Abstracts

Panel 1: Delimiting the Absent Grounds of the Political

Kevin Inston (University College London): “Representing the Unrepresentable: Rousseau's Legislator and the Impossible Object of the People.”

Rousseau’s political theory starts from the basic premise of the absence of any fundamental social foundations: ‘There neither is nor can be any kind of fundamental law binding on the body politic not even the social contract itself’ (Social Contract). That absence does not eliminate the question of foundations but makes it the more urgent, leaving any grounding of society partial and therefore modifiable. It defines the people as sovereign, providing the condition of their freedom to (re)write the laws governing the state. This raises the question of how a people can will itself into existence and write its own laws without any pre-existing guidelines. That moment represents an act of radical creation since the people, devoid of an ontologically fixed identity, emerges as a lack in the political field. Sovereignty lies with the people but the people do not exist as a homogeneous group with a fully-constituted will. The transformation of a heterogeneous mass into a people with a democratic general will requires the work of the legislator whose act of representation actually produces the object being represented: the people. The recourse to the legislator absorbs the famous ‘metalepsis’ of the social contract: a newly-formed people must write its own laws and yet is not enlightened enough or experienced enough to do so. The only way to become sufficiently enlightened is to live under just laws long enough to understand what they entail. So, the effect of just laws has to come before their cause – the ability to write them. The legislator employs the fantasy of the divine authorship of the laws to conceal this lack. That fantasy works like Laclau’s understanding of myth to project the people beyond social negativity to a situation in which they believe in the possibility of a democratically-founded society. 

Alexandros Kioupkiolis (University of Cyprus): “Keeping It Open: Ontology, Ethics, Knowledge and Radical Democracy.”

If radical democracy is (de-)centred around the recognition of contingency which lays institutions open to contest, how should it relate to ontological disclosure, ethical orientations and validity claims? The paper engages with three different responses to this question. Ernesto Laclau works out an ontology of lack and hegemonic fillings of this lack. He embeds radical democracy in this ontological grid as a decision to affirm a particular set of options that come into light through ontological interpretation. But the frame entails inevitably an exclusion of other political possibilities, which is neither duly acknowledged nor effectively challenged through reflexive sensibilities or ethical attitudes. Simon Critchley opposes tying radical politics to ontological prefiguration and argues for a distinctive ethico-political understanding. But ethics and politics come entwined with ontological assumptions, and the ethical guidance of politics can be as restrictive and concealing as its ontological framing. William Connolly explores a more promising avenue, which weds ontological elucidation and ethical impulses to a heart-felt admission that all fundamental dispositions are subject to controversy. This avowal could impede ontological, ethical and political closure, keeping democracy available to different elaborations. But to foster openness a yet more radical reflexivity is required, which would be alive to the contestability of the very recognition of contestability. Not everyone grants that their faith is uncertain; and contestability itself could be fleshed out in different, contentious ways, which always involve intertwined ontological, ethical-political and cognitive strands. To enhance openness, projects of radical democracy should combine two different levels of ontological, ethical, political and other affirmation: a dimension of substantive, detailed accounts and a reflexive core commitment to contestability, which acts to disrupt, question and renew the thicker layer in the name of democracy and truth.

Gerald Moore (Université Paris XII): “To Have Done with The End of Sacrifice.”

Jean-Luc Nancy’s critique of ontologised politics repeatedly returns to the role played by sacrifice in the figuration, or “aestheticisation”, of deleterious ontological grounds. The gist of his argument is that the relationship between politics and sacrifice is inherently chiasmic, with any politics of sacrifice constitutively amounting to the sacrifice of the political, the subordination of ungrounded community to ontologising narratives through which the domain of political decision-making is radically foreclosed. However, what purports to be a radical critique of the Hegelo-Heideggerian legacy in fact finds considerable, and deeply problematic, resonance with a liberal right agenda in which invocations of sacrifice are used precisely to depoliticise. Analysing some of the foremost issues in contemporary politics, including suicide bombing, environmentalism and economic recession, we see that a certain refusal of sacrifice underpins much of the established order. The associations of sacrifice with both terrorist and environmental fundamentalisms and also with a lack of faith in the ability of politics, the markets and technology to find non-sacrificial alternatives to our predicament, have been offered as justifications for a narrowing of the discourse of “politics proper”. Likewise, and more distastefully to the liberal mindset, the invocation of heroic sacrifice has been used to legitimate states of exception, the circumvention of politics.  Illustrated through recourse to Derrida, and with additional arguments from Agamben, Badiou, Stiegler and Zizek, what this tells us is not that politics requires the evacuation of sacrifice, but rather that the (absent) ontology of the political is revealed precisely through what we seek to depoliticise. Rather than necessitate its refusal, the failure of grounding ontology means that we are abandoned to sacrifice, which is nothing other than the gesture, the impossible decision, of naming the sacred, delimiting the sphere of the political. Submitted to a more thorough deconstruction, its status as the conceptual missing link between politics and ontology becomes as apparent as it is decisive.

Panel 2: The Political Subject Between Immanence and Transcendence

Nemonie Craven (Queen Mary): “Je suis nécessaire à la justice. Emmanuel Levinas, from conatus to fidélité a soi.”

This paper will explore the description of human subjectivity in the work of Emmanuel Levinas. In her memoir Love’s Work, Gillian Rose accuses Levinas of lacking a sense of ‘political virtue’. In looking to three major texts ‘mettant en question le conatus essendi’ (the struggle for being) – Totalité et Infini: Essai sur l’extériorité [1961], Autrement qu’être ou au-delà de l’essence [1974] and De Dieu qui vient à l’idée [1982] – I hope to show that Levinas’s work offers a far more complex resource for rethinking ‘the human’ and for considering human subjectivity as the locus of ethics and politics than Rose suggests when she states that ‘new ethics’ - as she terms Levinas’s focus on ethics as ‘first philosophy’ – ‘would transcend the autonomy of the subject by commanding that I substitute myself for ‘the Other’ [...].’ Recent legal theory has seized upon Levinas’s discussion of sensibility in order to make sense of what Simon Critchley has called an ‘originary inauthenticity’ of the ethical and political subject. I wish to clarify, however, that, in Otherwise than Being, Levinas looks towards the ‘possibility of finding, anachronously, the order in the obedience itself, and of receiving the order out of oneself’ as ‘this reverting of heteronomy into autonomy, is the very way the Infinite [takes place].’ I will argue that Totalité et Infini offers an original account of autonomy which might be fruitfully read against conatus, alongside the Rousseauan concept of ‘amour-de-soi-même’ – and as a form of political virtue without telos. My aim is to develop a response to accounts of subjectivity which foreclose this open-ended horizon.

Patricia Farrell (Manchester Metropolitan): “Responsibility without capability, responsibility within capability: the encounter with the Other in Levinas and Deleuze.”

Deleuze speaks in Difference and Repetition of an unforeseen, involuntary encounter that impels thinking to think more than it can think: a moment of encounter with absolute difference.  Levinas in Otherwise Than Being speaks too of an involuntary encounter with an absolute alterity that acts as an imperative.  This paper will accept the specific Levinasian terms for encounter as the presentation to thinking of the face of the Other but will then consider the contrasting readings of the situation of the subject of such an encounter in Difference and Repetition and Otherwise Than Being. Where does the encounter take ‘us’ in each case?  For Levinas the imperative is the command of the Other that must be acted upon before it is even heard, let alone understood, obligating a responsibility that requires a substitution for the Other. For Deleuze it comes as a never-seen-before question that challenges thinking by its unrepresentability, propelling me into an involvement in the world of the Other, as the problematic field that opens out from the question.  The Levinasian subject is pushed back to before its point of departure, “twisted over in its skin, too tight in its skin”[OTB p.104], finding no place within itself to be, sent back prior to Being itself. Nor does the Other, though pure proximity, provide a site for the substitution. This is not an engaged subject, but a “dis-appointed” subject, whose ground of being has been removed. Such is the encounter with the absolutely other which decisively places the ethical before the ontological.  For Deleuze the question is precisely a matter of ontology. The untimely encounter is the moment of the ontology of sense that genitalises and expresses a way of living (an ethos).  The expression of Levinas’ for-the-other is the expression of an ’I’ assuming its own sacrificial death.  For the Deleuzian subject the Other is ‘the expression of a possible world […] not the other which is another I, but the I which is an other, a fractured I.’ [DR p.261] The Other is, effectively, ‘No-one’ (though perceived in a face: expression of terror as expression of a terrified world), it is the ‘Other-structure’ as objective state, articulating the description of a world.  The fractured I is drawn out into and across this world, growing out from its skin (a manifold surface of ontologised sense) not trapped within it. The I is fractured and becoming-capable (the fracture swarming with Ideas which form the problematic fields of individuation).  However, in order to discover the ontology of difference as the genesis of capability, we must follow the path ‘in reverse […] until we reach those regions where the Other-structure no longer functions, far from the objects and subjects that it conditions, where singularities are free to be deployed or distributed in pure intensity.´[DR p.282]: the complete opposite of the Levinasian move that prevented the conatus.   In both Deleuze and Levinas there is an intimacy of ontology and ethics, but in a radically different form and raising different questions.  What is the viability of responsibility without capability? What is the necessity of responsibility within capability? These questions take the encounter from the face-to-face to the wider context of political capability and responsibility.

Giorgos Fourtounis (Aristotle University of Thessaloniki): “Immanence and Subjection: Foucault, Althusser and the aporia of the subject.”

In this paper I will try to draw some hints from Althusser’s late thinking on aleatory materialism as a means for tackling the alleged impasses of the (post)structuralist theorization of the subject (exemplified in the works of Foucault and Althusser himself) and their political consequences.  The close correlation between Foucault’s anti-subjectivist and anti-teleological stances, where the subject is constituted by non-subjective “power/knowledge regimes”, which in their turn are contingent events, essentially unpredictable and non-explicable, entangles him in the aporia of a subject suspended between the constituted and the constituent subject, or between the subject as a result and the subject as a cause. The counterpart of this aporia, which is prolonged rather than attenuated in Foucault’s late work, is the aporia of the Enlightenment (and its advent), which is viewed both as a contingent event “that has made us what we are” and as an attitude or ethos, a task to be accomplished.  A similar correlation between anti-subjectivism and anti-finalism is also omnipresent in Althusser’s thought, but here, as I will try to show, the relevant aporias can be tackled better by way of the evocation of Spinozist immanence as a theoretical means of thinking both the structural causality governing the constitution of social formations and the ideological interpellation governing the constitution of subjects. This theoretical strategy was proposed, precisely, as an attempt to resolve an analogous aporia concerning causality, that is, as an escape out of the traditional dilemma between atomist-transitive and holistic-transcendent causality: a structured individuality neither preexists (as a transcendent cause) nor follows (as a transitive result) the elements and procedures of its constitution, but it is their immanent cause, with no existence apart from them.  According to Judith Butler, now, both Foucauldian subjection and Althusserian interpellation involve the ontological paradox of a constitutive retroaction and self-referentiality, where the subject necessarily appears as the precondition of its constitution. In the light of this, my suggestion will be that it is precisely such a figure of retroaction, essentially of a Spinozist inspiration, that is constitutively involved in Althusser’s late work, considered as a radical development of his earlier Spinozist structuralism, providing an additional philosophical perspective for the thematization of the aporia of the subject. 

Panel 3: Ontology and Engagements with Politics

Ignaas Devisch & Kathleen Vandeputte (Ghent University): “Nancy and Ontological Pluralism: The Absence of A Political Program.”

In this paper we want to elaborate upon Nancy’s notion of ontological pluralism and argue for a political application or praxis of this être-en-commun, this ‘being singular plural’ in order to reconsider whether politics and ‘being-with’ are reconcilable. If we take Nancy’s refusal of a community as work, fusion, collective identity and ultimately as totalization as a starting point, we end up with a distinctive notion of a social community grounded in an ontological pluralism wherein existence cannot be thought otherwise than as co-existence. Nancy seeks for an ontological hold, for the foundations or moral mainstays communitarism and liberalism provided us, are no longer held to be constitutive for community and lost their coordinating function. At first sight, however, Nancy’s social co-existential philosophy does not result in a concrete political program. But the difficulty to translate his philosophy immediately into a political agenda, does not necessarily lead to political paralysis. For him, ontological pluralism is not only an a priori ontological condition but also an assignment and a responsibility for the world. In this way, the radical social and political stakes of his ontology come to the fore.1 Not only his ontological stance comes to terms with the conceived ’retreating politics’, but his notions of inoperative community and being-in-common make community both possible and impossible. Nancy searches for an intersection whereupon community is simultaneously possible, as a future antérieure and always coming, and impossible, as community that can never be definitely arrived at and that disposes of its construction as pure work and essence. We are primordially interested in the political stake of this philosophical ‘interruption’ or ‘resistance’ in order to examine whether it can make a contribution to a political agenda.

Johanna Oksala (University of Dundee): “Foucault's Politicisation of Ontology.”

The paper makes two claims about political ontology. Firstly, I argue for the importance of ontological inquiry in political philosophy. For the theoretical rethinking of politics to amount to an effective response to practical political problems it cannot avoid ontological investigation. My second aim is to argue against any essential definition of ‘the political’. Political ontology should not denote an inquiry into the fixed essence of politics, but a politicised conception of reality. I will problematise the relationship between ontology and politics by putting forward such a conception with the help of Michel Foucault’s critical project.  Foucault’s thought formed an important strand in the effort to theorise the social construction of reality that became prominent in the 1960’s

and 1970’s. It is my contention that his most original and important contribution to this project was his conception of productive power. The ontological idea behind Foucault’s hybrid notion of power/knowledge is that social practices always incorporate power relations, which become constitutive of forms of the subject as well as domains and objects of knowledge. They are not subjects and objects existing in the world as pregiven constants, but are rather constituted through practices of power. This is a radical, ontological claim about the nature of reality: reality as we know it is the result of social practices, but also of concrete struggles over truth in social space.  My argument will proceed in three stages. First, I will defend the importance of ontological inquiry in political philosophy. I will then explicate the politicised conception of reality – the political ontology – that I find in Foucault’s thought. Finally, I will conclude by considering its consequences for our understanding of politics.

Paul Reynolds (Edge Hill): “Ontologies, Politics, Dialectics: The Ordering of Stable and Unstable Moments.”

Behind much political and social theory in the last 50 years has been the question of ontological stability. Post-structuralist influenced critiques have settled upon a critique of - if you like - 'solid state ontologies', particularly those inherent within universalist, essentialist theories of politics and society such as Marxism or Feminism, and sought to explore the deconstructive, critical and unstable moments that seem to negate 'solid state ontologies', at its best represented in Derrida and Foucault, and at its worst in the culturally reifications of post-modern discourse. This has produced a dichotomy of - if you like - 'solid state ontologies' and fluid and 'unstable ontologies' in which the entrenchment on either side often depends on philosophical or political convictions, and guerilla war between the trenches atrophies critical debate. Some thinkers work - Laclau, Butler and to an extent Zizek, seem to reflect the agonies (and perhaps agonistic nature) of seeking to straddle these entrenchments and some, to an extent Badiou, and more Critical Realism, might suggest a synergistic alternative to such entrenchment. This paper seeks to build upon these to suggest that an understanding of ontological stability lies not in attachment to one or other moment, but the recognise them as moments in not a dichotomised but a dialectical process, where the ordering of moments produces the balance or scope and limits to particular thinkers accommodations between the two. What is at stake in doing so is not just an arguably more critical openness philosophically, but an approach to politics that recognises the need to effect such dialectical engagements in both strategising and in engaging mobilisation and action in the political frame, and particularly within the anti-capitalism movement at the present conjuncture.

