], so too, the Spirit of the Fate that presentsus with those
works of art is more than the ethical life and actualworld of that nation,
for it is the inwardizing recollection in us of the Spirit which was still
229
exalienatedin thern.

It is not herepossibleto considerin detail Nancy's discussionof this extract,but
it is evident,ashe suggests,that at the momentthat Hegelwantsto give us art's
dissolution,asreligion, he reincamatesit, as a plasticity which gives us 'more
than' historical descriptionor the 'prose of thought', to 'possessan idea in our
imagination', and in so doing, drawsour attentionnot to incarnateform, but to a
momentthat can only be that of the sensuousas art, as such,no matterhow
much Hegel wantsto immediatelyspirit it away as an inwardisingrecollection,
the gleam andbrilliance of the eye and the gestureof offering.
228In Nancy's essay 'The Girls that succeeds the Muses' he
229Ilegel, G., The Phenomenology of the SpiritlPhenenjonolgie de Vesprit. (Paris: Aubier,
1991), 455-456, quoted in Nancy, J-L., 'The Girl Who Succeeds the Muses. ' In The Muses.
Trans. Kamuf, P., (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1996), 45-46.
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It has not been said, it has been kept secret, that the girl has her
provenance in art: she behaves like the concrete and contingent
individuality

of the son of man who would be God, pure spirit. But

everything points to the fact that her silhouette is in effect copied from
an album; it is an engraving whose line, quickly effaced, traverses or
pierces for an instant the page of writing. She is herself a technique of
writing whereby one is made to touch the fruits that no discourse can
230
touch.

Thesefruits arenothing but art assuch,madebrilliant by the paintedeye.
The eye of the girl - and the gestureit lights up, by which it is lit up in
its turn - this presentedeye of presentationis nothing less than entirely
exposeinteriority, but at the point at which it no longer even refers to
itself as to somecontentor somelatent presence,having becomeon the
contrarythepatency of its very latency and thus irreconcilablewith any
interiority.231

The girl presentsthe Muses,and in that very presentationwhich is not a
representationbut an offering, a gesture'she', as 'figure of presentation',
suspendsthe senseof the dialectic,which would spirit her away,the dialectic of
senseover sense.In Nancy's essayTheSublimeOffering, the gestureis brought
into incisive contactwith limit.
At the limit, one doesnot pass on. But it is there that everythingcomes
to pass,it is there that the totality of the unlimited plays itself out, as
that which throws into relief the two borders, external and internal, of
all figures, adjoining them and separating them, delimiting and
unlimiting the limit thus in a single gesture...The union with which one
hasto do in the sublime doesnot consist in coupling absolutegreatness
with finite limits; for there is nothing beyond the limit, nothing either
presentableor nonpresentable.It is indeed this affirmation, 'there is
nothing beyond the limit', that properly distinguishesthe sublime (and
art) from dialectical thought (and the end of art as its completion)... But,
there is only limit, insofar as the latter setsitself off, setsitself up, and

230Nancy, J-L., 'The Girl Who Succeeds the Muses. '
op.cit, 53.
231Ibid., 54.
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upsetsitself incessantlyon its border, and consequentlyinsofar as the
232
liriiit, the unity divides itself infinitely in its own presentation.

It is the thoughtof the reverberationof limit, the gesture,the offering, the sense
that is alwaysdivided from itself, singularbut immediatelyexposedin/as a
plurality, that runs throughNancy's readingof art andpolitics and resistsa
thought of closureinto a formal whole or the sublationof this plurality into a
into
figure
that completes
this
the
a
of
sense
assimilation
substantiveessenceor
itseýf The point is whetherthereis a way of readingHiroshima Mon Amour that
it
limit
this
as another"work of mourning".
closing
can engagewith
andresist
I want to attendto Duras's readingof the film and suggestthat her accountof it
presentsan inverseHegelianism,by way of a nihilism turned 'absolute'. In
it
Hiroshima,
"knowing"
impossibility
takesthis
the
of
acknowledging
impossibility to the extremesof nihilism, in what can be thought as an
is
in
This
desire,
the eternalreturn of the
survival.
apocalyptic
culminating
ecstasyof oblivion, asanythingelsewould forecloseupon the 'other', both in
terms of the memoryof Hiroshima andthe sort of community that it is
(im)possibleto think after Hiroshima.
The entire questionof the way Hiroshima Mon Amour may be understoodas a
work of art233may rest on the limit, as arguedby Nancy, betweenart and the
death,
injustice,
does
in
How
the
time
address
mass
one
political
of nihilism.
throughart, after its 'death', after the godshave flown?

232Nancy J-L., 'The SublimeOffering', op.cit., 41-42.
.
2331 am beggingthe questionhereasto what falls underthe 'name' of art, cinemaas an 'art'
form, its relationshipto literature and the entire questionof the 'false documentary',as namedby
Duras and more,and will return to this point. For the moment,from Derrida, here speakingof
literature,which hashad a different history of institution and dissemination,but perhapsthe
argumentcan apply 'elsewhere',"No exposition,no discursiveform is intrinsically or essentially
literary beforeand outsideof the function it is assignedor recognizedby a right, that is, a
specific intentionality inscribeddirectly on the socialbody... Before coming to writing, literature
dependson readingand the right conferredon it by an experienceof reading.One can readthe
sametext - which thus neverexists 'in itself' - as -a testimonythat is said to be seriousand
authentic,or asan archive,or as a document,or as a symptom- or as a work of a literary fiction
" Derrida, J., Demettre:Fiction
that simulatesall of the oppositionsthat we havejust enumerated.
and Testimony.(PaloAlto, StanfordUniversity Press,2000), 28-29.
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It might be arguedthat the aestheticcanno longer addressdeathin a way that
can thernatiseit, andthus encapsulateit in a truth, in a systemof values,which
would pronouncethe profundity or life and deathand give shapeto our senseof
the world and community.Also, asNancy hasargued,an aestheticfreed from its
role in presentingthe absoluteor the ideal existing elsewhereand thus an
'autonomousaesthetics'suchaswe understandby modernism,may yet restitute
234
fonn
become
myth.
another
of absolutenihilism
With regardto Hiroshima Mon Amour is Duras's 'nothing' of representation
ultimately a negativeHegelianism,which enclosesthe othernessof death,history
and memory in the finishing of art, "in its proper- and (this time) empty
235
concept", supportedby the figuring of womanas the truth of this 'nothing' of
truth? Is the oscillation betweendeathand love, love and death,inscribedupon
the very skin of the protagonistsat the beginningof the film and operating
throughout,as eachtouch is at the sametime a loss and separationand a kind of
deathand 'impossible' relation to the other a sign of an aestheticinteriorisation,
self-reflectively critiquing representationandbound up with its own 'truth'; that
is to sayas a literary/cinematicpoetics leadingto its poetic absolutisation?
Alternatively, is this a literary/aestheticexteriorisationwhich presentsthe
impossibility of any meaningand senseor retreivability in the wake of loss,as
the 'truth' of truth's annihilation,a nihilism, bent on revealingthe lack in the
image,which standsfor (represents)a lack of resolutionor of any
'compensation'for thesehistorical conflicts or prospectof change? Or, doesthe
film utilise this cinematicnarrativeand imagesof the 'disappearing'love to
exposeus to a different thinking of the relation to the other, which escapesthe
aestheticalienationpossibly implied in the two alternativesjust mentioned?
Does the film avoid the aestheticisedpathosof a 'truth' of pain, suffering and
unhappiness,of loss and lack, inscribedin the figure of woman?That is to say,is
there a sensein which this story and its central femaleprotagonistcan lead us,
234In The Sense the World, Nancy
of
argues that the aesthetics of fragmentation, which is to say
that of artworks no longer bound to the absolute totality, pace Ilegel, precisely because it has
taken on its own 'wholeness' and completeness, as autonomous fragment, and has, in turn
become absolute and thus mythic, contributing to the myth of nihilism, the absence of sense,
which is the myth of our time. Nancy, J-L., 'Art, a firagment.' In Nancy, J-L., The Senseof the
World, op.cit., 123-139.
235See Nancy, J-L., 'The Vestige of Art. ' In The Muses,
op. cit., 91.
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but
like
to a re-examinationof an ethical and
to
mere
pathos,
not something
political relation to the other,which resiststhe assumptionthat we can masterthe
deathof the other and resistsa sheernihilism of unmasterability,insteadposing
anotherquestionof memory,survival andresponsibility at/on the limit?
I approachthis by following a distinct closeness,yet critical difference,between
the thought of Derrida andMaurice Blanchot.It seemsto me that Duras's
impossibility
Blanchot's
has
to
the
approach
of
strongassociationswith
reading
literature's
death
to
the
of
relation
asrefusing
representationand understanding
any thought of a dialecticalovercomingor sublationof deaththrough the
'literary' work, with any attendantmythicisationor claim to catharsis.I contend
however,that Durasdoesnot avoid the latter.
Given that Hiroshima Mon Amour is a visual work of art, the attentionto Derrida
and Blanchot focusesupon the 'force' of the image.In his meditationson
photographyandmourning andthe force of 'the image' in mourning, Derrida
has arguedthat any inscription of the other,as a phenomenon,requiresa
structureof inscribedabsencein its presence,andthe peculiar power of
photographyis that the referentadheresas an absentpresenceproducing in and
of itself a spectralquality like the return of the dead.As such,the image, and
particularly the photographicone,can indeedlook back at us, but also 'come
back', in memoriam,in us. This 'in us' is not an interiorisation.What 'is' in us is
that which remains'without', asimage,asthe dynamic or 'force' of the image,
as the absoluteother,the immemorial,so that the photographor image,in its
'force' is a metonymfor 'our' finitude, and in memoriamfor the irretrievable
deathsof all others,a singularplurality.
It would indicate an absolute excessand dissymmetry in the spaceof
what relatesus to ourselvesand constitutesthe 'being-in-us' the 'beingus', in somethingcompletely other than a mere subjectiveinteriority: in
The one who looks at us, in us
a place opento an infinite transcendence.
longer;
is
he
is
infinitely
andfor
whom
we
are
no
completely
other,
other, as he has always been, and death has more than ever entrusted
him, given him over, distancedhim, in this infinite alterity. However
narcissisticit may be, our subjectivespeculationcan no longer seizeand
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appropriate this gaze before which we appear at the moment when,
bearing it along with every movementof our bearing or comportment,
we can get over the mourningoftim only by getting over our mourning,
by getting over, by ourselves,the mourning of ourselves,I mean our
autonomy,of everythingthat would make us the measureof ourselves.
That is the excesswe bear in ourselves... Far away in us. In us, there
being-far-away.
This
image
to
the
the
this
open
comes
power of
where
excess also brings about the limitless enlargementof the image. Its
power of dilation gives its greatestforce in the mourning of the absolute
236
of 'force'.

This is the power, a certainpassivepower, a weak force, indeeda passionof the
image,a coming into presencewhich is at the sametime a withdrawal, a
spectrality,which preciselydoesnot return us to ourselvesand as such,as
Benjaminwell knew, requiresa certainvigilance of reading;hencethe holding
in tension,without dialectic,the phenomenalityof the photographand its
its
internal
(dis)articulation,its
'techne',
from
'physis'
the
the
and
apparatus,
'force' as such.
It becomesthen a matter of how we readthe imagesof Hiroshima Mon Amour in
their refusalof dialectical resolution,their force which appearsto resistany easy
transferencebetweenviewer andtext; leavingthe viewer 'impotent' in relation
to the deferraland distance,the 'nothing' that happens.Is it a questionof
irresolvable
this
to
melancholyor a certain
whether
refusal amounts a perpetual
its
force
being
in
its very
the
the
of
other,
resistantvigilance against overcoming
withdrawal from spectacle?
As previously discussed,in Derrida's meditationon the image,he articulatesthe
(de)structuringof the subject,in asmuch asit is alwayscrossedby the other, the
absoluteother of (im) possibleinteriorisation,the tracewhich 'is' in its very
effacement,which he demonstratesin Meinoirs of the Blind by way of the
paradigmof the self-portrait in ruins and the dynamic of blindnessand vision in

236Derrida, J., 'By Force of Mourning. ' In The Work Mourning. (Chicago: Chicago Univeristy
of
Press, 2001), 161.
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237
The 'other in me' is an event lost to sight, which
bearing witness to the other.
is also the condition of any testimony and which, necessarily, requires an
affirmation and a promise, as ajust responseto this anachronic, absolutely
singular other 'to come'.

In Memoirs,Derrida considersthis eventof the 'other' to be so singularasto be
withdrawn from and anteriorto the presencerequiredof 'seeing'. If so singular
and anteriorhow can it be witnessed?How to testify? Facedwith an anterior
blindnessto the singularity of the event,seeingand witnessingmust be posedas
'hypothetical'. There can be no measureof the adequacyof its being seenand no
groundupon which it can be based.The responseis alwaysalready,'anteriorly'
blinded. Derrida's focus on drawing in Memoirs might suggestthinking of the
traceasthe appearanceof the empiricalmark in drawing, but the trace as always
alreadyre-mark,doesnot appear.It is the condition of the (im) possibility for the
Thus drawing of the event,in
phenomenologicaland it is not phenomenalisable.
its possibility, is at the sametime the drawing of the not seeingby the not seeing.
This is wherethe self-portrait comesinto play, but this is the self-portrait asruin,
the writing of its own 'blindness' into its seeing.The event's (as self-crossed-byother) withdrawal cannotbe separatedfrom the self-appropriativeact of drawing.
The cxteriority of the eventnecessarilypassesinto or throughthe selfdraws.
its
That
limit and
the
self-consciousness
consciousness
one
who
meets
of
its ruin in that both the anterioralterity of the eventand the withdrawal of the
eventin the act of inscription which precedethe subjectmakesfull closureor
238
impossible.
interiorisationof the event/seeing
Bearingwitnessto the eventis
effacedby the withdrawal of the trace,which at the sametime makesit possible.
All witnessingis 'blind'.
Witnessing substitutes narrative for perception. The witness cannot see,
show and speak at the same time ... No authentification can show in the
present what the most reliable of witnesses sees, or rather, has seen and
now keeps in memory - provided he has not been borne away by
239
fire
...

237Derrida, J., Memoirs of the Blind, op.cit.
238Ibid., especially 57-69.
239Ibid., 104.
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But in this very effacement lies the necessity to countcr-sign, to bear witness to
the witness in the tracing of the trace, a response to that which withdraws from
the narration and makes it possible. This is where thefinitude of the other is at
stake. For in 'blindly' (not) witnessing the retrait of the trace, in the blink of the
death
the
of the other and the witness whose
eye, we receive and moum

witnessinghasdisappeared;the traceof the other of whom next-to-nothing
in
fire),
have
(for
the
those
the
perished
neitherpure absence,
who
remains, ash
finitude
Derrida
this
of the other, as ash,to the
connects
nor purepresence.
forgetting',
'radical
destruction
in
the
the
the
to
the
and
of
gift
relation
other
4memory'in 'impossible' mourning.The gift is the interruption of the economy
by
being
be
is
that
not
returned,
which
cannot
of exchange; which received
interrupts
the economyof sacrifice,
that
also
which
calculatedor pre-determined;
240
death.
It is this gift, which requiresthe promissory
life
the giving of
and
'hesitation' of doubleaffirmation: the anterior 'blindnessin' affirmation, and the
is
But
to
there
a needto saymore aboutthe eroticism in
pledge affirm again.
this; to answerthe questionof Hiroshima not only aswork of art or testimony,or
art astestimony,but also as a story of love.
"... universaloblivion"
It is herethat I take one further step(not) beyondHiroshima Mon Amour, a
greaterdistanceto bring a greaterproximity, which will return againto the film.
This stepis to bring Derrida's dynamicof blindnessandvision into proximity
with that of Maurice Blanchot,to attendmore evidently to a certaindesireto see.
Michael Newman,in comparingthis dynamicin Derrida and Blanchot,draws
attentionto Derrida's concernto interrupt or breakwith the dialectic between
transcendence
and sacrifice,(the greatHegelianthemeand all that hasbeen
suggestedup to now aboutart, politics and community); the sacrifice of vision
and its desire,for the sakeof the transcendentallaw, which Derrida refersto as
241
in
higher
blinding
the necessary
vision, (the mythology
order to transcendto a
of the blind 'seer', but also the logic of transcendence
as immanencein Hegel
240For extendedmeditationson the gift and sacrificeseeDerrida, J., TheGift ofDeath. Trans.
Wills, D., (Chicago:University of ChicagoPress,1995).
241Newman,M., 'The Trace of Traunia: blindness,testimonyand the gazein Blanchot and
Derrida.' In Maui-iceBlanchot, the demandqfuriting. Ed. Bailey-Gill, C., (London: Routledge,
1996), 153-173.
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'truth'
the
logic
the
the
the
the
externality
of
or
over,
within,
signified,
of
and
is
in
Memoirs
there
Derrida
that
no sacrificewithout an
shows
signifier).
is
It
preciselythe undialectisable
remainder.
an
unsacrificable
undialectisable,
logic
breaks
(de)structuring
that
the
trace
the
and,
sacrificial
of
absence/presence
in
'tears',
the exorbitantex-position
Derrida
metonymicallymaterialises
which,
by
fidelity
'dififerance',
desire
the
as
the
crossed
other,
of
eye,asaffirmation of
justice 'before' the law. 242
Newmancomparesthis with Blanchot's similar yet different articulationof
blindnessandvision, which suggestssomethingother than the affirmation to
243
differance,
Derrida's
Rather
Derrida
than
ethical
which
which
commits.
involves
deconstructsthe dialectic of transcendence
sacrifice
and
an
and
is
located
in
desire
Blanchot's
the
trace,
the
the
concern
affirmation of
other as
for the sourceof vision vis-A-visseeing,in the terms of Lacan,the 'Real' vis-Adynamic
between
desire
desire
the
'gaze',
to
to
the
the
see,
not
and
see
and
vis
its prohibition,
The motif of vision and blindness in Blanchot is fundamentally
concernedwith the relation to desireand enjoyment.We shall find that
in its absolutecharacter,enjoyment(orjouissance) is connectedon the
one hand with death,and on the other with the indeterminate,the 'there
is... ' that is un-negatablebeing... this enjoyment would infect the
ethical purity of any witness to the relation of the other as absolutely,
irreducibly other. In other words we need to supplement the
...
both
transcendental
or
ethical
or
whether
account
philosophical
- with
244
one nuancedby the distinction betweenvision and gaze.

Newmantracksthe ways in which Blanchotreturnsin his writing and as his
writing to this dynamic,the desirefor the truth of seeing,which is necessarily
242SeeDerrida,J., Memoirs of the Blind op.cit, 127.Derrida calls this the 'abocular' hypothesis,
"The revelatoryor apocalypticblindness,the blindnessthat revealsthe very truth of the eyes,
would be the gazeveiled by tears... Betweenseeingand weeping,he seesbetweenand catchesa
glimpseof the difference,he keepsit, looks after it in memory- and this is the veil of tearsuntil finally, and from or with the 'sameeyes', the tearssee."
243What needsto be kept in view hereis that this 'affirmation' takesplace in the most
hypotheticaland aporeticof circumstances.I wonderif Newman gives that which is affirmed too
much
presence?
244
Newman,M., op.cit, 155.
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'lost' in the telling. He refers to two episodes from Blanchot's writing, each of
which relates to Blanchot's re-interpretation of myth (and his preoccupation with
the relationship between myth, writing and the 'mythic', in the sensein which
Nancy has defined it, is also pertinent here). In the fragments, which make up
245

The Writing ofDisaster
Blanchot reinterprets the Narcissus myth. Other
,
interpretations miss the fact that Narcissus does not fall in love with himself, as
he has no self, but instead falls in love with an image "and because the similitude
of an image is not likeness to anyone or anything: the image characteristically
246
,
resembles nothing.

Narcissusfalls in love with the 'nothing' that is an image,but why?
"... becausethe image as such - becauseevery image - is attractive: the image
in
its
falSity"247
death
the
the
exerts
attraction of
void and of

Narcissusis attractedto the source,the void at the heart of vision, and
transgresses
the 'law' of desire,the distancingof the symbolic andthe screenof
the gaze,in favour of the immediacyof the Real. Narcissusdoesnot die, as such,
ashe neverreally 'lived', but his 'fate' presagesthat of a 'man' who, in too
much desiringthe truth is consignedto the repetition of a 'dying' languagein the
interminable'last words' of the*echo.This myth is recastin Blanchot's version
248
"(A
)",
of
primal scene?
wherethe child looks out of the window and at first
seesthe everydayreality of the gardenandthen 'the samesky',
suddenly open, absolutely black and absolutely empty, revealing (as
though the pane had broken) such an absencethat all since always and
forevermorebeen lost therein - so lost that therein is affirmed and
dissolvedthe vertiginous knowledgethat nothing is what there is, and
249
first of all nothing beyond.

This (pre-symbolic)child seesbeyondthe gazeinto the void, and it is a sourceof
"the feeling of happiness the ravagingjoy to which he can bearwitnessonly by
...
245Blanchot,M., The Writing ofDisaster. Tran. Smock,A., (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press,1995).
246Ibid., 125.
247Ibid., 125-126.
248Ibid., 72: As titled in Blanchot's fragment, in brackets,
with a question mark.
249Ibid., 72.
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,, 250

tears,an endlessflood of tears. If the child seesthe void of the origin and
end,the glimpseof finitude, the absoluteother of death,which is an
it
blinding,
darkness
a
overwhelming
of nothing,
provokesan elation (and
Newmanworries aboutthis ecstasyin the face of death)but onewhich is
is
in
ineluctable
But
if
this
tears,
the
stuff
of
existence.
affirmation of
witnessed
the other in the blinding, fleeting recognitionof finitude, of the ability to die, it is
immediatelylost, "He saysnothing. He will henceforthlive in the secret.He will
25
1
The secretis that thereis no secretthat canbe told, no
weepno more".
affirmation, which could put an endto the irremissibility of dying, or speakthe
"other of death"which is absolutely"with-out" relation (nowhereand
(unpronounceable,
language
to
testimony
unavowable)or
everywhere), any
of
dialecticallaw of transcendence.
So wheremight this leavean ethicalrelation, if the immemorial other,which
Derrida affirms, but asa matterof a call to believe (Do you believe this Tears
...
that see... Do you believe?I don't know, one hasto believe... ) in the retrait of
252
is
for
forever
'outside',
Blanchot
the trace,
without relation? What happensto
testimonyand art?
If the child becomesadult, keepsthe secretof the other night, art, writing, the
artist andwriter areperhapsconsignedto YheMadnessof the Day. In this recit,
250Ibid., 72.
251Ibid., 72.

252Memoirsof the Blind beginswith an epigraphquotation from Diderot, "I write without
seeing.
I came.I wantedto kissyour hand This is thefirst time I have ever written in the dark not
...
...
knowing whetherI am indeedforming letters. Whereverthere will be nothing, read that I love
you" Diderot, Letter to SophieVolland, June 10,1759 and there follows the question,-"Do you
believe this?" in the contextof skepticisrn. "But skepticismis preciselywhat I've beentalking to
you about;the differencebetweenbelieving and seeing,betweenbelieving one seesand seeing
between,catchinga glimpse- or not. Before doubt ever becomesa system,skepsishasto do
with the eyes.The word refersto a visual perception,to the observation,vigilance, and attention
of the gaze[regard] during an examination.One is on the look out, one reflectsupon what one
sees,reflectswhat one seesby delayingthe momentof conclusion". The translatorspoint out
that "Do you believe this?" repeatedagainin the next to last line of the work canbe readin a
numberof ways, from the every day "Do you think so?" to the more literal "Do you believe?" to
the more incredulous"Do you really believethis?" and that the openingphraseof the substantive
text canrefer, be a responseto, both to the epigraph(as an outsideinside the text) and the
conversationwhich makesup the text. The matterof response,vigilance, attentiveness,reflection
as delay are all mattersof appealto the reader,the receiverof testimony,affirmation (or not) as
the countersignature.SeeMemoirs of the Blind, op.cit, 1.1 am not surethat the difference
betweenDerrida and Blanchot is quite asNewmansuggests.It may be a matterof how one reads
and an infinitesimal point of translationwithin the samethought, which neverthelessmay be a
greatdeal.
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there is anotherconnectionwith the recastingof myth, that of Orpheusand
Eurydice.The "laW' of desirethat would circumscribethe artist to the bringing
back
look
Orpheus,
is
by
into
light,
to
darkness
transgressed
chooses
who
of
demand
forever.
loses
her
The
Eurydice
therefore
of
paradoxical
upon
and
it
it
law
is
that
the
the
that
which
prohibits, the
gaze
and
of
compels
writing
'other night' and,as suchcompels,the measurelessdesirefor Eurydice-as-lost,
the impossiblemediationof the absoluteother.The 'work' which 'unworks' at
253
in
impossibility"'.
Sucha sceneis played
is
"consecrated
the sametime thus
is
blinded
by
in
'man'
in
The
Madness
the
the
which
almost
out again
ofDay,
shardsof glasscrushedin his eyes.Seekingthe condition of possibility of
dela,
in
his
it
implodes
the
the step
the
as
eyes,
pas au
seeing, gaze,as such,
(not) beyond,desireandpunishmentin one,thepassion (desire/suffering)of
in
in
Blanchot
the
the
this
exactlyjustice
man,
or
more
which
ends
recit,
writing.
man ( ... one of her aims was to makeme "seejustice done"), is caughtbetween
desire(for) the "feminine element insatiablyintent upon my glory
...
(jouissance)"andthe 'law' intent uponhis telling the story, "Tell us,just exactly
injunction
is
(or
it
by
happened",
followed
the
non-affirmative
an appeal?)
what
254
,
The irony, of course,is that he has
"A story9No. No stories,neveragain.
'just' told the story which is the story we arereadingand which is 'out-of-time'
with the 'law' of chronology, "That was the beginning... Now get down to the
facts." But the moment,the event,hasalreadyhappenedandyet is expectedstill
to come.And the doubleirony is that "No stories,never again" is alreadyuttered
in a story.
Newman suggeststhis self-cancelling gesture marks an abyssal never-present
which, absorbs the entirety of text, cancelling both the narration, which is an
inevitable betrayal of the unpresentable other, always too late and 'missing the
point of time' and cancelling the possibility of the moment of blindness as the
blink
blinding
the
the
trace,
the
of the eye, as the resistance to
retrait,
alterity of
in
Derrida.
to
the
absent
an
already
presence
closure,
reference
always
253Blanchot,M., 'Orpheus'sGaze.' In TheSpaceoftiterature. Trans. Smock,A., (Lincoln:
University of NebraskaPress,1989), 174."The work is everythingto Orpheusexceptthat
desiredlook whereit is lost. Thus it is only in that look that the work can surpassitself, be united
with its origin and consecratedin impossibility."
254Blanchot,M., 'The Madnessof the Day.' in TheStation Hill Blanchot Reader.Trans Davis,
L., Auster, P., Lamberton,R., (Barrytown: StationHill Press,1999), 199.
'V
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Derrida insists upon a remainderor residue as a reminder of the nonpresentin the verypresencingof thepresent.In the act of transcendence
does
join,
by
Derrida
is
sacrifice
not
and
over
again
stressed
over
- as
make possible a certain economy, without an excluded, forgotten
remainder,evenif that remainderis lessthan nothing, ash,cinders... It is
the other who comesto ruin - and makespossible- the self-relation of
the self-portrait, at once ruined [no return to the self-same] and made
possibleby the other personand by the alterity of the law, and beyond
the law, the pleurantes -a ruin which in turn makes possible the
exposureto the other, the pledge of faith, the witness given and the
avowal, aveu. In witness as avowal and response,Derrida moves
towards an affirmation that Blanchot does not allow himself, except in
the form of enjoyment,in tearý,of the 'Primal scene', always already
lost since it occurseven the first time as an absence,to be remembered
in an Orphic art which, by a paradoxical double movement seeks to
255
graspthe lost object in its very withdrawal.

Newman's argumentis that ratherthan move to an 'outside' the law, brought
inside asthe remainderwhich ruins the dialectic of transcendence
and sacrifice,
Blanchotmovesto anotherform of 'transcendence'.This is an absolute,by
seekingthe condition of the possibility of seeing,which can neverbe seen,a
transcendentalblinding driven by desire,blind writing which can only be a blind
vigilance, "No stories,neveragain" asthe refusalto testify by way of a narrative
mediation,or an empirical present,to that which hasneverbeenpresent.
have to be
to
enjoyment
which
would
up
an
give
a
refusal
precisely
...
sacrificed for the sake of the writing of the recit; the deferment of
immediateenjoymentwould be the condition of writing. The refusal to
testify coupledwith the fantasyof the law being personified as a lover,
suggestsan unwillingnessto take up a place as a subjectof the law and,
indeedthe necessityof transgression If there is affirmation, it can only
...
be of loss, of absence,of the 'nothing' that circumscribesa void that is
the
traumatic
not itself nothing but rather something unspeakable
...
moment is where the work encountersthe impossibility of its origin in
the absenceof any present.This must be, for Blanchot, the senseof
Judaic prohibition of images,which is the very condition of vigilance
without expectation, living on in a vigilant blindness or blind
255Newman, M., 'The trace of Trauma', op.cit, 166-7.
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vigilance... expecting nothing... Consequently,waiting and watching,
for suddenly awakenedand, knowing this full well henceforth, never
256
wakeful enough.

Newman's argumentperhapsputs too much emphasison the refusalof the
in
time
the
the recit, as an
to
testify,
neglecting structureof
presentandrefusal
'impossible' combinationof the alreadypast and the imminent. It is no simple
'law'
but
to
a
certain
of presenceand
resistance
a
more
enigmatic
refusal,
much
testimony,complicatedby the narratedrejection of narrative,"No stories,never
again".
In taking a different tack, I refer to the responsesof both Philippe Lacoue257
later
The
Instant
Death.
Blanchot's
Labartheand Derrida to
text,
ofMy
Without going into detail, as I only wish to draw upon certainkey elementsin
this recit, this is a story (possiblyautobiographical)narratedby
(possibly)Blanchot,of an incident in the SecondWorld War in which a young
man of noble birth is orderedfrom his Chateauby a Nazi Lieutenantand set
beforea firing squad. The narratorattemptsto articulatethe feelingsof the
firing
instant,
facing
this
squad:
a
young man at
I know - Do I know it - that the one at whom the Germanswere already
aiming, awaiting but the final order, experiencedthen a feeling of
extraordinary lightness,a sort of beatitude(nothing happy however) death
death?
The
of
with
encounter
elation?
ssovereign
In his place, I will not try to analyze. He was perhaps suddenly
invincible. Dead-immortal. Perhaps ecstasy. Rather the feeling of
compassionfor suffering humanity,the happinessof not being immortal
or eternal. Henceforth, he was bound to death by a surreptitious
258
friendship.

At the momenthe is to be shot,"Comradesfrom the maqui" createa disturbance.
The firing squad,which turns out to be madeup of Russiancollaborators,let him
256

Ibid., 169.
257Blanchot,M., TheInstant ofiny Death.Trans.Rottenberg,E., (Palo Alto: StanfordUniversity
Press,1988),pagenumbers?
258Ibid., 5.
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escape.Three young farmers are killed instead, their farms burned to the ground,
in a conflagration. The Chateau is left intact save for the loss of a manuscript.

Feeling"the torment of injustice" at this situation,thereremainedstill for the
young man, as the narrator attempts to testify:

the feeling of lightnessthat I would not know how to translate:freed
from life? the infinite openingup? Neither happinessnor unhappiness.
Nor the absenceof fear and perhapsalreadythe stepbeyond.I know, I
imagine that this unanalyzablefeeling changedwhat there remainedfor
him of existence.As if the death outside him could only henceforth
259
collide with the deathin him. I am alive." No, you are dead.

Later, markedby a blank in the pageand a changeof 'voice', 'he' returnsto
Parisand the hub of Frenchintellectualsat the end of the war andmeets
Malraux. He, too, had beencapturedand lost his writings. But "It was only
reflectionson art, easyto reconstitute,whereasa manuscriptwould not be." The
instant
first
"the
death".
to
the
recalling
of
my
person,
story endswith a change
"What doesit matter?All that remainsis the feeling of lightnessthat is death
itself or, to put it more precisely, the instant of my death henceforth always in
abeyance.ý260

In respondingto this text, Lacoue-Labarthepoints to "two matricesor two
6primalscenes'[which] dominatethe West and its literature,or the West as
literature.Both of them havetheir origin in works by Homer: the sceneof anger,
which the Iliad inaugurates,andthe sceneof experience... whosetruth is
illuminated at the very centreof the Odyssey,the fwnous nekuia,Ulysses'
descentinto hell, his crossingof death." The primal sceneof myth cannotbe so
easily cancelledout or avolided;indeed,the dreadis that experienceand its
261
'imitatio'
testimonymay only be accountedthroughan
of myth.
259

Ibid., 8-9
260
Ibid., 11
261Lacoue-Labarthe,P., 'Fidelities.'Oxford Literary Review 22 (2001). Lacoue-Labartherecalls
ThomasMann, writing in 1936"... 1am feebleor naYveenoughto believe in the accuracyof
ThomasMann's remarkableanalysisthat he presentedfor Freud for his eightiethbirthday in
1936(a key datein the Fascisteraof our time), on 'life in myth' as a 'life in quotationmarks' -
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Lacoue-Labarthe identifies these two 'primal scenes' in Blanchot, "... neither is
it so difficult to seehow precisely these two scenesare conjoined in LInstant de
is
injustice
the astounding
with
combined
ma mort where a protest against
...
joyfulness of the infinitely paradoxical experience of death.t1262 But Blanchot
makes a discrete turn away from myth in his very reference to its 'primal
scenes', connecting with the question of testimony. The very conjunction of
these two primal scenesdisturbs the 'literary' order, but if we examine this
conjunction and its recurrence in the story, each time it is expressed,whilst it
may first follow the mystical 'language', the rhythm or the tone of a 'mythic'
description of a near death experience, we cannot help but recognise the passion
of Christ the first time it occurs, it says something very different from out of this
vocabulary, it puts it in doubt and into question, and gradually effaces its
'mythic' connotations by the final 'erasure' of the 'as if' of representation,
without of course erasing it, as we are reading, in the mode of the "as if' and are
still drawn to the narrative voice.

The greatest hesitation and doubt is cast by the "I know - Do I know" of the first
passage,followed by a series of questionings, then the 'perhaps' and the "I will
not try to analyze" until the shift of ground and tone, the assertive "Henceforth,
he was bound to death by a surreptitious friendship. " Again, the same movement
in the second passage,from I would not know how to translate", then a series of
question marks, "I know, I imagine" then "perhaps", the "unanalyzable", the "as
if', until the impossible affirmation, the affirmation of the impossible, "I am
alive. No you are dead"; then the third time, no question, affirmation and even
precision and in the first person, "the instant of my death henceforth always in
abeyance".

an imitatio, if you like, and a sacredrepetition,a religion in the senseof re-legere,is nothing less
than repetition itself ..According to Mann, our historical attitude,as well asour so-calleddaily
existence,just asmuch as literature,are boundby this compulsivelaw (to saynothing precisely
" One must recall hereWalter Benjamin,anotherwriter writing in 1936
of the unconscious).
aboutthe mythic power of technologicalrepresentationasthat which gives the massesnot their
right, "but insteada chancethe expressthemselves".
262Lacoue-Labarthe,P., 'Fidelities.', op.cit., 138.
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This appears to be a move from myth to 'truth', the truth of a testimony which
would reject the mythic, 'life as imitation' and the 'mythic' experience of 'near
death' as a sharp "deliverance from this world" or an immortality in being inured
of death. And these latter 'experiences', the stuff of myth, Blanchot both
borrows from and resists.

What Blanchot demonstratesis the extentto which testimony,too, is qualified by
speculations,hesitations,questions,thesegesturestowardsgraspingthe
ungraspable,with which Blanchotseeksto underminemyth, in favour of the
imminent,
distance
between
the
the
anachronic
which is
absolutelyanteriorand
also beyondthe 'norms' of testimony.
This is to neither give in to myth nor to suggest that testimony is inevitably
mythic, (although it is necessarily something of a representation, whereby the
absolute singularity of the event has to enter into the general structure that is
language), but instead, this is to hold myth and testimony, fiction and truth at a
discreet distance, without collapsing one into the other, without dialectising, in
order to think the 'other' of testimony, just as the instant is divided from the
instance, but nevertheless abides in the trace, both the insistent imminence and
263
"always
the
already past" trace of testimony. That is why there is no present,
which is not to say that there is simply absenceor a void, but a distance, ever to
be held open between the "neither nor". This is the distance out of which the
...
9other' can be thought and indeed the absolutely other from/for whom there can
be no testimony, except the trace of testimony.
263Derrida's
responseto Blanchot's text is a constantmeditationon the matterof testimony.On
the 'instant' he says,"When I commit myself to speakingthe truth, I comn-dtmyself to speaking
the samething, an instantlater But this repetition carriesthe instantoutsideof itself.
...
Consequentlythe instantis instantaneously,at this very instant,divided, destroyedby what it
neverthelessmakespossible- testimony", and refers to Blanchot's statementconcerning,"The
imminenceof what hasalwaysalreadycometo pass"thus .....an unbelievabletense... [but
.
unbelievablein the contextof the belief which normally conditionslestimony]lt seemsto deport
what hasalways,from all time, alreadytakenplace toward the coming of the to-come.Indeed
one must sayunbelievable,for insofar asall testimonyessentiallyappealsto a certain systemof
belief, to faith without proof, to the act of faith summonedby a kind of transcendentaloath, well,
faith, faith in the temporalorder, in a certaincommonsenseorderingof time, is what guarantees
the everydayconcept,especiallythejuridical conceptand the dominantconceptof attestationin
Europeanculture, that in which literaturehasbeenestablished,thus confirming or disturbing the
very order that conveysit. " Derrida,J., Demeure:Fiction and Testimony,op.cit., 49 andpassint.
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The Neuter, the gentle prohibition against dying, there where, from
threshold to threshold, eye without gaze, silence carries us into the
proximity of the distant. Word still to be spoken beyond the living and
264
the dead, testifyingfor the absence ofattestation.

Certainly here is a resistanceto myth, but to affirm the other asthe negativeof
myth in its placeruns the dangerof signifying the other, asmyth's 'vital
negation', andwe areback with Hegel,metaphysicsandeschatologyall over
again.Unableto escapemyth entirely, Blanchotwrites from the 'outside' inside
the mythic, to exactthe reserve,the distance,out of the mythic, which is the
265
dead".
No,
Desire,
itself
dying,
"I
you are
am alive.
enigmaticremainingand
the erotic, its jouissanceandthe 'innocence'of that which is before language
(hencethe child in the 'primal scene')conjoin with the ungraspability,the
impossiblenecessaryinstantof death,in the anachronicmomentof the anterior
instant
instant
in
the
the
of death,to exactthe
and
always abeyance, abiding
difference,which is to refusethe ecstasyof survival, the punctualview of death
asthe" final' end, or any otherview of death,which would in a sacrificial way,
give meaningto life. Lacoue-Labartheputs is thus:
If we deliver deliverance from its metaphysical and eschatological
excess(the liberation from this world), if we refrain from dreaming in
death, of the hope of living on - what we have is an innocence,this
before muthos... 'A Primal Scene' states
happy statebefore language-...
for
in-nocence
hope
(a completely
this
than
perhaps nothing other
different hope from that of a survival) and perhapsoffers us nothing

264Blanchot,M., TheStepNot Beyond.Trans.Nelson, L., (Albany: StateUniversity of New
York Press,1992),76. Blanchothasreferredto the questionof the neuter,the other and
'distance' variously throughouthis work, for instance:"The other is neitherone nor the other,
and the neutralthat indicatesit withdrawsit from both...always establishingit outsidethe term
the act or the subjectthroughwhich it claims to offer itself." Blanchot,M., TheInfinite
Conversation,trans.Hanson,S., (Minneapolis,University of MinnesotaPress,1993),385. "The
Other doesnot let itself (to?) be thoughteither in termsof transcendence
or in terms of
immanence;an experiencewhich one must not be contentto say that languageonly expressesit
or reflectsit, for it only arisesin the spaceand time of language." Ibid., 101.
265This reserveis articulatedin Blanchotagainin referenceto the neuter,thus: "withdrawing
from [the work] everyprivileged point of interest(evenafocal) not allowing it to exist as a
...
completedwhole...to speakat a distance,preservingthis distancewithout mediationand without
community,and evenin sustainingthe infinite distancingof distance- its iffeciprocity, its
irrectitudeor dissymmetry." Blanchot,M., TheInfinite Conversation,op.cit., 386.
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other than, at the edge of silence, the discreet effacement of myth.
266
V; Mch is to say of evil?

If Lacoue-Labarthe'sreadingmovestowardshope (a completelydifferent hope)
as againstNewman's lesshopeful movement,perhapsthereis a needto make
more of the ambiguity at stakein Blanchot,which brings me closerto Hiroshima
Mon Amour. This ambiguity,cryptically expressedin the negativeof
"neither nor" to differentiateit from the positive ambiguity of meaning,
...
modulates,I think, evenLacoue-Labarthe'sreadingof a prior 'in-nocence'.
In Blanchot's texts thereis an equivocationbetweenthe word and its 'shadow',
the 'othernessof sense'.It is asif in orderto overcomethat punctual duality
betweenlife anddeath,senseis suspended,
not in the way the Nancy arguesthat
the 'essence'of senseis suspendedin favour of existence(which doesnot mean
the erasureof the non-existent),but that senseis suspended,is rendered
equivocal,ambiguous,nothing but the resemblanceof distance,somewhat in
javour ofnon-existence(hereI am awareof swinging back to Newman's
argument).Yes, it is the desirefor the 'memory', which cannotbe memory in the
dusual'sense,with all that implies in termsof time, but instead,the insistent
anachronyof anteriority andimminenceof the non-existence,which must be
acknowledgedas 'in us'. How doesthat helpsus, not to 'end', no final end or
teleology intended,not to dialecticise,no 'end' in the absolutefulfilment of the
idea evenasthe ideaof nothing ?
It is perhapsa fine line betweenevokingjustice for the dead,an ethicsof
rememberingandthe other,which doesnot reducethe other to the sameand
desiring this as somethingabyssal. Blanchotknows this only too well and says
as much with, direct referenceto MargueriteDuras, in a footnoteno less,(thus
refusing to end), a footnoteto 'The Narrative Voice', in which Blanchot
describesthe equivocationin language,that resistanceto affirmation that is
there,if we listen for it, where,

266Lacoue-Labarthe, P., 'Fidelities',
op.cit., 149.
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it could be that telling (writing) is drawing language into a possibility
...
of saying that would say without saying being and still without denying
it either establishing the centre of gravity of speech elsewhere, where
...
speaking is not a matter of affirrning being nor needing negation in
order to suspend the work of being... the narrative voice ...the most
critical one that can communicate unheard...that is why we tend, as we
listen to it, to confuse it with the oblique voice of unhappiness or the
267
oblique voice of madness.

Then the footnote.It is worth quoting in full, as it perhapssumsup Hiroshima
Mon Amour in onetentativelywritten paragraph,
This voice - the narrative voice - is the one I hear, perhaps,rashly
perhaps,rightly, in the tale by MargueriteDuras that I mentioneda short
while ago.The night forever without any dawn - that ballroom in which
the indescribableevent occurredthat cannotbe recalled and cannot be
forgotten,but that one's forgetting retains- the nocturnal desireto turn
around in order to see what belongs neither to the visible nor the
invisible, that is to stay for a moment, through one's gaze, as close as
possible to strangeness,where the rhythm of reveal-oneself-concealoneself has lost its guiding force - then the need (the eternal human
desire)to bring aboutacceptancein anotherperson,to live onceagain in
another person, a third person, the dual relationship fascinated,
indifferent, irreducibleto any mediation:a neuterrelationship,even if it
implies the infinite void of desire- finally the imminent certainty that
,
what has happenedonce will always begin again, will always betray
itself and reject itself. thesereally are, it seemsto me, the 'co-ordinates'
of narrative space,the circle where,as we enter it, we incessantlyenter
the outside.But who is telling the story here?Not the reporter, the one
who formally - and also a little shamefacedly- doesthe speaking,and
actually takesover, so much so that he seemsto us to be adintruder, but
ratherthat which cannottell a story becauseit bears- this is its wisdorn,
this is its madness- the torment of impossiblenarration,knowing (with
a closed knowledgeanterior to the reason-unreason
split) that it is the
measureof this outside, where, as we reach it, we are in danger of

267Blanchot M., 'The Narrative Voice. ' in The Station Hill Blanchol Reader, M., Trans. Davis,
L., Austei, P., Lamberton, R., (Barrytown: Station Hill Press, 1999), 468.
,
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falling under the attraction of a completely exterior speech: pure
268
extravagance.

This is a primal sceneof literatureagain,the Orphic myth, writing itself, art
itself, testimonyto the 'outside', but if Blanchotstayson the brink of the void,
does Duras succeedby falling?

"She has succeededin drowning him in universaloblivion. And it is a sourceofamazementto
her Theylook at eachother without seeingeachother. Forever.',269
..

If the Hiroshima Mon Amour endsby returningus to the beginning,the universal
oblivion that the bombingof Hiroshimais, if the film showsthis, where doesit
leaveus? Is the image,asBlanchotsays,'intimate' because,
"... it makesour intimacy an exteriorpowerthat we passivelysubmit to: outside
of us, in the backwardmotion of the world that the imageprovokes,the depth of
270
brilliant.
our passiontrails along,astray,
Is it always a backward motion of the world? Is it not also, as Nancy says a
271
?
'deportment'
What way is she facing,
'stance'.
matter of a
an 'attitude' and a
how does she stand vis-A-vis the world? Arguably the woman in the film is
driven by a desire, which is not an opennessor exposure to the happenstance of
the world as it 'is' with all its pain and suffering. Despite the 'chance' encounter,
her desire is premised upon that which has already constituted her 'being', as
one who touched death, as one who lost the opportunity to die for love and gives

268

Ibid., 469.
269Duras,M., 'Screenplay',op.cit., 83.
270Blanchot,M., 'Two
versionsof the Imaginary.' In TheGazeof Orpheus.Ed. Adams Sitney,
P., Trans.Davis, L., (Barrytown: StationHil Press,1981),82-85.
9

271SeeNancy, J-L., 'Pain, Suffering
' In TheSenseof the World, op.cit., 148.
and Unhappiness.
Although Nancy quotesBlanchot,I think he takesa slightly different stance,"Neither happiness
nor unhappiness[the Blanchot quote]but anotherhappenstance,neithernegativesensenor
negationof sense,giving their due to both resistanceand suffering...and for this reasonceasingto
sublatethe evil in the good,taking a breakfrom all theodicy or logodicy, and calling finally for
anotherstanceof senseor for anotherstancein the face of sense.For the whole questioncan be
summarisedlike this: what attitude to adoptbefore,or in, self-differing and self-deferring
sense....it is alwaysa questionof maintainingoneselfin the faceof the eclipse,fainting,
It is alwaysa matterof this. But all modesof deportmenthave
syncopation,or collapseof sense...
beenaltered it is necessaryto invent how to give somekind of deportmentto existence- to
...
nothing but existence...The structureof existing is...the toward. Neither toward happinessnor
toward unhappinesswithout being, first of all toward the happenstancethat the world is".
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to the Japaneseman her survival as a possession. Her encounter with death,

touchedby the outside,is enclosedwithin the horizon of being that sheis, her
survived 'self.
What shetells the Japaneseis this lost opportunitywhich hasmadeher what sheis. The
...
story shetells of this lost opportunityliterally transportsher outsideherself and carriesher
toward this new man.
To give oneself,body and soul, that's it.
That is the equivalentnot only of amorouspossession,but also of a marriage.
her
herself
Shegives this Japanese
Hiroshima
most
precious
possession;
as shenow
at
is, her survival after the deathof her love - at Nevers.272

There is somethingmythic aboutthis. Her desiringbody and its skin, to recall
the motif introducedearlier, alreadycircumscribeswithin its horizon, her body,
as survived self, the deaththat shehasbornewithin, "indescribableevent...that
one's forgetting retains...impossiblenarration",until the momentwhen that
'already-given' canbe given again,sacrificedto the abyssal'void of desire'. If
that anachronicmomentis alreadythe possessionof onewho would give it, then
it is alreadycircumscribedwithin the horizon of a self, and shebecomesthe
embodimentof truth. Her desiringbody, her skin undergoesa Christ-like
passion.
As Nancy hasargued,we can arrive at a mythic absolutisationfrom the point of
view of an extremerelativism, an absenceof all value which we can understand
273
becomes
The
the
as nihilism.
absolutemyth of out time.
relativism of nihilism
Becauseof this thereis no reasonto be convincedthat we havemoved beyond
the Hegelianproblematicandthe sensiblepresentationof the idea,which haunts
visual representationand this is why, if we readthe film with Duras,the skin and
bodieswhich provokethe viewerssenseof touch in Hiroshima monAmour do
not displaceor evadethe problem of visual representation.In the beginning of
the film the viewer is touchedby the skin of bodiesasthey positionedin time,
space,movementand appearancein relation to the viewer and asthe viewer
views thesebodiesthey turn to ashbeforethe viewer's eyes.I havebegunto
272Duras, M., 'Appendices: Portrait
of the French Woman' in 'Screenplay', op.cit., 112.
273Librett, J., Translator's foreword Nancy, J-L., The Sense
of the Morld Minneapolis, University
of Minnesota Press 1997 x
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The
film
from
for
Duras's
the
this
ash
whole
perspective.
consider
a metonym
that befalls
relates to Hiroshima and the "nothing" and "mutual impotence 9274
the lovers, the memory of love and our historical memory; the nothing that Duras
pursues as an "Idea7in the work of art. Touching turns to the memory of touch;
bodies that emerged from darkness into day turn to the grey of memory; time
passing turns to killing time; the spaceof Hiroshima recedes to that of Nevers,
,
9275
him
in universal oblivion.
until "she has succeededin drowning

The lover and the room disappear as she enters 'the world' and the survival that
she will "give". Duras appearsto present the sacrifice of love, the historical
singularity of Hiroshima and Nevers, time, space, light and darkness to a higher
implacable light of truth; the truth of. "Impossible to talk about Hiroshima. All
276
Hiroshima".
Skin
do
is
impossibility
talk about the
of talking about
one can
is
but
body
Christ-like
here
(the
this to the 'void'?
passion)
and
are
sacrificial
This does not escapethe metaphysical assumption of art and the presentation of
the Idea for here we have nihilism become absolute in the quest for the
presentation of the Idea of "nothing" as the gift of survival.
People want to signify- world, filth, technics and silence, subject and its absence, body,
spectacle, insignificance, and pure will-to-signify ... Thus the demand or the postulation of
the idea lets itself be grasped in its nakedness, in the flesh. All the more naked and laid
bare in that these demands and postulations are the more deprived of both referents and
codes for those referents (which in the past were religion, myth, history, heroism, nature,
itself right up to self-referential form). Where this demand for the
sensation
...
..
Idea is displayed art exhausts and consumes itself, all that remains is its metaphysical
...
desire the gaping hole stretched towards its end A nihilisrn, therefore, but as the
...
...
feeling

simple reversal of idealism, If for Hegel art is finite because the Idea comes round to
presenting itself in its proper element, in the philosophical concept, for the nihilist art
finishes itself by presenting itself in its proper- and empty- concept.277

But as Nancy has said, skin is neither the source of the full presence of sense
(mythicism) nor the source of the full absenceof sense(nihilism). Skin is the
organ of touch and exposure. It is, Nancy states, "continually passing from one
to the other, always coming back to itself without either a locus or a place where
274Duras, M., 'Synopsis' 13
275Duras, M., 'Scenario' 83
276Duras, M., 'Synopsis'9
277Nancy, J-L., The Muses 91
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it can establish a self, and so always coming back to the world, to other bodies to
which it is exposed, in the same gesture that exposesthem to itself " And "the
,
9278
it
it,
minutest look is a touching that brushes against and exposes once more.

Skin does not in this sensebelong to a subject. It is detached attachment. It is
9attachment by its detachment' (exposed to the outside) and touching is the
gesture at the limit. Touching/being touched is self-touching and its interruption,
but there is no subject/self prior to touching. The 'subject' comes to his/herself at
the moment s/he is touched, as we might say, from Nancy, in a singular/plural
being-in-the-world. That is what exposure (to, as) world is. This is existence
without any call or nostalgia for a founding or grounding essenceor presumed
subject. Neither is it a veiled nihilism. It is not gesture towards something to
dissimulate a nothing, the abyss. It is the ineluctable 'happenstance' of being
279
toward the world with others.

In that sense,skin, body and soul as sipifiers of an impossibility, are not 'hers'
to give, other than insofar as sheappropriatesexposureas 'her survival' and
turns it, in a metaphysicalgestureinto a gift of desire,but within an economyof
possessionand exchange,the gift againstwhich Nancy argues,in favour of the
offering.
The appropriation of giving and the giving of the inappropriable
configure the originary chiasmusof philosophy - and of sense...Thus
neither the desirenor gift but, ratherthe following: that the desireof the
gift should desireessentiallynot to appropriateits 'object' and that the
gift of desireshouldgive that which cannotbe given and shouldgive no
'subject' of an 'object'. The one offered to the other left to the
...
discretion of a chance and/or decision whose agent or actor, neither
280
desiresnor givesbut merely exists.

There is a needto think the non-knowledge,the out-of-time moment,that
unbelievable extremity between an absolutely anterior and an imminent, outside

of any circumscriptionor horizon of body or destiny,or desire.Yet "people want
278Nancy J-L., 'Corpus', op.cit., 205.

279Nancy, J-L., 'Pain, Suffering, Unhappiness. ' In The Sense the World
op. cit., 152.
of
280Nancy, J-L., 'Gift, Desire, "Agathon. ' In The Sense
of the World, op.cit., 52.
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to signify, '281and are drawn to the metaphysical gesture of 'redemption' even via

an absolutisationof nihilism. However:
We do not know if expectation prepares the coming of the to-come or if
it recalls the repetition of the same, of the thing itself as ghost This
...
non-knowledge is not a lacuna. No progress of knowledge could
knowledge.
do
have
to
with
nothing
must
saturate an opening, which
And therefore not with ignorance either. This opening must preserve
this heterogeneity as the only chance of a future affirmed or rather reaffirmed. It is the future itself, it comes from the future. The future is its
in
its
be
as
such
and
purity
the
to-come
announced
only
can
memory ...
from a past end: beyond, if it is possible, the last extremity. If it is
possible, if there is any, future, but how to suspend such a question or
deprive oneself of such a reserve without concluding in advance,
without reducing in advance, the future and its chance? Is there not a
messianic extremity, an eskhaton whose ultimate event (immediate
infinite
interruption,
of
surprise, and
untimeliness
rupture, unheard-of
heterogeneity without accomplishment) can exceed, at each moment,
the final term of a physis, and the labour, production and telos of any
282
history9

To paraphrasefrom a commenton Derrida by Geoff Bennington;that meansa
here andnow (of the 'singularity' that is Hiroshima) that requiresthinking a
moment,which is not only not present,in the presenceof the present,but is not
recoverable(to rise again from its ashes)asthe felos of any process,including
that of love (incorporatingit in a love that will necessarilybe specialand
'wonderful', onethat will be more crediblethan if it had occurredanywhereelse
in the world ), an eskhatonwithout salvationor redemption.283.
...
And yet - it shouldnot be forgottenthat what I am trying to exploreherein
everythingsaidup till now, is an ethical andpolitical momentof art that is a
questionof reading aswell aswriting. If Durasreadsthe film asultimately akin
to a survival that canbe possessedand given againas a forrn of redemption,it
can be readotherwise,in fact the very structureof readingis that which both has
281Nancy, J-L., TheMuses91
282Derrida,J., SpectersofMarx, op.cit., 36-7.
283SeeBennington,G., 'Is it timeT In Interrupting Derri(la. (London: Routledge,2000), 137.
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to be presupposed and yet necessarily undennines the reading of possession and

redemption.For the structureof readingis that anachronicmomentand temporal
dislocation (the alwaysanteriorwith the imminent), which a teleology may seek
to contain,but will alwaysbe exceededby it.
As Benningtonsuggests,a readingis at all times going to be 'out-of-time' with a
text,
is necessarily in a relation of delay with respect to the text
reading
...
read; however minimal that delay, reading always comes after the
writing it reads. But that irreducible belatedness goes along with a sort
of internal dislocation, whereby reading is always remembering and
anticipating on reading in order to function ...If this is so then teleology
cannot ever quite reduce the moment we are calling ...messianic, and to
that extent can never quite be teleological, so that the programmed ends
do not quite come out at the appointed time, so that it is never quite
tiMe. 284

We haveseenthat Hegel would that the word was read away, that he could
reducereadingaltogether.Blanchotwould write readinginto his texts to the
point of the abyssalbeyondor prior to any readingof writing altogether.Duras
ultimately gathersup the complicatedtemporalstructureof past,presentand
future that is readingand impossiblybearingwitness,as a possessionto be
given, one more time, but this is nevertime enough.
The past always remains before us as an endless task.

284Ibid., 138.
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Chapter Three: Art in the Age of Tele-technological Communication

In Derrida's SpectersofMarx therearetwo strongly interconnectedthemes.One
is the necessityto re-think Marx's ontology,a reflection upon being,
the socio-economicpremisedon a metaphysicsof the 'living
consciousness,
present',pastpresentor future present,in favour of a hauntology,a
deconstructedtime, figured by the 'ghost', which producesan anachronistic
crossingof time openinga spacefor the 'living on' of an absolutepast and an
open future. The other is the necessityto re-think the hegemonicpower of
anotherghosting,this time asthe apparentpresent,in the virtual domain of teletechnologies.Derrida is certainthat the questionof technologyis a political
questionrequiring a reconsiderationof the inheritanceof Marxism. This
interconnectingof themesis pertinentto this thesis,consideringthe interrelationshipbetweenthe thinking of technologyand the thinking of art both
historically and contemporaneously;
how that relationshiphas tendedto pit the
one againstthe other,andwhat we might the saythe pervasivenessof technology
now demandsin termsof modesof (re) thinking aestheticsand politics.
There is first of all the culture called more or lessproperly political (the
official discoursesof parties and politicians in power in the world,
virtually everywhereWesternmodelsprevail, the speechor the rhetoric
of what in Franceis called the 'classpolitique'.
There is also what is rather confusedlyqualified as mass-mediaculture:
6communications' and interpretations, selective and hierachised
production of 'information' through channelswhose power has grown
in an absolutelyunheardof fashionat a rhythm that coincidesprecisely,
no doubt not fortuitously, with that of the fall of regimeson the Marxist
model, a fall to which it contiibuted mightily but...in forms and modes
of apparition and at a speedthat also affect in an essentialfashion the
the
very concept of public space in so-called liberal democracies
...
question of media tele-technology, economy and power, in their
irreducibly spectral dimension should cut across all our discussions.
What can one do with the Marxist schemain order to deal with this
today - theoretically and practically - and thus in order to changeit?
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These schemasappear both indispensableand insufficient in their
presentfomL
There is finally scholarlyor academicculture...whosediscourseis itself
in
by
but
by
the
the
media
also
academicand commercialpress,
relayed
forms
have
failed
For
the
three
to
that
places,
notice
general.
no one will
and powers of culture that I have just identified...are more than ever
by
by
the
together
ones that are
or
apparatuses
same
welded
indissociable from them. These apparatuses
communicate
and
...
force
the
toward
with
producing
greatest
cooperateat every moment
in
imperialism
hegemony
to
the
question...As it has
or
which
ensure
forms,
degree
in
the
done
before,
these
to
or
a
such
either
never
discursive
intellectual
like
hegemony,
the
or
politico-econornic
doniination passesby way of techno-mediaticpower, this power cannot
be analysed or potentially combated,supportedhere, attacked there,
without taking into accountso many spectraleffects, the new speedof
the apparition (we understandthis word in its ghostly sense)of the
simulacrurn.,the synthetic or prosthetic image, and the virtual event,
cyberspace and surveillance, the control, appropriations and
speculationsthat today deploy unheard-ofpowers. Have Marx and his
heirs helpedus to think and to treat this phenomenon?If we say that the
answerto this questionis at onceyes and no, yes in one respect,no in
another and that one must filter, select, differentiate, restructure the
in
fashion,
in
too
it
is
to
a
preliminary
announce,
order
questions,
only
the tone and general form of our conclusions: namely that one must
assume the inheritance of Marxism, assume its most living part ...that
board
life,
drawing
back
the
the
question
of
to
on
put
which continues
life
beyond
life-death
the
opposition
of
and
the
of
spirit, or
spectral,
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death.

As Simon Critchley points out in his readingof Derrida's SpectersofMarx,
"Derrida (mis) understandshegemonynegativelyin its traditional senseas
domination.""' Ratherthan taking on boardthe political dynamicsof the concept
between,"how certainrelationsbecamefixed... [as] the product of contingency,
antagonismandpower" but on the otherhand"leavesthe future radically open
and indeterminate,which meansnothing is guaranteed,but neither is anything

28' Derrida, J., Specters ofMarx, op.cit., 52-54.
286Critchley, S.,'On Derrida's Spectres
ofMarx',

op.cit., 22.

175

lost, at least not yet, " Derrida appears to opt for a straightforward
287
thesis.

domination

It is perhaps surprising; the ineluctable link Derrida casts between domination
and tele-technologies. However, as Richard Luckhurst suggests,it is as if
Derrida is at pains to drive home two forms of the spectral that we need to think
as defining by way of "haunting" contemporary experience and politics; a
double spectre at play; two modes of being and time in the tele (sending) of
288
On the one hand there is "the spectral of life and death beyond the
technology.
opposition of life and death", the untimely arrival of the unexpected, the coming
of the 'other' (although hardly an 'other' as that which one can pit against a
constituted 'self) to disrupt the 'network' and rupture the self-identity of the
present, instituting a differential temporality, 'time out ofjoint',

making

is
In
Derrida's
impossible,
'unfolding'
time.
thinking,
this
the
the
of
possible, yet
dialectic
brook
no
of subject and object,
other who will
no return, no exchange,
the other of insistent obligation and ethical demand constitutive of the subject in
a terrifying unpredictability and exposure; the other as always out of place as
well as time, irrecoupable under any ideality or materiality, spirit or matter,
unassignable to any category or space,unhomely and uneconomic. This is the
other demanding justice as opposed to the law, and the law of the 'tele' coming
from an immemorial past or an incalculable future. Who knows from whence or
where a spectre may come, or whether it comes as a promise or a threat? But this
is an 'other' which must not be chaseddown or chased away; Hence Derrida's
critique of Marx's rootedness in an ontology and Derrida's valuation of the
heritage of Marx in terms of 'the messianic', the coming of the other, the
absolute and unpredictable singularity of the arrivant -asjustice'

The other spectreis the unanalysable'speedof the apparition', the tele-technique
of the simulacrum,actuvirtuality, the irrefutabletimelinessof the tele in
technology today. As Luckhurst states: "Spectral tele-technology transforms and

217Ibid., 2 1.
288Luckhurst, R., '(Touching on) Tcle-technology. ' In Applying: to Derrida. Eds. Brannigan, J.,
Robbins, R., Wolfreys, J_ (London: Macmillan Press, 1996), 171-183.
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in part pre-programmes the event, while the other spectre is the unforsecable and
ungraspable trembling of the event itself. 9ý289

What is more, Derrida affirms this divide by distinguishingbetween"the
singular 'who' of the ghostandthe general'what' of the simulacrum".
But also at stakeis the differential deploymentof teckhne,of techno-scienceor teletechnology.... It obligesus to think anotherspacefor democracy;for democracyto come
...
and thus for justice. We havesuggestedthat the eventwe are prowling aroundhere
hesitatesbetweenthe singular 'who' of the ghostand the general'what' of the
simulacrum.... in the genýraldis-locationto which our time is destined... the messianic
trembleson the edgeof this eventitself. It is this hesitation,it hasno other vibration, it
doesnot 'live' otherwise,but it would no linger be messianicif it stoppedhesitating;how
to give rise to and to give place without killing the future in the nameof old frontiers?
...
290

The 'time out ofjoint' of the messianic(messianicitywithout messianism),the
entirely open 'to come' ofjustice, is Derrida's key political concept.
The kind of justice I am referring to here is paradoxical enough,
impossible enough not to reassureevery moralist. I am not being
unfaithful to the tradition of materialist critique by the likes of Marx,
Freud and Nietzscheby invoking an appealto justice. What I meanby
this...is that thereis in Marx what I call a Messianicappealto justice but
not one with a religious content.There is a Messianismin the idea of
democracy.'To come' is a Messianicgesture,it's an appealto justice.
Promising is Messianic; a very simple promise implies that the other
will come.There is a Messianismof somesort, of different kinds, in the
critiques by Freud, Nietzsche,and Marx and I see no break with them
291
when mentioningthe appealto justice.

This thesis has sought to articulate a reading of art in contiguity with this
concept. The question here now, is whether it is possible to think the 'to come'
ofjustice, which Derrida characterises as a spectrality; a hauntology in Specters
289
Luckhurst,R., '(Touchingon) Tele-technology',
op.cit., 174.
290
Derrida,J.,Specters
ofMarx, op.cit., 169.
291Derrida,J., 'On Responsibility:
Derrida(1993).' In Responsibilities
aninterviewwith Jacques
Eds.Dronsfield,J.,Midgely,N., andWilding,A., May 1993in Dronsfield,J.,
ofDeconstruction.
andMidgely,N., eds.,WarwickJournalofPhilosophy6 Summer(1997): 27.
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'unanalysable'
tele-technique of
the
together
that
with
other
apparition,
ofMarx,
the simulacrum. that is contemporary technology, without resorting to a division
has
denigration"292
between
"overvaluation
the
which
and
and oscillation
characterised the discourse on technology. Is it possible to think the 'on time' of
technology as always potentially crossed by the 'out of time'? Can we consider
the speed of space-time compression as other than the collapse of the differential
temporality and forgetting of the other?

These are important questions for history, politics and art, given the extent to

which tele-technologiespervadeand 'spectrally' shapeculture,putting to the test
its
'select,
history,
its
to
to
disciplinary
the
relation
need
art
contextsand
differentiate,restructure(its) questions'.
I want to exploretheseissuesin this chapterfrom the point of view of thinking
Clark
Idea,
T.
J.
broaches
Farewell
'art'
history
In
to
the
today.
an
of
and art
questionof 'modernity', 'information technology' andcapitalismthus:
Everything about the forcesand relationsof symbolic production under
capitalism encouragesthe fantasy that meaningsare the product of a
self-enclosedcircuit or system, opening nowhere onto the realm of
necessity.Pure presencewars with pure absence,the latter winning
handsdown. Signification is imaginedalways under the sign of money,
or nowadaysof similar action (conversion)at a distance,happeningin
the etherof

293
information.

In the endhe summarisesmodemart's responseto the then entrenchmentsof
is
infonnation
technology
now a part:
capital, of which
For partly [this book] has been about modernism's continual twofacedness- its inward-turning and outward-reaching,its purism and
opportunism, its centripetal and centrifugal force. I think this
292Overvaluationand denigrationaretermsusedby Freudto characterisethe connectedbut
divided catheticinvestmentswhich he analysesin 'On the Universal Tendencyto Debasementin
the Sphereof Love (1912)',1 In On Sexuality.Ed. Richards,A., Penguin,Freud Library, Vol. 7
(Harmondsworth:Penguin,1984),243-341.SeeLuckhurst,R.,'(Touching on) Tcletechnology',op.cit., 171.
293Clark, T.J., Farewell to an Idea, op.cit, 260.
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doublenesshas to do with the fact that art, in our culture, finds itself
more and more at the limits, on the verge of emptinessand silence.So
that practitionershave continually been forced to recognizehow little
space,or representationalsubstancethey are given to work with in the
294
all-consumingworld of goods.

In a later article for Octoberjoumal, Clark updateshis position:
I want to talk about the nature of modernism with the following
question always in mind: 'If this was modernism, then what would
fike?
look
from
it
to
production
of
artistic
paradigm
escaping
another
Are we in the process of such an escape? Wo Id I not agree that
modernity has been reconfigured in the last thirty or forty years?
Reconfiguredto the point of becomingsomethingelse And is not part
...
reconfiguration a new form of visuality spreadinglike a virus
-that
through the culture at large -a new machinery of visualisation, a
tipping of the social balancefrom a previous regime of the word to a
of

presentregime of the image?...Will the closenessof visual art to the
actual present instrumentation of power - the current means of
production of subjects - turn out to be not closeness but
identity? Modernism's motto was the great phrase from the young
...
Marx's critique of Hegel: Modernistsbelieved that it was necessaryfor
any art, any Realismto take the forms of the presentdeeplyinside itself;
at the risk of mimicry, almost ventriloquism; but that out of that might
come the possibility of critique, of true destabilization - they would
'teach the petrified forms how to dance by singing them their own
song.'...The question...is whether such a possibility is still open to art?
What is the difference between dead minticry and live (uncanny)
295
$givingvoice'?

I do not professto providing an answerto this situation,but I am interestedin
considering ways of gaining a critical purchase on the issue and its impact upon
art history and criticism.

Before returningto the two 'spectralities' identified by Dcrrida, it is necessaryto
conkder the difficulties encounteredin thinking on technologyand art. One
294

Ibid., 407.
295Clark T.J., 'Modernism,Postmodernism Steam.' Octoberl 00, Spring (2002): 160-162.
and
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reason why it is difficult to consider these together lies in the difficulty in
thinking outside of the metaphysical division and ordering of the root of
technology; the Greek word techne. The division of this word into poiesis, as a
bringing forth, a prod-duct into being and techne as the activity of production
sets in train through various inflections, the well known distinction between the
'bringing into being of a work' and 'technique'. 296Philosophically speaking, we
arrive at the differentiation of the unique work of art as against the continual
differentiation and variation of techniques; the singular divided from the plural
of art. Both share the mimetic relation to nature, but art becomes 'separated'
from technique and is given its senseelsewhere. For instance, where Plato
thought the craftsman carpenter, with quantifiable measures and a model of the
whole, closer to the idea of truth than the painter with a mere reflection of a
point of view -just surface and colours and dissimulation, Michelangelo would
insist that the painter had 'disegno' as an intellectual skill and was able to invent
from 'fantasia' and produce "what has never been

297
ý
found'

.

Aristotle had introduced the idea of techne as the supplementary perfection to
physis, perfection understood here as a 'finishing', and he produced the
distinction between poiesis and praxis, understood as willed activity rooted in
biological necessity.298In the crossings over of this praxis between pro-duction
and technical production we get the willed activity of the creative genius and the
willed sensuousactivity of the self-production of man. Art is thought as the
unicity of 'Art' as the sensible presentation of the idea in the finite finished
operations of art and its aesthetic repose. The still persisting 'religion' of art and
the notion of the creative will of genius dissolve the 'technique' from art.
'Techne' is the unity of the infinite operation of technological processesof
production. Technology is thought as a means to an end, but as a means it now
299
appearswithout end, endless.

296SeeNancy, J-L., 'Why
are there severalarts and not just oneT, TheMuses,op.cit., .6.
297Summers,D., Michelangelo
and the LanguageofArt. (Princeton:PrincetonUniversity Press,
1981),261.
298SeeAgamben,G., 'Poiesis
and Praxis.' In TheMan Wthout Content.Trans.Albert, G., (this
), (Palo Alto: StanfordUniversity Press,1991),71-72.
namemay be reversed?
299SeeNancy,J-L., 'Why
arethere SeveralArts?" in Nancy, J-L, TheMusesop.cit 1-39

180

To gain an historical purchase in the first instance, I turn to two very different,
but seminal, thinkers on the relationship between history, art and technology:
Martin Heidegger and Walter Benjamin. I turn first to Heidegger's mediation on
its
intimate
Art',
Work
his
'The
Origin
the
recognising
of
art, specifically
of
in
his
later
his
'project'
thought
the
and,
particular,
of
connection with
overall
meditations on technology.

Heidegger'slecturepresentsa meditationon truth and art andthe conditionsby
which art can 'originate' andreveala truth, in contradistinctionto Plato's
concernthat art is confinedto the reflection of mere appearance,as opposedto
the craftsperson'smaking of an object from an originating 'Idea', which is thus
300
knowledge.
The
ideal
form
to
the
notion of the
closer
andrequiresgreater
interventions
in
Heidegger's
key
concerning
work of art asorigin will play a
part
technology.
If Plato's exampleis a bed, Heideggerchoosesa Van Gogh painting of shoesto
make his point:
The equipmentalquality of equipmentwas discovered.But how? Not
by a descriptionand explanationof a pair of shoesactually present;not
by a report about the processof making shoes; and also not by the
here
the
and there,but only
shoes
occurring
of
observationof
actualuse
by bringing ourselvesbefore Van Gogh's painting. This painting spoke.
In *thevicinity of the work we were suddenlysomewhereelse than we
301
usually tendto be. The artwork let us know what shoesare in truth.

Towards the end of his lecture, Heidegger reflects:

In suchknowledge,which can only grow slowly, the questionis decided
whetherart can be an origin and then must be a headstart, or whetherit

300Plato, TheRepublic(Part Ten, Book Ten). Trans.Lee, D., (London: Penguin,1974),362-364.
301Heidegger,M., 'The Origin the Work Art. ' In Poeny LanguageThought.Trans.
of
of
Ilofstader, A., (New York: Harper& Row, 1975),35.
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is to remain a mere appendix and then can only be carried along as a
302
routine cultural phenomenon.

Heidegger'stext endswith somethingbetweena questionremainingopen and a
call to a decisionat somepoint. I shall return to this. For Heideggerthe question
and the decision,in the contextof his writings in the Thirties relatesto the
for
destiny.
Heidegger's
historical
decision
history
concem
questionand
and
of
history and historical destinyis sharpenedat this time, in responseto historical
in
his
but
in
the
of
metaphysics
understanding
and political events, also
senseof
terms of the 'oblivion' of being,to which the historical destinyof the West has
beenbound. Inasmuchasthe 'origin' essayboth retracesand seeksa nonis
in
metaphysicalconceptionof art which aesthetics radically put into question,
it is part of the 'turn' in Heidegger'sthought from the 'meaning' of being, for
Dasein, to the essenceor truth of being.That turn marks a recognition in
Heidegger'sown thought,not only that the truth of being cannotbe read simply
from Dasein asthe locus of the understandingof being, but also, and perhaps
more fundamentally,that the eventis not simply the eventof being asthe event
of truth asdisclosure,but that such'disclosure' involves simultaneouslythe
concealingof being. The history of metaphysicsas an enquiry into the truth of
being hasbeen,at the sametime, a history of the oblivion of being.
For Heideggerthe task is the 'destruction' of the history of metaphysics,by way
it
in
being,
thinking
as
was
articulated
early Greek
of a renewed
especially
of
thinking. This is by no meansan entirely philosophicalquestion.For Heidegger
the historical trajectory of the Westernworld is the consequenceof the way
being revealsitself. What is at stakein the questionof being is "to restoreman's
historical existence- andthat alwaysincludesour own future existencein the
totality of the history allotted to us - to the domain of being.,'303What is at stake
in art is not merely a questionof aesthetics,but the understandingof the part art
plays in the comprehensionof a peopleand the setting-forthof their historical
fulfilment. Implied in his conclusionis a continuing struggleor polemosbetween
302Ibid., 78.
3031feidegger, M., An Introduction to Metaphysics. (New I laven: Yale University Press, 1959),
34.
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into
'thrust'
history,
"the
transporting
of
a
art as a
people
entering
understood as
its appointed task as entrance into that people's historical endowment"304 and art
,

as a supplementaryphenomenonandproductof metaphysicalaesthetics.
The setting into a work of truth, which 'is' the artwork, takesplacein the
strugglebetweenearthandworld for the 'un-concealing',aletheia,of truth. This
is a constantconflict betweenthe 'thingliness' of the earth,its self-subsisting,
sheltering,hiding, its ungraspable,non-senseandthe worlding of the world. Out
of this struggle,with the thrustingandjutting of the earthup into the worlding
is
figuring
back
design,
this
'rift'
the
the
strife,
established,
of
world and
again,
its
is
in
the
the
truth
and
movementof un-concealing,the
which
work
settingof
into
taking-placeof unconcealing/concealing,
a world/withdrawing,
opening
lighting/shelteringunderneath,in the 'eventing' of truth. Technethe work of the
work struggleswith the thinglinessof the earthto openup a world. In the great
work of art (and asHeideggersays,it is greatart we are talking abouthere), truth
305
history
happen
in
the eventof the work of art.
and
For Heidegger the work of art has a place in demonstrating the way in which
Being is an issue for human being, in both an historical and ultimately
political/communal sense.The work of art can open up, make a space for and
establish, install the difference between Being and being, the ontological and the
ontic, which is 'covered up' in the history of the sending of Being. If history, for
Heidegger, is the effect of the sending of Being and its liable 'fall', its 'decline'
into ontic being, it is also always an inseparable relation, a relation of strife and
polemos between that into which Dasein is thrown, that which is 'given' as
'handed down' and its future possibilities.

In earlierworks Heideggerhasunderstoodthe historicity of Being in terrnsof
the decisiontaken in relation to the handingdown of tradition, in termsof future
possibilities andthe authenticbeing of the subject,recognised'authentically' in
terrnsof being-towards-deathin one's 'own-most'. Here the 'site' of tradition is
understoodin termsof Art. Art is the presentingof the spacein that 'polcmos',
304304Heidegger, M., 'The Origin
of the Work of Art', op.cit., 77.
305fleidegger, M., 'The Origin
of the Work of ArC, op. cit., 15-88.
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the struggle or conflict between lighting and concealing in the opposition of
be
design',
in
'rift
figured
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Being
title
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that
occurs.
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possibilities, such
an
'origin'.
Beauty
but
beginning
to
to
the
and the pleasure
as
art
of art,
refers not
derived from art are, for Heidegger, a function of its 'originating' power, rather
than an aesthetic experience of a subject encountering an object. Heidegger is
is
indeed
'at
(great)
insofar
Hegel
Hegel,
that
at
odds
with,
art
recognises
with
as
'the
the
science of art, or aesthetics.
thing
the
of
rise
an end', or a
of
past, with
Heidegger uses the example of the Greek Temple, standing resolute on the earth
whilst lighting its dark, obscurity in the course of 'worlding' a world.
The temple-work,standingthere,opensup a world and at the sametime
sets this world back again on earth, which itself only thus emergesas
first
its
in
there,
The
temple,
gives to things
standing
native ground...
306
their look and to men their outlook on themselves.

Suchan exampleperhapsmakessensein the terrnsin which he is speakingof
between
it
in
the
the
'site'
earth
strife
upon
which
art, as a communal
emerging
is groundedandthe 'cosmos' to which it opens,but Heideggerhas already
preparedthe groundin the earlier part of the essayon a smallerscale,and he
goeson in the essayto discusspoetry in the sameterms,namingit as the greatest
art.
The ground laid in the earlier part of the essay, distinguishes between things,
being-products and works. He develops this precisely to get away from, to get
underneath and go somewhere else other than the 'matter/form', or 'informedfor
being-products
from
derives
thinking,
and
equipment
matter' mode of
which
use, which has also dominated the thinking of things as unformed matter, and
works as uselessproducts. This is the human-subject/object representational
thinking from the 'late' Greek thinking of Plato and Aristotle onwards, and the
beginning of the epoch whereby everything is 'set before' 'us' and the human
306See ibid, 42-43.
p.
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cogito for 'our' exploitation and use, which figures in his reading of
307
technology.

HeideggerusesVan Gogh's shoepicture to perform a double-takeon equipment
'equipmental'
dominance
destabilise
the
the
to
of
matter/form
andworks,
thinking, andto demonstratehow artworkswork to breakus from that thinking,
by
is
but
'there'
the matter-form.paradigmor
truth
obscured
revealinga
which
frame.He wantsto show that the matter-formframe of referenceis in fact
derived from a more primordial 'truth' of Being which falls into the 'secondary'
distinction
being
the
matter-form
characterises.
modeof ontic
which
Following Hegel's dictum, however,Heideggermakesan unusualmove with the
shoepicture. From "A painting, e.g. the oneby Van Gogh that representsa pair
of shoes[and] travelsfrom one exhibition to another",in accordancewith
Hegel's view that as art, as"we haveknown it is a thing of the past", it is indeed
consignedto the "exhibition" value(s)of the museum,he then wants to make it a
world, endowingit both with a 'worlding' of equipmentalityandreliability in the
world of the peasantwomanthat he assumeswearsthe shoes,and an
authenticity,suchthat:
The equipmentalquality of equipment was discovered.But how? Not
by a descriptionand explanationof a pair of shoesactually present;not
by a report about the process of making shoes; and also not by the
observationof the actualuse of shoesoccurring hereand there;but only
by bringing ourselvesbefore Van Gogh's painting. This painting spoke.
In the vicinity of the work we were suddenlysomewhereelse than we
308
usually tend to be.

Insofar asHeideggerwishesto departfrom any matter/formreadingof the 'shoe
picture' or any empirical investigationof the shoesas equipmentassuch,he is
alreadycertainthat theseshoesare apair of shoesandthat they belongto a
peasantwoman.

307Seeibid, pp. 20-39.
308Heidegger,M., 'The Origin of the Work of Art', op.cit, p.35.
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It is perhaps not incidental that Heidegger is sure that they are a pair of shoes
belonging to a peasantwoman and not only does the picture establish the truth of
the equipmentality of the shoesand the 'truth', the source of which is more
'distant' than that underneath the soles of these shoes,which is the relationship
bestowed
'life'
'world'
between
the
the
upon this
or
of reliability
shoes and
is
'with
'woman'
intimating
but
he
by
that
the
child' points
peasant woman,
also,
to another thinking of origin.

"And yet" saysHeidegger,andbreaksinto a tone full of pathosto describethe
'earth-world' strife of the peasantwoman,pregnantin her shoes.
From the dark opening of the worn insides of the shoes the toilsome
tread of the worker stares forth. In the stiffly rugged heaviness of the
her
is
tenacity
of
slow trudge through the
there
the
shoes
accumulated
far-spreading and ever-uniform farrows of the field swept by the raw
wind. On the leather lie the dampness and richness of the soil. Under the
soles slides the loneliness of the field-path as evening falls. In the shoes
vibrates the silent call of the earth, its quiet gift of the ripening grain and
its unexplained self-refusal in the fallow desolation of the wintry field.
This equipment is pervaded by uncomplaining

anxiety as to the

certainty of bread, the wordless joy of having once more withstood
want, the trembling before the impending childbed and shivering at the
surrounding menace of death. This equipment belongs to the earth, and
it is protected in the world of the peasant woman. From out of this
protected belonging the equipment itself rises to its resting-within309
itself.

In a little known text by Heidegger,'unconcealed'in an article by Werner
Hamacher,woman andchild appearagain.It is the SistineMadonna,mentioned
in a text by Heideggerin which he addresses,not only the Raphaelpainting, but
also the history of the museum,asthe history of Being, as the history of art.
is
"The properhistorical courseof Occidentalart sincethe Renaissance
concealed in the fact that the Sistine Madonna became a panel painting suited to

309ibid.
p. 34 (my emphasis)
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the museum.

It is interestingto note that the Van Gogh painting was seenby

Heideggerin a museumandwas subjectto a debateconcerninga seriesof
pictureshe might haveseen,asevidencesin his correspondence
with Meyer
Schapiro,which I mention later. Given his commentaryon the Temple in the
'Origin' essay,we can expectHeideggerto be critical of the museumas the
placewhereworks of art losetheir 'site', lose the pleasureandbeautywhich is
their truth in their 'original' installing and setting."Wherever a picture might be
displayedin the future, thereit haslost its site 311At the sametime for
.,,
Heidegger,the museummarksthe courseof history of Being, preciselybecause
history is the 'fall', the 'decline' or 'withdrawal' of Being into the being of its
As
its
'proper'
Werner Hamacher
foreignness,
course.
errancyand
obscuring
puts it, "Transformedin its essenceas artwork, the picture errs, abroadin its
foreignness.
',312Heideggercanuncoverthis history and chart its course,because
he reservesthe privilege of thinking an originary sendingof being, asalethia. it
is the pairing of the Madonnaandchild, which is this origin and 'birth' of
ontological difference.It is on this basisthat Heideggercan considerthe exposition asthe putting-out-of-positionof the originary positioning of truth.
Heideggercanthink, with its implied loss,the errancy,the wandering-at-a-loss
of the museumandthe Madonnaand child, at-a-losswithin it, becauseof his, as
Hamacherargues,assumedprimary andprior existenceof an 'untransposed'
313
figured
in
the mother. The figure of the figuration of truth is the mother.
world,
But a mother 'is' a motheron accountof the child. It is the mother that is also
herself 'born of' the (Christ) child. She 'is' insofar assheis 'born of', or brought
forth, asmotherby the child. They are a pair, at origin, but the mother gives and
sends'being' only insofar assheis 'coveredover' by the being that shesends.
They, mother and child, areheld togetherin their necessarydifference,like a
pair of shoes.

310SeeHamacher,W., 'Expositionsof the Mother', pp. 81-134in (eds)I landhardt,J.G.,
and
Keenan,T., TheEnd(s)ofthe MuseumlElslimits del museu,1996,Barcelona:FundacioAntoni
Tapies,p. 89
31'Ibid., 89
312Ibid., 89
313Ibid., go
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If this holding togetherwere not to take place,if the mother were not
"ensheathed"by the child, "the pair would be in pieces".314There would be no
ontological difference,no birth, no advent,and no 'coming to' presence.There
foreignness.
be
the
and
would only
errancy
Derrida takes up Heidegger's certainty with regard to the pair of shoes. Although
this may seem tangential to the main debate concerning this chapter, with regard
to art and technology, it is actually part of an ongoing intervention on Derrida's
part concerning the metaphysics of presence and the political consequencesof
this metaphysical alignment with presence.

That therehasbeenerrancyon Heidegger'spart is the contentionof the art
historian Meyer Schapiro,in his correspondencewith Heideggerconcerninghis
attribution of the shoesto.a peasantwoman. It is this correspondence,
which
Derrida takesup andplays upon in 'Restitutionsof the truth in pointing'.

315

betweenthesetwo professors,who had
Derrida drawsout the correspondence
indeedwritten to one anotherconcerningthe 'belongingness'and the 'origin' of
the shoes.Schapiro'sargumenttook little note of the fact that Heideggerhad
'restored' the shoesto a peasantwoman,but he was adamantthat the shoesdid
not belongto a peasant,asimplied in Heidegger's'pathetic' reading(in), his
Schapiro
Gogh
Van
"projection
to"
the
was certain, and it was
picture.
sheer
on
evident from Heidegger'sreferenceto the museumin which he saw the painting,
that the picture depictedshoesbelongingto Van Gogh himself, who was
moreover,"by then a city dweller". Theseare urban shoesthat amountto a 'selfhis
the
of
world.
portrait' of
artist asan expression
betweenthesetwo professorsin
Derrida makesmuchplay of the correspondence
their fetishisationof the shoes,their having to look up and find a substitutefor
the threatenedloss,the castrationat origin, which they bear.The very forin.of
the shoesbegssuchcastrationanxiety, suggestsDerrida, gapingopen,whilst at
the sametime phallic. Both professorshave fallen into the trap, ensnaredby the
314

Ibid.. 92
315Derrida, J., 'Restitutionsof the truth in pointing', in The Truth in Painting (Chicago:Chicago
University Press,1987),257-382
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lacesof the shoes,sharingthe needto fill theseempty and abandonedshoes
again.Thus both 'point' with their pensandprick the canvasto get at the 'real'
shoesunderneath.Truth is alwayspunctual.Both haveto maketheseshoesa
pair. For different reasons,of course,therebeing more to the reasonsthan meets
the eye (or eyelet)of the painting. Derrida suggests,or interweavesanotherlace,
that thesereasons'point to' their different understandingsof history, as well as a
debateaboutcorrectinterpretationbetweena historian and a philosopher.
For Schapiro,history is somethingto which one owesthe truth, as a debt repaid
to the past.Empirically, asDerrida hints, this is a debt to his friend, Kurt
Goldstein,an emigrantto America in 1933,who first told him of Heiddeger's
essay.It is also,asDerrida extrapolatesfrom theselaces,a debt of return on
behalf of all thoseabandonedshoes,left lying in piles after the massdeathsof
the Holocaust,from which Goldsteinhad fled. History is a debt repaid to
restitutethe truth in the faceof the ideological, suchasHeidegger'sideological
readingof the belongingnessof the shoesto a peasant.This is not only the
ideology of the country versusthe town, but also that of the blood and soil of
Nazism. If history is an adventfor Heidegger,for Schapiroit is a debt of truth
and respectand a facing down of thoseideological ghosts.The face of the artist
Schapiroseesin theseshoesis a testamentto historical truth. The truth of an
artist who himself greatly respectedthe past andhonouredhis debt to the rural
and urbanoppressed,asis further supportedby testimony. Derrida is teasingout
the differenceherebetweenthe painting and its referent.Doesthe painting
'correspond'to its written testimony,which in turn correspondsto an event?Are
we at this third removeagain,as in Plato?If the museumis the loss of authentic
site, the displacementof originary adventto foreignnessand errancy for
Heidegger,it is an archiveof the truth of the past for Schapiro.Yet both needa
pair. Both needshoesthat fit their owners,one to underscorethat which is the
world of the peasantwoman,the other to 'embody' the subjectiveview, indeed
316
'epiphany'
by
the
visualised the artist. But what is thereto say theseshoesare

316SeeSchapiro,M., 'The Still-life asPersonalObject: A
note on I leideggerand Van Gogh',
139-140and 'Further Noteson Heideggerand Van Gogh', 146-7in Schapiro,M., Theoryand
PhilosophyofArt: Style,Artist and Society(GeorgesBraiziller, 1994).Schapiro,through
recourseto diary notesfrom Paul Gaugin,connectsthe Shoepicture to Van Gogh's assistanceto
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a pair, Derrida constantlyasks,and evenif therewas the slightestdoubt cast
upon their pairing, the path towards an originary truth these professors were

stumbling alongwould fall awaybeneaththeir feet.
The 'point' for Derrida in his playful interventionis that the very identification
of the shoesas a referent(as a pair andto the world of the peasantwoman) reintroducesa form of representationat this new site of the 'authentic'. In
Heidegger'scaseit is the authentic'worlding' of the world of the peasant
woman that the work disclosesin the work's setting-to-workof 'truth'. But, as
Derrida is suggestingthis 'originating' power of the work is alreadydependent
upon a representational'figure, a pair of shoes.
On anotherpoint, however,this very figuring of truth more distant,"In the
vicinity of the work we were suddenlysomewhereelsethan we usually tend to
be"317andwe might say,allied to the 'figure' of the Madonna,who 'hands over'
the 'truth' in her very withdrawal, is asHoward Caygill suggests,to return art to
the 'site' of ritual and 'cult' value.
"This ability to distanceits viewer marksthe authenticityof the work of art, and
318
,,
is what Benjamin describedcritically as its 'cult value'.
However,there arequalificationsto this if one thinks of both the 'Origin of the
Work of Art', in relation to Heidegger'sstanceon technology,and recognises
the dynamicin play in relation to the 'rift' asthe site of art. Thus, first it is
important to understandHeidegger'smeditationon the Greekword technein the
section'Truth andArt' in the 'Origin' essayin relation to the later 'The Age of
019
320
'The
Question
Concerning
World
Technology'.
Picture
the
and

an injured miner, whom Van Gogh envisionedas a 'Christ-like' figure, whosesacredstatusis
'sr,ýbolised' by the yellow backgroundto the shoesin the painting.
31
,
, Ileidegger,
M., 'The Origin of the Work of Art', op.cit, p.35.
318Caygill, H., 'Benjamin, Ileidegger and Tradition' in WalterBenjamin'sPhilosophy:
Destructionand Experience,eds.Benjamin,A. and Osborne,P., (London: ClinamenPress,
SecondEdition, 2000), 24
3'9 Heidegger,M., 'The Age of the World Picture' in TheQuestionConcerningTechnologyand
other essays,tran. Lovitt, W., (New York, I larper and Row, Ltd., 1977),115-154
320Heidegger,M., 'The QuestionConcerningTechnology' in TheQuestionConcerning
Technologyand other essays,tran. Lovitt, W., New York, I larper and Row Ltd., 1977),3-35
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In the section'Truth and Art' of the 'Origin' essay,Heideggerreturnsto the
coriginal' meaningof the Greekword techne,which definesneither craft nor art,
as such,but a modeof "knowing or seeing",which both "brings forth" and "lets
happen"andis distinct from and indeed"not at all the technicalin our present
day sense 321 Heideggerwill go on describehow techneconnectsto a more
.,,
'originary' unconcealing/withdrawal.
or 'bringing forth of truth' via the work of
the work of art:
The works becoming work is a way in which truth becomes and
happens Truth is untruth insofar as there belongsto it the reservoir of
...
the not-yet-uncovered, the yet uncovered in the sense of
Truth occurs in the opposition of clearing and double
concealment
...
concealing.Truth is the primal conflict which, alwaysin someparticular
way the Open is won within which everything standsand from which
everything withholds itself that shows itself and withdraws itself as
being-Truth is present only as the conflict between lighting and
concealingin the opposition of world and earth...In the strife the unity
of world and earth is won...As the world opensitself the earth comesto
rise up...World demandsits decisivenessand its measureand lets beings
attain to the Open of their paths. Earth, bearing and jutting strives to
keep itself closedand to entrusteverythingto its law. The conflict is not
a rift as a mere cleft that is ripped open; rather it is the intimacy with
which opponentsbelong to each other...The rift does not let opponents
break apart; it brings the oppositionof measureand boundaryinto their
322
commonoutline.

Importanthere,andcontinually threadingthrough the 'Origin' essay,is the
dynamicof the 'work' as fore-groundedin this coming into presenceof 'truth'
and its articulationof the dynamicbetween'creators' and 'preservers'.As
Caygill says:
The configurationof the rift designdoesnot only gathertogetherworld
and earth, but also configures tradition and politics. The origin of the

"; Heidegger,M., TheOrigin of the WorkofArt,
op.cit., 59
32 Heidegger,M., TheOrigin of the WorkofArt, op.cit., 60,62-63
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work of art is 'the origin of both the creatorsand preservers',which is
323
to sayof a people's historical existence.

In Heidegger'ssensethe 'originating' of a work art would alwaysalreadybe
4priorto' any act of ritual. The commentaryon the 'Origin' essayby William
McNeill is indicative:
The great work of art opensup the being of beings as a whole; it first
opensup a world for human beings.The opennessof beingsas such is
first brought to a stand,as this or that historical world and indeedneeds
to be brought to such a stand 'in order to be what its is, namely, this
but
it
a singular
the
up
a
world
grants
opens
only
openness'... work not
324
time and space,grantsit a place,grantsit a stay...

The instituting and originating of the work of art, essentially both an opening and
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improbable unforeseeableevent of the work's corning into its own
presencingprecisely in withholding such presencingas always yet to
323Caygill, H., 'Benjamin, Heideggcrand Tradition' in WalterBenjamin's Philosophy:
Destructionand ExperienceBenjamin,A., and Osborne,P., eds.(London: ClinamenPress,
SecondEdition, 2000), 26
324McNeill, W., TheGlanceof the Eye: Heidegger,Aristotle and the Endsof Theory(New York:
SUNY Press,1999),286
325In 'A Small History of Photography'Benjamin characteriscsauraas "A strangeweaveof
spaceand time; the uniqueappearanceor semblanceof distance,no matterhow close the object
may be." Put very schematicallyhere,in one sensethe significanceof auralies in the relationship
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or
object
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work
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potentially
established
relationshipthe work createsvis-h-vis the viewer by meansof its "unique distance".Benjamin,
W., 'A Small History of Photography'in Benjamin,W., Otte WayStreetand other writings trans.
Jephcott,E. & Shorter,K., (London, New Left Books 1979)250
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come...first occurs as something that has already occurred. Its first
happeningis thus also somethingthat has alreadyhappened that is ec...
static, an always already that 'is' (presences)as a 'not yet'...The event
that the work castsbefore it and had always alreadycast arounditself is
the singular and enigmatic presencingof the work itself ..Ileidegger's
analysis makes visible this 'aura' not as a property of an already
existing thing, but as an event of being, an event of presencingthat
326
shroudsthe work itself in its promiseand its refusal.

Heideggerwould not connectthis with ritual as such,ashis 'originating' nature
of art andits effective opening'with' creatingandpreservingis prior to any
articulationwith ritualising 'presence'.
The work of art does not (re) present anything; it is neither
representationof somethingelse nor presentationof somethingabsent.
It has in fact no relationship at all to presence,but, on the contrary, it
hasa relationshipto the becomingand happeningof truth, to the coming
327
into presenceof everything.

Furthermore, the creating and preserving of the work of art is a matter of 'to
things their look', rather the inverse, which Heidegger would associate with a
in
before'
'standing
terms symptomatic of the Platonic 'eidos' and
ritualistic
adequation of art to the Idea, in the fundamentally representational senseagainst
which Heidegger is arguing.

If Ben amin is right to identify auraand ritual in tenns of his startingpoint for
thinking the relationshipbetweenmodesof technologyand senseperception,
Heideggeris not making an argumentaboutart in this senseof sense,although
his startingpoint is problematicin fundamentalways, as identified by Philippe
Lacoue-Labartheand Derrida. I take Lacoue-Larbarthefirst and approach
Derrida later, having alsodealt with Heidegger's'questioning' of technology.
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Ibid., 291-293
327Dastur,F., 'lleidegger's Freiburg Version of the Origin of the Work of Art' in Ileidegger
Towardsthe Turn: Essayson the work of the 1930s,cd. Risser,J., (New York: SUNY Press,
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Lacoue-Labarthe points to a difficulty for Heidegger in maintaining two possibly
incompatible apprehensionsof the origin of the artwork and how, in so doing, he
falls unwittingly into a Platonic mimetology, which identifies techne with
fiction. This reading may be selective, but it makes a significant point, which I
follow up differently below:

On the one hand it is initially

in respect of the work of art that

Heidegger seizes upon the word Gestell [Heidegger uses Ge-stell in
connection with 'the challenging forth that gathers man', which is
modem technology (see below)] to make it mean the gathering together
of all the modes of stellen-chief among them in relation to art, being
Herstellen (produce), Darstellen (present) and Festellen (institute,
constitute [Dastur has Aufstellen (setting forth) and Herstellen as setting
up - as two modes of 'placing' essential to the work of art328]_ through
which he seeks to ground the work in its essence as truth's being fixed
in place in the figure (Festgestelltsein der Wahrheit in die Gestalt). The
semantic chain of Stellen does admittedly come into competition in this
passage...with the chain - quite different in scope - of reissen (Riss,
Auffiss, Grundriss, Durchriss, Uniriss etc) in which one sees the
outlines of a thinking of techne and, as a consequence, of difference, on
the basis of the incision, the trait or the 'inaugural'
breachingibroaching or the inscription,

tracing of the

in short of something not

unrelated to the archi-trace or archi-writing

in Derrida's sense. The

work is none the less Gestalt or in other words figura of the truth and
this determination is consistent with the onto-typological theme of the
Rectoral Address and distributes the roles of creators and guardians of
the work, that is to say the division of roles constitutive of the 'mission'
of art...it was not until ten years after the collapse of the Third Reich
that Heidegger had the definitive revelation that National Socialism was
the truth of the inversion of Platonism or of the restoration of what Plato
had fought against - though not without yielding to the tyranny himself
fiction:
in
technical
the
the
thinking
the
of
or
political
as
other
words
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last
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attempt at

328Dastur, F., 'Heidegger's Freiburg Version of the Origin of the Work
of Art' in Heidegger
Towards the Turn: Essays on the work of the 1930s, ed. Risser, J., (New York: SLINY Press,
1999), 127
329Lacoue-Labarthe, P., Heidegger, 4rt and Politics, trans. Turner, C., (Oxford: Blackwell,
1990), 85-86
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Lacoue-Labartheacknowledgeshis debt to Jean-LucNancy with regardto the
referenceto mythizing. Nancy is an attentivereaderof Heideggerand would
wish to avoid any senseof reductionismin interpretationbut thereis something
of the mythic in Heidegger'sapproachandmyth is not far from ritual.
We know the scene: there is a gathering, and someone is telling a
story ..It is a speechlive from the origin, live becauseit is original and
original becauseit is live. In its first declamationthere arisesthe dawn,
simultaneouslyof the world, of gods, of men. Myth is therefore much
more than a kind of first culture. Becauseit is an original culture it is
infinitely more than culture: it is transcendencepresentedimmediately,
...
immediately immanent to the very thing it transcends and that
illuminates or consigns to destiny. Myth is the opening of a mouth
immediately adequateto the closure of the universe Myth is very
...
precisely the incantation that gives rise to a world and brings forth a
language,that gives rise to a world in the advent of a language.It is
therefore indissociablefrom a rite or a cult. Indeed its enunciation or
recital is itself already a ritual. Mythic ritual is the communitarian
330
articulationof mythic speech.

For Nancy, 'mythicization' goes beyond what may still appear as an empirical
description of myth; it connects with the striving for 'sense' as 'given' and
'absolute' in a world of apparent loss of sense-i.e.nihilism. It is precisely the
point of 'end' or limit that Heidegger will go on to characterise as the epoch of
nihilistic technology. For Nancy, as I have discussed in other chapters, this
demands a rethinking of the interdependency between what Nancy terms the
absolute and relative of sense:between the absolute given of sense,as myth, as
the 'origin' of meaning or sense,and the relative desire for sense,not yet
attained, deferred meaning, nihilistic loss of sense,endless means. This latter of
course appears as the absolute nihilism of the abyss and thus, in turn becomes
myth, as the null and void of the relative erected as 'truth'. Here one can see how
'nihilistic technology' indeed erects it own truth concealing any other 'truth' as
Heidegger argues. But for Nancy, it is the oscillation between tile figuring of
satisfaction or 'truth', in which desire (for truth) is resolved in the given, as
DONancy J-L., 'Myth Interrupted' in The Inoperative Community, trans. Connor, P.,
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 43-50
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in
is
the
myth, or
possibility of satisfaction negated the endlessly self-undoing of
desire as the truth of nihilistic dissolution that has to be addressedright on the
331
edge of sense.

It is a matterthen of when Heideggeris caughtin the oscillation that Nancy
describesandhow that may be the caseandtherebyhow he is compelledto turn
to his conceptionof art as a way to 'defuse' the nihilism of technology.It is here
that Heidegger'svery conceptsor thinking of historicality and the 'sending' of
being are at issue. Even asHeideggerhasa conceptof history and tradition as
the 'having been' for its future possibilitiesanda recognitionof the socioin
he
has
it
dimensions
'being-with',
the
question
whether
a
remains
political
of
but
'the
in
Nancy's
'an
terms,
the
certainly
other'
not
other' or,
conceptof
'sharing/dividing' or 'partage' or 'aleatory' of sensethat 'anachronistically'
332
Heideggerwill want to separate
'community'.
crossesthe time and spaceof
truth and sensein termsof Being andbeing, evenasthat truth can only be by
way of being asits ungroundedgrounding,'in action', 'coming toward' or
'being toward' of being. In addition,Heideggerwill persistin particularly
'punctuating' the signification(s)of being in a 'gathering'.
Heideggerdeclaresthat we needthis impossibletransitivity of 'being':
being is Being. In this instance 'is' speaks transitively and means
approximately 'gathered together' 'collected'. Being gathers being
togetherinsofar as it is being. Being is gatheringtogether- Logos. But
it is clear that the equivalencewith 'gather' is no more tenablethan any
know
do
what Logos means...the
not
still
other equivalence; we
331SeeNancy J-L., 'Senseand Truth' and 'Gift, Desire,Agathon' in TheSenseof the World,
trans. Librett, J.S., (Minneapolis:University of MinnesotaPress,1996),12-15and 50-53
332The fact that Nancy's thought is still an attentiveand sophisticatedresponseto Ileidegger is
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Heideggerwill want to separatetruth and sense,with truth as the transcendentcondition of the
possibility of sensewhereasNancy will think truth and sensea co-'belonging' in the particular
way that truth is alwaysalreadycrossedby (or evencontaminatedwith sense)such that 'senseis
the differanceof truth itself'. Insofar as 'truth' punctuatesand is 'without spatial or temporal'
dimensionswhich Heidegger's'epochal' sendingstill wantsto sustain,at the sametime argues
Nancy, sense'enchains'- "Enchainingopensup the dimenslonal, spacesout punctuations[as] an
before any distinction betweenspaceand time [ifl truth is
originary spatiality or spaciousness
...
semantic,senseis syntactic,that syntaxenchains,enchainsitself, involves itself and carriesitself
away acrosssemanticpunctuations...[there is] one sole sensepresencing(itself), or pre-sensing
itself), that is deferring in its very truth. Differing/deferring signifyingness." Nancy J-L., 'Sense
and Truth' in TheSenseof the World, trans.Librett, J.S., (Minneapolis:University of Minnesota
Press,1996), 14-15
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transitive senseof being is determinedonly as vicious circle and/or
absolute limit of signification in general. (Heidegger comes at times
very close to such a formulation, but his poeticoetymologizingwill to
333
appropriatesignificationsmakeshim resistant).

I delineateHeiddegger'sthinking of technologyto explore theseissuesbut will
take up Derrida's critique of Heidegger's thinking of 'representation', which will

leadon to wider considerationsof Heidegger'sthinking of temporality and
history.

In the 'Technology' essay,Heideggermaintainsthat technology,too, is part of a
modeof revealingof being,but:
The revealing that holds sway throughout modem technology does not
...
unfold into a bringing forth in the sense of poiesis. The revealing that
rules in modem technology is a challenging ...a setting upon in the sense
of a challenging forth ...What kind of unconcealment is it then that is
peculiar to that which comes to stand forth through the setting-upon that
challenges? Everything everywhere is ordered to stand-by ...What ever is
ordered about in this way has its own standing. We call it the standingBestand.334

reserve

Heideggercharacterisesthis challengingforth wherebythe real everywhere,
for the purposesof man's
more or lessdistinctly, becomesa standing-reserve
'ordering' the calculable,andperpetualproductionof the 'new' as 'Enframing',
Gestell.

Enframing meansthe gatheringtogetherof that setting-uponwhich sets
upon man, i. e. challengeshim for, to reveal the real in the mode of
ordering, as standing-reserve.Enframing meansthat way of revealing
which holds sway in the essenceof modem technology and which is
itself nothing technological The assembly[of-technological parts for
...
example] falls within the sphere of technological activity and this

333'The senseof the world' note 15 in TheSenseof the World op.cit 174
334Heidegger,M., 'The QuestionConcerningTechnology' in TheQuestionConcerning
Technologyand other essays,tran. Lovitt, W., (New York, I larper and Row Ltd., 1977), 14-17
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activity always merely respondsto the challengeof Enframing, but it
335
nevercomprisesEnframingitself.

For Heidegger,'Enframing' asa modeof being, astechnologicalis the modeof
the destiningof Being in the modemepoch,and as suchis nothing technological
in the narrow or familiar senseof technologicalscience,apparatusor means.As
of the 'activity' of 'man'. As with his
significantly neither is it a consequence
view of art andthe 'artwork', that is not to be narrowly definedby a 'creation' or
'handiwork' of an artist, so technologyis not to be thought essentiallyin terms
of the anthropological.
The word stellen to set upon in the nameGe-stell [Enframing] not only
meanschallenging.At the sametime it should preservethe suggestion
of another stellen from which it stems,namely, that of producing and
presentingwhich in the senseof poiesis lets what presencescome forth
into unconcealment.This producingthat brings forth e.g. the erectingof
statuein the temple precinct - and the challengingordering now under
considerationare indeedfundamentallydifferent and yet remain related
in their essence.Both are ways of revealing, of alethia. In Enfrarning
that unconcealmentcomesto passin conformity with which the work of
modem technology reveals the real as standing reserve.This work is
thereforeneither only a human activity nor a mere meanswithin such
activity. The merely instrumental,merely anthropologicaldefinition of
technologyis thereforein principle untenable.And it cannotbe rounded
out by being referenced back to some metaphysical or religious
336
it.
explanationthat undergirds

As suggestedabovethere is a strangesensein which Hcideggerwants to think
alethcia,the disclosing,asvariousforms of installing or establishing,(here
erectinga statue)that seemto work againsthis thesisof 'pro-ducing', bringing
forth in somedynamictension/release
vis-A-visworld and earth,asif he cannot
let go of someform of pre-figured 'figure' throughwhich to think being. This

335Ibid., 20-21
336Ibid., 21
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has consequencesfor his political stance concerning the modes of 'gathering' or
'configuring' a people,337which I take up later.

Here however, because Heidegger understands technology as another mode of
the destining of Being, or unconcealment/disclosure, and firmly not to be
construed in instrumentalist, anthropological, or metaphysical representational
terms, his is not a simple 'denigration' thesis. Whilst technology is the supreme
'danger' of the modem age, its threat lies firstly in enframing, potentially
pushing mankind to the brink of falling into the standing reserve (him) self and
his self-exultation in resistance to this threat, pretending that everything exists
only in terms of human self-production; and secondly that it is a mode of
disclosure that has a tendency to "eliminate or eradicate every other mode of
disclosure", i. e. its revealing obscures that related revealing as poiesis and its
dynamic between past, present and future.

Hcideggcr'sresponseto this cannotbe charactcrisedaswholly pessimistic.The
holding swayof enframingis "never a fate or destinythat compels;for Dascin
becomestruly free only insofar as it belongsto the realm of sendingand thus
becomesa listenerto that sendingalthoughnot one who simply submits.The
dangeris that man fails to recognisethat he 'ek-sists' in responseto the sending
038
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On the onehand,Heideggerappearsto offer the thesisthat it is throughan
understandingof technologicalenframingas a mode of being that we can be
freed from its danger,

337As above,this is a themerunning throughPhilippe Lacoue-Labarthe's
readingsof
Heidegger'sworks and Heidegger's'forgetting' of the 'doubling' or 'movement' in his casefor
an origin that is counterto Plato's 'adequation'to the Idea. Seein addition Lacoue-Labarthe,P.,
'Typography' in Typography:Mimesis,Philosophy,Politics, (Cambridge:I larvard University
Press,1989),67-72
338Heidegger,M., 'The QuestionConcerningTechnology', op.cit., 27
339Dallmayr, F., TheOther Heidegger(Comell: Cornell University Press,1993),67
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Preciselythe essenceof technologymust harbourin itself the growth of
the rescuing or saving power... Precisely in this extreme danger there
arisesalsothe innermostýindestructiblebond of Daseinand the grant (of
being) - provided that we, for our part, begin to heed the essenceof
340
technology.

On the otherhand,in the endhe feels compelledto invoke Art.
Becausethe essenceof technology is nothing technological, essential
reflection upon technology and decisive confrontation within it must
happen in the realm that is, on the one hand akin to the essenceof
technology and on the other, fundamentallydifferent from it. Such a
for
its
does
if
But
on
art,
part
not
reflection
only
certainly,
realm is art.
shut its eyes to the constellation of truth after which we are
341
questioning.

What canthis turn to art andthe "constellationof truth" signify? The reference
to art may seemsuperfluous,given Heidegger'sargumentin the lecture
342
lecture,
'The
Turning'.
It is in
publishedas
accompanyingthe 'Technology'
'The Turning' that he makesclear the necessityfor recognisingtechnologyas a
modeof sendingbeing that will come from within the epochof technologyitself.
In so far astechnologicalnihilism reachesits extremis,if we can ever say it
does,andpresentswhat Heideggerthinks of asthe 'refusal of the world' it is still
a claim on 'us'.
The refusal of the happeningof the world is not nothing but rather is
itself 'the highest mystery of being within the domination of
Gestell'....This claim of the eventof un-concealmentitself addressesus;
343
it turns towardsus in and throughtechnology.

340Heidegger, M., 'The Question Concerning Technology', op.cit., 33
341Ibid., 35

342Heidegger,M., 'The Turning' in TheQuestionConcerningTechnologyand other essays,
op.cit., 3649
343McNeill, W., TheGlanceof the Eye: Heidgegger,Aristotle and the Endsof Theory,(New
York: SUNY Press,1999), 211
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Receptiveness
towardsthis 'turn', where"we find ourselvesunexpectedlytaken
into a claim that freesus", requiresthinking and questioning.Seeingthe danger
just
"thoughtful
danger
to
to
technology
attentiveness
what
a
not
amounts
as
of
is refused in Ge-stell" as such, but "It would also be a transformation in the
344
in
Ge-stell
Thinking
the
the
being
un-thought
marks
as
presencing.,,
claim of
t 345 McNeill

"gestalt
Dreyfus
to
switch' .
a
calls
what
receptivity
scope Heidegger wants to give to this turning.

elaborates on the

Suchtransformationwould occur as a knowing relation to concealment
as a thoughtful relating to the appropriative event (Ereignis) of
in
in
finite
the
turning
itself,
case
each
question
as
presencing
...
transpiresas a kind of recovery but which, in each case occurs in the
event of the arrival of another destiny...such a turning occurs without
intrinsically
in
destined
is
toward a
What
case
proceeds
each
mediation...
distinctive Augenblick (instant;glance)that sendsit into anotherdestiny
become
lost
does
it
however
the
submerged
and
simply
not
whereby
...
Augenblick locates, ['sites'] the historical turnings of presencingsas
held open for the possibility of hearing and response for an event
(Ereignis) of language that site in which the emergenceof a new
...
opennessto the world first occurs...in which historical humanbeingsare
346
called to respondin a new and unforeseeableway.

The instantthat 'lightens' opensonto the scopeof 'anotherdestiny' for
Heideggerandwe shouldnot be surprisedto find, andherethe referencesto art
in the 'Technology' lecturemaketheir sense,that 'destiny' invokesthe (re) turn
towardsthe divine - and hereI am taking this to be a signifier for a
being
by
humans
immanence
that
the
transcendence
as
of
which
cometo
within
be mortals;i. e. in their finitude.
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Ibid., 214
345Dreyfus,H.L., 'Heideggeron the connectionbetweennihilisrn, art, technology,politics' in
TheCambridgeCompanionto Hedieggger,ed. Guigon, C., (Cambridge:CambridgeUniversity
Press,1993),308. Dreyfus usesthe model of cultural paradigmshift to articulateI leidegger's
modesof the sendingof being. This, in Heidegger'sterms,would be within the representational
logic of scienceand technologythat he is arguingagainstand would not conveythe insistenceof
that the sendingof being involves.
the clearingandunconcealment/concealment
346McNeill, W., TheGlanceof the Eye: Heidgegger,Aristotle and the Endsof Them),,(New
York: SUNY Press,1999),214
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Only when human essence, as that which is looked upon in the insight
of this event, renounces human self-will and projects itself away from
itself toward that insight can the human being in his essence respond to
the claim of this insight. In such responding the human being is
gathered into his own (ge-eignet) in such a way that, within the
safeguarded element of world, he may, as the mortal, look toward the
347
divine.

This chimeswith Heidegger'sreadingof art as alethia,in respectof his working
out of the worlding of the world andthe concealmentof the earthas our
'standing' under;at the "dispensationof'the divine and specifically, as gathered
thereby.In the earlier Freiburgversionof the 'Work of Art' essay,the stakesare
clear. Both that asDastur suggests:
"The world is immediately defined as the unity if relations into which the

essentialdecisionsof a people(victories, sacrifices,works) are articulated
together a world for specificpeople;a specific historical world.99348
...
And:

We are submittedto the world in the sensethat we are exposedto the
dispensation of the favour or disfavour of the gods. The ekstatic
characterof human existenceis now understoodin relationship to the
absenceor presenceof the gods, with reference to the dimension of
holiness world is both the locus of the historical dimension of a
...
definite singular mankind and the reign of holinessor of the absenceof
holiness, as it is the case in the modem age, which is deprived of
gods...We have therefore-to think together, as a whole, the body
dimensionof the world, the openingof the world as the setting forth of
the earth and the world as the locus of the historicality of a collective
singularbeing. We could then considerthat this conceptionof the world
in the middle of the thirties is midway between the human Unwelt

347Heidegger,M., 'The Turning' in TheQuestionConcerningTechnology
and other essays,
transLovitt, W., (City?: Harper and Row Ltd., 1977), 47, quoted,slightly modified in McNeill,
W., TheGlanceof the Eye: Heidgegger,Aristotle and the Endsof Theory,(New York: SUNY
Press,1999), 217
348Dastur,F., 'Heidegger'sFreiburgVersion of the Origin the Work Art' in Ileidegger
of
of
Towardsthe Turn: Essayson the work of the 1930sop.cit., 129-130
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(habitualenvironment)from 1927and the world as Geviert (the fourfold
349
in
fifties.
divinities
the
earth,
sky,
and
mortals
-

If by the 'Technology' and 'Turning' lecturesHeideggerhad renouncedan
it
is,
'a
task
the
whose
underthe 'dispensation'
of
people'
elementof
specificity
but
help
heed
'its'
Being
think that Heidegger'sturning
to
cannot
of
call, one
invokes somethingof a (re) turn to an originary sendingof Being, a Geschick
beyond
'retroactively'
the rupture and
outside
of
and
more original and still
'obscuring' of the Being/beingrelation that technologyputs into place.
This takesus back to Derrida andwhat I might call the 'stelle' versusthe 'riss'
and the sensein which Being is (not) gathered.Derrida.tacklesHeideggertwice
on 'the sending' of Being. To startwith, 'Envoi' (singular), translatedas
"Sending: On Representation".350Derrida's concern here is to critically analyse
Heidegger's notion of the epoch of representation, presented in the 'Age of the
World Picture' in 1938 351 Heidegger examines the condition of modernity,
.
whereby the essenceof beings has undergone a radical change. All being is now
as an object for representation arising not just from a change of form or approach
in metaphysics, but as a result of a radical shift in the essenceof metaphysics.
The characteristics of modemity that Heidegger identifies accord with what he
will later say in the technology lecture. Science and technology's autonomous
instrumentalist essencetransform and ultimately coincide with the essenceof
modem metaphysics itself. Following this, art, religion and action are all thought
in relation to subjective experience. Art becomes the subject of aesthetics insofar
as art is now understood in terms of lived experience, religion as religious
experience accords with Christianity becoming a 'worldview' as an effect of the
world-become-picture, and human action is understood as a subjective striving
towards the realisation of 'human values' defining a culture. These
characteristics derive from the essenceof science and technology as that which
349
Ibid., 130-131

350Derrida, J., 'Envoi', translated
as 'Sending: On Representation', trans. Caws, P. & M., in
Transforming the Hermeneutic Context: From Nietzsche to Nancy, eds. Ormiston, G. & Scluift,
A., (Albany: SUNY Press, 1990), 107-13 8

351Heidegger,M., 'The Age of the World Picture' in TheQuestionConcerningTechnoloo,
op.cit 115-154
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This
is
by
beings
accomplished
objects
of
explanation.
a
and
calculable
renders
before
itself
in
beings
(Vor-stellen)
that
summons
all
sucha way
representing
that calculatingman can be certainof them.
Hence science is only possible only from the moment that truth
becomesthe certainty of representation,the moment of the Cartesian
cogito...it is with Descartesthat scienceand objectivity come together
for the first time. What is at issuein passingfrom the Greek world and
the Middle Ages to modernity is not some sort.of progressionbut a
radical changein the essenceof beings. This changein the essenceof
beings,their becomingan object for representationis in separablefrom
352
becomes
in
subject.
the
man
of
man;
essence
a change

From the Greekhypokeimenonto the Latin subjectum,we now havethe ground
that gatherseverythingarounditself This marks a genuinechangein man's
beings
become
'subject'
becomes
that
Man
the
moment
objects
at
very
essence.
broughtbefore 'him' (gegenstand)asrepresentation.Importantly it is not a
but
that
deciding
the
presents,
world
modernity
of
matterof
what picture
'in'
become
thereby
is
the
always
already
with
man
as
world
picture,
modernity
this picture.
Derrida's interestin this, which involves a play upon're-presentation',is how
Heideggertracesthe epochof modernity in relation to the 'sending' of Being.
Heideggeris clear that the epochof representationcomesfrom the Greekworld.
But that world hasno senseof representationbeing seenasthe effect of a
So
how
is
it
by
(Anwesen).
is
it
is
Rather
upon
presence
gazed
man who
subject.
that from Anwesenthe world aspicture is alreadyannounced?Heideggerargues
it is with PlatonismandPlato's determinationof being aseidosand appearance,
Idea,
figure
to
the
adequation
aspect,view or
as
That which is doesnot come into being at all through the fact that man
first looks upon it, in the senseof representingthat has the characterof
subjectiveperception.Rather, man is the one who is looked upon by
that which is; he is the one who is-in the companywith itself-gathered
352Marrati, P., Genesisand Trace:Derrida's Readingof Husserland Ileidegger (Stanford:
StanfordUniversity Press,2005), 89
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towards presencingby that which opens itself ..Greek man is the one
who apprehendsthat which is and this is why in the age of the Greeks
the world cannotbecomepicture [Bild]. Yet on the other hand that the
beingnessof what is, is defined for Plato as eidos [aspect,view), is the
indirectly
long
in
in
far
destined
advance
and
ruling
presupposition,
353
concealmentfor the world's [Welt] having to becomepicture.

Derrida will pick up on the presuppositionthat it somehowstartedwith
Platonism,which indeedpresupposesan 'already-butnot yet' structure,with
Platonismasthe announcementof that which cannotyet be said to be. Critically,
if Platonismdestinesthe epochof representation,therehasto be a unifying
history
the
that
of the metaphysicalsuppositionsof
presumption
originally steers
being. "There hasto be somethinglike a still representationalpre-interpretation
354
,
of representation. This brings the entire notion of epochandthe Geschick
(sending,destining)of being into question,inasmuchaswhat remainsunthoughtin Heidegger'sthought is the liability that his historicality amountsto an
from
a single originary momentof
unfolding of successiveconcealments
(ontological) difference.
The historical or destinal interpretation of the epoch of representation
(and this holds true for every epoch)ordersand derivesthat epochfrom
an originary sending of being Answesenheit...Answesenheittranslates
itself into presence and thence into representation according to
translations that are mutations within the same, within the beingtogether of the same sending-this being together of the originary
happens
itself
in
to
the
to
arrives
origin
or
arrives
some
way
sending
..
355
itself, in proximity to itself, at the origin.

Even asthereis an originary dissension,this is itself securedand held together
by the legein/logos(gathering).Insofar as Answesenheitis concealedin the
it
is
Answesenheit
has
that
presence
as
nevertheless
sent
epochof representation,
presenceasrepresentation.The 'logic' of Heidegger'sthinking of the sendingof
being is that this being would necessarilydivide itself, "it hasto divide itself in
353Heidegger,M., 'The Age of the World Picture' in TheQuestionConcerningTechnology
and
other essays,op.cit., 131, quotedin Marrati, P., op.cit., 92
354Marrati, P., op.cit.,. 93
355Ibid., 94
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Being
destination
always
already
not
as
of
unitary
just by difference, but by dissemination. But for Heidegger it is evident that
history
"sending
being",
for
The
is
decisive
the
of
of
constitutive.
and
gathering
Heidegger, is a one-time thing. It is "the history of Answesenheit's difference
history
difference
itself,
difference
the
the
as presence.
of
of presence,
with
of
Heidegger's notion of historicality would be a history of the same, thought,
in
identical,
but
from
in
its
difference
the
such a way that the
certainly,
difference between the identical and the same serves only to reinforce the value
357
latter.
,
the
of

This 'model' of gatheringand sending,origin and concealment,preventsthe
thinking of 'sending' asconstitutivelyentailing the 'addressto' the spatiotemporalityof an 'other', sendingas 'destinerrance'.Derrida takesthis up again
in his second,doubled,andplural: envois.Early on in Derrida's 'Envois', which
Socrates
Freud
From
Postcard:
his
The
to
and
part
of
marks a substantial
358

Beyond, Derrida thinks Heidegger's'model' of historicity in accordancewith
the 'logic' of the 'post. Meditating on Heidegger'sepochalhistoricity of being,
Geben,Schicken,Geschick,wherebybeing is nothing that 'is, but is es gibt,
'there is', sendingin epochalwithdrawal, Derrida arguesthat this 'model' of
historicity is, contraryto Heidegger,not somethingthat can standoutsideof a
thinking of the 'postal' but is necessarilyinscribedwithin the conditionsof
postal 'sending'.
[T]he very idea of the retreat (proper) to destination, the idea of the halt,
a relay, a suspensive delay, the place of the mailman, the possibility of
is
(not
forgetting
a moment of
of
repression,
which
and
of
astray
going
keeping, but of forgetting). The epokhe and the Ansichhalten which
beat
the
of the 'destiny'
or
set
scan
essentially
'appropriation'

of Being, or its

(Ereignis), is the place of the postal, this is where it

comes to be and that it takes place (I would say ereignet), that it gives
place and also lets come to be...This is serious because it upsets perhaps
356Ibid., 95
357

Ibid., 95
358Derrida,J., 'Envois' in ThePostcard.- From Socratesto Freud and Beyond,trans.Bass,A.,
(Chicago:University of ChicagoPress,1987),3-256
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Heidegger'sstill 'derivative' schema(perhaps)upsetsby giving one to
think that technology,the position, let us say even metaphysicsdo not
overtake,do not come to determineand to dissimulate an 'envoi' of
Being (which would not yet be postal) but would belong to the first
'envoi'...if the post (technology,position, metaphysics)is announcedas
the first envoi, then there is no longer A metaphysics,etc...nor even an
envoi but envois without destination...in a word as soon as there is,
359
thereis differance.

What would be untenablefor Heidegger- that the metaphysicsof technology,
in
its
history,
be
from
in
his
'befalls'
Being
there
terms
should
at
a
point
which
the 'origin' or that all the 'sendings'cannotbe gatheredin "one centralpostbe
historicity.
There
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for
Derrida
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would
no
condition
of
very
office" irreducible
distance
forgetting,
the
the
and
sendingwithout
possibility of
interruptionasthe very inscribing of an address,the possibility of errancyand
has
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"If
this
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sending
nonetheless
with
non-arrival. everything
is
but
Sending
been
divisible
there
only sendings
no
single
always
andplural;
360
destiny.
,
destination,
without assured
without
Derrida suggeststhat Heidegger's ontological difference does not open history;
is
its
history,
is
basis
If
there
the
origin.
of
presumptive
rather enacts a closure on
it cannot be gathered in a presumptive unifying that is embedded in Heidegger's
Geschichte. It comes back to 'the shoes', who is to say that they can be gathered
in advance as 'a pair'? Differance is that which interferes with a thinking of
history as an origin, a 'pure' origin that 'originates' in proximity with itself that sends only it-self, as per Heidegger's unitary origin. "Differance denies
36
1
,
functioning
Differance is not another
as an origin.
sending the possibility of
kind of origin. It is the denial of origin. There can be no origin to history because
origin is not a historical term. At the same time, differance is not a mere
empirical inscription within history. It is 'older' than the thinking of origin,
anterior to this, "but not as an a-tcmporal and synchronic structure somehow
both
commanding history. It is the dimension of historicity in general'9362
359Derrida, J., 'Envois' in The Postcard: From Socrates to Frelld
and Beyond, op. cit., 65-66
360Marrati, P.,
op.cit., 105
361 bid 107
362 bid., ' 107
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indeten-ninately
future,
time,
the
to
thought
origin
and,
at
same
anterior' any
of
'to come'. Hence,returningto whereI began,there is the importanceof thinking
this in the contextof the 'determinations'of technology.
Nancy capturesthis somewhatdifferently and in a more tangentialcritique of
Heideggerian difference. In terms of historicity:

The ontico-ontologicaldifferenceputs the transitivity of being into play
in the form of being-the-existent.From the heart of this difference,
difference envisions a dehiscenceof esse away from esse itself, a
diastole,or fold of the sameact (or entelechy);its ek-isting. In a sense,
this very entelechythat differs (from itself), sensesitself in accordance
with the logic of the entelechyof the sensible that we have recalled
above. Being sensesitself deferring and differing. It sensesitself or
knows itself to be differing and different. But differance, 'the whole
differance' if one may say so, is precisely that here there is neither
'sensingoneself' nor 'knowing oneself' in the senseof appropriationor
363
revelation.

And in termsof phenomenology:
It is only by beginning with a certain reservation of the sort I am
evoking here that it be possibleto do justice to aletheia...This concerns
the degreeto which truth as aletheiacontinuesto operatein terms of
presentation,placing in view, exhibition, manifestation.If senseis still
manifest insofar as it is on the surfaceof the world and nowhere else,
the opening that it is or makesis not frontal. It is a passagethrough a
that
to
that
comes
precedes
which
which
us
narrow pass,praes-entia
...
...
meet us and which thus opensthe path but which nonethelessdoes not
interrupt the road by the illumination of a revelation... phenomenology
does not open us up to that which infinitely precedesconsciousness
...
and the signifying appropriationof sense;that is to that which precedes
and surprisesthe phenomenonin the phenomenonitself, its coniing or
its coming up it still irresistibly convokesus to the pure presenceof
...
appearing,to seeing...there remains a proper, immanent/transcendent
point of origin for sense,a point with which consequentlyall senseis
363Nancy J-L., 'Differance' in TheSenseof the World, op.cit., 34-35
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confounded...phenomenologyor beyond-phenomenologydo not open
sufficiently to the coming of sense,to senseas a coming that is neither
immanentnor transcendent.This coming is infinitely presupposed;one
364
doesnot let oneselfbe takenin, carriedaway or put out of sortsby it.

Hence,for Derrida andNancy, the problemwith Heidegger'shistoricity,
its
is
'epoch',
being
that ultimately it falls prey
the
premisedupon
sendingof
and
to the samerepresentationalor 'immanentist' (which for Nancy is a modeof
making the immanentas it were transcendent)logic in terms of reflecting back a
'figure' of origin or subject-centredideality (evenasthat subjectmight be
thought asa 'community'), or again,Nancy might say somethinglike a
sovereigngathering,that in otherways it had soughtto 'destruct'.
So how might Walter Benjamin's thinking of technology come up against this
'whole differance' we have come to? To begin with, it seems to me we can
describe Heidegger's notion of art as 'auratic' in the particular senseof
originating. Heidegger's aletheia, as the originating power of the work of art
looks toward another sending of being that 'preceded' or 'diverted' from the
metaphysics of technology, technology as metaphysics. To go back to the
beginning, this is borne out by Heidegger's consideration that it is a matter of
questioning, attuning (paying heed to) and 'preparing' as to whether

is or is not an origin in our historical existence,whetherand under
art
...
what conditionsit can and must be an origin... In suchknowledgewhich
can only grow slowly, the question is decided whether art can be an
origin and then must be a head start, or whether it remains a mere
appendix and then can only be carried along as a routine cultural
phenomenon.Are we in our existencehistorically at the origin? Do we
know, which meansdo we give heedto the nature of origin? Or in our
relation to art, do we still merely make appeal to a cultivated
365
acquaintancewith the past?

364Nancy, J-L., 'Philosophical Style' in The Sense the World,
of
op. cit., 16-17

365Heidegger,M., 'The Origin of the Work of Art' in Poetry LanguageThought,
op.cit.,.78
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This is a political question in the context of a presumed 'gathering', arguably

'gathered'
'collective'
'authentic',
self-reflexive
and
still modelledupon an
subjectivity.

If Heideggeris too 'transcendent'when it comesdown to it, then if anything,
Benjamin is going to be too 'purely' immanent,from the ultimate perspective
that he can and doesinvoke the 'Messiah'. Messianismin Benjamin's terms is
'outside' of temporality, suchthat thereis no strugglebetween'authentic' and
'inauthentic' being. Being is inauthentic,tout court. That said,it begsthe
questionasto whetherMessianismmight still operateas an atemporal
transcendentalsignified, which I takeup later with a return to Derrida and the
messianic.
As Howard Caygill says,Benjamin'spoint, contra Heidegger,is that history
for
future
down'
'handing
from
tradition,
the
the
point of view of
understood
inauthentic.
is
possibilities profoundly
Heidegger keeps open the possibility that historical time may be a
suitable vehicle for authenticity, an option Benjamin utterly refusesto
historical
is
him,
For
time
only possible
redeemed
authentic,
entertain.
at the end of history with the adventof the Messiah...It is the distinction
between falfilment in historical time and the fulfilment of historical
time which marks the difference between Heidegger and Benjamin.
Benjamin identifies Heidegger's understandingof historical time as
tragic, one in which past, presentand future can be gatheredin time,
in
is
Messianic,
him
fulfilled
time,
for
time
not
a
gathering
of
whereas
time...In the absenceof the Messianic fulfilment of time there can be
none in time: all eventsin time are not only inauthentic, but they can
366
never attain authenticity.

This enablesBenjamin to havean entirely different lever on the relationship
betweenpast,presentand future. Whilst he may sharewith Heideggerthe notion
of 'origin' asUrsprung,a 'leap' which is nothing to do with genesisin termsof
the objectsto which it (the origin) givesrise, there is nothing of Heidegger's
366Caygill, If., op.cit., 1OBenjandn'sPlzilosophy: Destruction and Experience, op.cit., 10
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explicitnessin view of which or in heedof which an authentic stanceand
struggletowardsthe disclosingof being is possible.If, following Caygill again,
Benjaminunderstandsorigin andthe 'tradition', the handingover to which it
gives rise, asthe basisfor inauthencity,andconsequentdestruction,"the price of
becomingan object of tradition is inauthencity,its emergenceis always already
its disappearance"367
Thus in the interplay of 'restoration' that is at the same
.
time perpetuallyincomplete,'tradition' is a site of mourning,ruination and
sadness,with its cultural accomplishmentneveramountingto more than
allegoricalincompleteness.Howeverthis insight can potentially enablethe use
of the 'ruin' of tradition (doublegenitive) againstitself, inasmuchasthe
'ideology' of tradition obscuresthis destructiveness
and lays claim to continuity
or a melancholicnostalgiafor the past.Thus when it comesto technology:
While previously [Benjamin] saw tradition as destructiveof whateverit
handed over, now he suggeststhat it may itself be destroyed by
technology.Tradition worked by distancing its objects as past in order
to bring them into presence in the present; technology however,
destroysthis distance the reproductionof the object as neither distant
...
nor unique doesnot for Benjamin entail its devaluation.It was tradition
that destroyed the integrity of its object in its handing over; it was
tradition that distancedthe object from itself and its recipient. But with
its destruction by technology the object is freed from tradition. The
object is re-activatedwhen the qualities of distanceand uniquenessare
removedfrom it; it becomessomethingdifferent, somethingwhich need
368
no longer be experiencedin termsof presenceand absence.

Technologycannotdo this by itself andaswe shall see,for Benjamin, it is a
matterof 'reading' technologyand connectingit with other modesof 'reading'
that providesa 'flash' of hopeagainstthe barbarismof tradition, freeing up its
objectssuchthat it can be understoodas a potential site for a reconfigurationof
'tradition' on the basisof politics in political struggleagainstthe adverse
potential for technologyto forcefully re-enactthe destructivepowersof
'tradition'. For Benjamin, this is alsothe historical and political meansof
'rescuingthe dead', put to deathby the inhumanity of progressivehistory, within
367

bid., 18
368
Ibid., 24
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the contextof their afterlife in a transformedpresent.Although it shouldnot be
forgottenthat it is only by the Messiahthat history, as such,may be ultimately
'reading'
is
in
Benjamin
the
It
that
this
understands
of
sense
redeemed.
him
Photography',
in
History
his
'Small
to say at
which
enables
of
photography
the end,
Such are the questions in which the interval of ninety years that separate
its
historical
daguerreotype
discharges
from
tension. It
the
the
us
age of
is in the illumination of these sparks that the first photographs emerge,
beautiful and unapproachable, from the darkness of our grandfather's
369
day.

It is possibleto readtechnologypolitically in this way, becauseof the
remarkablecoming togetherof the meansof technologicalreproductionand the
(potential) social relations of 'the masses'.

The abolition of distanceand uniquenessthrough technology requires
the perpetual redrawing of boundariesbetween human beings and the
world. For this reasontechnologyfor Benjamin raisesthe necessityfor
politics: limits and boundaries have to be drawn on the basis of
deliberation, not simply given through tradition In the era of
...
technology it is possible for the "mass" to configure not only the law
but the site where it is received, the way in which it is given, and
370
themselves.

Before embarkingupon a more detailedreadingof Benjamin's readingof
technologyandthe connectionshe makeswith other modesof reading,it is
useful to turn to another Caygill text and grasp the principles of Benjamin's
Ospeculativecritique'.

Put very telegraphically,Benjarnin'sinterestin Kantian philosophywas to
disturb Kant's notion of transcendental apperception by way of which Kant kept
the distinction between the idea of reason (inaccessible in itselo and the
369Benjamin, W., 'A Small History of Photography' in One Way Street trans. Jeplicott, E. &
Shorter, K., (London: New Left Books, 1979), 256-257
370Caygill, op.cit., 27
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dimensionsof experience.BenjaminunderstoodKant's schemato be both
historical andthus subjectto variation throughtime andrestrictive.Benjamin,by
incorporatingor enfolding,the 'absolute' of speculativecritique asthe excessof
Kant's schemainto the very co-ordinatesof that schema,conceivedof the
spatio-temporaldimensionsof the Kantian 'frame' of experiencedifferently.
The 'absolute' of speculativecritique asthis excessdisturbedandconvoluted
experiencesuchthat potential future possibilities of perceptualexperiencemay
be perceptible.
Benjamin extendedthis speculativecritique as a philosophicalandhistorical
principle, recognisingthat perceptionin its historical framesof referencewould
disclosesomethings and obscureothers,but that distortedand obscuredforms
could potentially be freed,at the sametime transfon-ned,in the after-life of
different historical experience.Throughouthis work, Benjamin,throughhis
separationof technik from technology,was able to recognise'forgotten' modes
of experienceandtheir transformed,or transforming,potentialsheterogeneously
folded into other modes.
(A] transcendentalaccount of infinite readings (or perceptions)
...
possible within a given surface of legibility-is supplementedby the
speculativeclaim that these conditions are themselvesbut one of an
infinite set of possible surfaces or conditions of experience. The
speculativeconfiguration is both folded into and exceedsthe particular
surfaceof legibility, allowing Benjamin to conceiveof a double infinity:
the transcendentalinfinity of possiblemarks on a given surfaceand the
speculative infinity of possible bounded but infinite surfaces or
frameworks of experience. The transcendentalinfinity of possible
legible marks on a given surface is framed and supplementedby the
speculativeinfinity of possiblesurfacesof legibility. The exploration of
the complex relationship between the two infinities provided the
371
occasionand motivation for muchof Benjamin's subsequentwork.

It is in this sensethat one can understand the ways in which Benjamin views
experience as a constellation of discontinuous and heterogeneous elements of

371Caygill, H., 77ieColour
ofExperience (London: Routledge, 1998), 4
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'invisible'
as
an
existing
or 4nonpastandpresent,with resemblances
representational'memory,as a disruptionor convolution of the continuitiesof
time and spaceasthey arethoughtin the conceptof history as a continuous
developmentandprogression.The technologiesof photographyand cinema,
togetherwith the movementof the 'masses'are the featuresof contemporary
experiencethat present"surfacesof legibility" in the complexandheterogeneous
arrangementof historical and future possibilities of experiencethat can shatter
the tradition of destructiveandrepressivecontinuity, thoughtascontinuous
developmentandprogression.
To graspthe strengthand subtletyof Benjamin's motivationsandthoughtin
theserespects,it is importantto establishthe connectionsbetweenvarious
important
here;
Three
themes
are
of
reading.
writings, as articulationsof ways
Benjamin's thought of non-sensuous
similarity; the further elaborationupon his
between
'sadness'
'hope',
tradition
andthe
and
conceptof
asa relation
for the
distinction betweenthe aestheticandtechnologyand their consequences
thinking of history andpolitics; a distinction between'art' and 'image'.
In his 'Doctrine of the Similar'372 and its later version, 'On the Mimetic
,
Faculty'

373

1)

Benjamin signals the concept of non-sensuous similarity when he
,

into
bring
focus
in
to
times
the
archaic
which
worked
writes of
mimetic capacity,
specific points of resonance in the cosmic order through forms of divination.
These were acts of reading and direct perception of the mimetic character of
is
historical
from
In
Benjamin's
there
terms,
movement
a
objects of experience.
this more direct perception to experience involving the deciphering and
apprehension of "non-sensuous similarity"; the correspondencesthat emerge
through different patterns of the conditions of experience. Benjamin's point is
that any direct perception of similarity emerges from a particular context of
invisible.
'perceptible'
through
remain
elements
constellation,
which other
However, once this perception is understood within a broader frame of reference

372Benjamin,W., 'Doctrine of the Simil4r'(1933) in SelectedWritings Volunte2 1927-1934,
trans., R.Livingstoneet al., (Cambridge:HarvardUniversity Press,1999), 694-698
373Benjarrýn,W., 'On the Mimetic Faculty' (1933) in One WaySireet, op.cit., 160-163

214

of heterogeneous
conditionsof experience,an elementof the dynamicbetween
past, present and futurity can come into play. As Graham MacPhee states,

If what is visible in one structuring of consciousnessmay yet become
visible in another, then visual experience cannot be restricted to
subjectiveintention, but must be understoodto include the 'after-event'
of the becoming conscious of what is, as yet 'unconscious'. The
configured patternsinvolved in perception are therefore not static and
self-identical, but are informed and inhabited by different possible
374
futures,and so are subjectto reconfiguration,changeand decay.

Somekey elementsare significant herein terms of the overall corpusand
trajectory'of Benjamin's thinking, one of which is his introduction of the notion
of the 'unconscious' of perception.

It can still be claimedof our contemporariesthat the casesin which they
consciously perceive similarities in everyday life make up a tiny
proportion of those numberlesscases unconsciously determined by
similarity. The similarities perceivedconsciously- for instancein faces
- are, comparedto the countlesssimilarities perceivedunconsciouslyor
not at all, like the enormous underwater mass of an iceberg in
375
comparisonto the small tip one seesrising out of the water.

Benjaminwill revisit this notion of 'unconscious'perceptionwhen considering
the contemporarytechnologiesof photographyand film, but, importantly, in
their transformedcontextof modemexperience.
Thus Benjamin's criticism is not redemptive in the senseof seeking to recover

the past,as if unchanged."The questionis simply: are we dealingwith a dying
out of the mimetic faculty or rather perhaps with a transformation that has taken
place within it? 9076

374MacPhee,G., TheArchitecture of the Visible,(London: Continuum,2002), 187
375Benjamin,W., 'Doctrine of the Similar', op.cit., 695
376
Ibid., 695
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Benjamin will also makethe connectionbetweenthe archaicforins of nonsensuousperceptionof similaritieswith the technik of languageand the later
changedand 'charged' temporalityof the technik of photographyand film. On
the basisof the meansby which languages'translate', suchthat "words meaning
the samething in different languagesare arrangedaboutthat signified as their
centre...while often possessingnot the slightestsimilarity to one another"377
we
,
retain somesenseof non-sensuous
similarity. We can makethe connection
betweenthought, languageand imagethroughother layersof the 'Doctrine' and
'Mimetic' essays,all within the contextof Benjamin's critique of the Kantian
from of perceptionandhis critique of tradition, as referredto above.
Within both essays,Benjaminalsomakesthe transition from spokento written
language, significantly in terms of language's visual aspect.
The most recentgraphologyhas taught us to recognize,in handwriting,
images- or more precisely, picture puzzles - that the unconsciousof
the writer concealsin his writing. It may be supposedthat the mimetic
process,which expressesitself in this way in the activity of the writer,
was, in the very distant times in which script originated, of utmost
importance for writing. Script has thus become, like language, an
archive

of

non-sensuous
378
correspondences.

similarities,

of

non-sensuous

That is not to say that Benjamin wants to suggest that either the visual element of
language outweighs its discursive meaning, or that they are somehow equivalent.
Instead, he is formulating a relationship between them, which is necessarily nonidentical but convoluted. The 'sense' that Benjamin points to cannot be separated
from, but is different to, 'meaning' precisely as an 'instant'.

But this, if you will, magical aspectof language,as well as of script,
does not develop in isolation from its other, semiotic, aspect.Rather,
everything mimetic in languageis an intention, which can appearat all
only in connection with something alien at is basis: precisely the
sernioticor communicativeelement.Thus, the literal text of the script is
the sole basis on which the picture puzzle can form itself. Thus, the
377

Ibid.,
697
378
Ibid., 697
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nexus of meaning which resides in the soundsof the sentenceis the
basis from which something similar can become apparent out of a
379
sound,flashingup in an instant.

Benjamin gives further focus to the temporality

of the 'flicker'

or 'flash' of the

instant in the shorter version of the 'Doctrine' essay, 'On the Mimetic Faculty',

Rather,the mimeticelementin languagecan, like a flame,manifest
itself only through a kind of bearer.This beareris the sernioticelement.
Thus the coherenceof words or sentencesis the bearerthrough which,
like a flash, similarity appears.For its production by man - like its
perception by him - is in many cases and particularly the most
importantýlimited to flashes.It flits past. It is not improbable that the
heightens
fusion
the
of the serniotic and
and
of
reading
rapidity writing
380
the mimetic in the sphereof language.

This temporalelementis critical.
So tempo that swiftness in reading or writing which can scarcely be
separatedfrom this process,would then becomeas it were, the effort, or
gift, or mind to participatein that measureof time in which similarities
flash up fleetingly out of the streamof things only in order to sink down
forsake
if
it
is
Thus
to
not
even
profane
reading,
once more.
understandingaltogether sharesthis with magical reading; that it is
subject to a necessarytempo, or rather a critical moment, which the
381
lest
handed.
he
forget
go away empty
at any cost
readermust not

It is through the temporality
'convoluted'
Benjamin's

of the 'flicker'

or 'flash' that Benjamin's

itself.
is
This
for
crucial
an understanding of
shows
experience
approach to technology, tradition and history. We can sense the

correspondence to both Benjamin's

concept of ursprung (origin) and tradition in

the intrinsic characteristics of the technologies of photography and film here, but
it would be a mistake to identify Benjamin's

thinking of technology with a

4progressivism' or contra-wise a straightforward

mere retrieval of a 'buried'

379Ibid., 697

380
Benjamin,W., 'On theMimeticFaculty'(1933),op.cit., 162
381Benjamin,W., 'Doctrineof theSimilar',op.cit., 698

217

past.

It is here that we need to turn to further consideration of Benjamin's ideas of
sadnessand hope as worked through his considerations of language and
literature. Benjamin's essayon Goethe's Elective Affinities has much to connect
it to his discussion of the origin of German Tragic drama, the Trauerspiel, where
the notion of work as 'ruin' and site of 'mouming' is particularly articulated. In
'Elective Affinities', Benjamin develops the idea of the work's afterlife
distinction
between
He
from
its
the
a
makes
site
of
ruination.
emerging
4material' content and the 'truth' content of a work, indicating the former as the
linguistic constraints which give rise to the fonn and content and the latter as that
'absolute' or 'potential' configuration of the work through the history of its
382
initial
between
the
how
Benjamin
the
traces
material
gap
reception.
configuration and the work's 'truth' widens over time, such that the original
its
This
'strange'
increasingly
to
readers.
connects with
material content appears
Benjamin's meditation on Baroque Allegory, where the initial meaningfulness of
the text decays over time until its meaningfulness, as such, is in its ruin. This
in
handing
the
Benjamin's
tradition
over
as
concept of
concurs precisely with
'empty'
leaving
'objects'
disappear,
tradition
the
to
of
as
estranged,
order
allegorical configurations that are intrinsically sites of sadnessand mourning.
More will be said about the allegorical element later, but here the point is to
stress that this ruin, as such,
"[i] s precisely what reveals somethingof the terms that configure its
own meaningfulness,an insight which is dependenton the element of
383
in
its
"
disfigurement
transmission.
or
non-identity

We might say that it is in this very concept of ruin and afterlife that Benjamin
dispels the ideology of aesthetic completeness attached to the notion of the
'symbol'. When "all ephemeral beauty is stripped off and the work stands as
ruin"384, elements of a text's futurity and potential for other modes of
meaningfulness in an afterlife are glimpsed. There is an accord between
382Benjamin,W., 'Goethe's ElectiveAffinities' in SelectedWritings Volume11913- 1926,eds.
Bullock, M., & Jennings,M. W., (Cambridge:Harvard University Press,1996),297-298
383MacPhee,G., TheArchitectureof the Visible (London: Continuum,2002), 190
384Benjamin,W., TheOrigin of GermanTragic Drama, tran. Osbome,J., (London: Verso,
1977), 182
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Benjamin's view that "the history of works prepares for their critique', 385in
'Elective Affinities', and his notion of criticism as the "mortification of works"
in the Trauerspiel study which is not, as it was for the Romantics, the
"awakening of the consciousnessof living works, but the settlement of
knowledge in dead ones. ,386MacPhee will align this with "paradoxically the
condition for their rebirth"387but again, we must be cautious about an idea of
progressive optimism here. As Caygill points out in discussing 'Elective
Affinities', the seeking of an 'immortal' or, we might say, eternally returning
'rebom 'truth' in the mortification of works offers a strange kind of hope.
'Truth' as the "inexpressible presenceof death in life" is always and remains
veiled, as "marked by beauty"388such that,

Insteadof revealingthe truth behind appearances,
the task of critique is
redefined as tracing the mark delineatingtruth and appearance,'not to
raise the veil, but rather, through the most precise knowledge of it as
veil, to raise [critique] for the first time to a true intuition of the
beautiftil...not as a symbol for a remote eternal truth, but as a mark of
389
death
in
life
life
in death.
the mutual dependenceof
and

The 'hope' in which the absoluteis locatedis for the hopeless,"only for the sake
390
hopeless
is
hope
the
of
ones
given US,, without dialecticalovercoming.
This is a hope for the other, since 'the last hopeis neverfor the one who
cherishesit, but for thosealonefor whom it is cherished',a hopefor the
dead,which in an attenuatedway becomesa hope for thosewho are not
391
yet deadbut will soonbe dead.

385Benjamin,W., 'Goethe'sElective Affinities' in SelectedWritings Volume11913-1926,
op.cit., 298
386Benjamin,W 7he Origin GermanTragic Drama, op.cit., 182
of
397MacPhee,G., TheArchitecture ofthe Visible,op.cit., 191

388Caygill, H The Colour
ofExperience London Routledge 1998 p. 50
389ibid 51
p.

390Benjamin,W "Goethe'sElective Affinities" in Benjamin W SelectedWritings Volume1
1913-1926Bullock M and JenningsM. W edsCambridgeMassachusetts
Belknap Harvard
University Press1996p.356
391Caygill, H., The Colour
ofExperience, op. cit., 51
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Suchhope,alwaysalreadyin mourning, is signified by the contingencyof the
shootingstar,"Hope shot acrossthe sky abovetheir headslike a falling
is
image
Caygill
"an
star'9392
out
which, as
points
remotefrom the necessityof the
rising and settingsun", suchthat,
The contingencyof the work that nourishescritique is aligned with the
speculative union of death in life, an experience which combines
contingencywith necessity...In this way Benjamin repeatsthe Hegelian
critique of the finite characterof Kantian critique - its narrow notion of
experiencethat banishedthe absolutefrom thought - but without the
collateral of a progressivephilosophy of history. The absoluteis folded
into experiencein complex and often inconspicuousways, which it
becomesthe task of critique not at the outset to judge, but first to
393
delineateand map.

Benjaminhad underscoredthis contextof hopeasa contingencyalwaysalready
in sadnessandtherebyunderthreat,in his thoughtson languagein the essay'On
LanguageAs Suchandthe Languageof Man'. 394Herehe describesa
prelapsarianstateof natureand the coming of man by way of Adamic naming.
On being namedby Adam, nature'laments'. Such lamentationarticulatesthe
differencebetweenthe 'speechlessness'
of appearances
andhumanlanguage,
which neverthelessholds out somenon-sensuousreciprocity by way of
'translation'. However,naturewill undergoa doublemouming after the Fall
with the institution of language,in accordancewith a temporallyrestrictedand
non-reciprocaleconomy,on 'over-naming'. Suchover-namingon the basisof
the sense-certaintyof humansubjectssubordinatesnatureto a static conceptual
frame,wherebylanguageis instrumentalisedandreducedto 'prattle'.
In steppingoutsidethe pure languageof name, man makeslanguagea
means(that is, a knowledgeinappropriateto him), and thereforealso, in
one part at any rate a mere sign, and this later results in the plurality of
languages This immediacy in the communication of abstraction
...
392Benjamin, W., 'Goethe's Elective Affinities',

op. cit., 355

393Caygill, H., The Colour
ofExperience, op-cit., 51-52
394Benjamin, W., 'On Language As Such
and the Language of Man' in One Way Street, op. cit.,
107-123
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[through signs] came into being as judgement, when in the Fall, man
abandonedimmediacyin the communicationof the concrete,nameand
fell into the abyssof the mediatenessof communication,of the words as
means,of the empty word, into the abyss of prattle...how much more
language
blessed,
from
be
the
to
one
paradisiac
not
named
melancholy
of namesbut from the hundred languagesof man in which name has
already withered...'over-naming' as the deepest reason for all
deliberate
(from
the
thing)
the
view
of
of
of
all
point
and
melancholy
395
muteness.

There is no doubt that Benjaminconsideredthe era of modemtechnologyas one
limitations
dissolution
destitution
the
the
of
experience,
with
of
and sadness,and
into
'lived'
'traditional'
Erfahrung
the
experience,Erlebnis.
of
experience,
Whilst Benjaminrecognisedthis asthe consequenceof the handingdown and
passingaway of traditional experienceas such,the attemptto 'fix' experiencein
the way of Kantianphilosophy,asitself a product of the inauthenticof tradition,
had
be
its
judgement
to
resisted.The point was to
and consequentialaesthetic
it
in
destitution
head
termsof the
this
or
re-configure
meet
on andre-negotiate
transformingpotential inherentin the 'shatteringof tradition'. This is why
demonstrationof traditional experienceas 'emptied' and 'dead' in Baroque
allegory was of suchimportancefor Benjamin.
Baroqueallegory demonstratesthe decayof Erfahrunginto Erlebnis.It is a
lamentto the loss of divine meaningfulnessin the modemworld, and the decay
of intrinsic connectivitybetweendivine and human,suchthat the soul withdraws
into the interiority characterisedby Protestantreligion. The consequenceof
divine withdrawal andinteriority is a world reducedto the 'objects of' the
subject'sgaze.The key 'characters'in the sceneof allegory are the emblemand
the corpse,inasmuchas,
The allegorical gaze is a projection of the subject, which reducesthe
appearanceof things to its own co-ordinates;therefore what is turned
and reboundedby 'exteriority' back to the subject is in fact only an
image of itself. From this perspective, the pre-eminent emblematic
395Benjamin,W., 'On LanguageAs Suchand the Languageof Man',
op.cit., 121-122

221

property, or allegorical object is the corpse, since what is seen in the
world of things is simply an imageof the human...But as a consequence,
the 'human' is itself dismemberedand hollowed out, so that the
conventional,consciousphysis of the integral human body is scattered
and allegory imagesthe absoluteabandonmentof traditional, organic
396
conceptionsof meaningfulness.

For Benjamin, it is at the point of utmost destitution figured by allegory, "in
allegory the observer is confronted with the facies hippocratica of history as a
landscape"397 that the very transitory nature, fragility
,
destructive character of tradition is revealed. Unlike the symbol, where

petrified, primordial

"destruction

is idealised and the transfigured face of nature is fleetingly

in the light of redemption",

in allegory, "Everything

and

revealed

about history that from the

is
beginning,
has
been
expressed in the
unsuccessful
sorrowful,
very
untimely,

face-or rather the death's head'9398

In the confrontationwith the "death's head" of allegory; "the German
Trauerspielis takenup entirely with the hopelessness
of the earthly condition.
Suchredemptionasit knows residesin the depth of this destinyrather than the
fulfilment of a divine plan of salvation"399;
not only is the transitory and
destructivecharacterof tradition revealedbut, given this, also the possibility of
historical transfon-nation
of the conditionsof experience,asopposedto their
aestheticcompensation,assuggestedby the symbol, or aswe shall seeby Kant's
'reconciliatory aesthetic'.The very starknessof the landscapeof allegory might
by this reversalprovide a way to a new form of 'near-sight'. asopposedto the
'always at-distance'of subject-ruledperceptionand the aesthetic.
It is on this basis that Benjamin will approach modem technology. The
experience of commodities, whereby appearancesare set free from or adrift from
'tradition', and subjective interiority is increasingly under pressure from the
weight and 'bombardment' of 'lived experience', which characterises modemitY,
provides a new kind of, but historically transfon-ned, allegorical landscape. But
396MacPhee, G., The Architecture
of the Visible, op.cit., 204

397Benjamin, W., The Origin
of German Tragic Drama,
398Ibid
166
'

'99 Ibid., 81
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op. cit., 166

there are two ways one might go here. Either one intensifies the transformation
of allegorical experience by way of technology, along the lines of the 'shattering
of tradition, or one compensatesfor it by looking to technology as the vehicle to
image
between
the
and meaning on the basis of the
reconstitute
relationship
6auratic'.

Benjamin's writings in the later twenties and thirties trace the problematic
between these two routes, the latter based upon the reconciliatory effects of
Kantian aestheticjudgement, in the opposition between an aesthetics of harmony
(the beautiful), characterised by the return of the subjective gaze, and an
aesthetics of the sublime, striving for such a return which nevertheless evokes
the power of subjective imagination, both of which are premised on the
appearanceof distance. Benjamin resists this Kantian dyad, consequent on the
attempts to fix 'lived experience'. Some of his exemplary figures in
demonstrating the necessity for this resistance are Baudelaire, Proust and the
Surrealist movement, whilst he embracesthe future of technology in the essays
f IM. 400

that directly addressphotography and 1

Benjamin's concernfor the relationshipbetweenthe aesthetic,the historical and
ultimately the political, goesfar beyondthe considerationof art works. However,
the aestheticis the site upon which one can traceboth the 'transmissibility.. of
tradition (Erfahrung)and its disappearance,
and the 'shattering' of tradition as
lived experience(Erlebnis)on the basisof the historical conditionsof perception.
The conditionsof modernityare suchthat the transmissibility of tradition and its
passingaway,previouslyunderstoodsubjectto 'periods' of time, now, in the era
of technology,happensin an instant.In an ageof 'instant archaism'
characteristicof the industrialisationandproductionof commoditiesof the
nineteenthcentury 'secondnature', any attemptto retain or captureErfahrungas
the experienceof tradition canonly be by way of the glimpse,the 'fixing' of
which can only constitutean individualised,compensatorynostalgia,
400Benjamin,W., 'On SomeMotifs in Baudelaire' in Illuminations, tran. Zohn, I I., ( London:
JonathanCape, 1970):157-202;'The Imageof Proust' in Illuminations:203-217; 'Surrealism' in
Benjamin, W., One WayStreetop.cit 225-239;'A Small History of Photography'op.cit; 'The
Work of Art in the Age of MechanicalReproduction'in Illuminations:219-253
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exemplified in Proust's 'memoireinvoluntairc' or the complex desirefor the
'return of the gaze' in Baudelaire's'correspondances',both of which seekto
invest in objectsthe characteristicsof inter-subjectiveexchange(commodity
fetishism). Herewe might saytheseauthorseachpresenta last redoubt against,
but at the sametime, they point towardsthe transformationof experience.
Perhapsnothing capturesthis more thanBaudelaire's'battle' against
photography,the crowd andthe passingveiled woman, asBenjamin readsthem
in 'On SomeMotifs in Baudelaire'.401
In 'Motifs', Benjamin demonstratesphotography's lack of return of the gaze and
Baudelaire's battle to come to terms with this. Characteristically, it is a battle
between the 'photographic' and 'art', as the imaginative, the intangible and the
beautiful.
In so far as art aims at the beautiful and, on however modest a scale
'reproduces it' it conjures it up out of the womb of time. This no longer
happens in the case of technical reproduction. (The beautiful has no
place in it. ) ...If the distinctive feature of the images that rise from the
memoire involuntaire is seen in their aura, then photography is
decisively implicated in the phenomenon of the 'decline-of aura'. What
was inevitably felt to be inhuman, one might even say deadly, in
daguerreotypy was the (prolonged) looking into the camera, since the
camera records our likeness without returning our gaze. But looking at
someone carries the implicit expectation that our look will be returned
by the object of our gaze. Where this expectation is met (which in the
case of thought processes, can apply equally to the look of the eye of the
mind and to a glance pure and simple), there is an experience of the aura
to the fullest extent Experience of the aura thus rests on the
...
transposition of a response common in human relationships to the
relationship between the inanimate or natural object and man. The
person we look at, or who feels he is being looked at, looks at us in
return. This experience corresponds to the data of the memoire
The greater Baudelaire's insight into this phenomenon,
...
the more unmistakably did the disintegration of aura make itself felt in
402
this poetry.
involuntaire

401Benjamin, W., 'On Some Motifs in Baudelaire' in Illuminations,
trans. Zohn, I I., ( London:
Jonathan Cape, 1970)
402Ibid

,

189-190
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Benjamin saw Baudelaire as the "last lyric poet of the nineteenth century" and
the exemplar of the transformation of allegory in the era of modernity. The last
lines of the above quotation encapsulatethis. Insofar as he strove to 'capture' the
auratic, the conditions of modernity impinged upon this strife. This is epitomised
in Benjamin's reading of Baudelaire's sonnet 'A une passante' which he reads as
a 'photographic' allegory of desire in modernity. The key 'figures' here are the
'un-representable', 'negative figure of the crowd, "the mass was the agitated
veil; through it Baudelaire saw Paris...In the sonnet "A une passante" the crowd
is nowhere named in either word or phrase. And yet the whole happening hinges
403
it,
depends
just
and the figure of
on the wind",
on
as the progress of a sailboat
the passing woman emerging from it. The figure of desire, "the figure that
fascinates'A04in Baudelaire's poem is the 'passing away' figure in the movement
of the crowd, like a photograph, caught in a flash of an instant of passing, as
"love-not at first sight, but at last sight. ,405At the same time, the woman is "a
figure of shock, indeed of catastrophe.',406As such the figure becomes the
emblem for the massed 'movement' of modem experience and what happens to
desire; how it becomes photographic, as opposed to auratic, within that
experience. The investment of desire is in the 'image' or 'imprint' of the woman.
She is already gone, passedby, and as she is mourning, she is doubtless veiled
and thus already possessingboth the 'negative' effect of death and
407

66

eyes...that ...have lost their ability to look' . Yet her presence as 'passante'
adheres to the temporal paradox of quasi-arrested passing. The 'photographic'

fantasy
from
Baudelaire
the
the
that
passing
provokes
woman
shock
receives
that the woman returns the gaze, but he can only attempt the fantasy as a
projected 'hallucination' onto the 'screen' of her non-seeing eye and, in a
retrospective figure of (punctuated) speech,which mimics the mechanics of the
408
,
Thus there comes another shock,
"A
lightning
flash
then night!
camera,
...
after the shock of the event, the happening of which remains entirely
irretrievable. The poem stages the shock, and shock defence in Baudelaire's
parrying of the shock in the repetitious parody of the camera. The image of the
403Bcnjamin, W., 'On Some Motifs in Baudelaire',
op.cit. 170
404Ibid., 171
405

Ibid., 171
406
Ibid., 171

407

Ibid., 191
408
Ibid., 171
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woman is photograph and camera in this relay of shock effect and shock
defence; the camera imparting a "posthumous shock. "409The happening of the
event, despite Baudelaire's

attempts to attribute a 'look' to this 'fleeting beauty'

is not masked by a resolution of the desire in such projected fulfilment.
only be staged in the 'negative'
shock interrupting

It can

space of the repeated parody of photographic

such projected resolution. As Benjamin's

commentary

affirms, Baudelaire experiences not erotic rapture, but "the kind of sexual shock
that can beset a lonely Manvi.410

As MacPheestates,referencingBenjamin's essay'Central park'411,but as
relevantto 'SomeMotifs' and 'A unepassante',"Baudelaire'sallegory break[s]
into [the] world to leaveits harmoniousstructuresin ruins."412Despite
...
Baudelaire'sefforts to organisethe experienceof the 'passante'in terms of
'fleeting beauty', he producesthe photographicimprint emergingfrom the
'negative' of the crowd, which doesnot 'look back'.413That said,his poetry
exemplifiesthe critical historical momentof readinginasmuchasthe impact of
modem experiencemay still lend itself to the attemptto articulateexperience
suchasin Baudelaire'scorrespondences
as"an experiencewhich seeksto
establishitself in crisis-proof form...it presentsitself asthe beautiful. In the
beautiful the ritual value of ad appears.
'414
This demonstratesthe crux of the issuewith regardto modemtechnologyand
the modemconditionsof perception.Whilst allegoricalseeingmay articulatethe
demiseof the holding at a distance,typified by the Kantian schemaof
perception,the possibility remainsto 'freeze' the dynamicsof modem
experienceinto the temporalco-ordinatesof subject-ledperceptions,as indeedin
the termsof Heidegger's'world picture'.

409

Ibid., 177
4 10
Ibid., 171
411Benjamin,W., 'Central Park', tran Spencer,L., (New GermanCritique, 34,1985)
no.
412MacPhee,G., TheArchitecture ofthe Visible,op.cit., 207
413Seealso the insightful readingof Baudelaire'sallegory of photography
and the crowd which
is "Une Passante"by SamuelWeber in Weber,S MassMediauras,(Stanford,Stanford
University Press1996)94-96
414Benjamin,W., 'On SomeMotifs in Baudelaire',
op.cit., 184
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The destruction of experience as holistic Erfahrung in the era of modernity, with
its production of commodities plucked from 'context' and instantly archaic,
disperses the conditions for the transmissibility of tradition, as aura, but at the
same time provides transformed opportunities for auratic perception. "The
disconnected moments of lived experience, now free from tradition, lie available
for new and potentially restrictive modes of recombination. 'A15

This is why photographyand film are so important for Benjamin,but in the
critical contextof new possibilities for perception,ashe suggestsin the essayon
Surrealism,where"an action puts forth its own imageand exists,absorbingand
long-sought
its
[and]
looks
the
it,
own
eyes
with
consuming wherenearness
imagesphereis opened...in which political materialismandphysical nature
justice,
individual
dialectical
inner
that
the
the
the
with
so
share
man,
psyche,
...
16
limb
'A
no
remainsunrent.
This is wherethe conceptof 'innervation' becomesimportant. In sum,this is the
transpositionof thosemimetic impulsesbetweenthe humanbody and 'first
nature' technologyfrom more archaictimes, the residueof which havenow
becomeindividualisedand fetishised,suchas in memoireinvoluntaire and
correspondances
onto the plane of the collective experienceof modemity, where
bodiesare 'automatonised'to the rhythmsof modemurbanlife, preciselyto
enablea 'play' within thoseconditions,with 'movement' dispersingthe
&autornatic'responsesdemandedof modemconditionsandthe transforming
417
technology.
'play'
possibilities of
asthe sphereof non-instrumentalitywithin

415MacPhee,G., 7he,4rchitectureof the Visible,op.cit., 209
.
416Benjamin,W., 'Surrealism' in One WayStreet,op.cit., 239
417The mechanisationof experience,its shocksand shockdefence,forms the context for the
'Motifs' essay.Benjamincites "Of the countlessmovementsof switching, inserting,pressingand
A touch of the
the like, the 'snapping' of the photographerhashad the greatestconsequence.
finger now sufficedto fix an event for an unlimited period of time. The cameragavethe moment
a posthumousshock,as it were.Haptic experiencesof this kind werejoined by optic ones,such
as are suppliedby the advertisingpagesof a newspaperor the traffic of a big city." And "wrote
Marx, that the worker doesnot makeuseof the working conditions.The working conditions
makeuseof the worker...In working with machines,workerslearn to co-ordinatetheir own
movementswith the uniformly constantmovementsof an automaton." Benjamin, W., 'On Some
Motifs in Baudelaire',op.cit., 176-177
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Miriam Hansen explains the significance of innervation for Benjamin first in
terms of the context, in which bourgeois culture had come to treat modem
technology as 'second nature',

Benjamindoesnot assumean instrumentalisttrajectory [for technology]
from mythical cunning to capitalist-industrialist modemity. The telos
[of the]
'dornination of nature' defines the second, modem
...
technologyonly from 'the position of the first', which soughtto master
nature in existential seriousness,out of harsh necessity.By contrast
Benjamin asserts[that the] the secondtechnology rather aims at the
interplaybetweennatureand humanity.And it is the training, practicing
of rehearsalof this interplay that Benjamin pinpoints as the decisive
function of contemporaryart, in particular film Film has the potential
...
to reverse, in the form of play, the catastrophicconsequencesof an
418
alreadyfailed receptionof technology-

Technologywas conceived,as 'secondnature' from the point of view of the
dominationof natureas an end in itself and "bourgeoisculture had been
complicit with that processby disavowingthe political implications of
technology,treatingit as 'secondnature', while fetishizing an ostensiblypure
andprimary natureasthe object of individual contemplation."419The point is to
recognisethe residualyield, the play andmovementof photographyand film as
a meansto reconnectwith thosemimetic impulsesof non-sensuoussimilarity,
transposedto contextof the modem experienceof the alwayspotentially
dispersed,moving 'crowd'; to put the 'play' or, in other terms,the heterogeneity
of historical layersof perception,back into modem experience.
Because
technicity,
aswell asits collectivemodeof
of themedium's
bring
film offersa chance
to
the
to
apparatus
social
perception,
...
to makerit public.'To makethetechnical
consciousness,
apparatus
of
intoa firstnaturefor
naturefortheindividual
ourtime,whichis second
is thehistorictaskof film.'...Innervation
thecollective,
asa modeof
humans
theinterplaybetween
technology
and(second)
regulating
can
(thatis escape
thedestructive
onlysucceed
vortexof defensive
numbing
if it reconnects
adaptation)
withthediscarded
powersof thefirst,with
418Hansen,M. B., 'Benjamin and Cinema', in Critical Inquiry, (Vol. 25, 2, Winter, 1999),
no.
320
419Hansen,M. B., 'Benjamin and Cinema', op.cit., 320
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mimetic practicesthat involve the body as the 'pre-eminentinstrument'
of sensoryperceptionand (moral and political) differentiation...[that is
to say] efforts of innervation on the part of a new, historically
420
unprecedented
collective which hasits organsin secondtechnology.

We can seehow, for Benjamin,this is anotherway of turning 'secondnature' on
its head.If, going along with Hansen'sinterpretation,thereis a hint of Kant
lurking in this notion of the body as 'pre-eminentinstrument', it is entirely recast
against,"the perceptuallimitations constitutiveof the humanbeing qua
individual body the anthropocentrismthat maintainsthe hierarchicpolarization
..
of humansover the rest of creation;andthe capitalist society'sperpetuationof
421
the self-identicalindividual againstthe realities of modem massexperience".
It is the challengethat technologypotentially offers to all this that drives
Benjamin.It is the imposition of subject-centredperceptualco-ordinatesand the
world throughtechnologythat
consequentsubordinationof the phenomenal.
createsthe conditionsfor the utmostviolence. That is why Benjamin exertsthe
utmost effort to readtechnologyagainstthat grain and imbricateit in an entirely
new way of conceivinghistory astechnology,technologyashistory. Thus
Benjaminwill turn to photographyand film astechnik, which providesfor an
expandedspectrumof perceptionanda visual yield that contributesto the
deepeningof apperceptionbeyondthe restrictionsof subject-centredcoordinates.
"'
in
less
'A Small History of Photography' addressesthis more or
overt ways.
It hints at the importance for Benjamin of 'reading' history through the technik
of photography, from "the fog that surrounds the beginnings... " to the "interval
of ninety years [that] discharges its historical tension'A23, we are not dealing with
history as the "fill[ing ofl homogeneous empty tiMe,, 424but instead those
,

momentswherebythe arrestof time that is photographyat the sametime

420

Ibid., 321
421
Ibid., 323

422Benjamin, W., 'A Small History
of Photography', op.cit., 240-257
423Ibid., 240
and 256

424Benjamin,W., 'Theseson the Philosophyof History XVIF in 11huninations,
op.cit., 264
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9425
into
"crystallization
presents the
a monad' , shot through with heterogeneous

time. The matters that emerge as decisive from the 'Small History of
Photography' have to be understood in terms of the technik of technology as
'second nature', which requires an entire renegotiation of the relationship
between technology and human experience. Technology as a second nature is no
longer in the position of being subordinated to the human-centred 'interiority' of
the 'first nature' technologies of magic or aesthetic technique. Thus Benjamin
will say that photography in its capabilities to reveal "the physiognomic aspects
of visuals worlds which dwell in the smallest things" will "make the difference
between technology and magic visible as a thoroughly historical variable. "426
Photography opens up the potential for a spatio-temporal heterogeneity as never
before, beyond the confines of aesthetic technique and subjective intention. This
is what Benjamin means by the 'optical unconscious'. 'Tor it is another nature
that speaksto the camera than to the eye: other in the sensethat a space informed
, A27

by human consciousnessgives way to a space informed by the unconscious.

What compels in photography is beyond subjective intention, by virtue of the
fact that, as Benjamin first delineates in reference to Hill's image of the
Newhavenfishwife, "there remains something that goes beyond testimony to the
photographer's art, something that cannot be silenced, that fills you with an
unruly desire to know what her name was, the woman who was alive there, who
even now is still real and will never consent to be wholly absorbed in art." He reiterates this in terms of the 'Dauthendey' picture, whereby,

No matter how artful the photographer,no matter how carefully posed
his subject, the beholder feels are irresistible urge to search such a
picture for the tiny spark of contingency,of the Here and Now, with
which reality has so to speak seared the subject, to find the
inconspicuousspot where in the immediacy of that long-forgotten
moment the future subsistsso eloquently that, we looking back may
428
rediscoverit.

42-1

Ibid., 265

426Benjamin, W., 'A Small History of Photography', op.
cit., 243-244
427Ibid., 243

428

Ibid., 243
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Importantly, whilst such moments may appear 'incoherent' in terms of a
perception co-ordinated by way of aesthetic technique, they can be subsequently
coherent in terms of a 'new regime of perception'. It is important to again stress
how photographs reveal "the visible as a historical variable" 429
and in this sense
can undermine any clinging on to the 'naturalised' conditions of aura. So,
like
"pump
have
the
to
the
aura
out
of
reality
water from a
photographs
capacity
That historically variable nature of visibility is also apparent in
sinking ship.99430
the desire "to bring things closer to us'431 which, as MacPhee suggests, connects
,
432
"the
different
with
apperceptive arrangement" demanded by photography,
for
it,
"sets
indeed
Benjamin
the
that
scene
a salutary estrangement
such
says,
as
between man and his surroundings". 433This seems to me to be precisely the
condition for the 'play' within technology as characterised by Hansen, above.

That element comes to the fore forcibly in relation to the technology of film. The
key to film lies in its constructed nature as a matrix of sequencing, inter-relating,
editing and cutting of images. As such, as MacPhee explains, "that is the spatiotemporal co-ordinates of formal coherence and meaning are themselves produced
through the sequencing and interrelation of images, rather than being a function
99434
fixed
framework
That is to say that the medium of film
transcendental
of a
.

matches the transitivity of technology as 'second nature' but brings this into play
with the distraction of its audiences,which, being both an opennessto new
possible configurations of perception other than fixed co-ordinates and, as Sam
Weber suggests,as dispersion or strewn-ness,435it connects with the way of
being of the masses,so that technology and bodily innervation may come
together. Hence the importance of the analogy with the surgeon, not just because
"he greatly diminishes the distance between himself and the patient by
penetrating into the patient's body and increases it but little by the caution with
which his hand moves among the organs" and, in a similar way, the cameraman

429Ibid., 244
430Ibid., 250
431Ibid., 250

432MacPhee, G.,
op.cit., 215
433Benjamin, W., 'A Small History
of Photography' :25 1, quoted in Macphee, G., op.cit., 215
434MacPhee, G.,
op.cit., 218
435see Weber, S., 'Art, Aura
and Media in the Work of Walter Benjamin' Afass Afediallras,
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), 102
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66
but because the picture obtained by
penetrates deeply into [reality's] web9436
,
the cameraman "consists of multiple fragments which are assembled under a
A37
law.
[Emphasis added]. It is precisely in this sensethat Benjamin reads
new

technologythroughconcepts,which are"completely uselessfor the purposesof
Fascism"whilst being "useful for the formulation of revolutionarydemandsin
" Fascismis capableof harnessing'second-nature'
the politics of art438.
technologyfor auraticends.It cando so by precisely that imposition of subjectcentredperceptualco-ordinatesandsubordinationof the phenomenalworld,
suggestedabove,so that by way of technologythe 'dispersed'massesare given a
facethat looks back,thus 'fixing' their co-ordinates.Fascismcan "attempt to
organisethe masseswithout affectingpropertyrelations", by "giving these
A39
That chance
but
to
themselves
their chance express
massesnot their right
.,
comesmost emphaticallyby way of 'self-expression';
"Mass reproductionis aidedespeciallyby the reproductionof the masses,In big paradesand
monsterrallies, in sportseventsand in war, all of which nowadaysare capturedby the camera
440
[Emphasisadded]
broughtface
tojace
themselves.
and soundrecording,the massesare
with

Fascism,by co-ordinatingthe meansby which the 'mass' looks itself in the face, allows the
Gmass'to find the gazethat ostensiblylooks back. Of course,this can also happenthrough other
-spectacular'meansvia a certain 'selection', "a selectionbefore the equipmentfrom which the
star and the dictator emergevictorious.'A41

It is this urgencythat drives Benjaminto his famousinversion,and it is worth reiterating its contextin termsof the importancefor Benjamin of the relationship
between'secondnature' andinnervation,
If the natural utilization of productiveforces is impededby the property
system,the increasein technicaldevices,in speedand in the sourcesof
energy will pressfor an unnaturalutilization, and this is found in war.
The destructivenessof war furnishes proof that society has not been
mature enoughto incorporatetechnology as its organ, that technology
436Benjamin, W., 'The Work
of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction' in Illuminations,
op.cit., 235

437Ibid.,
438Ibid.,
439Ibid.,
440Ibid.,
441Ibid.,

236
220
243
253, n. 21
249, n. 12
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hasnot beensufficiently developedto cope with the elementalforcesof
society ..[Mankind's] self-alienationhas reachedsuch a degreethat it
can experienceits own destructionas an aestheticpleasureof the first
order. This is the situation of politics, which Fascism is rendering
442
aesthetic.Communismrespondsby politicising art.

It is true that hereBenjamin 'names'a politics. But it is unlikely that he would
be 'guilty' of "over-naming" in termsof an 'instrumental' communism.Two
things are significant here.Benjaminhasbeenat painsto recognisethe
proletarianmassesasnecessarily'dispersed'by the 'atomising' forcesof
modernity,wherebybodily organsare 'disaggregated'into various 'functions'.
The point is not to disavowthis by a 'false consciousness'of an aggregated
body, but to turn this aroundthroughthe recognitionof a new topographyof
perception,which demandsan openfield of politics that may shoota starof hope
acrosshistory.
Following from this, Benjamin's conception of politics and history is decidedly
contra historical time understood as a continuum. For Benjamin the nonsensuoussimilarity inhering in perception conforms to concept of history
wherein, "The past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant
when it can be recognized and is never seen again'9443
; "to articulate the past
historically

it
in
flashes
by
hold
to
memory
as
seize
of
a
a
moment
means
of
..
danger"44 such that any politics is going to have to be in terms of the Jetztziet,
66animage is that in which the Then and the Now come together into a
constellation like a flash of lightening. In other words; an image is dialectics at a
standstill ...the image that is read, that is, the image at the Now of recognizability,
bears to the highest degree the stamp of that critical, dangerous impetus that lies
445
,,
It
the
to
that it is from
technology

at

sourceof all reading.
seems me
within
that Benjamin seeksthe conditionsfor a revolutionary(in termsof an awakening

442

Ibid., 244

443Benjamin, W., 'Theses
on the Philosophy of History V' in Illuminations, op.cit., 257
444Ibid., 257

445Benjamin,W., 'Re The Theory of KnowledgeThe Theory of Progress'Benjamin:
Philosophy,Aesthetics,History, ed. Smith, G., (Chicago:University of ChicagoPress,1989),5051
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to the 'Now-time)

politics, without succumbing to a technological or political

deten-ninism. As Miriam Hansen has it:

For the promise cinemaheld out [as a form of sensory,psychosomatic
aestheticexperience]was that it might give the technologicallyaltered
sensoriurn accessto a contemporarymaterially-basedand collective
form of reflexivity that would not have to surrenderthe mimetic and
446
temporaldimensionsof [historically individualised] experience.

Benjamin's readinghasbeencharacterisedas one of technologyas 'pure means',
which resonateswith politics as 'pure means'.To debateBenjamin'smeditation
on politics, as in his 'Critique of Violence' is beyondthe scopeof this thesis,but
this characterisationof his readingof technologyderivesfrom an interpretation
that suggests,"Benjamin hopedto separatethe pure, unalloyeduseof
technologicalmeans[the mediality of the [film] medium], that is film asa
A47
in
fascist
its
from
revolutionarymedium,
exploitation
propaganda., This may
be to interprethis reading,which clearly goesbeyondor seeksanotherdirection
to its 'semiotic' element,as 'pure' mediality. However,it seemsto me that
Benjaminrecognisednot only in film but in other aspectsof modernity,a mode
of sensoryaffect (surely alwayshistorical for Benjamin),which potentially
interplayedwith and therebypotentially "wrestedfrom conformism" a social
sensoriumthat had alreadybecome,far from 'pure' but mediatedby the 'means'
of productionand aspectsof the commodificationof everydaylife. In this sense,
it could be said that Benjaminwould not separatea politics of technologyfrom a
politics, as such.The legacyof readingsof Benjamin appearsto suggest
somethingof an impossibility of the political, inasmuchas,in termsof
Benjamin's view of the in-authenticityof tradition, as soonaspolitics became'a
politics', it would be on a path towardsits own disintegrationor, if given a
'face', would be dangerouslyauratic.448If politics derivesfrom and articulates
446Hansen, M. B., 'Benjamin
and Cinema', op.cit., 341
447Hanssen, B., 'On the Politics
of Pure Means' in Violence, Identity and Self-Determination,
eds. de Vries, H., & Weber, S., ( Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 246
448For
example, David S. Ferris argues "Benjamin's understanding of the historical is useless for
political organization: such an understanding is the testimony of an event, that is, of a dialectical
image, that must last long enough to be critical, but be cut off from what it criticizes, lest the
dialectical complicity of its ground be revealed In the moment of [this] discontinuity, Benjamin
...
attempts to think a politics, albeit a politics defined by its own inability to save itself, which is to
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the 'Now-time' as the interruptive 'crossing' of history seizing the past in-to the
presence of the new, then it is perhaps much more a politics of nuance and
reflexivity than some of the more contemporary interpretations of Benjamin's
language might allow, especially if we still search for a politics of redemption or
overcoming. The fact that for Benjamin redemption was only possible at the
point of the "outside of time" of the Messiah, acted, I think, as a critique of the
presumptions of a politics of overcoming in favour of the recognition of the
effect (power'; politics) of the enfolding of speculative critique into the here and
now, at the level of existence, to 'open up' a hope for future possibilities. In this
is
his
I
the
that
of
politics
and
aesthetic as far removed
reading
sense am not sure
from Nancy's as perhaps I first thought. Nor so that of Derrida, but there still
lurks the matter of the Messiah as possible transcendental signified, which I
think needs to be 'worked out' between Benjamin and Derrida.

In SpectersofMarx, Derrida showshow he goeswith yet departsfrom
Benjamin.As statedat the beginningof this chapter,Derrida takesup the notion
of the messianicas a spectralandpromissorytemporalstructure.It is this that he
is thinking of, with his injunction in resistanceto 'technology' and 'the media'
that for which we must assumethe inheritanceof Marxism as"that which
continuesto put back on the drawingboardthe questionof life, spirit, or the
449.
is
life
death',
It
life-death
beyond
the 'timethe
spectral,of
oppositionof
and
out-of-joint' asthe time of the infinite memory of and unaccountablefuture of
the 'the other' which for Derrida constitutesjustice, and that Derrida wrestles
from Marx's ontology by're-working' Marxism as a hauntology.Derrida is
particularly interestedin thoseaspectsof Benjamin's thoughtson history that do

say that politics can haveno history other than an inability to resist its ungroundablerelation to
history." SeeFerris, D.S., 'Aura, Resistanceand the Event of History' in Malter Benjamin
TheoreticalQuestions,(Stanford:StanfordUniversity Press,1996),24-25. PeterOsbomewrites
of Benjamin's politics as a 'black-hole. .....the political dimensionof the conceptof historical
experienceremainedcrucially under-determined.As the temporal structureof the new conceptof
experiencea sociologically basedbut MessianicalIyexpandedconceptionof the historical
experienceof cultural form achievesincreasingclarity, its political meaningrecedesfrom view.
The political, one might say, is the black hole at the centreof Benjamin's work. The linchpin of
his project to fuse materialismwith theology,the idea from which everythingelsederivesits
meaning,it is present,ultimately only asa need." SeeOsbome,P., 'Small-scaleVictories, LargescaleDefeats' WalterBenjamin's Philosophy:Destructionand Experience,eds.Benjamin,A., &
Osborne,P., (London: ClinamenPress,2000 edition), 93
449Derrida,J., SpectersofAfarx, op.cit., 54.
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450
it.
just
imply
but
But at the same time Derrida
the 'messianic'
mention
not
resists any identification with the Messiah. We might wonder why he namcs his
injunction messianic at all. We might also wonder whether Benjamin's bringing
history
be
his
into
here
Messiah
the
might
of
some
concept
of
with
play
but
'no',
'yes'
his
the 'no' supports the
I
and
equivocation on
part? might say
is
devoid of any
by.
Benjamin
'Messianic'
the
time
that
at
same
view
a
appeal
model of 'overcoming' or completion on his part. Furthennore, the alliance in
Benjamin between a politics of memory, ultimately premised upon the Messianic
and his concept of innervation, is not modelled on anything suggesting tile
'overcoming' in Hegel's senseof the incarnate of the 'body' of state or
So
for
Benjamin.
is,
I
Dispersal
think,
we need to explore
critical
community.
why the messianic for Derrida and why the messianic pitted against that other
in
Derrida
Specters
In
this
technology9
answers
question
ofMarx,
spectre of
terms of an inheritance of Marxism and an open future. To take the latter first, in
its thematic recurrence throughout Specters, Derrida will deploy the messianic,
despite its religious signification to mark the entirely open 'to come' of the other,

This eschatologicalrelation to the to-come of an event and of a
singularity, of an alterity that cannot be anticipated...just
opening...messianicopening to what is coming...to the event as the
foreigner itself, to her or him for whom one must leave an empty place,
always in memory of the hope - and this is the very place of
451
spectrality.

450In a footnotein SpectersqfMarx, Derrida particularly identifies Benjamin's thesesthus:
having extrapolatedon the 'puppetand the dwarf, Derrida continues"The following paragraph
namesmessianisni,or moreprecisely,messianicwithout messianism,a 'weak messianic
power'...Let us quotethis passagefor what is consonantthere...with what we are trying to say
hereabouta certainmessianicdestitution,in a spectrallogic of inheritanceand generations,but a
logic turnedto the future no lessthanthe past,in a heterogeneousand disjointed time. What
Benjamin calls Anspruch(claim, appeal,interpellation,address)is not far from what we are
suggestingwith the word injunction: "The past caffies with it secretindex by which it is referred
to redemption There is a secretagreementbetweenpast generationsand the presentone. Our
...
coming was expectedon earth.Like every generationthat precededus, we havebeenendowed
with a weakmessianicpower, a power to which the pasthas a claim. That claim cannotbe settled
cheaply.Historical materialistsawareof that...We shouldquote and rereadhereall thesepageswhich are dense,enigmatic,burning- up to the final allusion to the 'chip' (shard,splinter) that the
messianicinscribesin the body of the at-presentand up to the 'strait gate' for the passageof the
Messiah,namelyevery 'second'. For this doesnot imply, however,that for the Jewsthe future
turnedinto homogeneousempty time." Derrida, J., Spectresof Alarx, trans. Kamuf, P., (London:
RoUtledge,1994), 181,n. 2
451
Ibid., 65
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Simon Critchley suggeststhat, for Dcrrida, the messianic points to flic
irreducibility of the religious, or more exactly,
The irreducibility of the spectral is linked to the irreducibility of the
religious for Derrida, where Marx critique of religiosity would be part
and parcel of his ontological approach.Hauntology is premised upon
the irreducibility of forms of non-identity and alterity, where the
452
religious is a privileged form of suchalterity.

We could say 'yes' and 'no' to this in the context of Derrida's critique of Marx's
down
'ideological',
by
the
to
all
examples
of
chase
ontology as a means which
including religion. Derrida wants to put back in play a certain structure, which
in
in
to
the
to
the
ontological
order
refute
present
pertains a mode of
religious
favour of the promise, the 'to come'. This is the transformation required to
mobilise the spirit of Marxism against what Derrida characterises as an
insufficiency of the ontological vis-A-vis (to go right back to the beginning), "the
in
its
(we
this
the
word
ghostly sense)of tile
understand
new speed of
apparition
simulacrum, the synthetic or prosthetic image, and the virtual event, cyberspace
and surveillance, the control, appropriations and speculations that today deploy
453
It therefore seems to me that Derrida posits the
unheard-of powers".
messianic, not so much for its irreducibility in terms of the religious, but because
it sharessomething of or deploys a structure of differance, vis-A-vis what we
might understand as the apocalyptic structure of technology. This differentiation
is important in order to conclude that for Derrida there is no 'exterior' politics in
a 'pre-formed' or envisaged 'incarnate' sense that can be applied to technology
or our technologically dominated age. Just as we cannot assumethat which
counts as the inheritance of Marxism, or the inheritance of the religious for that
matter, on the basis of a content that may impede the 'absolute hospitality', the
4yes' to the arrivant(e), the 'come' to the future that cannot be anticipated 454
Insofar as it is open and it is "waiting

for the event as justice, this hospitality

is

455
ity,
if
it
its
keeps
absolute only
watch over
own universal
452Critchley, S., 'Derrida's Specters Marx' in Philosophy
of
and Social Criticism (Vol. 2 1, no.3,
1995), 17
453Derrida, J., Specters
ofMarx,
454Ibid., 168
455ibid., 168

op. cit., 52-54
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Here in Specters Derrida will write of a despairing messianism, which might
appear to have some affinity with Benjamin's articulation of hope and sadness
and "hope for the hopeless", but is distinct from this. Derrida links a "despairing
messianism" with the uncanny and unheimlich, "strangely familiar, yet
inhospitable at the same time" of Freud and Heidegger, to get across the
necessity for embracing a lack of assurance,an 'impossibility', "this figure of
absolute hospitality whose promise one would choose to entrust to an experience
that is so impossible, so unsure of its indigence, to a quasi-"mcssianism", so
A56
despairing
impoverished
for
fragile
This
anxious, so
a
messianiSM.,
and
...
despair is necessarybecause"without this... despair and if one could count on
what was coming, hope would be but the calculation of a program. One would
have the prospect but one would no longer wait for anything or anyone. Law
without justice. "457Such despair is necessary as the mark of a certain essential
hesitation and, we might say, interruptive vibration against whilst within tile
onslaught of the virtualisation of the tele-technological. 'It' moves, trembles, it
'spooks', 'es spukt; as part of the two-fold gesture, the differance of the
technological. As above, in this chapter:

"in the general dis-location to which our time is destined the messianic trembles on the
...
edge of this event itself. It is this hesitation, it has no other vibration, it does not live
otherwise, but it would no longer be messianic if it stopped hesitating; how to give rise
and to give place, still, to render it, this place, to render it habitable, but without killing the

future in the nameof old frontiers..., 9458

This position re-emergeswith Derrida's other sustainedengagementwith the
questionof technology,which occursin his debatewith BernardStieglcr. The
dialogueoccursin Echographiesof Television.459In brief, Derrida and Sticglcr
shareconcernsaboutthe ways in which contemporarytechnologymay or may
not keepopenthe possibilitiesfor reflexive memory and an openingto the
future. Stiegleris concernedthat the currentmodalities of technologicalimage
productionand the modesof 'selection' that predominateeconomicallyand
456

Ibid.,
168-169
457
Ibid., 169
458
ibid., 169
459Derrida, J., and Stiegler,B., Echographies Television,tran. Bajorek, J., (Oxford: Polity
of
Press,2002)
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socially, in termsof the disseminationof technologies,are suchthat, ratlicr than
openingup spaceandtime asmodesfor reflexive memoryand futurc horizons,
insteadare at onewith an undifferentiatedtemporalflux of consciousncss,which
is in dangerof reducingreflexivity. Respondingto Stiegler'spredominantly
Husserlianparadigm,Derrida reiterateshis thesisconcerningthe spatiotemporality of arche-writing,asdifferance,the alreadyinscribedanachronistic
him
in
Specters
'other'
that
temporality of that
preoccupies
ofAfarx.
spectre
Derrida will basicallykeepfaith with his articulation of inheritance,reading and
the notion of imagereadingas far more spatio-temporally"intcmally" 'different'
than Stieglermight allow. Stiegler,on the other hand,suggeststhat the selection,
direction and steergiven to modalitiesof the imagethat predominateas
potentially 'flattening out' memory,requiresan'extemalpolitical will to engage
in new paradigmsof intelligibility concerningthe image.It is in this Paxtental
sensethat Stieglerwill call for a 'politics of memory.'
The stake today is to invent, therefore, at an international level, a
politics of memory, in response to the 'economic' and
'phenomenological'specificity of the contemporarytechnologiesthat
allows the future to take place in a manner that is more than less
interesting, itself more than less promoting of the future Political
...
mobilization, is consequentlyfor Stiegler, one important condition of
reflection and invention upon the movementof difference and spacing
that constitute the tele-technologiesin the first place, a movement of
which these same technologies,in alliance with the econon-dc,are
vv460
reducingratherthan increasingconsciousness.

Both Derrida and Stiegiersharean injunction for an openfuture, premisedupon
invention
have
Derrida,
"an
but
that would
seenwith
a politics of memory,
aswe
461
impossible
is
itself
future)
to calculate.
promotethe incalculable(open
As Beardsworth summarises,

460SeeBeardsworth,R., 'Towards a Critical Culture of the Iniage' in TeAhnema,
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Thus where Stiegler looks for political determination between
difference and the technical, for the future to remain open, given that
determinationopensup the future as much as it may close it, with this
samehorizon in mind, Derridaboth looks to political determinationand
takes distance from the political instance, leaving the future of the
technicalto be decided,given that for him, anticipationalways runs the
462
risk of filling the future in.

Derrida has shownthat the thinking of technologyneedsto think the
anachronisticspatio-temporalityof differanceand the messianichesitation,
within the 'speedof the apparition' that contemporarytechnologyappearsto be,
in the way that he hasbroughtthe interventionof differanceto other forms of
frameworks
the
conceptual
and
communication,suchaswriting, art, speech,
through which they havebeenthought,asa politics without calculation,without
pre-determined'exterior' force.
Nancy will similarly but differently suggestthat 'politics' in relation to
technologyand art is co-extensivewith eachof theseon the basisof what they
shareand are exposeddo with regardto the circulation of sense.What is perhaps
difficult and strangein Nancy's thoughtis his privileging of 'sense' asthe way
in which we can rethink existenceandhow this can be appliedto political and
communalrelations,asopposedto essentialisingand totalising modelsof
thought. Insofar asthe aesthetichasa primary relation to sense,Nancy
neverthelessis not promulgatingthe aestheticasthe route to the political or as
the modeby which to deconstructthe technologicalas eachneedsto be rethoughtwithin its own terms.
I suggestNancy makessomethingof a bridge betweenHeidcgger and
Benjamin's thought along the lines of the distinction betweenaestheticsand
'aisthesis',art and sense.He extractsfrom Hcidcggcr the notion that art opensa
world, 'creates'the senseof senseasworld, world as sense,and extractsfrom
Benjamin, obliquely and more 'hidden' perhaps,that art hasto be thought in
termsof the infinite relativisationof the fragment.That is to say,where in sonic
462
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respects Nancy will 'echo' Heidegger's notion of the 'riss' on the border
between sense and world, for Nancy this is a 'fragmentary' opening to 'sense'
coextensive with world and has not to do with any claims towards the gathering
of a community, or similar broader "theological-political claims". Nancy also
takes from Heidegger the 'original' relation between 'art' and technology in
'techne', but he resists an opposition between the routes or 'ends' of each.
Rather, he re-thinks 'techne' in its specific articulation of sense.Similarly, vis-Avis Benjamin, Nancy will not critically separateart as 'technique', as a form of
constrictive application to 'nature', but will rethink technique as the mode of
infinite relativisation of the fragmentation of art that breaks with the 'artifice' of
the unicity in the concept of art. He takes from Benjamin something of the
historical urgency of rethinking 'sense' in the here and now, whereby 'our ýime'
appears to us as the 'absence' or 'loss' of 'sense', but is thus, and necessarily,
open to a future uncertainty of 'itself'. The absenceof senseof our world is
characterised both by the accumulation of senselessatrocities and our current
state of the West's future being determined by the continuation of a subjectcentred individualism cast within an ever expanding 'eco-technics' of capital.
Faced with this, the West's responseis, rather than rethink possibilities, to cling
on to

its yearning fascinationwith
politics,
exclusionary
and
appropriative
...
exteriority (God, Law, Value); its debilitating nostalgia for lost
community, myths and rituals...the precariousnessof its rational and
libertarian efforts to establishthe self-evidenceof 'freedom'; its selfdeceiving presumption of evil's essentialnegativity; the intrusion of
eco-technical values into health and life; its determination of the
463
'market value' of humanbeing reflectedin mediaopinion etc.
...

Underlying this is a 'substantialist'metaphysics,which relies on the presumption
of a predeterminedexistenceand essenceof humanbeing,which is in turn
reflectedback upon itself in what Nancy calls an 'immanentism'. Contrato this,
Nancy proposesa re-articulationof the 'circulation' or coming and going of
sense(asopposedto the 'vicious' circle of significationsthat I think Benjamin
463
Hutchens, B. C., Jean-Luc Nancy: The Future ofPhilosophy, (Buckinghamshire: Acumen,
2005), 2
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would identify with technique) that is our world, in which we exist as singular
finite beings, insofar as we are exposed to the plurality of, and thus the
fragmentary nature of this 'circulation' of sense. To share in the 'surprise' of
senseis our freedom, as an inaugural act, irreducible to those historical and
extant 'models' of history, community, politics, technology, art premised upon
substantialist conceptualisation. Nancy's thought thus proceeds by way of a
critique of and 'labouring' of such conceptualisations in order to draw out the
"untapped 'an-archic' conceptual possibilities of experience and the intense
disruptions, interruptions and fragmentations of existence"464,insofar as
immanent
in
has
been
thought
ways, which prohibit the
existence
substantialist,
thinking of freedom in the fragments of sense.

If Benjamin is a background figure for Nancy, it is through Hegel and Heidegger
that Nancy will primarily approach a rethinking of art and sense.In some ways
Nancy sharesHeidegger's view about the distinctive possibilities of art in
relation to experience. But Nancy moves away from Heidegger's immanentism,
in
is
'authentic'
to
the
which premised on an
gathering, with regard
place of art
disclosing a world. I want first to delineate some of Nancy's key thoughts in
relation to art and sensebefore considering the wider ramifications of Nancy's
thought on technology, politics and community.

Significant for Nancy is art asthe creationof 'worlds' of senseandthe
delineation,the 'setting out' of the singularplural of the senses.The point for
Nancy is to bring sense.
back into the world in all its fragmentationas existence
to counterthe attemptsto 'capture' senseundersomesubjectversusobject 'law'
or 'eidos', which canbe tracedback in the history of aesthetics.In this he is with
Heideggerand Benjaminwho, we might say,shareda view asto the
'constrictive' coordinatesof aesthetics,althoughthey differed dramatically in
their accountsof how to respondto this. Senseis restlessand strangeascoextensivewith world inasmuchas it marksthe continuing affirmation of
singularity andthe infinite finitude of sense.Nancy thinks the world without
transcendence
and,as such,the world is nothing but the singularinstancesof
464
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sense in their restless aleatory 'coming and going'. Insofar as there is a 'trans', it
is not the exteriority of a transcendental condition, but what Nancy calls a 'transimminence' to characterise this co-extensivity between world and senseas the
spacing of singular sense.For Nancy what art marks, traces or brings to presence
is the incessant strangenessand 'estrangement' of 'man' to his senseof senseas
existence, which means to say, our infinite exposure of ourselves to our
existence as non-essence. If this is our infinite exposure to the 'otherness' of our
being, Nancy does not evoke this in existential or transcendent terms of being
'thrown into the world'. It is more a matter of what Nancy characterises as
4affectability' and 'passibility' as being in the world toward sense.

Affectability constitutes the pres-enceof sensiblepresence,not as a
pure virtuality, but as a being-in-itself-always-alreadytouched,touched
by the possibility of being touched.For this, it is necessaryfor beingpassiblein itself to have alreadyoffered somepart of itself - but here,
the part countsfor the whole - to somethingoutsideof itself (or to some
part of itself set apart from itself). Affect presupposesitself. in this it
behaveslike a subject, but as the passive or passible actuality of a
being-subject-to.This originary act of passibility necessarilytakesplace
as the cutting and opening of an access,the accessthrough which it is
possible for a sensingthing to sensesomething sensed,for a sensed
thing to be sensed.Exteriority as intimacy of the aisthetic entelechy
gives us the cut of the place: sensationis necessarilylocal. A sensation
without difference and without locality -a sensationwithout world would not be a sensation(and would not be 'a' would not be this
465
singularbeing that a sensationas 'a' sensationalwaysis).

This is to broacha complex evocationof sensingoneselfsensingand being
sensed.But this discussion,seeminglyat the level of the minutiae of sense,is
critical for Nancy in extrapolatingthe significanceof the creationof singular
'worlds' or 'fragments' of sense,which arenecessaryfor our comprehensionof
the world as it is today. In a way, this is to recastBenjamin's innervationas the
'between' of beingsas singularitiesarticulatedby a supplementary,'hidden' we

465Nancy, J-L., The Sense
of the World, op. cit., 128-9

243

might say, senseof touch, as the one supposedly 'reflexive' but always
'exposed-to-the-other-at-a -distance' sense.466
The senseof touch feels itself feeling itself and thus presents the proper
moment of 'sensuous exteriority'.

It is both the interval between

touching and the heterogeneity of the ways this interval figures in
467

contactwith the singularitiesof the world .

Insofar as the modality of touch 'stands for' the 'gap' and 'spacing' as the
broached
by
the
time
the
same
at
condition of senseas sensing oneself-sensing
'other', Nancy is as interested in the 'localisation' of senseas the plurality of
worlds, 'demonstrable' by way of the irreducible heterogeneity of the aesthetic.
But what art makesvisible - that is, what it touchesupon and what it at
the sametime puts to work through techne- is that it is precisely not a
differential
happening
differentiation
to
a
an
organic
unity,
nor
matterof
as continuousvariation. It is rather a matter of this: that the unity and
difference
but
the
singular
of
are
nothing
and
uniquenessof a world are
a touch and a zone of touch. There would be no world if there were no
468
discretenessof zones(an extensionmore ancientthan any origin)
...

Given that the arts both touch upon one another and yet are discrete, and that
they can be thought as exposed to each other's 'otherness' in their very
'identity"', continually fragmenting both 'within' and in 'contiguity' with each
for
'modality'
'unity'
is
Art,
they
that
of
a
other any
articulate something
thinking the political and the communal as well. As such, thinking the singular
plural of the fragment enables a deconstruction of technology as a means of
undermining the 'sovereignty' of the technological, without dismissing
technology. In an interesting departure from Benjamin perhaps, and in a very
particular way inflected by aspectsof Heidegger's thought, 'art' (but let us not

466Derrida 's
essayon Jean-LucNancy is entitled 'Le Toucher', in which he makesconsiderable
idiomatic play on the notion of touch and its reflexivity; to touch on; to 'meddle with'; to
approachat a tangentin sucha way asto makeclear the heteronomyand distanceinstalled in
touch which alwaysalreadyinterruptsany assumedreciprocity or fusion' or auto-affection
46'Hutchens.B.C., Jean-LucNancy: TheFuture qfPhilosophy, op.cit.,55
468Nancy, J-L., 'Why Are There SeveralArts and Not JustOneT, 19.
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forget, art in all its fragmentation), certainly supports, or goes along with, a rethinking of technology.

Nancy recognisesthe intimate connectivitybetweenwar, sovereigntyand the
circulation of capital andits mediationsandwithin the immanentialthinking of
technology,war andits supposedopposites,humanitarianismand peacebecome
inter-related,suchthat the valuesand endsofjustice, goodnessand perpetual
peacebecomeempty andinaccessible,just as sovereigntyis the empty 'concept'
or "figure" of legitimacy for the "ecotechnicalspacingsof the circulation of
itself,
"46'9
Nancy
However,
that
time
the
within
capital.
recognises
at
same
"ecotechnicscan offer an absenceof sensethat it cannotitself appropriateby
immanentialthinking thereis a form of inaccessiblesovereigntyin the
...
community of sharingamongsingularitiesthat precedesthe instrumental
A70
figures
utilisation of
of sovereignty.
Political andor technological'determination' in this senseis the aleatorycoming
and going of 'touches' of communicativesensethat both 'tie' and 'untie' in their
relation.

The inexpressiblecommunicabilityof sharingcomposesa sovereigntythat will never
reacha limit, neverachievethe immanentialend of sovereigntyfor which ecotechnics
purportedlystrives.... buried beneaththe ecotechnicalcirculation of capital and the
sovereignlogic of war is the technologythat assistsin the circulation of meaningas an
end in itself ..the network of communicationexposesus to the interleavedreticulationsof
existence... the global condition of the world is one in which thereis spacing,not
finishing; the intersectionof singularitiesnot the identification of figures; and the
I
lacking
in
is
in
itself.
"47
ideal
that,
the
exhaustionof
reality
of sovereignty

In Nancy's own words:
The global world is also the finite world, the world of finitude. Finitude is spacing.
Spacing"executes"itself infinitely. Not that this meansendlesslybeginning again,but
that meaningno longer occursin a totalizationand presentation(of a finite and
accomplishedinfinite). Meaning is in not finishing with meaning....Within this "nothing";
thereis no repressionor sublimationof the violent burst of sovereignty:never to be
469Hutchens, B. C., Jean-Luc Nancy: The Future
ofPhilosophy
470Ibid., 154
471Ibid., 154
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153

finished with, thereis an explosion from beyondwar, the lightning of peace.In a sense
...
this is technologyitself. What is called technologyor againwhat I have called ecotechnics
(in itself which would liberatedfrom capital), is the techneof finitude or spacing.This is
no longer the technicalmeansto an End, but techneitself as in-finite end, techneas
existenceof finite existencein all its brilliance... a technologythat of itself raisesthe
necessity of appropriating its meaning against the appropriative logic of capital and the
472
logic
sovereign
of war.

As such,political andtechnological'determination' is constitutively opento,
exposedand evenvulnerableto the future. But this is 'preferable' to, in Nancy's
terms, appropriatingthe meaningsof art, technology,the political, and
community andreflecting themback in an 'ideality' so as to predict their future
outcomes.
Insteadof empoweringourselvesby treatingsuchnotionsas significationsof a controllable
future, it is imperativeto deconstructtheir termsand contextsin order to free them from
473
corrosivepresumptionsthat anticipatethe form the future will take.

We needto go back to T.J. Clark's meditationon art andtechnologyat the
beginning of this chapterandre-approachthis relation betweenart and the
'image' world andthe potential politics this relation offers. "What is the
differencebetweendeadmimicry and live (uncanny)'giving voice' ?99474
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Chapter Four: Life after Theory

The underlying themeand concernof the thesishasbeento rethink the
relationship betweenaestheticsandpolitics without subordinatingone to the
other and without recourseto totalising concepts,which assumea foundationand
ground for eachandreturn the 'other' andits future possibilities to the 'same'.
There is an ethico-politicalproject of my own here,in that I am seekinga way in
which the readingof art andits history andthe philosophicalhistory of
aesthetics,can make a differenceaspart of an ultimately emanicpatoryproject,
without sucha readingbeing subordinatedto a political programmethat reduces
the effectivenessand affect of the art, but at the sametime without recourseto
aestheticism.That is preciselywhy I havebeenattractedto the thought of
Derrida andNancy. It is their acknowledgeddebt to and closereading of the
'metaphysics'of modernity anda radicalisedrepositioningof ontology for
contemporarycontextsthat I havepursuedhereas a meansto think another
approachand a different conceptualspace.
The influence of Derrida's thought on the discipline of art history, although of
influence
has
it.
Nancy's
Jean-Luc
been
I
has
some significance,
great, as see
not
been even less so, and it has only been in the past four years or so that Nancy's
6position' on art has been commented upon and his overall body of thought
475
explained.

Specific commentaryon Nancy and art appearsin a volume that characterisesits
provenancein termsof 'post theory' or after 'high theory'. Theory is here
understoodunderthe broad sweepof critical theory and its dominancein the
eightiesand nineties.

475SeeMalpas,S., 'Touching Art. ' In TheNewAestheticism.Joughin,J.J.
and Malpas, S.,
(Manchester:ManchesterUniversity Press,2003), 83-95.,Hutchens,B.C., Jean-Luc Nancy and
the Future ofPhilosophy. (Buckinghamshire:AcumenPress,2005) and James,I., The
FragmentaryDemand:an introduction to thephilosophyofJean-Luc Nancy. (Palo Alto:
StanfordUniversity Press,2006).
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Art's relations to dominant ideologies have been exposed from a
number of perspectives,as well as its potential to challenge these
ideologies. What has frequently been lost in this process,however, is
the senseof art's specificity as an object of analysis-or more accurately,
its specificity as an aestheticphenomenon.In the rush to diagnoseart's
has
tended
by
theoretical
analysis
culture,
and
contamination politics
determines
the work's
that
to
or
grounds
always posit a prior order
aesthetic impact, whether this is history, ideology, or theories of
subjectivity. The aestheticis thus implicated in other terms, with other
476
its
criteria and singularity effaced.

That Nancy's work might emergeandbe given a context in the wake.of the
demiseof critical theory is not to be takenlightly. It could be arguedthat the
demiseof critical theory is symptomaticof variousother 'posts' aspart of the
in
West,
that
the
a post-historical,
are
such
we
claimed neo-liberalconsensusof
[theoretical]
post-critical
and
now
post-ideological,post-feminist,post-colonial
'habitus'
the
the
have
I
of
this
of
whether
problem
world. myself
with
wrestled
thoughtsof Derrida andNancy, might be part of the problem that they
neverthelessseemto me to acutelyaddress.
However what hasbeenevidentto me is that neitherDerrida nor Nancy has
like
in
implicitly
their
a postsomething
writing
advocatedeither explicitly or
is
different
in
done
have
What
they
a
recognise
way
critical, new aestheticism.
which art, literature,and languagearecritical, ethical andpotentially
emancipatoryin relation to a re-thoughtidea of the political.
The matterof theory hasbeenin discussionthrougha major publishing event for
the discipline of art history since2004,Art Since1900,the encyclopaedic
behind
historians/critics
the
by
the
who
are
publication produced
group of art
journal October.477In its publishing releaseat least,it was claimed to be "a
landmarkstudy in the history of modemart". I statethis to mark out its
provenancewithin the commercialcirculation of art historical texts and not to
commenton its claim. My interesthereis in how its presents'theory' aspart of
476Joughin, J.J.
and Malpas, S. The New Aestheticism op. cit., I477Hal Foster,
et al. Art Since 1900: Modernism, Anti-Modernism. Postmodernism. (London:
Thames and Hudson, 2004).
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its study. It introduces itself by means of four 'key' theoretical paradigms for
the study of art history, 1) psychoanalysis, 2) the social history of art, 3)
formalism and structuralism and 4) post-structuralism and deconstruction. I think
it fair to say that these introductions draw upon the more obvious analogies with
visual art works (and the specificity of art works is significant), such as surrealist
painting with psychoanalysis, realism with social history, cubism with
structuralism, "de-institutionalising" and "appropriation" art with poststructuralism and deconstruction. This is understandable in terins of its textbook
status, which ensures for the reader a visual reference for the theoretical premises
introduced, and it could be that the writers thought it important to historicise via
My
history,
theoretical
the
sensethough
apparatus.
conceptual
art
claims of each
is that it presents us with a memory of the politics of theory, now past.

I have deliberatedover suchmattersandthe where andhow we are to searchfor
has
This
led
than
has
thinkers
to
others.
rather
a politics and ethics,
me some
beenin an effort to avoid an over-reductive,either/ormechanismfor critical
thought, or a return to paradigmsthat appearto me to endup not quite meeting
the demandsof a situationwhich seemsto call for a different conceptionof the
aestheticand the political.
Theory itself hasbeenrenderedby someas culpablein forging the 'consumerist
syndrome'and spawninga 'culture without a subject' or direction, inasmuchas
it hasbeenthoughtby somecommentatorsthat, say,a scepticismin terms of the
link betweenpower and knowledgerendersall knowledgeand all truth (and thus
ethical) claims relative and continually subjectto re-evaluationto the point of
insubstantiality,or that the questioningof assumptionsaboutsubjectivity renders
the 'subject' bereft of agency,powerlessagainstthe onslaughtof linguistic and
pictorial intcrpellation.
In terms of Art Since 1900,1 had an expectation that it might have something to

say aboutthe resourceswe can bring to bearupon an understandingof ethicsand
politics in relation to aestheticsand art objectsand their location within
4representation'now. The publication is mindful to point out someof the
difficulties facedin articulating the aestheticandthe political in current times.
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The round-table discussion concluding the book, tellingly entitled "the
478
in
this
predicament of contemporary art", marks
out a number of ways.

The argument captured in the discursive signing-off is that we face the overall
absorption of contemporary art into the culture industry, epitomised by the
spectacularisation of the museum and gallery as part of an abundant
spectacularisation of design along with consumerist display via fashion and
retail. This is, according to the argument, the falfilment of Guy Debord's
&society of spectacle' analysis of 'integrated spectacle'; the working out to its
fullest intensity of "the intensification
image" and "the intensification

it
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that
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the
extent
capital
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of
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becomes
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that
the
effect
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capital. tA79

There is the relationshipbetweenart and globalisationin the wake of
postcolonialcritique, whereby,despitecritical effort andthe openingof spaces
for 'postcolonialothers' and their aestheticarticulation,the impact of
globalisationneverthelessendangersandbrings about further commodification
of criticality.
There is the awkward relationship of art to technology. This is presented as an
antinomy between the artist as 'technophile' and the artist as deliberately
'technophobe'. On the one hand, there is the embrace of the technological by
artists augmenting technologies to the 'second power'. This is by virtue of the
further aestheticisation of the already aestheticised commodity of visual
technology, which marks the everyday experience of circulated images. The
work thereby brings about an immersive experience of awe. On the other hand,
there is the ploughing of the remnants of the technological by exploring the
discarded and the outmoded as a medium. However this is then prey to a
fashionable commodification.

Finally there is the demise of theory. None of the paradigms; psychoanalytic,
Marxist social historical, structuralist or post-structuralist appears to speak to
478Ibid., 671-679
4'9 Ibid., 673.
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these times of "flattened indifference", "consumerist-touristic sampling of art",
480
in
the shape of technologised amnesia.
and memory

Whilst the book standsasan historical work, one still perhapswishesfor a sense
of the future in which we might institute a reconsiderationof what we might
meanby, andneedto think, in termsof the political andthe aesthetic,in order to
give us a different kind of leverageon thesequestionsother than a somewhat
dystopianview, tinged with, asI suggestedabove,the memoryof, andperhaps
nostalgiafor, a certainhistorical conjuncturefor 'theory'.
The notion that we needa different kind of leveragehasbeenrunning throughout
my thesis,andhasbeeninterveningand interrupting, and I now needto setout
the termsmore extensively.Borrowing from Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe,
arguablyre-thinking the political andthe aestheticand how they may relateto
481
does
one another,
require somethingof a retreat. It requiresa retreatprecisely
in order to engagein what it meansto facethe political and the aestheticwhen
they havereachedtheir limit points such that they arehypostasisedinto
totalising concepts.The senseis that the political is 'everywhere', suchthat we
can no longer critically engagewith the political reflectively andthe aesthetic,
too, is suchthat it is 'everywherebut' wherewe might seekto critically engage
with it.
To explain this I first return briefly to Derrida and the political. In a seminar
given by ChristopherFynsk, presentedin relation to the inaugurationof the
Centrefor PhilosophicalResearchon the Political set up by Jean-LucNancy and
Philippe Lacoue-Labarthein 1980,482
he showshow Derrida hasexplainedthat
philosophy(his way of 'doing' philosophy)is political, insofar asit is a certain
retreatfrom the political. Inasmuchasthe political is understoodas one meansof
the productionof representationor representingproduction,Derrida showswhat
a limiting condition this is. Ian Jamesin his book on Nancy discussesit thus:
480
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481Lacoue-Labarthe,P.
and Nancy, J-L., Retreatingthe Political. Ed. Sparks,S. (London:
Routledge,1997).
482The papers
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Philosophicalpractice,in Fynsk's words, becomes[in deconstruction]a
"work of readingor writing which brings to light that point whereevery
implies
is
to
that
which
every
practice
say
representingproduction- and
language- fails. Every practicethen,including its own."... This moment
of failure which philosophicalactivity affirms is an encounterwith what
he calls, after Granel, the "practical finitude" of all humanproduction.
By this he means the inability of human production to master the
483
foundation.
it
its
relation maintainsto groundor

The key point about this reference to 'practical finitude' however, is that the
recognition of this is repressed,or suppressed,by the metaphysical grounding of
human production in its figures; God, Man, Reason, (and I add) Politics, Art,
Technology, Human Rights, Sovereignty, the Nation State, Hospitality,
Cosmopolitanism "and thereby attempts to install itself as master over a specific
domain beings.,A84It is to this that Nancy's conceptualisationof totalising or

of
immanentismrefers,ratherthan totalitarian forms of political statesthemselves.
It is also that which Derrida's thoughtseeksto uncoverand, againstwhich, his
finitude',
'practical
'politicises',
by
andthe
philosophy
way encountering
41
affirmation offailure.
failure, the affirmation of the
of
philosophies
affirmation
...
impossibility of mastering a ground or foundation, is less a nihilistic
instance
into
of
an
encounter
with
the
an
more
staring
abyss and
freedom and decision (that is the recognition that our being is not
decision
in
by
which the
a
a
ground),
or
predetermined an essence
others and shared relation to being is at
finitude'
'practical
[deconstruction's]
meansthat
with
stake...
encounter
philosophyis not and cannotbe a theoretical practice,that is to say, one
existence of

be
directs
itself
to
the
toward
producedon the
as
a
work
world
which
basis of grounded conceptual representations.Rather, in thinking
existencein terms of practical finitude, as a relation to an unniasterable
ground, philosophy allows for the possibility of a certain kind of

483James,I., TheFragmentaryDemand: introduction to thephilosophy ofjean-Luc Nancy.
an
(Palo Alto: StanfordUniversity Press,2006), 156.
484
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decision with regard to existenceor being in which something new
485
might emerge.

It is not that Derrida's thoughtdeniesrepresentationand its effectsin philosophy
and in the law, in the conditionalof hospitality, of friendship,of historical time
The effects of representationare always at work within philosophy,
...
but at its limit and in its encounterwith practical finitude philosophy,
"affimns itself as being both more and less than such a representing
because,
is
here
Philosophy
as an attempt to
political
production"...
interrogateor exposethe limits of cultural knowledge and practices,it
"would seekthe conditionsof an effective alteration in thesepractices;
it would seek to open itself to what, from a past inaccessibleto those
practices,gives a future. It would seekto producepolitical possibilities
for communities yet to come"...it is rather about releasing future
know
limit
from
think
about the
the
we
we
of
what
points
possibilities
486
past and the present.

further
Derrida
that
question the
arn not sure
would readily accept without

it
is
be
'communities'
here
to
to
perhapsnot that
exact,
reference
more
and,
philosophy or theory is political. It is differance, the spectral, time out ofjoint,
the messianic without messianism, 'democracy-a venir-to come', unconditional

hospitality, that arepolitical becausethey exposethe antagonismbetween
finitude and its suppression.Hence,I suggestthat, for Derrida, therecan be no
be
based
in
that
upon a
the
thepresent
would
as
politics of
strict sense,
moment,
'grounding in/of the present'which is the very suppressionof finitude that his
politics exposes.

This hasled to somewell known difficulties consideringwhat somehave
thought asDerrida's inconsistencyor equivocation,"one the one hand
conditional... on the other handunconditionalastwo indissociableterms" and his
insistenceonnegotiation betweensuchheterogeneous
elements,whilst at the
sametime advocatingthe "to come" and avoidanceof political programme.
Laclau and Critchley's critique in ChapterOneof this thesiswould suggestthat a
485James, I.,
op.cit., 157.
486James, I.,
op.cit., 157.
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more practical politics can in fact arise out of such negotiation, insofar as the
articulations arising from hegemony, for instance, do not presuppose a purported
grounding or foundational essence.As I have tried to show, however, Derrida's
thought would suggest that hegemony as such, and that which arises as the
overarching term, being open to deconstruction, renders it one more attempt to
'frame' future possibilities.

ConsideringDerrida's thoughtin the way that Fynsk articulatedit in 1980,the
political hasbeenthere all along.It seemsto me that, for Derrida,the political is
it seeksto
the tracing of this gapbetweenrepresentationand the groundlessness
obscure,and this is worked throughin relation to the variousencounterswith the
representationsthat he writes andtalks about.Our responsibility is towardsthe
intimation of this differanceand limit. It is a responsibilitybecause,within this
gap, the exclusionarynatureof our representationsare openedto the other and
the 'time ofthe other', as capturedin Derrida's important figure of the spectral
and his resistanceto ontology and,to an extent,materiality. Art and Literature
arepolitical in the sensethat they are [not] representationsbut are capableof
exceedingrepresentationby 're-marking' the intimation of the relation between
representationand its inassimilable'other'. Throughoutthe thesis,I havepointed
to a numberof texts in which Derrida developsthis. I am not proposingthat
'deconstruction'be appliedas a 'theory' to art works, as a meansby which it
demonstratesor finds itself reflectedback its own premises.Rather,I am
suggestinga comportmenttowardsthe readingof art, suchthat what might be
un-thought is open to future possibilities.

In one of his later seminars,Derrida makesa finer point of differencebetween
the 'other in me' and the 'wholly other', with referenceto the poetry of Paul
Celan.

Still privileging, since it hasbeenour concernthroughout,a thinking of
sovereignty, of its majesty in the figure of a present and self-present
ipseity, sometimesself-presentin the form of the ego, in the living
presentof the ego, of the T, this T, this power to say T, that from
Descartesto Kant and to Heidegger,hasalwaysbeenliterally, explicitly
reserved for human being... what I would like to make apparent, if
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possibleis how Celansignalstoward an alterity, that, in the insideof the
T as the punctual living present,as the very point of the self-present
living presentýan alterity of the wholly other, comesnot to include and
modalize another living present (as in the Husserlian analysis of
temporalization,where in the protention and the retention of another
living presentin the now living present,the ego comprisesin itself, in
its present,anotherpresent),but - and this is a wholly other matter let's appearsomethingof the presentof the other, this 'letting the most
proper of the time of the other'...
But perhaps we are beginning here to think this subtle, unheimlich
difference between the two kinds of strange, a difference that is like the
place for the narrow passage of poetry of which Celan soon will speak.
It is the difference, in the punctuality of the now, in the very point of the
present instan4 of my present, between, on the one hand, my other
living present (retained or anticipated by an indispensable movement of
retention and protention) and, on the other hand, the wholly other, the
present of the other whose temporality cannot be reduced, included,
assimilated, introjected, appropriated within mine, cannot even resemble
it or be like it, the present or proper time of the other, which I must no
doubt forgo, giving it up radically, but whose very possibility (the
perhaps beyond all knowledge) is also at the same time the chance of
the encounter and of this eventý of this coming, of this step called
poetry ... a poetry that robs and turns the breath, that is to say, also life
and path, which can still be a path of art at the same time larger and
487
narrower.

What Derrida seemsto call upon hereis an ethical relation (and it is a matterof
debateasto whetherthis may alsobe 'political'), that is a relation to the wholly
other suchas is found in Blanchotand Levinas.This, insofar asthat ethical
relation is drawn from the absenceof 'in-common' andthat which relates'us' is
the absenceof commonand the intimating and attunementto the 'wholly other'.
Art and literaturecan show this by virtue of their singularity and the capacityto
re-markthis. It is the necessary,what we might term, struggle betweenthe
names[we] give to and inherit as,the institutionsthat 'bind' us, including
languageas such,andthe singularity of the [wholly] other, that marks Derrida's
work. Thereis somethingof a 'double' other in Derrida's thought, insofar ashe
487Derrida,J., Sovereigntiesin Question.EdsDutoit, T.
and Pasanen,0., (New York: Fordham
University Press,2005),131-133.
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is acutely aware of the relation of inheritance, history and memory (which is not
always benign), that we bear to language, for instance, such that it is not our own
most, even as we strive to make it our 'own' and is always inscribed with an
'other'. ýkt the same time, it is through this spectrally inscribed language that an
ethical relation to the other is possible.
This revenancedoesnot befall wordsby accident,following a deaththat
would come to spareall others.All words, from their first emergence,
partake of revenance.They will always have.been phantoms,and this
law governs the relationship in them between body and soul. One
cannot say that we know this because we experience death and
mourning. That experience comes to us from our relation to this
revenanceof the mark, then of language,then of the word, then of the
in
itself
literature,
is
What
other words a
art
or
name.
called poetry
certain experienceof language,of the mark, of the trait as such - is
perhapsonly an intensefamiliarity with the ineluctableorginarity of the
spectre... the common universal experience of language in general
becomeshere an experienceas such and appearsas such in poetry,
literature and art. Here would be much to say about this 'as
such'... Whoever has an intimate, bodily experienceof this spectral
errancy,whoeversurrendersto this truth of language, is a poet, whether
488
he writes poetry or not.

In this sensehe has a somewhatdifferent perspectiveon how we might think the
relationshipto sense,being,being-in-commonand the placeof the aestheticand
the political comparedto Nancy. Derrida's differentiation betweenthe other and
the 'wholly other', appearsto underscoresomethingof a transcendentalethics,
ashasbeenarguedin respectof Levinas.However,it would seemto be more of
a piecewith his notion of the messianic,insofar as thereis the other in me that is
alwaysalreadyin me asthe necessaryrelation of identity which can in this sense
be 'thought' and 'understood',but then thereis the other, wholly inassimableto
'thought' and an 'order' of temporalityor horizon of expectation,as suggested
with the double 'other' within languageabove.

488Derrida J, Sovereigntiesin Question,
op.cit., 105.
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It is here that there may be a difference between Derrida and Nancy, in that
Derrida is much more concerned with a relation that involves a structure of
temporal and spatial disjunction which 'inscribes' a [spectral] alterity on the
principle of responsibility, rather than the 'sharing of voices' or
contact/separation that Nancy invokes.

In their earlier deliberationsin settingup the Centrefor PhilosophicalResearch
on the Political, Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthethink the relation of the
for
in
Derrida's
to
the
philosophy
as
political
case
philosophical
with
political
mind and in responseto Heidegger'sideasof epochal'sending' and the
'completion' of metaphysics.They identify two aspectsto the political. One is it
completeness.The retreatof the political is the retreatof philosophy from the
it
is
"...
longer
is
insofar
the
question.
a
not a questionor
no
political,
as political
in question,but is ratherthat which, in politics, goesunquestioned(e.g. the
its
is
debate
that
and
politics
ultimately
acceptancewithin much contemporary
last momenta function ofpolitical economyandthat all other considerationsarc
subordinateto this)."489
In the mannerof Heidegger'scritique of metaphysicsandhis understandingof
epochalsending,the political is no longer a questionbecauseof the co-belonging
of the political with the philosophicalunderstoodasmetaphysics.The
metaphysicalsendingof being of the epochis the actualisationof thought as the
political throughphilosophicallyinstantiatedfigures of the human.In this sense
Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthearticulatethe completionof the "onto-theological"
project carriedon through the Enlightenment.
EuropeanEnlightenmentthat constructedthe human in a number
the
...
of specific ways (through the privileging of free will, of rational or
cognitive faculties,or of the equality and rights of the individual within
a universality of justice or law) is itself a secular continuation of an
figures
human
Through
these
the
tradition
that
of
onto-theological
...
...
tradition has imposeditself over the past threecenturiesin an attempt to
actualize or 'complete' itself in different political forms... What this
epochal thinking leads to... is the sensethat, in the wake of specific
489

James,I., op. cit., 158.
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(totalitarian)projects and specifically in the light of the failure of these
...
it
is
has
itself,
that
the
completed
or
now subject to a
projects,
political
certain kind of closure... In this context socialism is given a privileged
be
it
is
to
the complete and
dominant
taken
since
position
and
for
imposition
figure
to
up
and
what,
us at
philosophy's
of
completing
leastýcould have representedthe hope of a critique and a revolutionary
490
radicalizationof establishedMarxism.

With the failure of socialismandthe loss of any senseof a revolutionaryproject,
the political is completeas it is no longer able to be thought and rcalised.Instead
it becomesthat which is obvious,unexamined,and in its very completionand
is
The
to
to
unable
that
respond.
reflection
obviousness,
which philosophical
political must be thoughtanew.
This is on a par with Nancy's later Nietzschean-inflectedmeditationon the
in
to
this
time,
the
also
referred
elsewhere
absenceof sense,and
exigencyof our
thesis.The absenceof sense,understoodas the completion or closureof
philosophy,is evidentin a numberof Nancy's texts.
We know, indeed, that it is the end of the world and there is nothing
illusory aboutthis knowledge... But the sameadversariesof the thought
do
in
incorrect
they
that
'end'
not see that the words with
the
are
of
is
(history,
to
designates
that
an
end
coming
which
which one
)
the
subsistent
of
are
not
names
world
philosophy, politics, art,
...
ideas,
but
in
the
entirely
concepts
or
names
of
themselves,
realities
determined within a regime of sense that is coming full circle and
491
blinded)
(thereby
before
itself
eyes.
our
completing

This connects

with

the other aspect of Nancy

the retreat of the political,
world

analysis

of immancntism.

As much as tile

is the question

has lost the sense given to it by transcendental

attempt

to overcome

figures

'posited'

this loss by realising

within

and now, to the exclusion
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and Lacouc-Labartlie's

the totality

erstwhile

values, so there exists the
transcendent

principles

of the social body or community

of all others. It is this totalising

162.

491Nancy, J-L., The Sense
of the World, op. cit., 4.
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of

immanence

in

in tile here
that is tile

mark of totalitarianismin its broadestsense,and not in termsof empirically
described
hitherto
of
power
as such.It is in
existing regimensof organisations
the nameof thesefiguresof immanencethat atrocitiescontinueto occur.
Insofar as the political within the totalitarian formation is no longer a
transcendence
or an alterity (the divine or a 'yet-to-come'), but rather is
invoked as an 'alreadyhere', an immanencegoverning the social whole,
it cannotbe questionedas such and maintains itself in an omnipresent
is
for
does
it
[this]
that
mean
us a
not
giveness and self-evidence...
be
it
God,
Man
transcendence,
to
the
whether
appeal
matter of repeating
have
installed
totalitarianism
History;
transcendences
these
which
are
or
or those in which it has installed itself, converting them to the
immanenceof life-in-common such nostalgia is precisely that which
...
motivates the drive toward immanence and totality proper to
492
totalitarianisrn.

This is the key to Nancy's drive to re-treatand re-envision 'being-in-theworld',
not on the basisof immanentfigures or significations which claim to have
alreadygiven or orderedor substantiatedour senseof the world, but on the basis
of sense,as such, asexistence,which for Nancy is alwaysalreadysingularplural.
In order for the human to be discovered and in order for the phrase
'human meaning' to acquiresomemeaningeverything that hasever laid
be
'man'
the
must
truth
essence
or
end
of
to
the
nature,
about
claim
be
human
that
they
Can
would
think
a
such
and
an
earth
we
undone...
only.what they are - nothing but earth and human- and such that they
horizons
harboured
be
the
under these
often
various
would
none of
have
'views'
in
'perspectives'
the
or
view
of
which
we
of
names,none
disfigured humans and driven them to despair?...What if this
let
know
is
that we
tom
tears
and
open
us
open
which
multiplicity,
...
havenot evenbegunto discoverwhat it is to be many... what if it lets us
know that it is itself the first laying bare of a world that is only the
world, but which is the world absolutely and unreservedly,with no
meaning beyond this very Being of the world: singularly plural and
493
pluraly singular.

492James, I.,
op cit., 164.
493Nancy J-L., Being Singular Plural, op.cit., pp. xi-xiv.
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If this soundslike a return to a 'new found' humanism,this is not Nancy's
project, given that the 'human' itself hasbecomeone of thoseimmanentfigures
claiming substanceor substantialtruth beyondquestion.Rather,what Nancy is
broachingis an understandingof the world asthe multiple, fragmentary
circulation of sensethat it is with singularitiesalwaysin circulation with a
multiplicity of sense.

Insofar asNancy appearsto privilege the multiplicity of ýense,his thought might
be conceivedas a new form of aestheticismor somethingbeyondexistential
phenomenology.Whilst it is the casethat Nancy's thought developsby way of
labouring or inverting someof the conceptualapparatusassociatedwith these,
such conceptionsof his thoughtmay re-instatea conceptualimmanentismand
desirefor substantiationthat his thoughtcontinually seeksto resist.
It may be said that Nancy invokes a particular kind of realism and materialism
through his ontology; an understanding of being and existence and the very
materiality of thought, which he mobilises through certain modalities. As these
modalities proffer sensein relation to exteriority and continual interruption of
any 'Pull' to substantiation in the senseof immanence, they are both responsesto
and invocations of a 'fragmentary demand'.

Nancy's thought writes against the grain of what one might have come to expect
in relation to ontology, ethics, community, politics or art. It might be said, for

instance,that thereis an ethicalpresumptionin 'relation' and 'communication'
as facetsof 'to be'.
To be is nothing that is in-common,but nothing as the dispersalwhere
what is in-common is dis-posedand measured,the in-common as the
with, the beside-itself of to be as such, to be transfixed by its own
transitivity: to be being all beings, not as their individual and/or
common 'self', but as theproximity that dispersesthem.
Beings touch; they are in con-tact with one another; they arrange
themselvesand distinguish themselvesin this way. Any being that one
might like to imagine as not distinguished,not dis-poscdwould really
be indeterminateand unavailable:an absolutevacancyof Being. This is
why the ontological momentor the very order of ontology is necessary.
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'To be' is not the noun of consistency;it is the verb of dis-position.
Nothing consists, neither 'matter' nor 'subject'. In fact 'matter' or
'subject' arenothingbut two namesthat are correlatesof one another;in
their mode of consistencythey indicate the originary spacing of the
general ontological disposition... There is no difference between the
ethical and the ontological:the 'ethical' exposeswhat the 'ontological'
disposes. Our understanding (of the meaning of Being) is an
understandingthat we shareunderstandingbetweenus and, at the same
time, because we share understandingbetween us: between us all,
494
simultaneously-allthe deadand the living, all beings.

The resistanceto immanence,the notion of contact/separation
and fragmentation
or incompletion in relation to the circulation of sense,arekey concerns.This
includesthe incompletionthat is 'literature' asthe modality of in-common
4communication'that at the sametime continually interruptsthe predilection for
mythic or immanent,as articulatedby Nancy throughhis thinking of community
and the subject.Suchconcernsareworked anewin further writings, with
referenceto politics and art, someof which I havereferredto throughoutthe
thesis.For the purposesof conclusionI shall draw upon certain 'themes'.
Nancy's thinking of communityin YheInoperable Communityestablisheshis
principle of community in-commonbut no common-bcing.The subjectof
community is important for Nancy,as it enablesa critique of immanenceand an
articulation of how we might understandthe finitude of sharedexistence.
Community as an organicor communitarianproject is a nostalgicresponseto the
contractualpartitioning of politics and, as such,could neverexist, as there can be
no 'communication' without separation,distance,dispersalor exposureof one
singular existenceto another.The immanentfigure of community persists
howeverin the model of communityas 'self-production' as foundationand
essence,indeedas 'work'. This is 'explicitly' in communism,but in persistent
nostalgicargumentsfor community,asthe 'totalisation' of bcing-in-commonas
the overcomingof finitude. By a reworking of Hcideggcr'sAfitsein, bcing-with,
in relation to the existentialanalytic of being-towards-dcath,which puts 'tile
subject' into a relation of 'incompleteness'and exteriority on accountof an
494Ibid., 98-99.
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ungraspablefinitude, combinedwith a re-evaluationof the work of Bataille in
respectof encounteringfinitude indirectly in the irrecoupable deathof others,
Nancy conceivesof a 'co-existential' analyticon the basisof an un-worked (that
is to saynot ableto be 'worked' on the principle of overcomingor dialectising
finitude) community of being-with on the basisof singularexistencesexposed
to ( and therebysharing) eachother's finitude.
This notion of 'being-with' in sharedfinitude, without foundationor essence,
right at the 'surface' of existenceis supportedby Nancy's notion of literary
communicationat its limits. It is in the sharingof literaturethat 'communication'
'ex-scribes'. It is throughliteraturethat the circulation of sense,in excessof
signification is shown,that is exposed,and is the meansby which meaningis
continually interruptedandthoughtanew. Thus,where for Derrida literature is
the place where languagere-marksitself in its differ-ance,intimating the spatiotemp orality of the 'other' in being,for Nancy the literary is the spacingfor the
circulation of sensein excessof signification that being is. In that sense,insofar
as the literary 'ex-scribes',it hasa certainpower of ontological disclosureand
'creation' of being-with in the fragmentof its world. This is an ontological
disclosurethought very specificallyby Nancy.
hereis not a status but consistsin
the
required
condition
ontological
...
...
a releasingof being... a releasingof being, abandonedto a singularity or
trajectory of singularitics... Freedom exposes existence, or rather,
freedom is the fact that existence is exposed the disclosednessof
...
beings as such refers to the improbable, to the unexpectedto the
...
surprise of disclosure... what is disclosed-it is being-and that its
495
disclosureexceedsand surprisesinsteadof coming back to it..

It is in this circulation of sense,which is each time ex-scribed and inaugurated
anew and incommensurably, that Nancy ascribes our freedom and interruption of
the oscillation between a mythicisation of senseby way of immanent grounding
or the nihilistic denial of sense,which becomes yet another form of 'myth', as
referred to earlier in the thesis.
495Nancy, J-L., The Experience
ofFreedom. Trans McDonald, B., (Palo Alto: Stanford
University Press, 1993), 94.
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If being is our sharing,then 'to be is to share.This is relation: not a
...
...
tendentialrelation, need,or drive of portions of being that are oriented
toward their own re-union ( this would not be relation, but a selfpresencemediatedby desire or will), but existencedelivered to the
incommensurabilityof being-in-common.What measuresitself against
the incommensurableis freedorn. We could even say that to be in
relation is to measureoneselfwith being as sharing,that is with the birth
or deliveranceof existenceas such (as what through essencede-livers
496
freedom...
itself), and it is herethat we havealreadyrecognized

On this basisNancy will further develophis notion of politics as an arenaof
non-self-sufficiency,insofar asfreedomis not to do with political autononly,
which may be construedasrelativeby way of social contractand citizenshipor
absoluteby way subject-hoodsubordinateto the state,as enshrinedin the
Enlightenmentproject of 'the political' referredto earlier.According to a logic
of immanentism,the relative autonomyof the exteriority of citizenshipwill seek
its completionin a desirefor interiorisedsubject-hood,as its supplementand the
absoluteautonomyof interiorisedsubject-hoodwill seekto completeitself in
exteriorisation.Again, suchdialecticaloscillation is interruptedby Nancy's
construalof a politics of non-self-sufficiency,which amountsto an extreme
relativisation of autonomyon the basisof the tying, untying, retying of the social
bond at the limits of singularandplural identity as andat the "site of their
497
disintegration".
This praxis of non-self-sufficiencyproducesthe
coalescent
singular/plurality of the socialbond, eachtime anew.
The (k)not: that which involves neither interiority nor exteriority but
which, in being tied, ceaselesslymakesthe inside passoutside,eachinto
(or by way of) the other, the outside inside, turning endlesslyback on
itself without returning to itself Such a politics consists,first of all, in
..
testifying that there is singularity only where a singularity ties itself up
with other singularities,but that there is no tie except where the tie is

496

Ibid., 73.
497Librett, J.S., 'Translator's Foreword' in Nancy, J-L., TheSenseof the World,
op.cit., xxi.
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taken up again, recast, and retied without end, nowhere purely tied or
498
untied.

As previously discussedin this thesis,Nancy,in the samevolume, gives an
analysisof art that appearsanalogousto that of politics. Nancy understandsthe
historical momentof art to by oneof 'autonomousfragmentation',which might
be deemedto havebecomeexhaustedin this time of 'absenceof sense'and thus
a discourseon the desirefor a return to aestheticwholenessemerges(the return
to meaning,for example).Nancy countersthis by arguingthat, insofar as art has
beenthought as autonomousfragment,this hasalwaysbeenin relation to a
conceptof wholenesswhich hasnot beenforgoneandhencehasboth returnedto
itself as a 'micro' whole andis opento the attemptto re-incorporatcin a figure
of holistic aesthetics.This leadsto Nancy's articulation for a fragmentationof
the aestheticassuch.This is anotherway in which Nancy articulatesthe
relationshipbetweenart andthe excessof signification and the
interruption/circulationof sense,referring back to the notion ofpresentation in
connectionwith Hegel's aesthetics.
Instead of the ambiguousend of the fragment, it is a matter of the
fraying of the edges of its trace... the frayed access to a
presentation... the infimity of a coming into presence,or of an e-venire.
The eventis the incommensurabilityof coming to all taking-place,the
...
incommensurabilityof spacingand fraying to all spacedisposedin the
fractal
it
is
itsel(..
exas
presentation
presentationof a presentation...
499
position: presentationas fragmentation.

Jeffrey Librett, Nancy's translator,askswhetherthe closenessof this analogous
thinking amountsto renderingthe political aestheticor the aestheticpolitical.
Nancy providesan answerre-affirming the relationshipbetweenliterature and
community discussedaboveandre-tracesa distinction betwecn'the political'
and Politics.
We call writing that which doesnot respondto any model whatsoeverof
the appropriation of significations, that which opens at once relation,
and, along with relation, significance itself... 'writing' is what precedes
498Nancy, J-L., TheSenseof the World, op.cit., I 11
499
ibid., 126.
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signification, what succeedson it and exceeds it, not as another,
heightenedand always deferred signification, but as the outline, the
breakingof the path [frayage] of significancethrough which it becomes
possiblenot only for significationsto be signified but for them to make
sensein beingpassedon and sharedamongindividuals. Writing is thus
political 'in its essence'that is to the extent that it is the tracing out
[frayage] of the essenceless
of relation. It is not political as the effect of
an 'engagement'in the service of a cause,and it is not political-qua
'literature' - accordingto either the principle of the 'aestheticizationof
politics' or its inversion into the 'politicization of aesthetics'. It is
indeed necessaryto ask in what way literature and, consequently,
aestheticsand fiction become involved here, but only after one has
affirmed the political natureof writing: the in-finite resistanceof sense
500
in the configurationof the 'together'.

One can seeherea castingof writing asthat which brings aboutthe finite
sharingthat is existenceasthe singular/pluralbeing-with, andin this senseis a
modality of 'the political' ashe is seekingto define it. On this basisNancy may
reject any attribution in termsof previously thoughtrelationsbetweenaesthetics
andpolitics. That said,writing is political, perhapson two fronts; insofar as it
resists 'politics', asits hasbeenthought immanentlyandin termsof a hypostasis
of community and asthat which breaksout the 'path' by which the circulation of
sensethat is the basisfor the political takesplace.This doesnot precludea
political exigencyfor writing, which at the sametime is not the subordinationof
writing to the political.
Writing - and thus also necessarilyits poetry, which is to say, aboveall,
its praxis - is the task of sense,on condition that it has not alreadybeen
tied up, but the response - without resolution - to the absolute
injunction of having to establish ties. And this nonprescribable
injunction is also irreducible to all 'poetizing' or 'literary'
aestheticization.The languagesare to be tied. Each languageis to be
indefinitely tied up in the (k)not of its proper infinity and into the
(k)nots of the proper infini-ties of others.They are to be tied up into the
unattached(k)not and the non-subjectiveipseity of the in-common that
does not communicate or commune this does not mean above all
...
500Ibid., 118- 119.
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'literature' as a model, but the poetries of styles, modes of existence,
modulationsof relation and retreat, languages,peoples,that is cultures
and ethnic groups, as well as social classes and non-identified
populations,the peoples'idioms and countries,their passagesfrom land
to land, landscapes,worlds that are the world, worlds that are a world.
In this sense, the political exigency cannot not be an exigency of
configuration,even though it ought to resist the figuration/presentation
of a sovereign body... Identities must write themselves... as non501
identifiable (k)nots of sense
...

A later text showshow Nancy further considersthis relationshipand affirms a
particular relation of the aestheticandpolitical which is not a subordinationof
one to the other,but an acknowledgementthat eachhas its distinctive 'force'.
Nancy characterisestheir distinctive force in responseto the question,'Is
everythingpoliticalT andin that sensea continuanceof the concernto're-treat'
the political, asreferredto previously.502Nancy articulatestheir distinctive force
503
incommensurable
justice".
"an
Politics is understoodas the spacing
vis-A-vis
which keepsopenthe generalincommensurabilityofjustice andthe spacingof
the other spaces,"where the incommensurabilityis in somesensefornzedand
504
,
presented. Insofar asthis incommensurabilitymay be presentedin art,
amongstother configurations('religion', 'thought', 'science, 'ethics', 'love'
twar' etc), theseconfigurationsareboth presentationand at the sametime, "give
form to an "impresentation"or a withdrawal of presence"505
and are at tile same
time incommensurablewith eachother, evenas they may touch eachother.
Politics is the site for the keepingopenof thesetypesof incommensurability
without unifying or evengiving shapeto them whilst holding a certain 'shaping
power' of non-unity.
Politics shouldnow be understoodas the specific site of the articulation
of a non-unity - and of symbolizationof a non-figure... the necessityof
not accomplishingan essenceor an end to the incommensurable,and
nonetheless,and precisely, of maintaining the (im) possibility: a
501Ibid., 121-122.
502Nancy, J-L., 'Is Everything Political? ' The New Centiennial Review 2.3, Fall (2002): 16-22.
50' Ibid., 20
504Ibid., 20
505Ibid., 20
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necessityof shapingpower - the force that must hold togetherthe nonan incommensurable
'justice'... Politics becomespreciselya site of detotalization.506

organic,

non-unity-on

the

model

of

We might saytherefore,somewhatparadoxically,that politics is thepassageby
which the openrelation of singular/pluralityandtying/untying is kept open.
Art, as one of the 'incommensurables'is, for Nancy, one of the meansby which
we relate to sensein excessof signification andin this sense,art toucheson
existenceor brings our senseof existenceto presentation,asopposedto
representation.As we see,this understandingof a sensein excessand thus
resistantto totalisationor subordinationto a unifying conceptis allied to a
thinking ofjustice andvalue at the level of existence.I now turn againto the
very particular ways in which Nancy elaboratesupon the relation of art to sense.
As I have iteratedmore than once,Nancy wantsto understandsenseasboth in
and in excessof the boundsof signification andmimetic appropriationand,
importantly, if Nancy is working out the ontology of sense,he is doing so in
responseto a demandof thepresent.
Insofar as fundamental ontologies as unifying principles intent on restoring
'word and world' to full presence,which is what is behind mimetic thinking,
only serve to repress the multiple andfragmentary nature ofthe sense that the
world is today, Nancy 'allows' senseto emerge as "the multiple, fragmented and
fragmentary real of the world to which thought is ceaselessly exposed at its
lirnit., ý507... Sense' [in Nancy] is untied from an exclusive belonging to a
symbolic order or relation of signifier to signified; it exists both as an outer limit
and as an excessof signification, per se, becoming the element it,ithin ivhich
508
interpretations
,
Sense for Nancy
significations,
and representations can occur.
takes us to a limit, which provokes a rupturing of signification; a rupturing of
presence and it is on the basis of this that we have to re-think an ontology and
ethics of being in the world together.
506

Ihid., 2 1.
507
James,
I.,
9.
op.
cit.,
508
Ibid., 9.
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Nancy's ontology is distinctly materialist,in that he is trying to think a
materiality 'prior' to and in excessof modalitiesof thought,which at the same
time exposesthoughtto its fragmentation.His materialismis not that of
'substance'in the ways in which we havebeenusedto thinking it. One can begin
to graspthis throughhis writing on 'the subject' and 'the body'. A key motif in
his thinking of the subjectis his somewhatunusualinvocation of 'la bouche', the
mouth. Ian Jamesexplainsthus:
Where for Lacan eyes and ears are sites of reflection which offer a
perfect figure for his emphasison the specularquality of the imaginary
by
instituted
desire
dialectic
the
and
recognition
of
order and a
symbolic, for Nancy, la bouche figures this instant of thought of
presentation and withdrawal of an I which surgesforth in a spasmof
'extreme withdrawal' prior to any economy of exchange or of
recognition. "Imagine" Nancy tells us, "a mouth without a face... a
mouth without a face then, making a ring from its contraction around
the noise: T' The mouth here is not the mouth that we representand
place within an identifiable face. Rather it is that opening or beance
509
aroundwhich the mouth that we know forms itself.

Nancy is presentinga materiality here,which is figured as an exteriority of
spasmicspacingin which the singularity of the subject's existencetakesplace.
As such,it is exposedto other singularitiesin this 'field' ofphiral spacing 'prior
to' any substantiveidentification. Insofar as identity is 'inscribed' it is always
already 'ex-scribed' in this exposure.
In a complex thinking of bodiesascreatingor becomingor 'worlding'
(disclosinga shared'world') without prior 'foundation', Nancy understandstile
way in which bodiesrelateto eachother or are related'internally' in respectof
their 'component'partsin termsof 'Partsoutsideparts'; that is to say fragnicrits,
but not fragmentsof a 'whole'. This is one of the ways in which Nancy
articulatesthe key idea of relation as contact,which is at the sanic linic distance
and separation.Being togetherbut apart,contactand distancewithout
509Ibid., 6 1.
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foundation is key to Nancy's re-thinking of art, technology, ethics, politics, and

community.
The structure of 'parts outside parts' describes the way in which
material bodies exist in a relation of exteriority to each other, never
occupying the sameplace, and is thus able to articulate themselvesas
bodiesand comeinto relation or contactwith other bodies.In this sense,
for Nancy, matteror materiality is alwaysan outsideor an impenetrable
element,sincewe know that objectsare touched,seen,sensedand given
senseonly from the outside and from this relation of exteriority, of
510
objectstouchingeachotherin a mutual distanceor separation.

This connectswith anotheraspectof Nancy's materialism,figured through his
thinking of the body via techne.Along with Heidegger,Derrida and Stiegler,
Nancy wants to think originary technicity asthe meansby which material bodies
are disclosedin the contact-separationof matter and sense.But his is a
profoundly different thoughtand a departurefrom Heidegger.It is not a matter
of objectsready-to-handin a meaningfulcontextthat ultimately returnsto a
subjectthat confersupon them instrumentalityorpurpose. For Nancy, in what I
suggestis radicalisationof Benjamin,"it is the body of senseitself, the body as
the spacingand sharingof sense,which emergesasthe site, or locus of
interconnectionof tools or apparatusandit is this interconnectionwhich is the
511
,,
happeningof the body and the spacing,sharingof sense. It is important to
retain a graspof this on the basisof contact/separation
as also developedthrough
Nancy's thinking of ecotechnics.
Similar to Benjamin,but for a new era,for Nancy is it decidedlynot tcchnicity in
itseýCthatservesan ideology of technicalendsor goals.Ecotechnicscan be
thought as a modality of 'being' without 'ends' andwithout foundation.
For Nancy, by the very fact that it is 'nonsystematisable'and premisedupon
contact/separation
rather than presumptionsof unity and indeedglobal
unification, technologycan be understoodasmultiple, local, continually
510Ibid., 143.
511Ibid., 145.
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'bifurcating', splitting off in differences and in excess of ideological 'ends'.
Ecotechnics can invoke the event and passageof the world of sense in all its
coming and going and passagesof interconnectivity, contact/separation.
It is from this basis that we need to understand the importance for Nancy of
'touch'. Touch is the modality of sensethat 'embodies' the thinking of contact
and separation/distance. Touching is the movement from exteriority, from the
outside that involves both contact and separation/distance at the same.time. In
order for contact to take place there has to be exteriority and distance. It is
modality that 'presents' the limit of embodiment where embodiment 'undoes',
exposed to exteriority. Importantly for Nancy, touch is the 'gateway' to the sense
of the senses,insofar as the sensesare singular plural and touch one another in
proximate distance.

Touch is nothing other than the touch of sensealtogetherand of all the
senses.It is their sensualityas such... touch presentsthe proper moment
of sensibleexteriority, it presentsit as such and as sensible... Touch is
the interval and the heterogeneityof touch.Touch is proximatedistance.
It makes one sensethat makes one sense (what it is to sense):the
512
proximity of the distant,the approximateof the intimate.

How doesthis impact on thinking of andreadingartworks?For Nancy, artworks
take all we have said up to now aboutsense,the 'worlding... of sense,the body
technicsand the modality of touch to a
as singular/pluralcontact/separation,
presentationandpatency,by delineating,by presenting(not representing)the
senseof sense,the presentationof sense.Artworks presentpresentationand
therebypresentthe 'there ness' of a fragmentof world, world as fragment.This
is not the sameasHeidegger'snotion of a poeticsof world-disclosure.For
Nancy, in their admixtureof technicity and sense,artworks undo 'poetics' or
phenomenologicalsenseand insteadpresent"an exposureto an irreducible
touch,
exteriority or being of sense'outside of itself '... the-contact-in-scparation,
Z13
and exscriptionof sense.

512Nancy, J-L., TheMuses.Op.
cit., 17.
513James,I.,
op.cit., 222.
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Nancy has 'pressed' this account right at the 'ground' of the image. Related to
but differing from Derrida's thinking of the trace and latterly theforce of image,
Nancy accounts for the working of the work in contact/separation of the tracing
of the 'line' (this applies to any medium; inasmuch as there is spacing there is
tracing) which has the double function of 'figuring' but at the same time
separating and differentiating and importantly 'holding at a distance, 'stopping'
at the threshold. The 'force' of the line is exactly this contact/separation, "it is
because the line of the image (its tracing, its form) is itself its intimate force;
..
because the image does not 'represent' this intimate force, but it is that force, it
activates it, it draws and withdraws it, it extracts just as it withholds it, and it is
514
force
it
that touches US.,, This intensification of touch via the
with that
technicity of the image suggeststhe image is ontologically distinct. What matters
here is that the image is a force not a thing and, inasmuch as it opens up and
creates a world in its fragment, it at the same time withdraws from/exceeds
signification, so we might say, somewhat elliptically, it touches both the visible
and the 'invisible', which is another way of indicating the singular/plurality of
sensewhich the world is, without mystique. I am aware that this is evocative of
Merleau-Ponty, but I think with Merleau-Ponty it is the contact and not the
separation that wins over, whereas for Nancy the separation is key but cannot
'be' without the contact.

What Nancy presents is a move beyond and different to those ways of
approaching the 'image-like' and fragmentary nature of our world as it is, which
have predominated to date. Both Derrida and Nancy are aware of the dilemma in
terms of 'grounding' this world, either by continuing to present this world in the
Marxian senseof historical materialist grounding or by the paradoxical
acceptance of fragmentation in the desire for grounding. It *seemsto me that
Derrida does move from a memory of politics to a very distinctive politics of
memory in which the aesthetic plays a part in re-marking the spati o-tcrnporal
difference and 'hauntology' that shapeshis thought of the political. Nancy takes
the fragmentary there-ness of the 'world' and re-cognises that within it which
works creatively to open us to a new senseof world and 'being-in-the-world',
514Nancy, J-L., TheGround the Image.Trans Fort, J., (New York: FordharnUniversity Press,
of
2005)..5.
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that opensus to the 'along' and 'between', the contact/separation(at the limit,
exposed)of abundantsingularitiesand their co-existence.The aestheticcan do
this in accordancewith its specificrelation to signification, technicity and sense.
I do not think thesethoughtsfrom Derrida or Nancy amountto aestheticism,the
privileging of the aestheticover the political or the aestheticisationof politics,
insofar asboth the aestheticandthe political havebeenre-thoughtin relation.
They do presentfor me the possibility that the moment of critical theory,
is
history
'a
for
thing
necessarily
the
art
not
criticism and
project
emancipatory
of the past'.
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Conclusion

Thejourney that this thesishastakenhas followed a path of theoretical
interventionsin respectof the readingof art andparticular turnsin that reading.I
have consideredthe impact of the Marxist socialhistory of art on the discipline
of art history, first in terrnsof a certainhistorical conjuncturein relation to a
readingof Manet's Olympia andthen how my chosenadvocatefor suchreading,
the art historian T.J. Clark sustainedanddevelopedhis overall position through
later texts. Then, following a particulartrajectory in termsof aesthetics,politics,
memory andrepresentation,I considereda cinematic'text', Hiroshima Mon
Amour. I exploredthis acrossits visual arrangement,consideringthe script and
synopsisthat shapedthe cinematicpresentationin accordancewith the literaryphilosophicalposition of its script-writerMargueriteDuras.I examinedthe film
in relation to the 'philosophicalturn' in interpretation,characteristicof
influencesin film studiesand art history and theory in the ninetiesin respectof
Gilles Deleuze.I allied Duras's writing to the thought of Maurice Blanchotand
reflectedupon Blanchot's influenceon considerationsof memory,the other and
community.
I then returnedto an underlyingproblematicin terms of aestheticsand politics
'figured' in the relationshipbetweenart and technology.Here I revisited an
cantinomy'betweenart and the technological,as thought first by.Heideggerand
then Benjamin.This differencebetweenthepotential for technological
reproducibility and the 'saving power' of art from technologicalreduction still
plays itself out today in the institutionsof 'art history' and 'visual culture'.
I have referred to the institutions of art history and art criticism in respect of a
certain 'anxiety' in the institutions with regard to the contemporary. This anxiety
concerns the usefulness of the theoretical paradigms that have become
established as the modem tradition for these disciplines, with regard to tile
articulation of the relationship between the aesthetic and the political in tcrms of
contemporary art. In a text which I have taken to be representative of the
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disciplines, Art Since 1900515contemporary art is understood in relation to the
contemporary world which is characterised by the further integration of spectacle
across all aspectsof cultural life. This involves the proliferation of technology
across the realms of information and entertainment, the fragmentation of
previously thought identities via globalisation and the incorporation of the
aesthetic into various forms of leisure bringing about a general lack of
differentiation between modalities of the aesthetic.

Such anxiety has emerged,asI suggest,through a 'memory of politics'. Thereis
an acknowledgement,yet regret,that theoreticalmodels,premisedupon a
different and former setof ordersof meaningand boundariesto cultural
formations,cannotsufficiently serveas critical resourcesto bring to bearupon
this changein cultural circumstances.Thus the disciplinary anxietyprevails.I
have further elaboratedupon the thoughtof Derrida and Nancy asa meansby
which to respondto this anxiety for the future of theory within thesedisciplines.
Each of the chaptersin the thesisis markedby the interventionof thesetwo
interrogate
inasmuch
interlocutors.
they
The
as
primary
chaptersare episodic
eachquestionin handandpursueit throughthe interventionsof Derrida and
Nancy.

Underpinningthe thesisis the concernto rethink the relationshipbetweenthe
aestheticand the political aspart of an ethico-political andultimately
emancipatoryproject. This is to enableboth the aestheticand the political to
remain opento their future possibilities andthe unanticipated'other' without
being foreclosedupon on the basisof totalising conceptsand the return of tile
'other' to the 'same'.
I have employeda 'motif' throughoutthe thesisto capturethe distinction
betweenforeclosureand openness,suggestingthat the differencelies betweena
515Foster,Hal
et al (eds).Art Since 1900:Modernism,Anti-Atodernism,Postino(lernisni.London:
Thamesand Hudson,2004.
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'memory of politics', premised upon a metaphysics of presence and ultimately a
continuum of past, present, future and a 'politics of memory', as I borrow the
term from Derrida. The 'politics of memory' is characterised by anachronism,
5
16
'time-out-of-joint'
the
and the promissory structure of the messianiC. This
rethinking of history and memory has been formulated by way of the thought of
Derrida and somewhat differently by Nancy. Both have provided the means by
which to question and re-treat the 'models' of the historical, the political and the
political subject that have shapedthe approachesto the reading of art with which
the thesis has engaged.

Derrida insiststhat the self/otherrelation or any presence,including that of the
is
This
it
has
inscribed
the absentother,
trace
the
work of art,
of absence.
within
from the immemorial pastor the future of mourning to come,unpredictableand
incalculableto which we must respondor give hospitality towardsin our
thought. As is evidentfrom Memoirs ofthe Blind

517

18

or the Restitutionsessay,

for example,which I haverefer-redto in this thesis,Derrida will approachart
from the point of view of that absentother inscribedin the work and 'remarked'
in its structure.The absentother cannotbe restitutedto a subjectof or for the
work, but neithercan it be foreclosedupon in terms of its force.
Derrida readsart in respectfor that 'absolute' anteriormemory of the other,
be
loss
but
inscribedin the absence/presence
trace,
the
cannot
whose
of
redeemed.The memory of the absentother both calls for inscription in the trace,
Yet exceedsany such 'witnessing', and is alwaysto come.In this way the
historical position and meaningof art and its traceof the other cannotbe
finalised as 'past', 'over' or at an end.This is part of an ethico-political

516For Derrida here 'the
messianic'is in lower caseand not a proper referenceto the Messiah.
As previously indicatedin the thesis,Derrida's interestis in the structure of the messianic,
discussedin termsof 'democracy-to-come',offering the promiseof the future and the entirely
unpredicatable,unanticipatedcoming of the other, without its religious content.I refer to this
in this conclusion.SeeDerrida, J., SpectersofMarx op.cit 65
af.
ain
57

Derrida, Jacques. Memoirs of the Blind:
Brault, P., & Naas, M., Chicago: University

the Self-Portrait and Other Ruins. Translated by
of Chicago Press, 1993.

518Derrida, J., 'Restitutions the truth in
pointing [pointure]', in The Truth in Painting
of
(Chicago:ChicagoUniversity Press,1987),257-382
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commitmentrunning throughoutDerrida's work and the different topics to
which he responds.
Nancy offers a different asymmetryof 'spacing' wherebythe historical, the
political and the political subjectarethought as articulationsof singularities.
Thesesingularities,which Nancy alsorefers to as 'worlds of sense'are alwaysin
a position of exposureto other singularitiesin a singular/pluralworld of 'being'
as existence,without 'end' or foundationor unity of sense.This is Nancy's
it
to
the
response
contemporaryworld as existsand articulateshis resistanceto
to
the return to essences,foundationsor particular figures of transcendence
explain and give senseto this world. Thus, ratherthan being thought as a
foundation,the political is understoodin termsof the tying and untying of
relations and the spacingof incommensurable'fragments', one of which is art.
Art is a fragmentas it is not boundto substantialisations,idealities,
representationor presumedordersof signification determiningmeaning.Nancy
eschewsany mythicising in relation to art, the subordinationof art to idealsof
tessence'or unified identity or the readingof art in terms ofpresumed other
identities like 'religion', 'community', particular socio-culturalgroupingssuch
asnation, class,raceor genderor other substantiatingconceptsseekingto
'identities'
Nancy
in
all
considers
and
completeart's presence representation.
incommensurable
be
thus
including
to
that
singular
and
worlds of sense
of art
with eachother, whilst plural in that they necessarilyco-exist and touch each
other. Art is not autonomousbut neitherare theseother worlds of sense.They
too are without essence.Art is aspart of the world of different singularities
which touch and are exposedto eachother without any one dissolving into
another.This is the world wherewhat is in commonis differenceand
'fragmentary' identities.

Nancy approachesart as the presentationof existenceand differencebringing
forth singular 'worlds of sense'in this plurality of different 'worlds' exposedto
eachother. Suchpresentationinterruptsthe normaliscdthinking of rcalms of
sense,conceptualorganisations,and hierarchiesof meaningor exclusive
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identities.,which might aim to subordinateart to anotherworld of sense,as
suggestedabove.
Art is readin terms of the emancipationfrom anddisplacementof its sensefrom
unities and essencesand in that way it is understoodaspresentingthe
articulation of differenceandthe fragmentarymodeof being-in commonthat is
existence.At the level of the readingof images,this keepsin questionand
invites explorationof the borderor thresholdbetweenan image'spoints of
reference;in simplified terms,this is the thresholdbetweencontent(idea) and
form (technique),becauseneitherof thesecan be assumedto be entirely closed
in their point of reference,nor canonebe consideredas subordinateto the other.
The thesishasdealt with readingsof art which eachin their own way broachthe
questionof history, memory andthe political and challengethe assumptionsof
the epistemologiesthat may pertainto these,in order that the questionremain a
questionfor the sakeofjustice to the pastand that very openingto the future.
T.J. Clark offers a Marxist position which recognisesthe dynamicof the
historical situation and the demandplacedupon the artist in termsof the sociocultural resourcesat his or her disposal.Clark understandsthis changing
dynamic in relation to the further incursionsof capital into everydaylife,
infonn
forms
into
the artist.
that
the
thus
cultural
characterisedas spectacleand
From the Marxist political commitmentof his position, this calls for an art
history on the basisof a re-invigorationof the conceptsof classand ideology and
their relation to 'social practice' and indeedthe importancefor him of
it.
have
I
'memory
recognisinga
characterised
of politics', as
Invigorating a model of the relationshipbetweenthe aestheticandtile political
that sustainsclass,ideology and 'subjectsof history' aspart of a social totality is
critical for Clark. That this is ultimately underthe aegisof a represcritational
aestheticand substantiated'truth' of the political and the social is critical to his
position vis-A-visthe debateswithin Screenover modernism,signification and
identity, social practice and ideology. I havearticulatedthe significanccof his
theoreticalstanceand its transformationalinfluence upon the disciplinc of art
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history, whilst problematisingthe presumedconceptsand model of history
which his thinking of the relationshipbetweenthe aestheticandthe political
subtends.
The readingsof the film Hiroshima MonAmour including that of Duras,through
her synopsisand screenplay,recognisethe challengethe film presentsto more
conventionalunderstandingsof andthe epistemologicalbasisfor the relationship
betweenhistory, memory, the aestheticandthe political in respectof the
'documenting' of the atrocity of massdeathin 'memorial' cinema.I have shown
that thesereadingsdraw upon a rangeof resourcesfor critical theory including
Duras's affiliation with the writings of Blanchot,in order to articulatethis
cinematicchallengeand complicateand displacememory in termsof any
straightforward'giveness' of memory.The readingsproblematisesuchgiveness
in respectof the relation of the self and other in terms of loss andmemory,
receivednotions of mourning asworking through,assimilatingthe 'other' and
overcoming;or conventionalpresentationsof 'remembering' andthe modesby
which they inscribethe ethical imperativenot to forget.
However, I suggestthat thesereadingsof the film variously reachtheir limits in
two ways; one way is by ultimately 'retreating' to a model premisedupon an
inter-subjectiveunderstandingof traumaticloss and its overcoming,evenas this
transcendsself-hoodfor the sakeof Eastand West; the other,by way of Duras,
is by substantiatingthe 'impossibility of memory' asneverthelessthepossession
of a subject,and thus dependentupon a subjectivity, evenasthis may be 'given
over' as 'survival' to the 'other'.
The thoughtof HeideggerandBenjamin hasbeenpresentedherewithin the
context of their positionsregardingart andtechnologyand through this, the
impact of their thoughton aestheticsandpolitics. The ramifications of their
thought extendbeyondany suchcircumscribeddebate.Heidegger'sthought of
art as 'originating', provides a critique of representationalaesthetics.Art as the
site of the rift betweenworld and earthchallengesboth representationand the
'enframing' of technology.Heideggerthinks this on the basisofa model of
history andmemory that recognisesthe linkage and 'strife' betweeninlicritancc
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and the opening of future possibilities. However, this model remains
underpinned by the significance of 'the authentic' in terms of the 'unveiling of
truth' and the event of disclosure in art and how this is related to Heideggcr's
thinking of the historical subject, ultimately gathered into the 'people' in terms
of the political. Art's saving power renders it ultimately redemptive in the strife
between past and future possibilities. Thus Heidegger presents a substantiated
9end' and 'teleology' for art and politics.

Benjamin forgesa conceptof history and memory againstthe 'catastrophe'of
history as continuousprogress.History conceivedascontinuousprogressdenies
the force of the inheritanceof that which is lost to history andthat which is to
come.For Benjamin, insofar as experienceis 'inauthentic' in accordancewith
his Messianism519,
it is not opento the gatheringof memory or redemptionof the
past in historical time. It requiresa distinct understandingof experienceas
markedby the vicissitudesof historical and perceptualchange.It is possibleto
break the chain of history thoughtasprogress,recollection or redemptionand
dreinscribe'history's lost momentsin accordancewith the changingrealm of
technology.

Benjamin thinks throughthe alterationof both the spacingof time and modesof
subjectiveexperiencebroughtaboutby technologicalreproducibility in
photographyand cinema.On this basishe recaststhe historical momentin
'photographic' ten-nsasthe constellationof past and present,which seizeson tile
This seizureinterruptsthe dialectic of
past at the momentof its disappearance.
the historical continuum.Whilst for Benjamin this interruptionopensup tile
possibility of ajustice for the pastand a hope for the future, this is fleeting and
dispersedandtherebyrequiresvigilance. This is vigilance towardsthe 'now' as
present'otherwise' with the glimpseor flash of the other,when synchroniscd
with the index of the past's injustices.

519The Messiah is
the pronlised deliverer of the fulfilment of historical time and in that sense
authentic time is only possible with the fulfilment of history (its end) with tile advent of tile
Messiah.
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The distinction betweenBenjamin'sand Derrida's position is indicatedby tlicir
use of the Messianic(capitalised)or the messianic(without capitalisation).For
Benjamin, the significanceof the Messianiclies in its referenceto the Messiah's
adventfrom 'outside' of time andhistory. As previously stated,on the basisof
Messianictime, the historical tradition and its passingare inauthenticand
therebyare to be thoughtin termsof the seizureof time and the interrupted
dialectic without redemption;history will only be redeemedat its end.Benjamin
is an important sourcefor Derrida's particular thinking of the political, insofar as
the Messianicinvokesa promissorystructureandthe crossingof time by the
immemorial pastand an openfuture that cannotbe anticipatedor redeemed,in
the nameofjustice. However,Derrida conceivesof the messianic(without
capitalisation),apartfrom its particularreligious content,as folded into historical
time and thus invoking the structuralinjunction of the 'time out ofjoint' and the
have
history
to
'coming
in
the
we
without
which
yet
end,
unanticipated
other'
of
an ethico-political responsibility.
I have soughtto show how the readingsaddressedin this thesismeettheir own
limits when they ultimately subtendthe metaphysicsof presence.This may be
realisedin a substantivepresenceor ultimate end or eventhe negationof
substantivepresencein favour of its direct oppositeas substantiveabsenceor
impossibility.

Derrida andNancy demonstratetheselimits and offer conceptualbasesfor
'reading otherwise'. On this accountI havereflectedupon the position of theory
in relation to the aestheticsandpolitics informing art history and art criticism in
the contemporaryworld andhavesoughtto articulatea particular stancetowards
a politics of memory as an ethico-politicalproject in respectof tlicse disciplincs.
Der-ridaandNancy have offered similar but significantly different positionswith
regardto the themesand formation of this ethico-political project. As I havc
suggested,Derrida is concernedwith what I might terrn an extremecrossingof
time and space,a spatio-temporaldisjunction that inscribesand affirms an
alterity 'spectrally' on the principle of responsibility for the 'inimcniorial' past
and an open,undecidableand incalculablefuture and hospitality to thc 'otlicr'

280

always to come or return. Nancy's affirmation of responsibility invokes a
different spatial and temporal relation which displaces the present and its
substantiation, by way of the opening of and exposure to the singular plural of
being-in-common and an ethico-political affirmation of the sharing of voices or
4worlds' of experience within a mode of contact/separation in this respect.

In eachcasethey offer for art history and art criticism ways in which to rethink
their conceptualterms,tradition andtheir past as a 'response'for the future-tocome.
Insofar asart history or art criticism may draw upon or seeka 'politics' grounded
in presumedsubjectsof that politics or other essentialisingor totalising concepts,
I suggestthis invokesa past-present,prior groundor presumedfuture ground
and thus I refer to this as a 'memory of politics'.
Throughoutthis thesis,'readingart otherwise' suggestsa displacementof sucha
ground andmemory in favour of an ethical injunction to interrupt, crosstime or
affinn spacingand exposureto the other without this groundor (pastor future)
presence,asthe force of a 'politics of memory'.
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