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Abstract 
This thesis examines the urban experience through the lens of the aesthetic theories of the 

sublime and the uncanny, and examines the implications of the intertwining of aesthetics and 
the urban environment for the concept of subjectivity. Beginning with an account of the ideas 

of the sublime and the uncanny, primarily through the works of Kant and Freud, it argues that 

the development of the modem city has undermined the Kantian aesthetic of the sublime, and 

with it the self-identical, transcendental subject. The uncanny spaces of the modem city 

confront us with a subjectivity implicated in its environment, a scattering of objects and 
fragmentary subject positions. The thesis assesses reactions to this breakup of the subject, 

rejecting claims that subjectivity can be dispensed with entirely, and arguing that attempts to 

construct an ontology centred around practice run the risk of lapsing into a holism which 

reasserts the unitary subject they seek to criticise. The thesis develops an account of the 

implication of subject and object based on Adomo's critique of Kant, and highlighting the 

importance of the idea of mimesis. These concepts are explored through a critical 

examination of theories of everyday life, beginning with their historical precursors in the 

work of Heidegger and Benjamin. Against Heidegger's phenomenological view, which ends 

up recapitulating the dilemmas of the Kantian subject in the existential unity of Dasein, 

Benjamin's 'poetic' approach, his concentration on the objective fragment, is presented as 

providing an understanding of a contradictory subject, involved in its world. From here, the 

thesis goes on to examine more recent accounts, beginning with a critique of 'ontologies of 

practice' from a Wittgensteinian background, before proceeding to an analysis of the work of 
Lefebvre and Certeau. The thesis argues that Lefebvre and Ccrtcau have a tendency to 

introduce an implicit notion of the unified subject, through their conceptualisations of 

embodiment and practice, and looks for ways in which their work may be said to contain its 

own immanent critique, pointing beyond this reductionism to something indeterminate. This 

is particularly the case in the writing of Certeau, where the ideas of strategy and tactics are 

subtly self-undermining, leading to a focus on the 'narrativity' of practice, a narrativity which 
is critically interrogated to reveal the contradictions of modem urban subjectivity. From here, 

the thesis goes on to examine the idea of narrative and narrativity in more detail, by 

examining the novels of Peter Ackroyd and Paul Auster. Through a study of their 

representations of the city, their motifs, and their narrative structures, it seeks to bring out in 

more substantive detail the intertwining of the subject and the city, and attempts to point 

towards possible resolutions. 
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Introduction 

Context 

The problematic nature of knowledge and truth, and of the implication of the knower in 

what is known, is hardly a recent question. Nor is the idea of a crisis of truth rooted in the 

multiple situated identities of social actors. These questions predate the social sciences and 

were integral to their formulation. It is true, nonetheless, that issues of identity have been 

granted more importance in the social sciences in the last twenty years than perhaps ever 
before, and the feeling persists (as it probably always has) that we have been witnessing 

something definitive in the breakup of social consensus and the emergence of 'identity' 

politics. These changes are held to raise questions about the nature of truth and reflexivity 

to a new level of importance. 

This thesis is not about identity. It stems from the conviction that the idea of 
individual or group identities is ill-founded and creates more confusions than it solves. I 

will briefly discuss why, dealing with the two main issues at stake. 
In the methodological area of a concern about truth and the problem of reflexivity, 

identity represents a false start, an attempt on the part of social scientists to extend their 

methods and concepts to an understanding of their own conditions of existence. It assumes 

the truth of what it sets out to ground. The idea of situating oneself in one's research has no 

relevance to questions of reflexivity, for the notion of a social 'place' which the subject 

occupies is itself a construct of the social sciences, and of the researcher. This method 

assumes the transcendental subject it presumes to critique, giving an account of the place of 

the researcher while ignoring the no-place from which the account is delivered. It dissolves 

real questions about reflexivity in the false presence of the author. 

This problem leads to a second and more general question, whether the idea of a 

social or individual identity makes any sense at all. The idea that our work, leisure and 

consumption choices are driven by our 'identity' implies that there is a thing (property, 

membership, whatever) which circumscribes us, and which can account for our actions. 

Yet our lives are often experienced as anonymous, are patterned by contingency and 

expediency, and exceed any such reduction. 

In response, it will be argued that writers on identity recognise that social actors 

have multiple identities, and that these are not always chosen, but can be socially imposed. 

Ethnic, gender and sexual identities are not simply lifestyle choices, but they have an 

cnon-nous impact upon our styles of life. 
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This changes nothing. The assumption is still that the sum of these identities 

accounts for us as subjects. While it may be admitted that a complete summation may be 

impossible, still the idea persists that, in principle, there is a sum of determinate identities 

that circumscribe and compose the subject. It is, however, ourselves who posit these 
identities, and from a 'viewpoint' which must, of necessity, remain unanalysed. If this is so, 
it follows that the identities we posit do not even begin to account for the substance of 

subjectivity and that, even in principle, we are not the product of intersecting identities, 

however complex. 

The argument about identity may rest on a linguistic confusion. If one looks at how 

we ascribe 'identity' to someone, say through the phrase, 'David is black', or 'Celia is a 

woman', the question arises where identity figures at all. The sentence predicates blackness 

of David, femininity of Celia; it does not identijý them, as in the sentence, 'Hydrogen is the 

element with the atomic weight of one'. In predicative statements like the former, the 

predicates stand in a contingent relationship to their subject. 
It could be objected that subjects are not mere objects, but are shaped by their 

experiences, so that blackness and femininity can hardly be regarded as contingent. While I 

would not dispute this, the term identity equates the individual and what is grammatically 

predicated of it, in a reductionist manner, suited only to talk about objects. Creative and 

generative capacities are brushed aside in the imposition of the logic of identity, and the 

subject reduced to one, or a set of, features (blackness, femininity etc). Perhaps this can go 

some way to addressing more recent concerns about the lack of thought concerning 'white' 

identity. For it would never cross our minds that whiteness defines an individual, 

circumscribes their subjectivity (our subjectivity). This inattention fails only to compound 

an error, is where we have got it right, and that we need now to think about rolling back the 

reductive and oppressive logic of identity, not extending it. 

Research Aims 

If the idea of identity is flawed, it does at least orient itself towards two questions of 
interest. Firstly, it concerns the relationship between positionality and knowledge. 

Secondly, it makes some overtures towards the interconnection of material embodiment 

and subjectivity, insofar as it tries to deal with the contingent material implications of the 

subject. 
A key aim of this work will be to re-ask these questions, on a reconfigured 

conceptual terrain. I will concentrate on the urban experience and its consequences for 
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subjectivity, addressing the issues of knowledge and selfhood. I have taken a specifically 

urban approach largely because the bulk of writing on identity and modem subjectivity has 

assumed an urban setting and to connect the increasing complexity of urban life with the 

rise of identity. Also, however, because the city, as a specific space, occupies a mediating 

role. I wish to explore the relationship between subjectivity and materiality in a manner 

which avoids a transcendental starting point in an abstract subject counterpoised against an 

equally abstract 'embodiment'. If, as I hope to demonstrate, the subject retains a 

transcendent aspect, this is not assumed in the starting point of the analysis, nor does it 

remain untouched by materiality. The aim is to find, in the space of the city, a space of 

writing between the abstract transcendence of the Kantian subject and the implicit but 

unacknowledged transcendence of reductionism, a space from which the subject itself can 

be subjected to critique. 

This thesis will examine the implications of urban experience for subjectivity, 

starting out from the aesthetic experience of the city. This may seem an unusual starting- 

point, but has the advantage of dealing directly with the problematic relations between 

subjects and objects. Aesthetics deals with the formal appreciation of the object by the 

subject, and what this reveals about the subject, object and their connection. By tracing the 

aesthetic consequences of urban life I hope also to show the implication of the city in the 

modem subject, and its consequences for the very idea of subjectivity. 

This thesis posits a shift in the aesthetic appreciation of the city, the subversion of 

the aesthetic of the sublime by the uncanny. Kant, in the Critique ofJudgement (1952), 

gives pride of place in his analysis to the sublime over the beautiful, as the drive of 

subjectivity to think what is beyond sensuous apprehension or representational thought, a 

grasping-towards the noumenon which reveals the subject's universality in a reason 'great 

beyond every standard of sense' (Kant 1952: 104). The sublime, and the transcendent 

subject which attends it, dominated aesthetics until the late nineteenth century, but has, I 

will argue, begun to fragment under the pressures exerted on it by the modem city. A new 

aesthetic category, the uncanny, begins to emerge as both a part of the transcendental 

sublime and a sign of its decomposition. The uncanny, however, is not really an aesthetic 

so much as its antithesis. Where aesthetics reaffirms the autonomous subject in the 

distanced appreciation of the object, the uncanny disrupts this distance, rupturing the 

boundary between subject and object, plunging both into a state of tension and uncertainty. 
What I want to argue is that the urban experience has affected our aesthetic 

appreciation of the world, and encouraged the development of the anti-aesthetic of the 
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uncanny. The uncanny, in problematising the autonomy of the subject, betrays and 

embodies the fears and anxieties, the anonymity, but also the heady euphoria, of the urban 

experience. It does not, however, provoke a change of aesthetic taste in a subject which 

remains untouched. For if aesthetics reveals the structure of the transcendental, unified 

subject, the uncanny problematises the possibility of aesthetics, throwing the subject itself 

into disarray, foregrounding its destabilising implication in the contingent array of objects 

which entangle it. The decomposition of the sublime is the decomposition of the Kantian 

subject itself. 

The aesthetic categories of the sublime and the uncanny illuminate the urban 

experience, the subject, and the nature of their connection. They will also serve as a critical 

lens through which to evaluate the work of several writers who have already engaged with 

this area. In particular, the body of work associated with the idea of 'everyday life' has 

addressed the themes treated here. Writers on the everyday have addressed the ways in 

which the city shapes the subjects inhabiting it, and the inhabitant's appropriation and 

subversion of the environment in which they find themselves. 

A major aim of this work is to contextualise the idea of the everyday, and subject it 

to critical scrutiny. In this context, two points will be stressed. First, I wish to construct a 

countcr-rcading to appropriations of the work of Ccrteau which present his writing as an 

optimistic reaffirmation of practical, grassroots creativity, illustrating how Certeau's 

everyday is rooted in a critique of modernity which focuses on the abstract and alienated 

aspects of experience. Second, I wish to produce a broader critique of a rather dubious 

'ontology of practice' which haunts much writing on this subject and which has led to a 

proliferation of fashionable works on 'embodiment', as if the body held answers which two 

and a half thousand years of philosophical thought had accidentally overlooked'. Such 

arguments have their own reductionist implications, or tend towards an empty holistic 

metaphor of the emergence of presence from totality. In either case, they involve regression 

to a level of thought about subjectivity, knowledge and presence which has been obsolete 

since the time of Kant, and with good reason. The body is a matter of interest, but presents 

us with many more problems than it answers. 

1 Rather than refer to a specific work (though I will reference many in the main text), I would use as an 

example the recent (1998) British Sociology Association conference on embodiment. A primary theme was 

supposed to be the overcoming of the subject-object dualism in a focus on the body. In point of fact, I am 

unaware of any paper - anywhere - which has made what might be called a serious contribution in this field. 
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Limits of the Work 

Given the above, it is important to stress what the thesis will not do. Firstly, it will not set 

out to provide a substantive account of particular, concrete urban experiences. It engages, 

rather, with the complex interconnectivity of the city and subjectivity, presenting each as a 

lens through which to view the other. The work engages mainly with classical sociological 

representations of the city, dealing with the formal properties of urban experience in 

general. 
This approach to the study of the uncanny differs from the original plan for the 

work, which was to operate through an empirical study of stigmatised and excluded urban 

spaces, such as scrap yards, flea markets and rubbish tips. As the theme of the work was 

always aesthetic, however, the focus changed to a more formal and theoretical account of 

the relationship between urban space, subjectivity and aesthetics. If this has led to a 

downplaying of the sensuous aspect of the uncanny - the gut feeling of alienation - the 

pay-off is a more argumentative and critical piece of writing. While the aspect of 

sensuousness remains implicated in the work, negatively, in the implication of subject and 

object and in the prioritising of mimesis, these exceed representation, and it is a central 

contention that they are not sensuously (that is to say, empirically) apprehensible. 

One consequence of concentrating on the body of classical sociological literature is 

a potential for Eurocentrism. Most writing in this vein has concentrated on European and 

North American cities and the thesis will not depart from this. This raises the question of to 

what extent the work can be taken to represent 'the city' in general, since its analysis is 

based primarily in writing on Western cities. 
On this point, the formal nature of the analyses I address serves a little to increase 

their extension, and I believe that many aspects of Western metropolitan experience (e. g. 

anonymity, spatial and temporal rationalisation etc. ) hold true for cities generally, 

particularly in the context of capitalist globalization. Further, the writings the thesis 

examines do not stem from a culturally homogeneous 'European' city life, addressing 

localities as disparate as London, New York, Moscow and Naples. The strongest aspect of 

writers such as Simmel and Benjamin is precisely that they identify formal similarities 

underlying radically disparate urban experiences. 
More importantly, however, it must be remembered that the thesis aims at a critique 

of the Kantian subject through its implication with the city it inhabits. If one accepts that 

the Kantian approach advances a Western notion of subjectivity, privileging geometrical 

space in a manner pioneered in European city architecture, then it is analysis of the - 
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Western city which is most likely to destabilise its internal economy. This is especially so 

given that the transcendental structure of Kant's writing situates it as the precondition of 

anything which could be called a subject, a formalism which enables it to appropriate any 

sensuous experience. This is what necessitates an analysis which proceeds internally, 

through a logic I have described as uncanny; an internalised otherness which is less easily 

appropriated than an Other which comes to it as something external. 
The writers on the city and on subjectivity addressed in this thesis are chosen 

according to the above criteria, and with the aim of keeping both the city and the subject in 

focus as much as possible. The list is, however, far from complete, for reasons of space, 

centrality to the argument advanced, and due to their late 'discovery' by the author. In this 

context, perhaps the most regrettable omissions are Bakhtin's writing on the grotesque 
body, and Kristeva's work on abjection, a concept which highlights many of the ideas I 

have tried to address. 
The choice of writers raises another question, concerning the gendering of the work, 

whether the subject, or its handling, is specifically masculine. While it is true that the 

central authors I address are all men, I believe that this is primarily due to the historical 

context of the writers in question, and I would argue that the themes of urban experience 

they address are quite general. Questions of anonymity, commodification and alienation are 

not exclusively, nor even primarily, masculine. This would be to assume the masculinity of 

the public sphere, and (implicitly) the femininity of the private, a straightforward 

acceptance of this ideological division in its own terms. As Elizabeth Wilson notes, such 

acceptance occludes male domination of the domestic sphere, while blinding us to the very 

real and significant implication of women in the modem public sphere (Wilson 1992: 100- 

101). 

If the thesis does concentrate on a masculine notion of the subject, however, I 

would contend that this is because the Subject of traditional Western philosophical 

discourse has been Man. This is, after all, the topic of the thesis, the ideology of the self- 

sufficient, rational subject that it sets out to undermine. 

Some final remarks are in order, concerning the last chapter of the thesis, which 

deals with the relationship between narrative structure and representation in the novels of 
Peter Ackroyd and Paul Auster. Both writers were chosen specifically because their own 

writing is closely concerned with the city and the nature of subjectivity and representation. 
The chapter is not intended as a substitute for the empirical study of the city, but as a non- 

systematic illustration of some of the ideas advanced in the thesis, in a more concrete and 
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sensuous manner than that found in the interrogation of philosophers. It remains, 

ultimately, a representation of a representation, but attempts to go beyond serniotics by 

concentrating on narrative form and structure, showing how the indeten-ninacy of their 

relationship mirrors that of the subject in its world of objects. 

Structure of the Work 

Turning to the layout of the thesis, my first chapter will address the aesthetics of the 

sublime and the uncanny through a study of the work of Kant and Freud. In addition to 

examining the complex interrelation of these aesthetic categories, I will consider their 

consequences, in terms of the ideas of 'presence' and 'totality'. These, in turn, have 

implications for the subject, with the uncanny presenting a serious challenge to any idea of 

the subject as unity. At the same time, I argue that Freud's work is itself reductionist, and 

implies the kind of false and unacknowledged transcendence already intimated above. I 

therefore attempt to fashion a formal reading of the uncanny, concentrating on the 

contradictions of subjectivity and embodiment, drawing to some extent on the writings of 

Lacan. 

Chapter 2 will address the role of the sublime and the uncanny in the constitution of 

urban experience. Beginning with Rosalind Williams's Notes on the Underground (1992), 1 

will show how the continual disruption of urban life, and the environment it produces, can 

be experienced in sublime terms, as ideal manifestations of labour, power, the huge 

aggregate of communal life that is the city. I will argue that the impression of totality 

implied in the sublime is doomed to collapse under the weight of its own contradictions, 

decaying into the uncanny juxtaposition of highly charged fragments. This experience of 

dislocation and dismemberment represents alienated conditions as they really are. The 

uncanny, as the destabilising experience of alienation, itself carries a critical charge. 

The third chapter develops the theme of alienation raised in the second in more 

detail, with specific regard to what disalienation might mean. Beginning with Marx's 

conception of alienation, I will demonstrate the Hegelian legacy in his work, and the 

tendency of some of his writing to lapse into metaphors of sublime unity and self-sufficient 

presence, particularly around the idea of labour. In the context of a critique of Lukacs, I 

will demonstrate the falsity of any critique of subjectivity based upon ideas of pure labour 

or practice, stressing the importance of the objective moment in the mediation of the labour 

process. A better starting point, I contend, is found in Adomo's Negative Dialectics (1996), 

which provides a radical critique of the Kantian subject which allows us to make sense of 
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the concepts of alienation and disalienation, without recourse to metaphors of primitive 
immediacy and presence. 

Picking up on Adomo's 'micrological' view of critical thinking, Chapter 4 begins 

an analysis of the idea of 'everyday life, concentrating on its historical antecedents in the 

work of Heidegger and Benjamin. The chapter comprises a lengthy consideration of each, 
followed by some concluding remarks. My primary aim is to develop both a critique of 

appropriations of Heidegger's work which see in it a 'theory of practice', and also to 

develop a critique of the work itself, insofar as Being in Time (1995) represents a 

reassertion of a basically Kantian model of subjectivity. Contrasting Heidegger with the 

work of Benjamin, I argue that the latter's focus on the fragments of objective culture 

provides a critical account of modernity and subjectivity which avoids the abstraction of 

Heidegger's phenomenology via a concept of mimesis. I argue that these writers represent 

what may be seen as two opposing themes, both of which inform a contemporary writing 

on the everyday torn between phenomenology and the 'poetic' approach of Benjamin. 

Chapter 5 continues the discussion of the everyday, beginning with a discussion of 

the role of practice and embodiment in these writings. I aim to show that theories and 

ontologies of practice make invalid appeals to metaphors of pure presence and to reassert 

the importance of the objective - and poetic - moment in the study of the everyday. The 

chapter continues with a detailed discussion of Lefebvre and Certeau, concentrating 

particularly on their understandings of practice and subjectivity. I aim to construct a 

reading of both writers which stresses the anti-reductionist elements in their work, 

highlighting the implication of the subject in its world without dissolving them into one 

another. One aspect of this articulation, which will be touched on in earlier chapters, 

concerns what Certeau terms the 'narrativity' of practice, and this notion will prove crucial 

to the reconceptualisation of the subject, insofar as it mediates the 'inner' and 'outer' 

realms, showing their mutual implication and hence their constructed nature, without 

collapsing into some holistic idea of pure identity. 

My sixth and final chapter attempts to engage with the relationship between the city 

and the subject through a study of narrativity, in the fictional writings of Peter Ackroyd and 

Paul Auster. By analysing the cross-connections between their representations of the city 

and the narrative structure of their writings, I hope to emphasise the uncanniness of the 

urban experience, and also of the structure of urban subjectivity itself. This, finally, 

completes my critique of the Kantian subject, presenting a subject torn between the formal 

and mimetic aspects of its own narrativity. 
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Chapter 1- The Sublime and the Uncanny as Aesthetic Experience 

The sublime and the uncanny are slippery and indeterminate concepts. Nonetheless, for 

analysis to proceed requires a thorough examination of both. I will refrain from simple 
dictionary-style definition, in order to give a rough genealogy of the concepts, beginning 

with the earlier of the two, the sublime. 

The Sublime 

The aesthetic definition of the sublime as it is understood today, originated in the 18th 

century, finding its first major formulation in Burke's (1757) A Philosophical Enquiry into 

the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautifid (Burke 1998). Departing from neo- 

classical aesthetics, which emphasised form, proportion and the virtues of reason, Burke 

adopted an introspective and psychologistic approach, working: 

from a diligent examination of our passions in our own breasts; from a careful 
survey of the properties of things which we find by experience to influence those 
passions; and from a sober and attentive investigation of the laws of nature, by 
which these properties are capable of affecting the body, and thus of exciting our 
passions. 

Burke (1998: 1). 

Burke was the first writer to clearly distinguish the sublime and the beautiful. For Burke, 

the basis of the sublime is the experience of pain, while the beautiful is rooted in pleasure. 

As he accepts the Hobbesian asymmetry between pain and pleasure (what is painful is 

universally so, while pleasure is a cultivated taste), the prior distinction grounds a further 

one. While beauty is social and conventional, the sublime is individual, rooted in 

fundamental human nature. 
For Burke, the physical and emotional are intimately connected. The feelings of 

restfulness associated with beauty are the emotional analogue of (physical) pleasure, while, 

in the case of the sublime, the true source is not pain, but its corollary, terror. This terror, 

however, must be kept at a distance, for any real danger or threat to one's person is liable to 

be experienced as merely unpleasant, and met with the appropriate response from the 

perspective of self-preservation. 

It is this experience of distanced terror which evokes the sublime. The basis of this 

'sort of tranquillity tinged with terror'(Burke 1998: 123) lies in the nervous tension of such 

circumstances, 'as these emotions clear the parts, whether fine or gross, of a dangerous and 

troublesome cncumbrance(Burke 1998: 123). Monk (1960), argues that this statement 
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should be interpreted in terms analogous to physical exercise, and this seems reasonable, 

given Burke's predominantly physicalist orientation. The sublime provides exercise for the 

nerves and the imagination. However, this does not explain his use of the metaphor of the 

clearing of an encumbrance - what is this encumbrance? The answer to this is that, in the 

case of the sublime 1he mind is so entirely filled with its object, that it cannot entertain any 

other, nor by consequence reason on that object which employs it(Burke 1998: 53). Here 

we have a reference to the sublime as an experience of the object as non-relational, such 

that it excludes all conceptualisation and leads to an ecstatic negation of the self (if the 

mind cannot consider anything else, it cannot encompass one's own position as viewer of 

the object). Its benefit to the imagination stems from a combination of the effects of 

exercise, and the intuition of the irreducibility of the object and the self which relates to it; 

a reaffirmation of the Romantic concept of creative freedom to which Burke subscribed. 

Burke's discussion of those ideas which arouse feelings of sublimity illustrate his 

general concept. They include obscurity and uncertainty; overwhelming power; vastness 

and magnificence; and infinity, or any object which seems infinite because of its size and 

composition (the artificial infinity). These ideas all imply the non-relationality of the object 

(in the case of obscurity at least of any clear relationality) and refuse any neat concept of 

the object's closure. The sublime idea is always obscure, gaining in evocativeness what it 

loses in conceptual clarity. 

Burke's concept of artificial infinity provides the best illustration of how two quite 

different concepts seem to work through his idea of the sublime. He defines artificial 

infinity as the effect of a vast object which is plain of finish, so as to deny the eye any 

resting place, since it is everywhere the same. Burke's primary account of the sublime in 

this instance lies in the effect of nervous tension in the retina caused by this restlessness, 

yet he is quick to stress the fact (through his name for the concept) that the aspect of non- 

relational infinity is important. 

Burke sets out to provide a non-transcendental, psychologistic account of the 

sublime. But we can already see how this account prefigures more modem interpretations 

of sublimity as suggestive of a pure and non-relational totality from which identity 

emerges. 

Kant and the transcendental sublime 
Burke's theories concerning the sublime and the beautiful were a major influence on Kant's 

Ctitique ofJudgement of 1790 (Kant 1952). Despite this, Kant's approach is very different. 
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Eschewing the contingent detail yielded by introspection, his methodology is 

transcendental, proceeding by asking how the underlying structure of our minds must be for 

appearances to be as they are. 

Kant begins his study with a discussion of the beautiful, prior to his treatment of 

sublimity. Like Burke, he rejects conceptual accounts of beauty, as one cannot force 

another to regard something as beautiful by the application of rules, but distances himself 

from the Burkean model by arguing that the delight taken from the beautiful is totally 

disinterested, not connected to agreeable sensations or external ends. 

The beautiful differs from the agreeable (sensual pleasure), and indeed manifests a 

certain incompatibility with it, since agreeableness may compromise its disinterested 

nature, and in any case is treated as a matter of pure taste, lacking any claim to 

universalityý. It is not related to the good as means to an end for this is neither disinterested 

nor non-conceptual. Similarly, the beautiful is not the same as the perfect (a branch of the 

good), for this implies the object's perfect realisation of its concept (and is thus 

conceptual). 

Regarding what the beautiful is, Kant defines four fon-ns of teleology attributable to 

the object. He defines an end as a state of affairs brought about by its concept, and terms 

the causality of the concept with respect to its end Yinality. The agreeable object thus 

manifests external subjective finality, in that it has an end external to its nature in the 

bringing about of a subjective state. The good in the case of the useful manifests external 

objective finality, while the objective finality of the perfect is internal (i. e. it is the perfect 

realisation of its own concept, and thus good in its own terms). With these forms of finality 

ruled out, the only one left is internal subjective finality, and here we have a more suitable 

basis for a theory of the beautiful. 

Kant argues that the source of beauty is internal subjective finality, devoid of 

external ends or interest. Beauty is not a product of sensual pleasure, but is defined as a 

delight in thefortnal properties of the object, which induce what Kant terms a firee play of 

the cognitive faculties'(Kant 1952: 58), a free play which is essential for all representation 

(i. e. for the resolution of identities from the sensory manifold). Beauty 'can be nothing else 

than the mental state that presents itself in the mutual relation of the powers of 

2 It should be noted that Kant does not deny the existence of dispute over what is beautiful, claiming rather 

that the universality of beauty exists as the promise of (or desire for) universality. This idea of a common 

sense, which grounds the imputation of universality to a singular instance of the beautiful, is also important 

for Kant in the sense that it serves to bridge the gap between morality as a demand of reason and the existence 

of universal regulative norms (Lyotard 1993: 23). 
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representation so far as they refer a given representation to cognition in general'(Kant 

1952: 58). It is devoid of determinate conceptual content in the sense that it is delight in the 

faculty of presentation itself, a pre-conceptual awareness of the operation of our cognitive 

faculties of imagination and understanding evoked by an object which 'conveys a finality in 

its form making the object appear, as it were, preadapted to our power of judgement(Kant 

1952: 91). 

On the basis of this discussion of the beautiful, Kant turns to the question of the 

sublime. He notes that sublimity, as an aesthetic concept, shares certain common features 

with the beautiful, particularly its disinterested, non-sensuous and non-conceptual nature. 

However, the sublime is very different from the beautiful. To begin with, its 

experiential content is one of respect for power and majesty rather that delight. More 

importantly, if the basis of beauty is the form of the object, 1he sublime is to be found in an 

object even devoid of form, so far as it immediately involves, or else by its presence 

provokes, a representation of limitlessness, yet with a super-added thought of its totality' 

(Kant 1952: 90). The sublime does not suggest preadaptation to, but rather confounds, the 

faculties. It is 'an outrage on the imagination' (Kant 1952: 91). 

The sublime evokes the contra-finality of the object, suggesting an unthinkable 

totality. This leads Kant to argue that the sublime is a state of mind which is merely evoked 
by the object: 

All we can say is that the object lends itself to the presentation of a sublimity 
discoverable in the mind. For the sublime, in the strict sense of the word, cannot 
be contained in any sensuous form, but rather concerns ideas of reason, which, 
though no adequate presentation of them is possible, may be excited and called 
into the mind by that very inadequacy itself which does permit of sensuous 
presentation. 

Kant (1952: 91). 

The modality of these ideas of reason varies with the modality of the sublime, of which 

Kant identifies two; the mathematical and the dynamic. 

The mathematical sublime resembles Burke's accounts of vastness and infinity 

(Burke 1998: 66), arising when an object evokes an estimation of its magnitude as beyond 

comparison. Of course, no object is actually like this - the sublime is merely the evocation 

of an idea. The basis of the mathematical sublime is the contradiction between the faculties 

of apprehension (the ability to mathematically measure and compare, rooted in the 

imagination) and comprehension (the demand of reason that we can understand things as 

meaningful totalities). The first of these faculties is unlimited, can be carried on ad 
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infinitum, and it is in the nature of the imagination to demand such progress (or regress), 

situating each entity within its larger apprehended context. But comprehension is limited, 

becoming ever harder as the thing to be comprehended grows in magnitude and moves 

away from the everyday orbits of our lives. The mathematical sublime arises when we are 
faced with an apprehended object or idea which is beyond our comprehension, and this 

evokes the idea of infinity, as the object seems to break the boundaries of any determinate 

form. 

The mathematically sublime renders our mathematical apprehension of the object 

meaningless to the rational demand for comprehension. Our limited ability to comprehend 
the object (i. e. our limited practical ability to fulfil what manifests as an absolute demand 

of reason) here precipitates us towards an idea of infinity. At a limited level, where the 
failure of comprehension is a failure to comprehend the apprehended object in itself, we 
have something resembling Burke's artificial infinite. But the mathematical sublime has 

broader ramifications than this. If we are drawn by the imagination to consider the location 

of the object within the broader totality of things, we evoke an infinity which can only be 

nature itself, as the material totality which determines the existence of all its specific 

components. But, argues Kant, the determination of the existence of finite elements from a 

natural infinity is contradictory, since such an infinity would have to be apprehensible, and 
hence finite: 

Now the proper unchangeable fundamental measure of nature is its absolute 
whole, which, with it, regarded as a phenomenon, means infinity comprehended. 
But, since this fundamental measure is a self contradictory concept... it follows 
that where the size of a natural Object is such that the imagination spends its 
whole faculty of comprehension upon it in vain, it must carry our concept of 
nature to a supersensible substrate (underlying both nature and our faculty of 
thought) which is great beyond every standard of sense. 

Kant (1952: 104). 

Nature is itself subsumed as an idea of reason, which stands even above nature. 

The mathematically sublime forces us up against the limits of our faculties. We are 

forced to recognise our vocation to realise the demand of reason to understand things in 

terms of their totality, and the ultimate unrealisability of this vocation in sensuous terms, or 

in terms of the apprehensive understanding (verstehen) which takes the sensuous and 

empirical as its starting point. Our very inability to represent what is demanded by the ideas 

of reason reveals within us a non-sensuous and non-representable standard (reason) which 

transcends the sensual realm, and it is this recognition which evokes the feeling of respect 

associated with the sublime. 
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Kant's concept of the mathematically sublime prefigures the modem concept of the 

sublime as 'What is not present and supports presence' (Lyotard 1993: 25). It is not, as a 

superficial reading may yield, a purely quantitative concept concerning the evocation of 

awe, but concerns the basis of the identity of objects themselves. Kant does argue that the 

universe is spatially infinite, and defines infinity as infinite progression, rather than on a 

Hegelian model of totality. His point is that what is contradictory in the idea of nature is the 

idea of an intuited infinity of phenomena. And this contradiction implies: 

the presence in the human mind of a faculty that is itself supersensible. For it is 
only through this faculty and its idea of a noumenon... not itself admitting of any 
intuition... introduced as a substrate underlying the intuition of the world as mere 
phenomenon, that the infinite world of sense... is completely comprehended under 
a concept... 

Kant (1953: 103). 

In short, the idea of nature as an infinity of determinate presences is subsumed under the 

idea of the noumenon, that totality which is referred to in the singular precisely because it 

cannot be reduced to nature understood as a totality of things. 
From the mathematical sublime, Kant moves on to a discussion of the dynamic 

sublime. The dynamic sublime occupies a smaller place in Kant's work, and the discussion 

is considerably less sophisticated and detailed than that of the mathematical. Nevertheless, 

it does serve to develop some aspects of his theory, and is worth including for the sake of 

completeness. 
The dynamic sublime is evoked by power and might rather than size. Insofar as 

might is sublime, it must be experienced as overwhelming, and thus as fearful. This is not 

to say that the object must be a source of fear, for this would imply an interested 

relationship that would rule out sublimity (again, echoing Burke). A certain distance 

between ourselves and the object is required, its fearsome nature coming from a 

recognition of what would happen if we were to stand in the way of the might of nature. 
Again, the effect of the sublime is to make us aware of certain ideas of reason 

which cannot be fully expressed in representational terms. In this case: 

... the might of nature forces on us the recognition of our physical helplessness as 
beings of nature, but at the same time reveals a faculty of estimating ourselves as 
independent of nature, and discovers a pre-ernýinence above nature that is the 
foundation of a self-preservation of quite another kind from that which may be 
assailed and brought into danger by external nature. ... external nature is not 
estimated in our aesthetic judgement as sublime so far as exciting fear, but rather 
because it challenges our power (not one of nature) to regard as small those things 
of which we are wont to be solicitous (worldly goods, health, and life), and hence 
to regard its might (to which in these matters we are no doubt subject) as 
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exercising over us and our personality no such rude dominion that we should bow 
down before it, once the question becomes one of our highest principals and of our 
asserting or forsaking them. 

Kant (1952: 111). 

The dynamic sublime serves to make us aware of a non-sensuous standard within us, which 

enables us to transcend nature. In this case, the recognition is that of the unconditional 

nature of freedom, manifest in our ability to freely lay down our lives in the pursuit of 

principles which we may even recognise to be unrealisable. That such unconditional 
freedom is one of the ideas of reason was demonstrated by Kant in the Clitique of Pure 

Reason (Kant 1994), in his discussion of freedom as the third antimony of pure reason 
(Kant 1994: 329-331). The fundamental incompatibility of the ideas of absolute freedom 

and the universality of causality - both of which are demanded by reason - draws us (again 

via our incapacity to understand it in terms of Verstehen) to recognise the existence of the 

noumenon underlying the sensuous realm of phenomena. 
Once again, we can see that the Kantian sublime draws our attention to the 

noumenon as the unrepresentable totality which grounds presence. Kant's manner of doing 

this may seem unusual, given the obvious potential of the dynamic sublime for an account 

structured around the production of presence. However, this is understandable both in 

terms of Kant's idealism (the noumenon is described as a 'substrate'. 'Underlying'the world 

of phenomena), and historically - the association of power and dynamism with production 

rather than with nature was a product of the machine culture of the industrial revolution. 

The post-Kantian sublime 
An important element of Kantian philosophy, which I have not mentioned till now, 

concerns his assertion that a transcendental investigation of the categories of reason and the 

mind reveals to us only truths about the mind itself. He is loath to make ontological claims 

about the nature of the world. In his discussion of the noumenon, he limits himself to 

saying that it is an idea of reason, with no attempt to say anything about its nature, other 

than that it is (posited by reason as) a 'supersensible substrate. We may, of course, argue 

that this implies the existence of the noumenon, as we must speak of the world in this way. 

Nevertheless, the nature of the noumenon is left indeterminate (the meaning of the term 

'substrate' is not discussed), and it exerts no determinate structuring influence upon the 

world. 
This rigid separation of the rational and the real was contested by Hegel. Hegel, like 

Kant, adopted a transcendental approach, but argued for a fundamental unity between 
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reason and the world (the 'rationality of the real'). Hegel's way of doing this is complex. 

His defence of the use of transcendental argument to uncover truths about the real hinges 

upon the principal that, if one drops a correspondence theory of truth (which we must do if 

we do not have immediate access to the nature of the world), replacing it with an 

expressive - linguistic model, and if it can be shown that it makes no sense to speak of the 

world in any other way than one, then we must be justified in arguing that we have a solid 

grasp of the ontological structure of the world. 

Hegel, however, goes much further, arguing that the finite world of determinate 

presences exists as an expression of, and is structured by, what for him is the fundamental 

ontological basis of the world - the Idea. In the Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel 1977), he 

begins with a critique of 'sensible certainty' (the empiricist notion that knowledge originates 
in the direct sensuous apprehension of a sensory manifold which is then cut up into abstract 

moments by language), arguing that this view is unsustainable, since a primordial sensory 

manifold cannot provide us with a set of criteria for differentiation. He begins by asking the 

proponent of sensible certainty to say what is seen, dismissing the use of pure 
demonstratives such as 'this' or 'now' on the grounds that, deprived of any particular 
definition of such terms, they effectively function as universals, conveying no knowledge 

of particulars. The likely response to this, that I know what it is I am seeing, and that such 

grounded knowledge is pre-linguistic and can only be shown - could be shown if only you 

could put yourself in my place - is equally fallacious. For if all I can say is 'this' or 'now, 

then even I cannot know what I mean by these terms, having no rules or yardstick by which 

to lend them meaning - an argument which, as Charles Taylor (1995) notes, is strikingly 

similar to Wittgenstein's critique of ostensive definition. 

Concluding that one cannot have unmediated knowledge of particulars, Hegel goes 

on to argue that our recognition of identity and difference requires conceptualisation and 

the structures of subjectivity. From here, he demonstrates that the idea of a seff-identical 

subject standing over and against an external world is itself contradictory, since the subject 

is inextricably bound up with its world. Any attempt to think the subject as simple self 

identity must thus force the subject into a situation where it must attempt to master (or 

ingest) the world if it is not to be swallowed up (overdetermined) by it. And such mastery 

could never be achieved, for, in eliminating the other, it would deprive us of any yardstick 

against which we could meaningfully define ourselves as subjects. 
Thus, argues Hegel, the struggle of the subject for self-certainty can never be 

complete until it has achieved a'standing negation'of the world, understanding its place in 
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the world in a way which eliminates its otherness whilst preserving both the freedom of the 

subject and the external reality relative to which it must define itself. But such recognition 

of self in the other cannot be limited to the merely human level, for its embodiment in a 

style of life would then be no more than an arbitrary imposition, with no grounding in the 

fundamental structure of the world and our place in it. Hegel concludes that we must 

recognise ourselves in the rational structure of the world, as the coming to self- 

consciousness of the world's underlying subjectivity and rational necessity. 
While having political and ethical consequences, the fundamental point about the 

necessity of recognising ourselves and subjectivity in general in the rationality of the real is 

an ontological one. Presence is grounded in the existence of the subject, and no other idea 

of what the subject is is sustainable. The fact of our current non-recognition, the real non- 

completion of the subject, puts us in a situation where reality (the world of finite presences) 

is in contradiction with itself and its conditions of existence (this for Hegel is the motor of 
history). In other words, the existence in the world of finite presences expresses the 

working through of a historical process of realisation, not at the merely human level, but at 

the level of a world spirit which is coming to being. 

Hegel sees the rational structure of the world as the unfolding of the Idea (Geist). 

Geist can be thought of as the idea of rational necessity, which is impelled by its own 

nature to become completely transparent, to think itself in its own terms. Having the 

structure of subjectivity, it cannot grasp itself immediately (the fallacy of the subject as 

simple self-identity, or I=I), but must recognise itself in another. The external world is the 

alienation of Geist, which goes over from the universal and necessary into the contingent 

and particular in order eventually to come back to itself through the medium of finite 

(human) subjectivity. This is not, it should be noted, a theism. For Geist, inseparable from 

its embodiment, cannot be said to have existed as subjectivity prior to the existence of the 

world, and thus cannot be said to have consciously posited the world. Rather, the 

3 This aspect of Hegel's though is undoubtedly the most difficult to grasp. Hegel's belief that the world is 

structured like a subject stems from the maxim of the impossibility of unmediated experience, and the 

consequent assertion of the mediate nature of existence itself, since a thing cannot be said to exist 
independently of its relations to other things within a totality. This is further backed up by the argument that, 
like the subject, objects in the world can undergo physical change without ceasing to be members of the same 

class of things. Hegel here makes the profoundly anti-nominalist point that, if we admit the impossibility of 
immediate knowledge, things really are members of their categories, and that these categories themselves are 

part of reality (e. g. a tree really is a member of the class of trees - the abstract concept 'tree' is not arbitrary, 
but is rooted in the fundamental structure of the real). 
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delimitation of Geist as rational necessity makes it plain that what is being talked about is 

the movement of the world towards the conscious realisation of its own underlying rational 

necessity, which it embodies in its very structure. The Idea is still coming into being, 

immanent in its worldly embodiment in both senses of the term, and is not posited as an 

external entity. 
Hegel himself wrote very little on the idea of the sublime, using it to refer to a 

primitive notion of the Idea as completely transcendent, and contrasting it with beauty as 

that which bodies forth'Geist. Nevertheless, his work has important implications for the 

theory of the sublime as articulated by Kant, lending it an ontological element disavowed 

by the latter yet immanent to many modem conceptions of sublimity. 

This is illustrated by an instance where the concerns of both theorists come close to 

one another, namely a comparison between Kant's discussion of the relative roles of 

imagination and reason in the constitution of the mathematical sublime, and Hegel's 

dialectic of ground. 

As noted, Kant presents a conflict between the demands of the representative 

imagination to carry forth its representations ad infinitum, and the demand of reason that 

we understand each thing as a meaningful whole. We discover a contradiction between 

understanding a thing as a total object in itself, and our drive to supplement this 

understanding by a further account of its determinants, constituents and surroundings. This 

in turn leads to the idea of nature as the infinite totality of determinate presences, which is 

subsumed under reason and the idea of the noumenon, due to the implicit contradiction of 

the counted infinity. 

Hegel's dialectic of ground is in many ways similar to this discussion. He begins 

with the assertion that philosophy aims to understand being in its necessity, rather than as 

simple immediacy, and that the representative faculties of understanding (verstehen) 

understand this necessity in terms of 'ground, or sufficient reason. The problem emerges 

when one tries to conceptualise sufficient reason in causal terms (i. e. to present a causal 

account of the emergence of finite presence from totality). For in every causal sequence the 

cause itself is always contingent. This precludes any grasp of the necessity of the actual in 

causal terms. We are faced with a contradiction between the criteria of infon-nativeness and 

sufficiency, in the sense that any account of sufficient generality to apply to the totality 

from which presence is determined will have to be so abstract as to convey no information 

whatever. 
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Hegel uses the dialectic of ground to drive his argument towards the necessity of 

recognising the concept as the basis of presence (for Hegel, too, the idea of a simple totality 

is inadmissible, since talk of the existence of a totality implies its existence in relation to 

another -a slot filled for Hegel by the Idea of rational necessity, which is self-sufficient and 

which balances the contradictory self-contained material totality against that which it is 

striving to become). What is interesting here is the similarity in the structure of the 

arguments employed by Kant and Hegel, and the similarity in conclusions (in the sense that 

both use the argument to show the inadequacy of the idea of the determination of presence 
from a representable natural totality and go on to stress the superordinate status of reason). 
The fundamental difference concerns what happens to the noumenon. The Kantian 

nounienon is an idea of reason, posited by reason in response to an antimony of reason, and 

has no ontological status. Hegel transforms this argument by effectively abolishing the 

notion of a separate noumenon, rendering it identical to reason as Geist (objective Spirit, or 

the embodiment of the Idea). The positing of the noumenon by reason as a substrate is 

replaced by the positing of the world by the Idea, only this positing is an act of bringing 

into existence - it has ontological primacy. 
All this has implications for the idea of the sublime. It allows us to talk of the 

determination of finite presence in terins of what Kant and Hegel term Inner Teleology', 

that is determination out of totality, of a form which recognises no external end, but merely 

expresses the nature of the totality in its development. It thus moves the argument away 

from the nounienon as a fundamentally passive underlying substrate, towards a dynamic 

concept of the production and destruction of f inite presences according to the rule of a 

natural necessity which is non-finite and unrepresentable in causal terms. 

This potted history effectively takes us up to the modem definition of the idea of 

the sublime. Perhaps the most famous contemporary exponent of the theory of the sublime 

is Jean Franqois Lyotard. An important feature of Lyotard's work is his stress on the 

increasing closeness of sublimity. The Romantic epoch located the sublime in great works 

of nature, emphasising the importance of distance. In contrast, the modem period has 

placed a greater emphasis on the immanence of the sublime to everyday life itself. This 

process, argues Lyotard, is already underway in Marx, for whom labour power, the 

dynamic basis of all human existence, grounds all presence, but is only grasped through its 

own conceptual products: 

[The sublime]... is to be found in what he calls labour force. In the correspondence 
with Engels, Marx says: I've just re-read Aristotle, and I've found that the concept 
of dynamis is going to be very useful to me. And in fact he starts off by calling 
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labour force labour power(puissance). This is a metaphysical notion. And within 
metaphysics, it is a notion which designates what is not determinate. What is not 
present and supports presence. 

Lyotard (1993: 25). 

The changing significance of sublimity can be seen in modem art. A central contention of 
Lyotard's (taken from Adomo) is that aesthetic modernism responds to the subsumption of 

cultural production under a mechanised logic by shifting its focus from the beautiful (in the 

act of representation) to the sublime (in an ongoing critique of the conditions of existence 

of representation itself, a meditation on its own status as art work): 

The inexpressible does not reside in an over there, in another world, or another 
time, but in this: in that (something) happens. In the determination of pictorial art, 
the indeterminate, the It happens'is the paint, the picture. The paint, the picture as 
occurrence or event, is not expressible, and it is to this that it has to witness. 

Lyotard (1991: 93). 

Temporality is of crucial significance to this less distanced notion of the sublime. The 

modem sublime draws our attention to the irreducibility and indeterminacy of the now, of 

the actuality of the instant. The identity of things, their presence and the temporal present 

which we occupy, is, as Hegel argued, dependent upon the concept, which floats free from 

its basis in materially contingent eventS4 . The now itself, the specific actuality of the It 

happens' , is unthinkable. As Lyotard puts it: From this aspect of matter, one must say that 

it must be immaterial... an-objectable, because it can only lake place'or find its occasion at 

the price of suspending these active powers of the mind'(Lyotard 1991: 140). 

Lyotard drops the Hegelian Idea, substituting for it a notion of substance as Ihe 

Thing' , the unassimilable other of thought. In this there is a falling back towards Kant, in 

the positing of an underlying thought-independent substance, and in rendering this fact of 

'is-ness' as unthinkable. 

4A somewhat different approach, with less recourse to the abstract 'concept'is taken by Husserl. For Husserl, 

the recognition of events cannot take place in an Aristotelian instant. The sound of a dog's bark, for instance, 

takes place over time, yet we experience it as a unitary event. Husserl thus modifies the usual pattern of time 

consciousness (recollection - attention - projection), positing instead a system structured as recollection - 
retention - attention - protention - projection, where all of the central three figures are fundamental 

components of the present, and presence as such. The problem of the sublime now remains, however, in the 

question of what underlies the present, of what it is we attend to (an impossible question, since the substance 

of attention is squeezed to a mere point of liminality between retention and protention). 
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Lyotard stops short, however, of returning to the static Kantian idea of an 

underlying substrate. The dynamis is preserved in his stress on temporality, which is the 

basis of mind (conceived as an interactive matrix of delayed reactions which breaks with 

the linear determinacy of cause and effect, effectively as a Iransformer, transcribing the 

excitations of the rhythms of matter acting upon us in the time of the now into a temporised 

framework constitutive of presence) and thus of identity. 

The sublime is the intuition of a dynamic substance underlying the phenomenal 

realm, and the metaphor of the production of presence still applies. The ground of this 

production is no longer conceived as a simple totality (as in the teleological determination 

of finite instances from the totality), nor dualistically, but as a plurality of dynamically 

interacting systems engaged in processes of 'complexification'(Lyotard 1993: 20). This 

marks a decentering of the Hegelian production of presence. 

Similarities remain, of course. These processes are the same as those which form 

the basis of mind, reinforcing the fundamental connection between mind and the world, as 

manifestations of the same underlying movement. Further, mind is conceived by Lyotard as 

an agent of complexification, due to its existence in a world which for it is at once 

determinate and incomplete. Nonetheless, Lyotard's claims in this area are only 

superficially analogous. The radical decentering of the production of presence entailed by 

the idea of multiple machinic agents of complexification, and the lack of finality of the 

complexification process (since neither the subject nor the world are in any sense moving 

towards completion, the self-realisation of an Idea) should allay any suspicions of 

Hegelianism. 

The Uncanny 

Turning now to the uncanny, the first difficulty we face is in distinguishing it from the 

sublime. If I were forced to define it in one sentence I should say that it is an eruption of 

the strange within the everyday, an undermining of our sense of the stable basis of things 

which provokes profound disquiet. The concept, as Anthony Vidler notes in his book The 

Architectural Uncanny (1994), originated as an offshoot of the Burkean sublime. The 

sublime is itself an ambiguous concept, not strictly excluding objects which we might 

under different circumstances call beautiful (natural splendour), yet also incorporating 

much of the ugly and the truly terrible. Yet, argues Vidler, in the pantheon of aesthetic 

concepts clustering around the sublime and the beautiful: 
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The uncanny... was perhaps the most subversive of all, not only because it was 
easily trivialised but also because it seemed at times indistinguishable from the 
sublime. 

Vidler (1994: 2 1). 

Bearing this in mind, we can nevertheless begin a tentative examination of the differences 

between the two concepts. For all its unpleasant possibilities, the sublime has traditionally 
been conceived in positive terms, from the focus on the majesty of nature to the stress on 

the ultimately character building nature of the ecstatic dissolution of self in terms of the 

reaffirmation of the transcendental subject. 
The uncanny, by contrast, is perceived in predominantly negative terms, associated 

less with the brightness and purity of nature than with darkness, confinement, corruption 

and decay. Its object is less certain than that of the sublime, and, mirroring its groundless 

and involute nature, its trajectory leads not to strong character but mental illness. If the 

characteristic fear of the sublime is the experience of vertigo, that of the uncanny is 

claustrophobic (Vidler 1994: 39). 

It is on the basis of these differences, and in stressing the elements of 

groundlessness and uncertainty, that Vidler makes his most definite distinction between the 

sublime and the uncanny: 

Thus the uncanny would be sinister, disturbing, suspect, strange; it would be 
characterised better as "dread" than terror, deriving its force from its very 
inexplicability, its sense of lurking unease, rather than from any clearly defined 
source of fear - an uncomfortable sense of haunting rather than a present 
apparition. 

Vidler (1994: 23). 

The return of the repressed 
The most famous account of the uncanny is Freud's The Uncanny'(1919). Freud begins by 

looking at an earlier work, by the psychologist Ernst Jentsch. Positing a connection 

between mental function and language, Jentsch began with the word itself (unheimlich; lit. 

unhomely), arguing that what distinguished the uncanny from the experience of simple fear 

was a quality of intellectual uncertainty, a feeling of fear rooted in a lack of orientation in 

one's environment. 
Freud begins his analysis by adopting a similar approach to that of Jentsch, but 

begins with the derivation of the unheimlich from its opposite, the heimlich (homely). In its 

standard usage, heimlich denotes that which is warm and cosy, a private realm where one 
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can relax and be comfortable. It also has a second meaning, however, related to the first, 

referring to things which are secret, to be kept private. As Freud quotes from Grimm's 

nineteenth century German dictionary, 

'From the idea of "homelike", "belonging to the house". thefurther idea is 
developed of something withdrawnfrom the eyes of strangers, something 
concealed, secret... ' 

Freud (1919: 346). 

Already the meaning of the word begins to work against itself, twisting its meaning 

towards the involution of the uncanny. 

7he notion of something hidden and dangerous, which is expressed in the last 
paragraph, is stillfurther developed, so that "heimlich " comes to have the 
meaning usually ascribed to "unheimlich 

Freud (1919: 346). 

Freud notes that 'heimlich is a word the meaning of which develops in the direction of 

ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite, unheimlich' (Freud 1919: 347). 

In his analysis of the ambivalent relationship between these two terms, Freud pays 

particular attention to the words of Schelling: 

"'Unheimlich" is the namefor everything that ought to have remained.. secret and 
hidden but has come to light' 

Freud (1919: 345). 

Schelling's words serve for Freud as a pointer towards that which transforms the Heimlich 

into the Unheimlich, the revelation of something repressed, and this will prove crucial to 

his analysis. 
From here, Freud goes on to examine the sources of the uncanny in Hoffmann's 77je 

Sandman (Hoffmann 1990), a story also used as a source by Jentsch. Freud's purpose is to 

argue that Jentsch's stress on the role of intellectual uncertainty leads him to overlook 

arguably the most uncanny aspect of the tale, namely the central theme of a creature who 

steals children's eyes. The main dynamic of this theme, he argues, is not uncertainty, but 

the Oedipal drama, where being blinded stands in for the threat of castration. 

Freud's thesis is that the source of the uncanny is not so much intellectual 

uncertainty as the welling up of repressed pre-Oedipal memories, and memories of long 

discarded childhood beliefs. These memories, rooted in an earlier stage of ego 
development, threaten the integrity of the self. The uncanny is thus a form of anxiety. 
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The identity which the uncanny threatens is, for Freud, a product of the Oedipus 

complex, founded upon the repression of incestuous desire. Identity is not some 

ontologically prior state which is apprehended after the fallacy of incest is dropped, but is 

emergentfrom the repression of incest, which is the first step in the renunciation of 

originary unity. Identity is thus grounded in its antithesis. The safe, stable parental house, 

bastion of identity, was necessarily also the site of the Oedipal struggle. The break-up of 
identity, the becoming strange of the everyday, is rooted in memories adhering in the home 

itself. 

This, for Freud, is the full meaning of Schelling's definition. Identity itself is 

grounded upon an act of repression, and it is the bringing to light of the repressed which 

produces the sensation of the uncanny: 

if psychoanalytic theory is correct in maintaining that every affect belonging to an 
emotional impulse, whatever its kind, is transformed, if it is repressed, into 
anxiety, then among instances of the frightening things there must be one class in 
which the frightening element can be shown to be something repressed which 
recurs. This class of frightening things would then constitute the uncanny; and it 
must be a matter of indifference whether what is uncanny was itself originally 
frightening or whether it carried some other affect. In the second place... we can 
understand why linguistic usage has extended das Heimliche [bomely] into its 
opposite, das Unheimliche; for this uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but 
something which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has 
become alienated from it only through the process of repression. This reference... 
enables us, furthermore, to understand Schelling's definition [p. 345] of the 
uncanny as something which ought to have remained hidden but has come to light. 

Freud (1919: 363-364). 

I would say here that there is in much in the work of Freud with which I disagree. In 

particular, there is a tendency to essentialism and reductionism, an attempt to pin what I 

would argue ought to be seen as fundamental contradictions of subjectivity (e. g. the 

opposition between self and other), onto the memory of some particular event (e. g. the 

Oedipus complex). 

A typical example of this, drawn from The 'Uncanny, is his discussion of the 

uncanny nature of the doll, Olympia, in The Sandman, the central point of Jentsch's 

discussion of the automaton. Against Jentsch's theory, based on uncertainty, Freud argues 
that what is uncanny about the concept of the automaton is the resurgence of childhood 

memories, from a time when we did not so rigidly distinguish between animate and 
inanimate objects (Freud also provides us with an alternate possibility for understanding 
this phenomenon, in terms of the 'double' which will be discussed later). Here, it seems to 

me, Jentsch is closer to the truth. Surely what is uncanny about this situation is, not 
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intellectual, but ontological uncertainty, the dislocation of our everyday notions of 

subjectivity and the relationship between self and other. The automaton is an object which, 

mimicking the subject, forces upon us the recognition of our own status as objects, raising 

the question of just what subjectivity is, and where Isentience'lies, questions which simply 

cannot be answered in these terms. In this sense, the problem of the automaton is an 

example of what literary theorists have termed the en abtme (Vidler 1994: 159). 

The problem with Freud's approach is quite visible here. The question of 

subjectivity has been glossed over, and the dilemma it raises reduced to the resurgence of a 

childhood memory. I do not say that the point raised by Freud concerning the lack of 

distinction made by children is unimportant, since it impinges on the issue of how 

subjectivity is learned and constructed. Freud has it half right, in a way which Jentsch 

misses, insofar as his invocation of childhood memory touches the very core of the 

problem of subjectivity. The problem is that the reduction of the uncanny to the resurgence 

of a long repressed memory seems to make the assumption that the issue has been resolved 

with the passage to adulthood. Freud recovers the ontological aspect which Jentsch misses, 

but it is a reductive ontology which misses the element of real ontological uncertainty 

which haunts modem, adult subjectivity. 

The question, then, is how to rescue Freud's insights from their reductionist shell. I 

think that what is important here is the form of Freud's argument, with the central motif of 

scif-identity shading into its opposite as it approaches its ideal manifestation in self- 

sufficiency and heimlich stability. The stability of the heimlich, a comfortable order where 

we can be sure that everything is in its place, begins to disintegrate when we try to 'place' 

the heimlich itself, to treat its ontological preconditions as things which fall under its own 

regime. 
An illustration of this dynamic, as well as Freud's systematic misconstrual of it, can 

be seen in his analyses of the uncanny natures of reflection and repetition, both of which he 

defines as examples of the 'double'. and ascribes to 'a harking-back to particular phases in 

the evolution of the self-regarding feeling... when the ego had not yet marked itself off 

sharply from the external world'(Freud 1919: 358). 

Freud begins with a summary of the work of Otto Rank on the phenomenon of 

'doubling'. Concerned primarily with reflection, shadows and images of the dead, Rank 

argues that the double originated as a means of securing immortality, an affirmation of the 

permanence of the self culminating in the idea of the immortal soul. However, argues 
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Rank, the figure of the double comes to reverse its aspect, becoming instead the image of 
death, the lifeless, frozen negation of subjectivity. 

The work of Rank may seem to us to provide the beginnings of an interesting 

enquiry into the contradictions of subjectivity tom between being and becoming. Yet, 

argues Freud, '... having thus considered the manifest motivation of the figure of the 

"double", we have to admit that none of this helps us to understand the extraordinarily 

strong feeling of something uncanny that pervades the conception... ' (Freud 1919: 358). 

Instead, Freud prefers to focus on the recurrence of childhood memories and upon 

regression to an earlier, pre-modem mental stage (this phenomenon of regression is another 

of the more problematic aspects of Freud's corpus, although I will not explore the issue 

here). 

When all is said and done, the quality of uncanniness can only come from the fact 
of the 'double'being a creation dating back to a very early mental stage, long since 
surmounted... 

Freud (1920: 358). 

The first mentioned example of the double, reflection, is explained as follows: 

Suchideas... have sprung from the soil of unbounded self-love, from the primary 
narcissism which dominates the mind of the child and of primitive man. 

Freud (1920: 357) 

Reflection is capable of arousing the sensation of the uncanny through its association with 

the pre-Oedipal stage of primary narcissism. This is a stage of unbounded self-love 

originating prior to any firm self-world distinction and at the root of initial ego-formation, 

in which the infant cathects all stimuli onto itself. The world is perceived as an emanation 

of the ego, a perception accompanied by a virulent rejection of any extraneous objects 

which mark themselves off as independent of the infant's desire. 

The relation of reflection, and the production of images of the self, to primary 

narcissism is presumably in their shared desire to produce and concretise an image of the 

self, and in their both undertaking this project in a manner involving the renunciation of an 

uncontrollable external world as the basis of subjectivity. This becomes uncanny when the 

project of imaging the self evokes memories of this earlier period of libidinal investment in 

the self, along with the ghost of the partially formed and ill defined ego which underlies 

this stage. 
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The uncanniness of the other example of the double, Ihe constant recurrence of the 

same thing'(Freud 1919: 356), has a different aetiology, focusing upon the repetitive drives 

of the unconscious: 

... it is possible to recognise the dominance in the unconscious mind of a 
'compulsion to repeat'proceeding from the instinctual impulses and probably 
inherent in the very nature of the instincts... lending to certain aspects of the mind 
their daemonic character... All these considerations prepare us for the discovery 
that whatever reminds us of this inner 'compulsion to repeat'is perceived as 
uncanny. 

Freud (1919: 360-361). 

The concept of a 'compulsion to repeat'is crucial to Freud's analysis of the uncanny nature 

of repetition, and directly relevant to his concept of primary narcissism and its relation to 

reflection. It is in a sense Freud's master concept in place of Rank's 'double'. This 

compulsion was originally posited in Beyond the Pleasure Principal (1920), and here it 

will be necessary to digress in order to provide a synopsis of the main concepts developed 

in this article. 

Freud begins Beyond the Pleasure Principal by describing the workings of the 

pleasure principal, the overarching principal governing unconscious life. It is, he argues, 

the nature of the mental system to seek a state of equilibrium, to discharge all libidinal 

energy. If this energy is uncathected (not bound to an object) but is left to agitate the mental 

apparatus, the result is a state of anxiety (i. e. objectless agitation). 

The unconscious attempts to rid itself of excess libidinal energy by binding it. If the 

libidinal energy to be cathected is the product of excitation by an object for which desire 

may be legitimately expressed (assuming that the form of excitation we are talking about is 

pleasurable - the system must also cathect nervous energy arising from unpleasant 

experiences), then cathexis is straightforward. In cases where desire is repressed, however, 

anxiety is produced, and this anxiety must be bound by the unconscious in another manner. 

The unconscious system thinks in a predominantly metaphorical way, and binds this energy 

to a substitute (which can be an object or a behaviour pattern, such as a nervous tick) which 

stands in for the original, leading to the production of a neurotic symptom. Such neurotic 

symptoms do not rid the psyche of the desire, however, and function only as a safety valve 

for a continually proddced anxiety. 

The pleasure principal has a second component, limiting the incoming stimuli to a 

manageable level in the first place. This is done by surrounding the impressionable 

apparatus of the unconscious with a series of 'shock absorbers, both physical (bodily 
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protection of the nervous system from over-stimulation), and mental (the system of 

consciousness), and it is the latter upon which I will concentrate. 

Freud argues that consciousness acts as a shield for the unconscious, diffusing 

stimuli through the production of conscious thoughts and recognitions which stand in for, 

and prevent the formation of, permanent memory traces: '... consciousness arises instead of 

a memory trace... (Freud 1920: 234). While the unconscious consists of a tangled and 

interconnected web of desires and bound psychic energy, the system of consciousness 

contains only unbound energy, which can freely switch from object to object without 

hindrance and thus without trace: 

It may be supposed that, in passing from one element to another, an excitation has 
to overcome a resistance, and that the diminution of resistance thus effected is 
what lays down a permanent trace of the excitation, that is a facilitation. In the 
system Cs., then, resistance of this kind to passage from one element to another 
would no longer exist. 

Freud (1920: 235). 

Consciousness, the psychic system closest to the senses and the external world, enables us 

to relate to external reality without the laying down of permanent traces in the psyche, 

serving to cushion the unconscious against the vicissitudes of over-stimulation. 
We can think of this in another way. If one imagines the unconscious as the domain 

of permanently laid down instinctive and reactive responses to the world, then it would 

seem obvious that not every sensory experience we have lays down a permanent trace. If 

this were the case we would be unable to hypostatise our experiences, crystallising them 
into classes of object etc. Every event would lay down its unique trace, associated with 

others, and insofar as we did describe a realm of objects, our relations with each object 

would change with every new contact, even if this contact taught us nothing new about the 

object itself. The system of consciousness prevents this happening. It regularises and 
incorporates stimuli into an established order, enabling interaction with the world without 

the laying down of a trace, in addition to the more obvious task of consciously avoiding 

situations where we are liable to be overwhelmed by stimuli. 
The pleasure principal serves to maintain the subject via regulation of the input of 

stimuli and dissipation of the libidinal energy thus generated. 
The pleasure principal obviously has much to do with the phenomenon of 

repetition, since the regularisation of stimuli helps minimise their impact and to enable a 

regular and unproblematic cathexis. However, it is not, argues Freud, enough to explain all 

such instances. Analysing the post-traumatic nightmares of shell shock victims, Freud 
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asked why, when the usual purpose of dreams is wish fulfilment, trauma sufferers felt the 

need to revisit the traumatic event. 
Freud's initial conclusion is based upon an analysis of trauma as an event where the 

defences put in place by the pleasure principal are entirely breached, so that a huge excess 

of unbound energy floods the psychic system, disrupting established cathexes and crippling 

the operation of the pleasure principal until it has been bound. Physical injury is actually 
helpful in such cases, providing a focus for a narcissistic cathexis of the unbound energy. 
Also helpful, since it helps prevent trauma, is anxiety. Anxiety prepares us to expect a 

shock, thus reducing its impact, via a hypercathexis of the systems affected by the shock. 
Libidinal energy is bound in the body itself, a narcissistic cathexis which has the function 

of limiting our reception of extemal stimuli, as if the body were shutting down its 

connections to the extemal world in order to focus entirely on itself. 

Freud concluded that the repetitive dreams experienced by shell-shock sufferers 

were an attempt to retroactively construct anxiety, in order to bind the excess excitation 

after the event. In this sense, they can be seen as an aspect of the operation of the pleasure 

principal. 
However, argues Freud, this is not enough to account for all instances of 

compulsively repetitive behaviour. These traumatic dreams were often experienced by 

otherwise healthy men, and were a cause of great distress. 

Freud then tums to analysis of this 'compulsion to repeat'. as a drive in its own 

right, noting that: 

The manifestations of a compulsion to repeat... exhibit to a high degree an 
instinctual character and, when they act in opposition to the pleasure principal, 
give the appearance of some 'daemonic'force at work. 

Freud (1920: 243). 

His account of this urge to repeat turns upon an analysis of instincts as a conservative 

force, rooted in our past existence. They strive to compel us to behave in a manner no 

longer appropriate to our present conditions, to endlessly repeat the past. The compulsion 

to repeat is, then, the urge to remain in the past, and thus to regress - standing still is not 

really an option. 'It seems, then, that an instinct is an urge inherent in organic life to 

restore an earlier state of things... the expression of the inertia inherent in organic life' 

(Freud: 1920: 244). 

From here, Freud makes a conceptual leap, arguing that the fundamental drive of 

the instincts is to take us back to a stage prior to organic life itself; in other words, to death. 
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In positing the existence of a fully-fledged 'death drive, Freud inverts the usual account of 

the instincts as based upon self-preservation: 

They are component instincts whose function it is to assure that the organism shall 
follow its own path to death, and to ward off any possible ways of returning to 
inorganic existence other than those which are immanent in the organism itself. 

Freud (1920: 247). 

The self-preservative instincts are only a manifestation of the conservatism of the instincts 

in general, preserving These circuitous paths to death, faithfully kept to by the conservative 

instincts, [which] would thus present us to-day with the picture of the phenomena of life' 

(Freud 1920: 246). 

It should be noted that Freud does not say that the death drive posits death as an 

object of desire5. The drive towards death is the result of the compulsion to repeat which is 

the hallmark of the conservative instincts. This repetition has the effect of closing us off 

from the world, following a path inscribed in us by our past existence, and minimising 

outside interference in our 'path to death. 

With this account of the origins of the compulsion to repeat, we can return to the 

question of the uncanniness of reflection and repetition. Freud's account is not 

unimpressive. He clearly demonstrates a connection between the two, providing some 

substance to the claim that they are variant forms of a general phenomenon, in the sense 

that both are based upon a violent rejection of the world. The preservation of the 

organism's path to death is a crucial aspect of the child's primary narcissism and subsequent 

formation of ego: 

Hate, as a relation to objects, is older than love. It derives from the narcissistic 
ego's repudiation of the external world with its outpouring of stimuli. As an 
expression of the unpleasure evoked by objects, it always remains in an intimate 
relation with the self-preservative instincts; so that sexual and ego instincts can 
readily develop an antithesis which repeats that of love and hate. 

Freud (1915: 216). 

5 Though this assertion is complicated by Freud's distinction, in The Ego and the Id (1923). While not 

arguing that death becomes an object of desire, he does posit a definite distinction, and opposition, between 

complicating erotic instincts and the constraining, sadistic death instincts. He thus comes to understand the 

nature of instincts as dependent upon their content. I would argue that Freud here departs from his original 
insight, and conflates it with another, concerning the tension between territorialisation and de- 

territorial i sation. While this latter insight is also important, there simply is no need to introduce an additional 
force (Thanatos) to explain it away (see Deleuze and Guattari 1994). 
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Freud also recognises an ontological aspect, grasping the unsustainability of a subjectivity 
based upon narcissism, and the consequent alternation between feelings of omnipotence 

and of complete engulfment by the world that must ensue when we attempt to imagine 

ourselves as a self-sufficient object with the 'properties'of subjectivity. This attempt to 

follow one's 'own path to death'results in an inability to clearly mark ourselves off from the 

world while still interacting with it. 

Yet Freud's work is again marred by the same problem outlined earlier with regards 

to his analysis of Hoffmann's Olympia, namely his reduction of the entire problem of 

subjectivity to the resurgence of repressed memories. His reduction of the various aspects 

of selfhood to underlying systems of 'psychic apparatusleads him to pay scant attention to 

contradictions at the surface level of consciousness, which is seen simply as a unitary 

system. 
Freud himself almost grasps, yet finally misses, the relationship between repetition, 

language and identity. Repetition (or the possibility of repetition) is a presupposition of 
identity, and thus of ascriptions of singularity. Far from being the residue of some primitive 

mental stage, long surmounted but buried in the depths of the unconscious, repetition takes 

on an ontological aspect, working on the surface and in (or rather behind) the present - as 

the precondition of presence. Freud comes close to this in his analysis of consciousness as 

part of the pleasure principal, reducing stimuli through a regularisation and incorporation 

which in turn becomes the root of linguistic identity. Indeed, he goes even further, referring 

to the instincts of the death drive as the 'ego-instincts, stressing the role of the compulsion 

to repeat in the formation of the subject in terms of the narcissistic rejection of the world 
discussed earlier. 

Ultimately, however, Freud fails to fully grasp the extent of these connections, and 

the whole idea of a death drive independent of the pleasure principal can be seen as a badge 

of this failure. 

Freud never actually defines quite where the desire regulated by the pleasure 

principle comes from. Most of the time he falls back on what seems a crude hydraulic 

explanation, when he imputes the origins of desire to the instincts. Yet this imputation is 

less crude than problematic if we remember that Freud's more advanced account of the 

instincts does not define them hydraulically, but on the basis of a repetitive structure of 

stimulus and response. The place where he defines them thus is in Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle itself, where he sees them as basically conservative manifestations of the 

compulsion to repeat - as manifestations of the death drive. 
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Once we accept this, the separation of the death drive and the pleasure principle 
becomes difficult. The pleasure principle, for Freud, explains the emergence of 

consciousness, insofar as consciousness protects against stimuli, maintaining desire at a 
level which can be cathected, serving the pleasure principle's aim of maintaining a state of 

minimum internal stimulation. This defence mechanism operates through a logic of 

repetition and subsumption under rules of identity in order to prevent the laying down of a 
facilitation. This is necessary because the laying down of a facilitation by stimuli would 

produce desire, which would have to be cathected or produce anxiety. 
Freud, however, does not stress the importance of repetition for identity, and seeks 

to explain repetitive behaviour in terms of an independent death drive, based upon the 

conservative instincts. Yet it seems hard to hold the death drive and consciousness so 

separate, given that desires, produced by facilitations, can only be understood as products 

of the instincts, which are fundamentally conservative and structured by a logic of 

repetition, seeking to isolate the organism in its own path to death. This in itself does not 

seem so different from the 'nirvana principle' which is the fundamental motivation of the 

pleasure principle. 
Further, this repetitive structure already implies the operation of a structure of 

identity and repetition, a structure which Freud sees as the product of the consciousness 

system, which develops the criteria of identity in order to limit stimuli through their 

subsumption. In trying to explain the emergence of consciousness as a product of the 

pleasure principle, Freud, against his wishes, is forced to project its categories onto the 

world from which it emerges, situating them as the origin of desire. Once we accept that 

desire, in this system, is not, as Freud wishes to argue, radically heterogeneous in a manner 

which subverts the logic of identity, we can see that there is simply no way in which he can 

get back 'before' consciousness, to its fundamental grounding in pre-cognitive 'psychic 

functioning' without running up against its own internal limits. 

Yet Freud, for all his reductionist tendencies, often appears as an imaginative, 

intersubjective and anti-reductionist thinker, who, at the last moment, fails to resist the lure 

of neat analytic explanation. I would argue that, having looked at the internal contradictions 

of his own reading of his own text, it is fair to approach Beyond the Pleasure Principle 

another way. If we admit the principles of repetition and differentiation at the origin of 
desire, we can see how it comes to structure consciousness, language and identity6. We can 

6 Without making any claim in terms of being able to explain the 'emergence' of identity and the concept 

from pure, differentiated sensuous materiality. 
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also see how repetition, as an inertial principle, constitutes a drive towards death. Desire, 

consciousness, identity, all the things we think of as looking forward and enabling active 

engagement with the world, also come to appear as stamped with the mark of the death- 

drive (especially since such a reading problematises the distinction between the libidinal 

instincts and the ego-instincts, rendering both on the basis of repetition). Consciousness 

becomes both the product of, and the motor of, the death drive, eliminating the need to 

appeal to some primitive, long since overcome, psychic apparatus or tendency. 

This alternative reading of Freud, rejecting the search for a pre-differential origin, 

or for desires conceived as the motivation of an ideally self-present subject, also rejects the 

implicit metaphor of depth inherent in much of his work, situating us back on similar 

territory to that explored by Rank, in the figure of the double as the guarantor of 

immortality, which, presenting a frozen and idealised subject, comes to symbolise death. 

Consciousness, which operates by means of repetition, and which serves to cushion the 

subject from the external world, presents a static image of the subject as an object among 

others, resulting in the en abtme displacement of subjectivity. In other words, there is no 

need to posit an independent death drive - the drive to follow one's own path to death is 

already immanent in the pleasure principal itself, in the tendency of consciousness to think 

the self as self-sufficient I=I, with unsustainable and uncanny effects. 

Lacan: the mirror and morcellation 
Many of these concerns are echoed in the work of Lacan, whose Hegelian re-reading of 
Freud emphasises the intersubjective nature of the unconscious. Building on Freud's later 

stress on the transference as the crucial relationship in which the analysand's memories are 

constructed, and upon the uncertain, metaphorical status of these memories, Lacan finally 

does away with the mental hydraulics which Freud had continued to see beneath the 

analytic scene. 
A fundamcntal point of divcrgence betwecn Frcud and Lacan conccms the c1car 

distinction between the ego and the subject in Lacanian theory. For Lacan, the ego is a 

product of the Imaginary order, a doomed attempt at simple self-identification, and his 

analysis of ego-formation provides a sophisticated dialectical insight into the uncanny and 
its relationship with identity. 

In the light of our previous discussion of Freud's concept of the uncanny, it is 

significant that Lacan's primal scene of ego-formation should concentrate upon the analysis 

of reflection. Lacan's celebrated 'mirror stage' is not, like Freud's Oedipus complex, a 
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developmental stage through which the infant passes on the way to maturity, but also a 
6stage' in the sense of a scene or a battlefield, a structuring principal which remains active 
in later life. 

The structure of the mirror phase is simple. The infant, hitherto lacking any self- 
image, and entirely dependent upon an outside world for its satisfactions (a stage 

resembling the omnipotence/engulfment of the more primitive form of Freudian primary 

narcissism), is confronted with its own image in a mirror. The infant's reaction is joyous, 

for here, for the first time, it recognises itself as a discrete thing with which it can identify, 

relative to which it can say 'that is me'. The image offers the infant a sense of identity, and 
holds out a promise of autonomy, self-mastery and existential wholeness. 

Lacan's primal story differs from the primitive identification scenarios of the object 

relations theorists, however, in its lack of a happy ending. For the promises held by the 

mirror-image are a trap, a decoy (leurre), trapping the ego in a dialectic of perpetual 

misrecognition and paranoid self-delusion. The attempt to construct one's selfhood in 

terms of the logic of identification inevitably ends up reducing a complex, intersubjective 

dialectic to a frozen, lifeless caricature. The human subject is complex, defined in its 

myriad relations with others. The attempt to fon-nulate a self-sufficient image of 

subjectivity as a set of properties, an object capable of reconciling its own objective and 

subjective moments, fails to recognise the really contradictory nature of subjectivity as over 

and against the world and its own embodiment. The ego, thus formed, can only respond to 

its continuing dependence on, and implication in, an external world by negating the world 

through destruction or ingestion, leading to a paranoiac defence of an unsustainable 

objectified self-image. The fluid subject is replaced by a lifeless double, an uncanny 

automaton. We are left with a collapse into the en abitme, which, figuring the world as pure 

objectivity, endlessly displaces the subject and casting the solidity and reality, even of the 

object, into question. 
Lacan's mirror stage is in many ways a pessimistic reworking of Hegel's master- 

slave dialectic from the Phenomenology, described by Lacan himself as that from which 'at 

every tum, I take my bearings' (in Osbome 1995: 81). Yet, as Osborne notes, they are not 
fully homologous. Lacan's re-reading of Hegel shifts the emphasis of Hegel's theory, 

replacing an outward movement from self-regarding individuality to a social demand for 

recognition with an inward movement, from the primitive mother-child relationship to an 
individualistic desire for self-identification, and this has major effects as regards the 

consequences and future paths of the dialectic of recognition/misrecognition. 
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For Hegel, the dialectic of master and slave raises us above the level of primitive 

desire, as we attempt to attain a standing negation of the world through recognition in the 

eyes of another subject. But at such a primitive stage, when humanity has not yet grasped 

the meaning of the state it unconsciously strives towards, the invariable result is the attempt 

to secure recognition through coercion and the enslavement of the other. The result is a 

state of war, the winner of which gains this coerced recognition, with the loser, having 

renounced all claims to the universality of the subject by capitulating before the threat of 

death, reduced to the status of an object. Yet this state of affairs results in a curious 

inversion. The recognition coerced by the master, in reducing the other to a mere object, 

negates its own value, throwing the victor back into the same world of objects that 

characteriscs the stage of primitive desire. Indeed, it is to the society of slaves, those who 

have faced death, and who are disciplined by their own reworking of the world (albeit in 

the image of another) that the real task of historical progress falls. In the Hegelian dialectic, 

recognition necessarily involves misrecognition, as the attempt to enslave the other strands 

the victor in the realm of primitive desire, and deprives the slave of the recognition 

necessary to attain a standing negation of the world, but it does project the slave beyond the 

realm of primitive desire (although there can be no doubt that it retains a spectral presence 

in many of Hegel's later stages, especially in cases involving the attempted incarnation of 

an unmediated absolute), and begins the ascending dialectic of history. 

The Lacanian dialectic of the mirror stage differs radically, in that recognition is 

elided with simple identification with an image of one's self as other. The Lacanian 

Imaginary, with its paranoid restructuring of the surrounding world in one's own image, as 

if the world were a mirror of the self rather than part of the same order, effectively traps the 

ego in the stage of primitive desire. Insofar as we can speak of progress here, it involves 

merely a transition to a more paranoiacally self-aware form of the primitive desire already 

lived by animals - the transition to a form of being capable of signification. 

Thus, while the two theories share much in common, it would be mistaken to see 

the mirror stage simply as a pessimistic version of the master-slave dialectic. The concern 

with the relationship between objective and subjective moments of human being is a shared 

element of both theories. The dialectic of master and slave has an accompaniment in inner 

life, concerning the subject's attempt to conceptualise itself, where the master represents 

the thinking subject trying to pin itself down and the slave stands in for the objectified self- 

image. And Hegel's emphasis here is on the inherent contradictions of this mode of 

thought, which prevent it ever becoming adequate to self-certainty. Nevertheless, the 
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differences remain of crucial import, for Lacan's recognition, unlike Hegel's, is self- 

recognition rather than recognition of the absolute. Lacan's mirror stage essentially 

concerns the transition from a partially unconscious hunger to ingest the world, to a fully 

fledged specular desire, a dialectic which, unlike Hegel's, lacks the determinate 

(ascending) resolution to be found in the continuing life of the slave. 

The obvious parallels between Lacan's mirror stage and the work of Rank on the 

double as the incarnation of death are further emphasised in Lacan's discussion of the 

child's reasons for identification with its image. The child, looking in the mirror, sees in its 

reflection the image of death (in Hegelian terms, the absolute master, holding out the 

negation of the Kantian transcendental subject, its incorporation into the order of the other). 

The child, attempting to cheat death, tries to resolve this contradiction between objectifying 

and subjective moments through identification with an image which can contain both 

objective and subjective moments (the incorporation of the other into the order of the 

subject, that is ingestion). For Lacan: 

Death, which is always symbolic, has its basis in a drive which structures the 
imaginary, before taking on the signification of 'death'. It is the 'primitive 
imaginary of the specular dialectic' which introduces 'the fatal dimension of the 
death drive'. 

Osborne (1995: 89). 

The paranoid ego, stamped with its own death's-head, is a profoundly brittle entity, always 

at risk of collapse into what Lacan terms the corps morce1g, the fragmented (or 

morcellated) body. This 'armoured mechanical creature' (Bowie 1991: 27) which forms 

within the subject is haunted by an anxious fantasy rooted in its paranoia, the 

anxiety/fantasy of dissolution into a grotesque assemblage of body-parts, and inorganic 

objects, of 'disjointed limbs, and of those organs represented in exoscopy, growing wings 

and taking up arms for intestinal persecutions' (Lacan 1977: 4). The very inflexibility of 

the ego's defences, its brutal collapsing of subjectivity into the logic of simple identity, its 

unsustainable misrepresentation of relations between body and world, render it liable to 

complete collapse into disorganisation. While retaining some allegiance to the 

psychoanalytic fallacy that what is going on here is the maintenance (though not 

resurgence) of early memories of physical disarray: 
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Lacan insists that what is involved here is a Janus-faced phantasy structure rather 
than a simple set of memories associated with real bodily parts. Whether the 
subject looks forwards to the ego or backwards to the corps morceM he is 
contemplating a construction - the same one in alternative states. 

Bowie (1991: 26; emphasis added). 

The last part of this quote is instructive, for it makes quite clear that, for all their apparent 

opposition, the paranoid ego and the morcellated body are opposite sides of the same coin. 
For all its seeming radicalism, the morcellated body is itself radically self-identical, trapped 

within the same identitarian logic as the ego, taken to its final conclusion. The morcellated 

subject is the other side of the HegelianALacanian dialectic of desire, dissolution in the 

world at the point where ingestion of the other becomes ingestion by the other. It is nothing 

more than the aesthetic apprehension of 'substance', the sublime - or abject - other of 
identity. 

Lacan does go beyond the binary dualism of the Imaginary ego in his analysis of the 

subject and the Symbolic. Even here, however, he retains an acute sense of negativity, 

alienation and contradiction, and the Symbolic remains marked by the conflicts of the 

earlier stage. Lacan begins his analysis of the Symbolic by looking at the work of Saussure, 

but radically destabilises his work by shifting the focus so that the signifier is foregrounded 

at the expense of the signified. The precise nature of this shift is complex, and easily 

misrepresented, so I will digress in order to discuss what it might mean. 

Saussure understood signification in terms of signs, composed of a signifier (an 

arbitrary sound or visual insignia) and signified (an idea), which in turn point to things and 

situations in the world (the referent). All signs gain their meaning from their place in the 

structure of the language (langue), while the actual performance of utterance (parole) is 

understood as a creative play within this structure. Saussure does not argue in favour of a 

picture theory of language - he is more than aware that the identity of an object is not to be 

understood as a group of predicates. The identity of signifier and signified are relational all 

the way down, defined as much by what they are not as by what they are, and are not self- 

sufficient. They exist as two sides of the same coin - the sign, which is the fundamental 

unit of language. What produces the stability of meaning for Saussure is the language itself, 

which serves to congeal the play of practices into a structure - and it is the structure which 
is seen to be stable in Saussure's work. This structure is stable and mappable, the linguist's 

job to identify the fundamental signifieds and connect them with their signifiers (see, for 

example Tobin 1990). 
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Lacan's assertion of the primacy of the significr is thus not to be read as a critique 

of a picture theory of meaning, for this is not the basis of linguistic stability for Saussure. 

Nor is it to do with the primacy of the sign, for this is a hybrid of signifier and signified - 
the signifier is merely the sound component of the sign. Rather, he is drawing attention to 

the practice of linguists in their attempt to identify signs, attempts which seem to posit 

signifieds as stable. Yet this process is not (as some linguists seem to assume) a pointing to 

a set of cut and dried signifieds, independent of language, but a multiplication of signs (and 

thus of signifiers) around the signified. Linguists signijý, rather than identify, the signified. 

Once we accept the fact of our inability to transcend our language, it becomes 

impossible to speak of structure in the same stable Saussurean terms, to give a discursive 

account of meaning adequate to its object. We may think we have identified an indivisible, 

linguistically fundamental sign with its attached signified, but on approach we are faced 

with its dissolution into a sea of signification which extends to the horizon. Meaning, 

however practically functional, is never self-sufficient, nor fully exhausted by interpretation 

and thus loses its stability and transparency. 

Given this, we may still ask why he stresses the signifier rather than the sign. There 

are several reasons for this. Firstly, the focus on the signifier rather than on the sign, 

understood as a meaning-bearing unit, has the effect of constituting a flat plain, where the 

fundamental relationality and interdependence of the units, and their consequent struggle 

for identity, come to the fore. Secondly, this stress leads us to focus on the production of 

signification that goes on around the signified as opposed to some deep process of 

interpretation, exposing fundamental meanings. 
Thirdly, and related to the first two points, it must be remembered that Lacan does 

not deny the signified, or see the signifier as part of a wholly self-contained system. Rather: 

the 'signifier', far from being simply a self-bounded system, has an active, 
colonizing power over the signified. It 'anticipates' the signified, 'encroaches 
upon it' and 'enters into it'. 

Bowie (1991: 65). 

Here, we can see the restitution of the conflicts enacted in Lacan's treatment of the 

Imaginary, at a higher level. The struggle of disparate elements for specificity is subsumed 

under the auspices of a reductive tendency in language itself, in the attempt to master the 

play of signification in the discursive construction of a 'signified'. The fundamental 

relationality of the sign renders this reduction unsustainable, leaving us with the paranoiac 

multiplication of signifiers around the absent core of meaning. The signifier 'anticipates' 
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(posits) the signified, before expanding to colonise it. The signified, as fundamental 

meaning, thus really is secondary to the signifier, insofar as it is both posited and colonised, 

yet it is also indispensable, the fundamental question-mark at the centre of meaning which 
drives this paranoid recuperative frenzy. 

This account of signification, and the paranoid nature of modem linguistics, brings 

us to the Ucanian theory of desire. Lacan stresses that desire is not to be located in a 
biological drive, nor in deep rooted psychological processes. Rather, the operation of desire 

is structured by the order of signification, and represents a series of metonymic 
displacements along the 'signifying chain', an endless play upon the polyphony of 
language. 

Desire, for Lacan, is driven by an inner logic - the lack inscribed at the centre of 

meaning. Language is structured by absence at least two ways. Firstly, as we have seen, 

meaning in the Lacanian account of language is always contingent and under threat - we are 

never able to pin it down. Secondly, the price of our access to the linguistic order is a 

certain level of alienation and distantiation from the world. Language negates the world, 
levelling things in their specificity down to abstract categories. We cannot express what 
feels like the unmediated presence of the world, and are forced to leave much out of our 

accounts in order to say anything at all. Indeed, the undifferentiated world of pure presence 

which desire seeks to recover is itself a mere figment of the alienation at the heart of 
language. Presence without language and differentiation is a mere nonsense, and desire 

desires a return to a state which never was 
Desire (of which linguistics is an example) represents the urge to incorporate the 

other within language, the need 'to say it all' or to 'have the last word. Desire is insatiable, 

in that this can never be achieved - all that ever results is a series of displacements around 

the signifying chain, unable to make the desired contact with the real (in this sense, one 

could speak of an erotics of language, which has elsewhere been referred to a 'celibate 

machine'). 

Nevertheless, this celibate machine does focus on specific objects of desire. Within 

the chain, certain objects (termed objets a) come to be privileged - those which foreground 

the permeability of the body/world dichotomy and which govern the flows between them: 
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Lips and other erotogenic zones... occur at the margins of the body - in places 
where a cut (coupure) or a discontinuity is to be observed. A cut also brings into 
being the part-objects that analytic theory has often isolated. But to the standard 
list of erotogenic zones and representative part-objects ('nipple, scyballum, 
phallus... , the urinary stream) Lacan adds... 'the phoneme, the gaze, the voice - the 
nothing'. 

Bowie (1991: 167). 

The objet a is part of the signifying chain, but a part which seems to refer to, or make us 

aware of, the operations of the chain itself. Language and desire, unable to grasp the Real 

directly, focus upon objects and operations which transgress stable categories and 
boundaries (self/other; body/world; noise/meaning). These foci problematise the divisions 

which structure our experience of the world, pointing towards their immersion in, and 

production out of, the Real. 

Some have argued that this represents an implicit alternative to the negative concept 

of desire usually associated with Lacan (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 27n. ). This is all very 

well as far as it goes, enabling them to foreground desire as a process of production without 

a stable centre, showing how lack is itself a product of a real desiring-production which is 

fully positive. For 'desire', in Deleuze and Guattari's work, remains in the realm of the 

Real, that which, for Lacan, language eternally struggles (and fails) to grasp. Anti-Oedipus 

works well as an attempt to provide a structured account of (or perhaps a poetics of) 

practice, in the behaviourist Wittgensteinian sense, and then to show how negation and 

repression can be emergent from practice. To some extent, then, it represents a different 

object, and fails, in my view, to seriously critique Lacan's primary assertion that desire is 

structured by lack. 

Deleuze and Guattari, of course, present their work as just this sort of critique, 

arguing that desire is this pure positivity of practice. There are two fundamental problems 

with this, both of which they partially acknowledge yet fail to bring to the fore. Perhaps the 

less telling criticism is that the repression of their variant of desire is logically necessary 
for entry into language, just as for Lacan. More vitally, however, I would question their use 

of the term 'positive' to denote a realm of practice prior to the alienation which produces 

the negative. 

We have already established in our earlier discussions that talk of a realm of pure 

unmediated presence prior to negation is fallacious, and Deleuze and Guattari would agree. 
Instead, they avoid talk of positive presence in favour of the positivity of practice, of the 

will to power. This practice presumably gains its positivity from its inherent multiplicity, 

and must be conceived as a multiple since, having nothing outside itself, it cannot function 
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as unity. What prevents this turning into a restitution of Hegel's dialectic of Being and non- 

Being is the assertion that the form of differentiation at work here is primordial, prior to 

any rules of identity which would denote fixed elements in an order. But such a primordial 

flux, with no inherent path of development, cannot be used to ground the world of 

meaningful differentiation and identity which is the stuff of experience (see the discussion 

of Hegel's dialectic of ground). This world of structured differentiation implies negation, 

and thus an immanent negative moment, and further, a moment of active negation which is 

completely compatible with the concept of practice they espouse. And this is, finally, the 

problem with their concept. It simply makes no sense to say that anything which occurs is 

not a manifestation of desire in its Deleuzoguattarian variant, and it thus follows that a 

similar absence of sense applies to any statement that something is. As such, one cannot 

ascribe to it positivity, since the positive and negative fold into it without remainder. 

Language and presence in the Symbolic thus come to be haunted by the uncanny, as 

the subject's desire to return to a realm of pure presence, discovering only lack, results in a 

proliferation of signif iers and the dissolution of the apparently stable core of meaning. The 

subject, seeking stable grounds for its own self-certainty in a univocal 'yes', an 

unconditional affirmation, founders on the polyphony of language and fugitive nature of 

meaning, threatening to dissolve into a disconnected rabble of disjointed signifiers. 

Aesthetics and the Absolute 

Having discussed the sublime and the uncanny genealogically, I will now briefly bring 

them together, in order to further define them in their contrast. The similarities between the 

two are fairly obvious. Both can be contrasted with the beautiful in that they involve a 

destabilising of the subject and its relation with the world, specifically via the 

problematisation of presence through the foregrounding of its production. 
The differences, it seems to me, surround the issue of precisely how objective 

reality is destabilised in each case, and the form of intuition of the process of production 

which each suggests. With the sublime, the relation to the world is one of ecstatic 

communion, where the subject is thrown open to the world. The starting point is this 

openness of the subject - object relation, and the postulate of absolute totality is intuitive 

and immediate rather than derived rationally. This leap to an intuition of totality leaves us 

unable to think about our relation to it in positive terms. Our intuition stemmed from a 

radical collapse of the self-sufficiency of object and subject, while positing a totality which 
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must be self-idcntical. It follows that the self-sufficiency of the absolute is not the same as 
the claim made by finite objects, that it is above and prior to predication. 

The mode of apprehension involved with the uncanny is different. The primary 

experience is not of openness, but awkwardness and anxiety brought about by the 

undermining of our usual, comfortable relation to the object-world. Sublime dissolution is 

replaced by endless en abfnie displacement, a never ending chain of misrecognition which 
does not ameliorate contradiction by flight to a negative absolute but insists upon going on 
in a search for final grounds. Insofar as this induces the experience of the uncanny it 

involves tacit recognition, loss of faith in the reductive method, a feeling that we are caught 
in an ontological hall of mirrors. The unsustainability of this mode of thought may push us 

towards some notion of the absolute, but the leap of faith is never made. 
The sublime and the uncanny thus imply very different dispositions towards the 

idea of the determination of finite existents from totality. The sublime seeks to break out of 

the condition of negation into an originary unity. This movement effectively posits a 

coherent and stable (if unknowable) reality behind the facade of contradiction. Such is the 

noumenon of Kant, and Lyotard's idea of the 'thing' (for while he stresses its destabilising 

consequences for knowledge etc., the fact remains that he is effectively a substantialist, 
influenced by Bergson, whose concept of real duration is itself concerned to subsume the 

temporal contradictions of spatialisation - between ongoing time and the instant - in the 

substantive unity of the gesture). 
The uncanny forgoes this total break with negation and alienation. Unable to break 

out, and never finding a stable grounding within the system of finite presences, it takes the 

form of an exploration of limits. In this, it remains haunted by the figure of the other. This 

is not the other of sublimity, the absolute, self-present outside of language and difference, 

which exists in the binary relation to finitude which exemplifies the order of the same (to 

which the sublime is essentially a flight - the absolute same in the guise of absolute 
difference). Rather, this haunting otherness is interior, manifesting the fundamental 

indeterminacy of origins, meaning and identity, of presence which is never self-sufficient. 

Jaques Derrida has discussed many of these issues in relation to what he calls the 

'logic of supplementarity ...... which would have it that the outside be inside... that what 

adds itself to something takes the place of a default in the thing, that the default, as the 

outside of the inside, should be already within the inside, etc. ' (Derrida 1976: 215). 

What Derrida means by this logic of supplementarity is well expressed in his 

critique of Rousseau's theories of writing. Rousseau continually attacks writing as a loss of 

45 



original meaning, a falling away from the pure expression of emotion and a source of our 

alienation from a state of original unity with and immersion in the world of nature and 

experience. And yet, if he is to communicate his experiences to others, or even to note 

them for himself, he must have recourse to writing, despite the risk that this will result in 

an inauthentic rendering of experience, and perhaps even render his experiences 

inauthentic, replacing living memory with the dead letter. Writing is a dangerous 

supplement to originally expressive language, a supplement which denudes the whole, 

depriving it of its original unity. 

Derrida's critique of Rousseau's position shows how the two opposite poles of 

Rousseau's argument (original unity/expression/amour de soi and alienation/ 

writinglamourpropre) support and sustain one another. Alienation in this sense does not 

make sense without the original unity of meaning which has been fallen away from, while 

this unity can be defined as no more than the other of alienation and writing. The original 

self-presence which precedes writing can only be thought through writing, and can only be 

posited as the other of writing. Everything we may say about it is marked by writing. The 

idea of originally self-present meaning makes no sense, for there is no meaning without 

negation and difference, and the notion of pure immediacy, since it would mean nothing 

without language, falls along with it. We simply cannot think (or logically admit) anything 

prior to thought, writing and difference, for how could such a stage ever give rise to 

meaning - how could one supplement something which was already complete and self- 

contained? The figure of immediacy serves only as writing's myth of origin of itself (in 

much the same way as the morcellated body is, for Lacan, nothing more than the other of 

the paranoid ego). 
Thus 'language is bom out of the process of its own degeneration' (Derrida 1976: 

242). Meaning implies difference at the origin, a difference which will always haunt any 

attempt to locate the ideal of meaning in self-presence. To conceive of meaning, or of the 

self as self-present, that is as proper, already implies a certain dislocation, for the logic of 

the proper itself involves the setting out of a strategic space in which the subject is 

grammatically addressed as other. 

This has major implications for the notion of totality as conceived by the sublime 

and the uncanny. This can best be seen in the context of Derrida's The Pit and the Pyramid 

(1968), which serves as a critique of Hegel's theory of language in the Logic (1969) and the 

Encyclopedia (1971). 
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Derrida begins by describing Hegel's theory. Language develops out of the 

exteriority of nature, as practice, but expresses the concept at work in the world. Language 

is the means by which spirit comes to recognise itself in the world, recuperating the 

exteriority of nature to the interiority of the concept. 

For Hegel, the ideal of language is the spoken word, for which phonetic writing 

serves as a useful supplement which also expresses the exterior element of language (it 

corresponds to the structure of the concept as a whole, in expressing the mediate nature of 
language). Earlier forms of pictographic writing, where the alphabet is not phonetically 
based, are more primitive stages in the emergence of language out of nature, and, while of 
interest to the philosophy of history, are not themselves capable of expressing any 

advanced philosophical argument. The pictograph expresses a level of development of the 

concept prior to its fully freeing itself from the exteriority of nature. Rather than the 

concept immanent in its embodiment, as the negation of the object, we have a fixed 

number of fast frozen concepts existing in nature essentially as things. This limitation also 

applies to modem attempts to create a formal language 'uncorrupted' by natural language, 

for such a language, incapable as it is of interrogating its own concepts, treats them as 

permanent objects to be shuffled around according to the external dictates of algebraic 
formalism. 

Hegel's preference for the spoken word as the ideal medium of language stems 

from his analysis of sound as the most ideal of the senses. Hegel situates the senses in a 
hierarchy, insofar as they express the articulation of the concept in the world. Touch, taste 

and smell are the lowest, most 'animal' of the senses, in no way expressing the immanence 

of the concept. Vision, is more abstract and conceptual, but still views objects which have a 
fixed and stable existence outside of their being seen. The written word, as a medium, is 

thus far from perfectly articulated to the concept. Sound, the most ideal, does not 

correspond to a thing, but a vibration. Movement in general is important for Hegel. Change 

and motion are seen as brought about in the resolution of contradiction, and expresses 

contradictory status of finite presences, determined by the idea in their interaction, and yet 

making a claim to determinate existence. In the case of sound, we have a direct sensory 

example of the emergence of a phenomenon of a higher order than the isolated object 
(while many other such phenomena, which must be counted, for Hegel, as real existents - 
society, for example - exist at a higher level still, and are not sensorily perceivable). 

Derrida illustrates how Hegel posits pure interiority and pure exteriority (self aware 

concept and unreflective nature) as a self-sustaining opposition, before going on to 

47 

L Ll 
UNIVERSITY I 
OF BRISTOL 



recuperate this difference for thought in the figure of the idea which discovers its self- 

presence (the interiority of exteriority) through language. 

Now, as with Rousseau, Derrida uses this to argue that Hegel is trying to think that 

which is prior to thought. The specific target here is Hegel's notion of totality, and the 

place he gives to language in its recuperation by reason. Much of the argument I will 

present below is not explicitly present in 77ze Pit and the Pyramid, but the force of 
immanent critique is such that it deserves to be presented in a more worked out form. 

Let us begin by noting that Hegel recognises the impossibility of a self-sufficient 

material totality prior to the concept. This understanding originates with the Kantian 

critique of nature discussed earlier. Further, such a material totality, to exist as a thing, 

must have something to exist over and against (which would naturally preclude its being a 

totality). 

Hegel solves this problem by relating the totality to its parts and to the idea as its 

other. This is not an external, transcendental idea, but remains immanent in its 

embodiment. The idea is embodied in the articulation of part and whole, which are negated 
in the self-present idea. Hegel's other is thus an internal other, the self-division of the self- 

regarding idea. And the idea comes to realise itself as an other, through human reason, 

which itself articulates the twofold character of humanity as embodied nature and 

articulations of the idea. 

Totality in this sense is thus ideal totality. The idea of a self-sufficient material 

totality is a necessary stage in the advance of self-interpreting spirit, but a contradictory 

stage which goes over into the concept which both preserves and negates this totality. One 

cannot think material totality without recourse to the unity of the idea which is immanent 

within it. 

Derrida, however, is not satisfied with this argument. Beginning with a binary 

opposition between pure external nature and the pure internality of the concept of rational 

necessity, Hegel, recognising their fundamental connection, assimilates both to the latter. 

Hegel is to be commended for recognising the interdependence of these concepts, but 

Derrida takes issue with Hegel's claim that the recuperation of difference has brought pure 

externality within the purview of rational thought. Rather, if anything, it radically 

misrepresents thought, while continuing to operate with a metaphor of pure self-present 

meaning which remains on the side of the unthinkable. 

The problem stems from an implicit commitment to semantic intemalism in 

Hegel's work, an internalism of the same order which he himself criticises in the guise of 
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sensible certainty. How can totality sustain meaning if meaning requires rules which must 
be external to the moment of their application? Hegel tries to rescue this with the figure of 

the other, which is in this case an internal (human) other. This might be seen to bear a 

superficial similarity to Derrida's idea that '... the outside is inside' (Derrida 1976: 215). 

But Hegel's internal other, while admitting the performativity of human language (an 

essential component if internalism is to be avoided) still expresses concepts immanent in 

the world. This is the condition of its appropriation of the otherness of external nature. 
Only thus can Hegel get into any position to express the articulation of the totality with 
itself. This, however, maintains semantic internalism at the level of the idea and at the level 

of the totality which determines the identity of its elements. 

Derrida's conception of the other is more radical. It takes the form of the 

supplementary, that which is always left over, unthought and unsaid and yet subtly 

subverting and undermining that which is. This otherness cannot be recuperated, for any 

attempt to pin it down and express it will always leave something, will always miss its 

intended target. This otherness within is both further from thought, in its irrecoverability, 

and closer, in its haunting half presence even in the enquiring subject. In short, it is not the 

sublime otherness of escape/recuperation (which are here revealed as the same thing - the 

abolition of the other) but the haunting otherness of the uncanny. And its consequence, at 

the level of language, is not the expression of a self-present meaning, but the endless 

production and reproduction of signification, driven by the impossible drive to recuperate 

an otherness internal to its operation. Such a language, never fully adequate to itself, goes 

on and on and on: 

... can one still speak of a work of the negative? What might be a "negative" that 
could not be relevd? [abolished; aq/hebenj And which, in sum, as negative, but 
without appearing as such, without presenting itself, that is, without working in 
the service of meaning, would work? but would work, then, as pure loss? 

Quite simply, a machine, perhaps, and one which would function. A 
machine defined in its pure functioning, and not its final utility, its meaning, its 
result, its work. 

... what Hegel, the relevant interpreter of the entire history of philosophy, 
could never think is a machine that would work. 

Derrida (1968: 107) 

The explanation of the structure of the concept as it comes to realise itself in the other of 

external nature, the vocation of the subject to reappropriate the conditions of thought itself, 

are replaced with the exploration of the internal limits of language. If, then, there is truly no 
last word, let us give the penultimate word to Derrida: 
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The question is of an originary supplement, if this absurd expression may be 
risked, totally unacceptable as it is within classical logic. 

Derrida (1976: 112). 
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Chapter 2- The Aesthetic Consequences of Urban Modernity 

Having outlined the concepts of the sublime and the uncanny, the next stage of my analysis 

concerns the relationship of these aesthetic experiences with urban life. A central issue here 

concerns the practices and rhythms that constitute the urban lifestyle, and their aesthetic 

significance. I will begin by looking at the ways in which the city has been experienced and 

conceived of in sublime terms, particularly as discussed by Rosalind Williams in her Notes 

on the Underground (Williams 1992). Further, I will argue that the contradictory logic of 
the sublime that operates through her work already contains within it unacknowledged 

seeds of the uncanny, before going on to examine the role played by the uncanny in more 

general terms. At this point, I intend to argue that the uncanny presents us with perhaps the 

more significant (certainly more useful) picture of the contradictions of urban life. 

The Sublime City 

As noted earlier, the sublime was historically associated with natural features. However, it 

was not long before it began to be used with reference to urban life as well, as noted by 

Rosalind Williams in Notes on the Underground (1992). In the early 19th century, accounts 
began to appear documenting the effects of the industrial revolution. These accounts 

stressed the unnatural and dehumanising effects of urbanisation and mechanisation, 
focusing on the hellish glow of the furnace and the infernal pounding of machines: 

From Birmingham to Wolverhampton, a distance of thirteen miles... part of [the 
country) seemed a sort of pandemonium on earth -a region of smoke and fire 
filling the whole area between earth and heaven; amongst which certain figures of 
human shape - if shape they had - were seen occasionally to glide from one 
cauldron of curling-flame to another. 

quoted in Williams (1992: 68). 

The world of work, particularly the hidden work of underground and factory labourers, was 

continually presented in these demonic terms. Indeed, this influence cut both ways - John 

Martin's illustrations of Hell for Milton's Paradise Lost, for example, draw heavily on 

industrial imagery. 

Accounts of the overnight creation and destruction of whole districts and 

communities evoke the terrifying ambivalence of the 'march of progress, a progress with as 

much concern for the lives of ordinary people as an avalanche. This ambivalence in the 

face of progress is well expressed in Dickens's Dombey and Son, which highlights the 

destruction visited upon traditional communities by the construction of urban railroads: 
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The first shock of a great earthquake had, just at that period, rent the whole 
neighbourhood to its centre... Houses were knocked down; streets broken through 
and stopped; deep pits and trenches dug in the ground; enormous heaps of earth 
and clay thrown up; buildings that were undermined and shaking, propped by great 
beams of wood... 

In short, the yet unfinished and unopened Railroad was in progress; and, from the 
very core of all this dire disorder, trailed smoothly away, upon its mighty course of 
civilisation and improvement. 

Williams (1992: 64). 

Lewis Mumford, in Die City in History (1991) is less than complimentary about the effects 

of the railroad programmes: 

... the railroad carried into the heart of the city not merely noise and soot but the 
industrial plants and the debased housing that alone could thrive in the 
environment it produced. Only the hypnotism of a new invention, in an age 
uncritically enamoured of new inventions, could have prompted this wanton 
immolation under the wheels of the puffing Juggernaut. 

Mumford (1991: 525). 

Williams characterises this idiom, and the experiences which underlie it, as sublime, 
focusing upon images of pure materiality, of power and motion on an inhuman scale. She 

equates this stage in the development of the urban sublime (what she terms the Infernal' 

sublime) with Mumford's 'paleotechnics, and places great emphasis on Mumford's image 

of the mine as the archetype of the paleotechnic environment. Mumford, following Patrick 

Geddes, defines paleotechnics in terms of the technology of the industrial revolution, 
typified by the steam-engine. The centralising tendencies of such technologies, along with 
the imperatives of capitalist expansion, led to a stage in the management of technological 
development which was virtually uncontested during the industrial revolution, and only 

now is being challenged by an emergent neotechnics. The paleotechnic phase of 
development is characterised by a utilitarian disregard for rational planning in favour of the 

market, allied with a philosophy of scientific development which aims to attain complete 
independence from nature, to produce a reality which is built all the way down. The real 

products of this paradigm, argues Mumford, are urban disorganisation and 'Unbuilding, a 
degeneration from the ordered, organic community to the formless, inorganic sprawl. The 

mine becomes the ur-type of paleotechnological development in its disorganised lack of 

organic structure and its disregard for its environment: 
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Agriculture creates a balance between wild nature and man's social needs.... the 
vegetable, the grains, the flowers, are all examples of disciplined purpose, orderly 
growth, and beautiful form. The process of raining, on the other hand, is 
destructive: the immediate product of the mine is disorganized and inorganic... 

Mumford (1991: 513). 

The infernal sublime is not the only form of the urban sublime, however. By the middle of 

the century, as the first shocks of urban restructuring began to fade into the background of 

everyday life, attention switched from the disruptive process of production to its 

architectural products. Accordingly, the focus on the (dynamic) infernal sublime began to 

fade, to be replaced with the mathematical sublime of the artificial infinity. This 

incarnation of the sublime focused particularly on the self-contained environments made 

possible with the development of electric lighting - indeed, considering the importance 

placed by Williams on lighting, one could characterise the difference between the infernal 

sublime and artificial infinity in terrns of the difference in the qualities of gas and electric 

light. 

This incarnation of the sublime is concerned less with the hot fires of the infernal 

depths than with the icy coolness of reflection and pure surface. It applies less to the world 

of work than to its finished products, which can take on a monumental cast. Along with 

this view of the urban sublime, there arose the idea of the urban as a fairy tale land of 

consumption and delight, a view she associates with Mumford's neotechnics. And this is 

where some problems begin to creep in. 

It is not at all clear whether or not she holds the artificial infinity and the fairyland 

conceptions to be the same thing, or, if not, on what grounds she distinguishes them. She 

outlines the artificial infinity as a form of sublime, illustrates her definition with some 

undoubtedly sublime imagery, but then goes on to distinguish the fairyland from the 

sublime on the same grounds as the distinction between the infernal sublime and the 

artificial infinity, despite continuing to use the artificial infinity as her primary trope for 

understanding the fairyland. As well as this confusion as to the nature of the artificial 

infinity, there is a misunderstanding of the concept of neotechnics. 

The first of these problems stems from her argument that the difference between the 

sublime (in general) and the fairy-land lies in the quality of lighting, in the move away 

from murky depths to dazzling brightness. This seems to contradict her notion of the 

'artificial infinityas a constituent of the urban sublime. This apparent contradiction is 

resolved, however, when one looks at her primary example of the artificial infinity - 
Piranesi's Carceri etchings, which certainly do not correspond to any ideal of the urban as 
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fairy-land. These dark, brooding edifices, cast from huge blocks and crossed by intermittent 

gangways, give an overwhelming impression of 'dreadful solidity(Yourcenar 1984: 111). 

Lit in a perpetual chiaroscuro, as if 'struck by the rays of a black sun'(Yourcenar 1984: 

104), the eye alights upon the shadowy forms of nameless machines - pulleys, blades, 

scaffolds, gibbets - which combine an atmosphere of brooding menace with one of 

obsolescence and decay. 

Yet, if we can thus distinguish the Imaginary Prisons'from the fairy-land, their 

dank chiaroscuro, focus on defunct and decaying machinery, and general air of 

claustrophobia also distinguishes them from the artificial infinity. There is an aspect of the 

mathematical sublime in their darkness and obscurity, but these lurking shadows hardly 

evoke the pure surface of the artificial infinity. If anything, these illustrations come closer 

to the infernal sublime, albeit in a state of decay (this will prove to be important later, in 

my discussion of the uncanny element in this work). Indeed, while Williams emphasises 
her point by stressing the uninhabited emptiness of these 'imaginary prisons, one can 

nevertheless see, shrouded in half-light, fleeting, almost ghostlike figures. Demons, the 

pathetic victims of some unknown torture - whatever, they come close to the figure of the 

working classes as pictured in traditional accounts of the infernal sublime of the urban 
factory. 

The second problem lies in her identification of the urban fairyland with the utopian 

promise of neotechnics, as if the tone of lighting were central to Mumford's conception. 
Yet the focus of Mumford's definition of neotechics (which does focus on electrification) is 

not lighting, but the possibilities for decentralisation brought about by the grid. Further, 

Mumford himself makes it clear that, if the technology exists to enable us to enter a 

neotechnic stage, our current 'megalopolitan'civilisation has failed to realise this potential. 
The culture of consumption remains trapped within the palcotcchnic paradigm; the logic of 

the commodity sacrifices the possibility of anything really new for the cheap thrill of mass- 

produced novelty. He criticises the sprawling gigantism of department stores and 

exhibitions as pyramid building, 1he continuation by highly advanced technical means of 

the obsolete forms and ends of a socially retarded civilisation'(Mumford 1991: 619). And, 

in a passage which deliberately stresses just the qualities of lighting which Williams 

regards as neotechnic, he argues that the 'metropolitan denizen. 

... lives, not in the real world, but in a shadow world projected around him at every 
moment by means of paper and celluloid and adroitly manipulated lights: a world 
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in which he is insulated by glass, cellophane, pliofilm from the mortifications of 
living. 

Mumford (1991: 622). 

This is not to say that Williams is unaware of the negative aspects of the urban sublime in 

their artificial infinity and fairyland forms. Indeed, she criticises the sublime relation to the 

urban environment as an enarnourment with power which leads to passive acquiescence 
(what she terms the 'social sublime). The problem rather concerns the misuse of 
Mumford's idea of neotechnics, which involves a renunciation of the social sublime in 

much the same manner as Williams obviously desires. 
Despite what has been said above about the problematic relation between the 

artificial infinity and the urban fairyland, I would argue that one could continue to make a 

valid distinction, so long as both are seen as paleotechnic forms. In this sense, the artificial 

infinity is expressive less of the realm of consumption than of the monolithic and 

architectural expression of power. This leaves us with the following set of 

correspondences: 

* infemal sublime labour 

artificial infinity power 
fairyland consumption 

The rhetoric of the infernal sublime connotes depth, and processes of production which 

take precedence over the products. Finite presence is sublimated in favour of a focus on 

pure materiality and dynamis, with emphasis placed upon ongoing processes of generation 

and decay. This is a technologised version of what Henri Lefebvre has termed the mundus: 

a sacred or accursed place in the middle of the Italiot township. A pit, originally - 
a dust hole, a public rubbish dump. Into it were cast trash and filth of every kind, 
along with those condemned to death and any newborn baby whose father declined 
to raise it... A pit, then, 'deep'above all in meaning. It connected the city... to the 
hidden, clandestine, subterranean spaces which were those of fertility and death, 
of the beginning and the end, of birth and burial... As locus of time, of births and 
tombs, vagina of the nurturing earth-as-mother, dark corridor emerging from the 
depths... the mundus terrified as it glorified. In its ambiguity, it encompassed the 
greatest foulness and the greatest purity, life and death, fertility and destruction, 
horror and fascination. Mundus est immundus. 

Lefebvre (1991: 242). 

The sublimity of the artificial infinity has a different source than the infernal sublime, 

originating in sheer monolithic presence. Focusing on surface and reflection, it obscures the 
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origins of its production to produce an impression of self-sufficiency. While denying the 

underlying processes of material production, the monolith still points towards a greater 

totality from which it originates, not so much as product as emanation. Its status as an 

object is ambiguous, for the objectivity of the monument or the corporate tower is a 

curiously abstract and ideal one, like some pure geometric principal made flesh. The 

monument produces a sublation of object and subject which reduces both to their idealised 

projections. It is in this sense that the artificial infinity is truly sublime. The intimation of 

totality remains, but this time the totality is an ideal totality, a logos from which the 

material world appears to emanate. 
It should be noted that the monolith is not really identical to the monument, in the 

sense of the statue or war memorial, but refers more to the face of modem architecture, 

embodied, most noticeably, in the corporate tower block. While retaining some aspects of 

sublimity, the representational nature of the statue inserts a wedge between form and 

materiality, and ties its meaning to some determinate content. It thus falls short of the 

sublime, for, as our discussion of Kant has shown, the whole point about sublimity is the 

apprehension of reason rising above any finite, representable, sensuous content. The vision 

proffered by the monolith, by contrast, is absolute, subsuming the materiality of its 

embodiment, seeming to rise above finite content to a realm of pure form which is 

embodied as much in dynamism and change as in any fixed state of affairs (hence the 

possibility of a monumental architecture which expresses change). It is in this movement 

that human labour is reintroduced into the equation, but as a huge aggregate of abstract 
labour, completely subsumed in the ideality of the product. 

This leaves the question of the relation of the infernal sublime and the artificial 
infinity to the fairyland of consumption. This is perhaps the most complex and ambiguous 

element, both in itself and in relation to the other two. What we can begin by saying is that 

we should expect it to be closer to the artificial infinity due to the importance of the fetish 

character of the commodity to the dialectics of capitalist desire. 

The commodity appears to attract us on two grounds, both of which are the 

products of commodity fetishism, the concealment of social labour in the commodity itself. 

Firstly, there is the projection of human attributes and desires onto the commodity in 

alienated form, so that it seems to hold out the promise of a fuller, more complete life (the 

more classical form of alienation). Secondly, though, there is the fetishistic attraction to the 

commodity as something new, unique, unsullied by the world and by relations with other 

objects. Rather than projecting finite human attributes onto the commodity, what seems to 
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be projected is the universality of the subject as self-defining, combined with the more 

general tendency of fetishistic consciousness towards reification, the representation of 

relationships as the properties of things. Both can be seen as contributing to the idea, 

expressed by Benjamin, that the commodity, as object of desire, seems to look back at us, 
to return our gaze. 

The realm of consumption, then, also involves a sublation of the subject, but not in 

a way which could strictly be called sublime. For while the investment of desire in the 

commodity involves a blurring of the line between subject and object, the fundamental 

experience is one of ambiguity rather than ecstatic dissolution. The actuality of the subject- 

object divide is as essential to the logic of desire as its ambiguity. This aspect of desire, 

discussed in our consideration of Lacan, is also stressed by Simmel in The Philosophy of 
Money (1990), where it is the aspect of distanced closeness which distinguishes 

consumption from rude use. Indeed, for Simmel, it is the process of desiring which is 

responsible for the distinction between object and subject which it problematises: 

Human enjoyment of an object is a completely undivided act. At such moments we 
have an experience which does not include an awareness of an object confronting 
us or an awareness of the self as distinct from its present condition... Only a new 
process of awareness releases those categories from their undisturbed unity... This 
tension, which disrupts the naive-practical unity of subject and object and makes 
us conscious of each in relation to the other, is brought about originally through 
the mere fact of desire... the possibility of desire is the possibility of the objects of 
desire. The object thus formed, which is characterized by its separation from the 
subject... is for us a value... 

Value... appears at the same time and in the same process of 
differentiation as the desiring Ego and as its correlate... 

Simmel (1990: 65-67). 

Consumption cannot be said to be truly sublime, in the sense of the ecstatic dissolution of 

the self, since it depends upon the ambivalent relation between subject and object, and 
indeed plays a part in the construction and maintenance of this split. Consumption moves 

away from an aesthetic of dissolution towards an occult - rather than ecstatic - logic of 
displacement and alienation. The attempt to reconcile meaning (value and significance) and 

materiality becomes ever more tenuous as we attempt to focus upon some stable point of 

reference belonging to one of these two realms. Dissolution into a state of sublime oneness 
is replaced by proliferation of ambiguities, infecting sublime purity with traces of the 

uncanny. 
Once we accept this, however, the urban sublime in its other forms does not remain 

untouched. Simmel's account subtly undcn-nines the very idea of original unity it appears to 
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rely on. For this undivided unity is splintered by desire for the other. That division, and 
desire, must have been there from the inception, however, for how could such a split 

originate from simple unity? And so it is with the infernal and infinite sublime. Both of 

these aesthetics attempt to collapse an innately divided reality into primal unity, effectively 

attempting to say something prior to and outside language and thus without meaning and 
incapable of accounting for division. Division is the precondition for any talk of 

unmediated unity, which can have no existence outside of its relation with its other. 

We have discussed the antinomies of the self-sufficient realm of ideas and of the 

infernal sublime in the previous chapter. The infernal sublime operates through a metaphor 

of pure substance (and of the emergence of differentiation from pure substance), an idea 

which we have implicitly criticiscd through Derrida's critique of Rousseau, and even more 

so in the light of Lacan's idea of the morcellated body and the Hegelian dialectic of Being 

and non-Being. The notion of an ideal sublime is a more elusive target. However, I hope to 

have shown, in the light of Derrida's critique of Hegel, that any attempt to posit a self- 

sufficient idea, without the correlate notions of embodiment or forms of life, must fall into 

solipsism and semantic internalism. 

The urban sublime, subjected to closer scrutiny, betrays within itself the immanence 

of a subject-object relation from which it represents a false retreat. Dissolving into the 

uncanny implication of object and subject, it also reveals more openly the anxieties and 

ambiguities of urban life. 

Regarding the subversion of an aesthetic of the sublime into the uncanny, the 

inferrial sublime provides us with the best examples - perhaps unsurprising, insofar as it 

has already forsaken the openness of the natural sublime for a drearier, more enclosed 

setting. If we take the figure of the mine in Mumford's work, for example, the main motifs 

concern, not lighting and ambience, but the unsustainable drive towards a completely self- 

sufficient, humanly created and defined environment. The modem city has begun to eclipse 

its other, is losing touch with any external environment against which to define itself. 

Hence Mumford's concern with the development of the formless suburban sprawl and his 

critique of megalopolis (Mumford 1991). As Williams notes, Mumford was considerably 

influenced by Spengler's Decline of the West, and the image of the city as the sprawling 

product of Ihe last stages of mechanical desiccation, which 'suffers nothing besides itself 

and sets about annihilating the country picture'(Spengler, in Williams 1992: 6). 

If we examine the work of Piranesi, we see that the general ambience of 

claustrophobia and decay serves to evoke the uncanny. Again we see the move towards 
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hermetically sealed environments, this time associated with decay, a figure which 

undermines the self-identity of the object, evoking the processes of its creation and 
dissolution. This does not present us with an image of material sublimity (the mundus) 
however, but an endless array of disturbing, destabilised objects. Anthony Vidler notes this 

emphasis, stressing the role of De Quincey's writings on Piranesi in the elaboration of 'a 

fully developed spatial uncanny'(Vidler 1994: 37), and introducing a quote from Charles 

Nodier, comparing the work of John Martin and Piranesi: 

The ruins of Piranesi are about to collapse. They groan, they cry... The effect of 
his great buildings is no less extraordinary. They produce vertigo, as if one were 
measuring them from on high, and when you search for the cause of the emotion 
that inspires you, you are surprised to tremble in fear on one of their cornices, or 
to see all the objects turn beneath your eyes from the capital of one of their 
columns. 

But Piranesi ý nightmare did not consist in this. I am sure that Martyn 
[sic] had the nightmare of space and multitude. Piranesi certainly had the 
nightmare of solitude and constraint, of the prison and the coffin, of he who lacks 
air to breathe, voice to cry out and place to struggle. 

Nodier (in Vidler 1994: 38-39). 

Many of the works of fiction which Williams looks at also exhibit concern for the uncanny 

tendencies of underground living and the idea of a self-sufficient environment. Wells's The 

Time Machine represents the developmental trend of capitalism in terms of the degenerate, 

atrophied Eloi, descendants of the bourgeoisie, and the demonic Morlocks, who, descended 

from the working classes, take their terrible revenge by feeding on the helpless creatures 

whose every need they cater for. While the primary motif is one of class struggle and 

concern about the dangerous effects of growing inequality, images of the underground and 

of self-containment play a major part in the book and suggest an anxiety about the 

increasingly self-contained nature of society and a consequent lack of stabilising 
influences. 

This uncanny picture of degeneration is taken further in E. M. Forstcr's The Machine 

Stops, where it is precisely this issue of isolation and self-containment that is on the 

agenda. 77ze Machine Stops is set in a world where technology has eliminated the need for 

work, and where humanity has moved underground in order to escape nature, ceding all 

responsibilities to the ornni-present Machine. In this world: 

Night and day, wind and storm, tide and earthquake, impeded man no longer. He 
had harnessed Leviathan. All the old literature, with its praise of Nature, its fear of 
Nature, rang false as the prattle of a child. 

Forster (in Williams 1992: 132). 
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Yet the Machine represents a negative and oppressive force, as the denial of the 

mortifications of the flesh leads to physical and mental degeneration, an inability of 
humanity to take responsibility for itself. All needs are served by the Machine, all politics 
decided by the Committee of the Machine. Humans are left to follow their own degenerate 

route, retreating further and further into a realm of bland, abstract, and ultimately facile 

ideas, uninformed by contact with the world of the body and of physical effort. As Kuno 

expresses it to Vashti, his mother: 

Cannot you see, cannot all you lecturers see, that it is we that are dying, and that 
down here the only thing that really lives is the Machine? We created the 
Machine, to do our will, but we cannot make it do our will now... The Machine 
develops - but not on our lines. The Machine proceeds - but not t our goal. 

Forster (in Williams 1992: 133). 

Kuno recognises the malign influence of the Machine, but is regarded as mad by the 

passive inhabitants of this enclosed world. Escaping only to be dragged back down into the 

underworld, Kuno finds that the others refuse to believe his stories of a civilisation on the 

surface. And so it seems that the dominance of the Machine is total and complete, destined 

to rule forever. 

But things begin to go wrong. The Machine itself, operating in a vacuum, begins to 

degenerate: 

And so with the mouldy artificial fruit, so with the bath water that began to stink, 
so with the defective rhymes that the poetry machine had taken to en-ft All were 
bitterly complained of at first, and then acquiesced in and forgotten. Things went 
from bad to worse unchallenged. 

Forster (in Williams 1992: 134). 

In the end, an earthquake-like cataclysm destroys the underground civilisation. Yet the 

novel ends on an optimistic note, with Kuno recognising that, despite the immanent 

destruction of everyone living in the underground, the civilisation above will continue and 
develop, free at last from the depredations of the Machine. 

The motifs of The Machine Stops are surely closer to the uncanny than the sublime, 

concerning the instability and unsustainability of any attempt at complete closure. Williams 

notes that these concerns are only partly about degeneration, and that the real problem has 

to do more with the issue of risk in self-contained systems. Under such conditions, the 

main source of threat ceases to be from external nature, but becomes the chaotic and 
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unpredictable side effects of the system itself, which no longer has a seemingly infinite and 

external other from which it can draw and secure meaning, or into which it can vent its 

waste. Such a society becomes ever more dependent upon complex assemblages of 

apparatus, more and more of which are orientated to the defrayal of risks produced by the 

system itself. Ulrich Beck has termed this state of affairs 'risk-society'. where the internally 

produced risk is met, countered (yet also offset, potentially magnified) by processes of 

reflexive modcrnisation (Beck 1992). Williams herself puts it very succinctly: 

The paradox is that the built environment can itself become a prime source, of risk. 
Once again the mine serves as a model. The n-ýiner is dependent upon many 
complicated technological systems for drainage, ventilation, lighting, and 
structural support. All theses systems must function correctly, and this requires a 
high degree of social organization. A high degree of psychic discipline is also 
required... If he fails, or any of the technological or social systems fail, the 
consequences are serious, even fatal. There are no easy escape routes. The result 
of a mistake could well be that most terrifying of all nightmares: being buried 
alive. 

Williams (1992: 190). 

These themes connect with the modem obsession with identity and self-sufficiency, and 

their self-contradictory (potentially disastrous) effects, and illustrate how the sublime can 

come to be infected by the germ of the uncanny. Therefore, let us now turn to investigate 

the urban uncanny in more detail. 

The Urban Uncanny 

The Crisis of the Individual and Derealisation of the World 

If the collapse of the urban sublime impels us to look for instances of the uncanny, our first 

problem is where to begin, given the proliferation of unsettling aspects of the urban 

experience. If the uncanny proceeds from an involute search for an unsustainable self- 
identity, then one link between the city and the uncanny is provided by the much noted 

introversion of its inhabitants. Engels, for example, was appalled by the lack of community 

in London: 

The very turmoil of the streets has something repulsive, something against which 
human nature rebels. The hundreds of thousands of all classes and ranks crowding 
past each other, are they not all human beings with the same qualities and powers, 
and with the same interest in being happy?... And still they crowd by one another 
as though they had nothing in common, nothing to do with one another, and the 
only agreement is the tacit one, that each keep to his own side of the pavement, so 
as not to delay the opposing streams of the crowd, while it occurs to no man to 
honour another with so much as a glance. The brutal indifference, the unfeeling 
isolation of each in his private interest becomes the more repellent and offensive, 
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the more these individuals are crowded together, within a limited space.... The 
dissolution of mankind into monads, of which each one has a separate essence, and 
a separate purpose, the world of atoms, is here carried to its utmost extreme. 

Engels (1987: 68-69). 

This corrosive individualism, as one of the irrational effects of rationalisation, is at the 

forefront of the concerns of most of the classical sociologists. Durkheim, in The Division of 
Labour in Society (1984), associates the move from mechanical to organic solidarity, based 

upon the intensification of the division of labour, with the decay of traditional notions of 

communal responsibility and the removal of limits to individual ambition -a series of 

anomic tendencies also analysed in Suicide (1952). Max Weber, in The Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism (1991), analyses the early growth of capitalism in terms of the 

paradoxical results of a turn inwards, towards a form of religious belief concerned, not with 

the enumeration of a finite, punctual number of good and pious acts, but with the inner 

state of the soul and the constant maintenance of a state of grace. It is this concern with 
inner grace, combined with the Calvinist doctrines of transcendence and predestination 
(which deny the possibility of any mystical or emotional contact with God), which drives 

the Puritan to demonstrate (to himself as much as to anyone else) his moral certitude, in the 

glorification of God through hard work, achievement, and the forbearance of conspicuous 

consumption. The Puritanical turn inwards, finding nothing, throws the believer into a state 

of 'unprecedented inner loneliness' (Weber 1991: 104). The result is a re-entry into the 

world, but this time in terms of an ongoing project rather than the meeting of finite needs, a 

move which begins the ascendancy of means over ends and removes the limits to growth 
imposed by the feudal order. 

Capitalism, for Weber, may seem like a worldly form of life, but it is rooted in an 

ascetic renunciation of worldly pleasure in favour of a disenchanted, abstract relationship 

with the world. Capitalist individualism is at the same time a hollowing out of the 

individual, a denial of real, creative individuality. 

Perhaps the most detailed investigation of modem individualism is found in the 

work of Simmel. In The Stranger, he argues that one of the major components of our 

relationship with strangers is the way in which we evaluate commonality at the most 

general and abstract level, while at the same time, we characterise and identify them on the 
basis of specialised roles. While this essay ostensively concerns the role of outsiders in our 

communities, the overall implication is that, in light of the development of the modem 

metropolis, of abstract individuality and functional specialisation, we are all becoming 
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strangers. In 77ze Metropolis and Mental Life, in addition to a deregulation of individual 

behaviour, he notes a growing indifference to others: 

This mental attitude of metropolitans toward one another we may designate, from 
a formal point of view, as reserve. If so many inner reactions were responses to the 
continuous external contacts with innumerable people as are those in the small 
town, where one knows almost everybody one meets... one would be completely 
atomized internally and come to an unimaginable psychic state. Partly this 
psychological fact, partly the right to distrust which men have in face of the touch- 
and-go elements of metropolitan life, necessitates our reserve. As a result of this 
reserve we frequently do not even know by sight those who have been our 
neighbours for years. Indeed... the inner aspect of this outer reserve is not only 
indifference but... a slight aversion, a mutual strangeness and repulsion, which will 
break into hatred and f ight at the moment of a closer contact, however caused. 

Simmel (1965: 415-416). 

Reserve, as a relation to other human beings, is seen by Simmel as a specific modality of 

the more general phenomenon which he terms the blas6 attitude. This is the result of two 

processes. Firstly, it acts as a defence mechanism against the threat of sensory overload by 

the continual bombardment of rapidly changing stimuli occasioned by the modem city. 
This leads to a dulling of the nervous response, through desensitisation, and to the 

increased dominance of the faculties of the abstract intellect, which are seen (following 

Freud) as providing protection from over-stimulation. This growth of the intellectual 

faculties is ramified by the second process, the expansion of the money economy. Money 

has a disenchanting effect, reducing the world in all its variation to a single measure, 
discounting all specificity in the name of an abstract reason which can only value what 

things have in common, reducing all qualitative values to quantitative ones: 

Money, with all its colourlessness and indifference, becomes the common 
denominator of all values; irreparably it hollows out the core of things, their 
individuality, their specific value, and their incomparability. 

Simmel (1965: 414). 

The blas6 attitude involves a loss of engagement with the sensuous world, and a retreat into 

the self, inner life manifesting as a fugue or reverie, only contingently related to the 

shadowy world of one's surroundings. Under these conditions, 'the meaning and differing 

values of things, and thereby the things themselves, are experienced as insubstantial' 

(Simmel 1965: 414). This process of derealisation, where all the world appears as ghostly 

and unreal, perhaps merely the projection of a hypertrophied Ego, subjects the world of 

everyday banalities to an uncanny dissolution. 
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The work of Simmcl had a considerable influence on Walter Benjamin, who noted 

the same atrophy of experience. In 7'he Storyteller: Reflections on the Works officolai 

Leskov (Benjamin 1992a), he points to a decline in communicable experience. The 

discontinuity of modem urban life, which exceeds all attempts at explanation or 

understanding, deprives us of a language in which to talk and render meaningful our 

everyday experiences. The resultant privatisation of inner life is accompanied by the 

decline of the story and the rise of information, a form of communication which presents 

discontinuous events without any attempt to contextualise their relevance and connection to 

the reader's life. 

This analysis is taken further in On Some Motifs in Baudelaire (Benjamin 1992a). 

Noting Proust's distinction between voluntary and involuntary memory, and his stress on 

the highly evocative nature of the latter, Benjamin takes issue with Proust's argument that it 

is effectively a matter of chance whether or not any deep psycho-somatic trace of 
involuntary memory is laid down by experience. The apparently private and issueless 

nature of involuntary memory (and mental life more generally) is not a natural 

phenomenon, but a product of the nature of modem experience and the social isolation of 

the individual. 

Again following Simmel, Benjamin understands these shifts in the nature of 

modem experience in Freudian terms. The discontinuity of modem life, the increase in the 

shock component of experience, results in the expansion of consciousness in order to 

absorb the shock and prevent the laying down of too many facilitations. Most of the events 

of one's life do not enter experience proper (Erfiahrung), but tend to 'remain in the sphere of 

a certain hour in one's life (Erlebnis)'(Benjamin 1992a: 158). This expansion of the sphere 

of purely abstract voluntary memory has the consequence that those facilitations which are 
laid down are no longer tied in with the flow of experience, but appear as issueless. 

Also of concern to Benjamin is the disruptive effect of reification and commodity 
fetishism. These are closely related concepts, both being modalities of alienation, which I 

will define for the time-bcing as the objectification, extcmalisation and misrecognition of 

something essential to human being, and conceived as either 'natural ly'intemal or 

relational. Alienation externalises human nature in the form of a fetish. Commodity 

fetishism refers to the mediation of human social relations via commodities, the objectified 

products of human labour, and the concomitant effect of the attribution of the value of the 

commodity to an innate property of the object itself, as if value were of the same order as 
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weight, colour etc. Commodity fetishism is thus not to be understood as originating in 

consciousness, but is first and foremost the objectivity of the social synthesis, out of which: 

the social relations between their [the individual producers] private labours appear 
as what they are, i. e. they do not appear as direct social relations between persons 
in their work, but rather as material [dinglichl relations between persons and 
social relations between things. 

Marx (1988: 166). 

The theory of reification, developed by Lukacs, generalises this form, referring to the 

reductive tendency of fetishistic consciousness to interpret relationships in terms of 

objective properties. The effects of this are twofold and contradictory. On the one hand, we 

have a progressive disenchantment of the world, as more and more of social life becomes 

externalised as a dead object. On the other, this inability of our concepts to encompass our 

social relations, and our relations with objects, leads to an ambiguous fragmentations of the 

subject-object relation. The process of derealisation can thus shift from disenchantment to 

an ecstatic chaos, the pseudo-epiphany of commodity fetishism. This is shown in extreme 

form in Adorno's Theses Against Occultism (Adomo 1994), where he argues that the 

tendency of modem mysticism to revive certain animistic notions of spirituality is actually 

grounded in reification, conceptualising our relations with things in terms of occult 

properties, which must exacerbate the mind-body split it was intended to overcome. 

There are several possible connections between these elements of modem 

experience and the uncanny. We have already briefly discussed the issue of derealisation, 

the abstract character of modem experience depriving objects of their customary solidity, 

and throwing the subject into an en ablMe state of visual self-apprehension and 

misrecognition. This state comes close to the modernist anti-cpiphany (or apophany) 

outlined by Sass in his study of schizophrenia and modernism (Sass 1994), characterised by 

a decamping of meaning from the world of familiar objects. This is well illustrated in a 

quote from Hofmannsthal's Colours: 

But how to enumerate those occasional attacks of a Next-to-Nothing?... Now and 
again in the morning it happened, in these German hotel rooms, that the jug and 
the wash-basin- or a comer of the room with the table and clothes-rack- appeared 
to me so nonreal, despite their indescribable banality so utterly not real, ghostly as 
it were, and at the same time ephemeral, waiting, so to speak temporarily to take 
the place of the real jug, the real wash-basin filled with water... it was like a 
momentary floating above the abyss, the eternal void... such an indescribable 
wafting of the eternal Nothing, the eternal Nowhere, a breath not of death but of 
Not-Life, indescribable... 

(Sass 1994: 56) 
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This emptying out of meaning does not necessarily leave us with the impression of a 
meaningless world. This decamping can appear in the form of meaning drifting out to 

occupy an entire setting, imbuing the environment with inexpressible, furtive significance. 
One feels on the verge of a great totalising insight, which always remains on the tip of the 
tongue, just beyond comprehension. 

Sass's characterisation of modernity as schizophrenic is a continuation of a 
tradition, incorporating Rousseau, Sim-m-el and Deleuze and Guattari, which has seen 

modem urban life in terms of schizophrenia and paranoia. The breakdown of stable 
experience is seen to lead to a failure in phenomenological bracketing'. plunging us into a 
paranoiac state where the only criteria for truth are logical consistency and compatibility 

with observed facts. This leads to an uncanny breakup of reality (how, for example, are 
Tacts'to be identified on these criteria? ), and to a delusional subjectivity. The classical 

paranoid delusion of reference, for example, is seen to stem from the observed fact that one 
of the few unifying things which one's experiences do have in common is the presence of 
oneself, a fact which, given a failure of bracketing, can be invested with significance, to 
become the basis of persecution fantasies etc. 

Another example of derealisation, with particular relevance to Benjamin's 

Storyteller discussion of the decline of stable experience and its relation to ideology, is to 
be found in Vologinov, in his discussion of situations where official and unofficial 
behavioural ideology come into severe disjunction. In these situations, where official 
ideology deprives people of the language to articulate and reflexively orient their life- 

activities, individuals are drawn closer and closer to the impossibilities of private language: 

The wider and deeper the breach between the official and unofficial conscious, the 
more difficult it becomes for motives of inner speech to turn into outwards 
speech... wherein they might acquire formulation, clarity and rigour. Motives 
under these conditions begin to fail, to lose their verbal countenance, and little by 
little really do turn into a Toreign body'in the psyche. 

(Morris 1994: 46). 

The Cult of the New and the Threat of the Obsolete 

The derealisation of the world noted by Simmel, and the reffied nature of modem 
consciousness are two of the primary determinants of the phenomenon of the 'cult of the 

new'. Modem consumer societies seem obsessed with novelty, producing an endless stream 
of new commodities whose primary attribute is precisely that they are new. 
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Simmel understood this in terms of the increasing division of labour, and the need 
to find a niche in increasingly competitive and differentiated markets. The desire to 

consume many and varied commodities can be understood as a reaction against the 

levelling characteristics of modem life. One can attempt to dispel the greyness of the blas6 

attitude through recourse to novelty and the spectacle. This is nowhere more obvious than 

in the fashion industry, since it deals directly with issues of identity and the assertion of 
individuality. Simmel notes: 

Finally, man is tempted to adopt the most tendentious peculiarities, that is, the 
specifically metropolitan extravagances of mannerism, caprice, and 
precociousness. Now, the meaning of these extravagances does not at all lie in the 
contents of such behaviour, but rather in its form of being different'. of standing 
out in a striking manner and thereby attracting attention. 

Simmel (1965: 421). 

Simmel's account stresses the difficulties of living in the urban environment, and sees the 

cult of the new primarily as a means of combating the blas6 attitude (one which must 

ultimately prove unsuccessful, since it contributes to the same deterioration of ordered and 
I 
meaningful difference which it attempts to ameliorate). 

The obsession with novelty can be understood in another way if we take commodity 

fetishism and reffication as our starting point, and seems to reflect a desire for a pristine, 

self-sufficient, innately meaningful object, unsullied by history or the world around it. The 

fact that, in reality, no concept of an object's properties can fully encompass our 

relationship to it, only renders the promise of such an object more alluring, as if we have 

found the key which will finally allow our fetishistic consciousness to pin meaning down to 

one stable spot. In the end, such promises are illusory: 

The image... suspends disbelief with regard to the reality of division only until the 
next disillusionment occurs in the sphere of actual consumption. Each and every 
new product is supposed to offer a dramatic shortcut to the long-awaited promised 
land of total consumption. As such it is ceremoniously presented as the unique and 
ultimate product... But even this spectacular prestige evaporates into vulgarity as 
soon as the object is taken home by a consumer... At this point its essential 
poverty... stands revealed - too late. For by this time another product will have 
been assigned to supply the system with its justification, and will in turn be 
demanding its moment of acclaim. 

Debord (1994: 44). 

One result of this obsession with newness is that obsolescence takes on a threatening, 

uncanny cast. Scrap yards and rubbish tips, designed to contain the threat of impurity, 

constitute places within the city which seem alien and dangerous, threatening our 
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impressions of stability, as traces of history and the facts of decay come to trouble the 

synchronic integrity of the object. This mass of objects, wrenched from their living 

contexts, or from enthronement as the ultimate consumer good, thrown together in one 
heap, losing their identity and integrity in the process of decay, seems to mock the world of 

vibrant, fetishised commodities with a promise of its own future. And indeed ours - the 

living-death of the paranoid ego fears nothing more than its own mortality, and finds 

nothing more offputting than reminders of its own immanent decomposition. 

This aspect of pollution embodied in rubbish tips, scrapyards etc. is often stressed 
in literature dealing with the city, and these locations figure in urban horror, detective 

fiction, and apocalyptic novels (see Chapter 6). Much of this imagery is sublime, 

representing the modem mundus, a powerful locus of decay and fertilit . But the uncanny 
is never far away, the images of dislocation disrupting the homeliness of the familiar object 

and highlighting the objectivity of the self. It initiates a deferral of the subject, throwing it 

into the en abtme world of pure objectivity. This is most prominent in high surrealism, 

where a cold, clinical linguistic idiom, and an utterly objective mode of approach, are 

applied to the investigation of emotional correspondences, in an attempted mapping of 

what Margaret Cohen (1993) has termed the 'material unconscious. The result is the 

invocation of the anti-epiphany, the evisceration of the subject. In addition, the world of 

consumer goods, with its false veneer of genuine newness, is cruelly exposed as the mass 

production of mere novelty, through the exposition of the production of obsolescence, in 

the detritus of yesterday's consumer icons, which now present themselves to the consumer 

as beneath contempt, or charged with melancholy over their unrealised potential. It was this 

latter aspect, in particular, which impressed Walter Benjamin 

Urban Sprawl and the Grid 

Another uncanny aspect of refuse is the connotation of enclosure, of a city with no outside, 

where pollution, in the environmental and categorical senses of the word, becomes 

unavoidable. Waste figures in this manner in Mumford's work, where he talks of the 

inhabitants of the paloetechnic city living amongst their own detritus (Mumford 1991: 522- 

523). 

7 Another important aspect of the use of these locations is their inhabitants, where the urban homeless, the 

ragpicker etc. are represented as having access to unique insights or forbidden knowledges (see my discussion 

of minatorial geographies later in this chapter). 
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We have already touched upon Mumford's views on urban development. His central 

concern is of the decline of urban planning and loss of the organic unity of the city. 
Capitalism's drive for unlimited expansion finds expression in a paleo-scientific paradigm 

which strives towards the creation of a self-sufficient technology: 

Beneath its superficial regard for life and health lies a deep contempt for organic 
processes that involve maintaining the complex partnership of all organic forms... 
Instead of regarding man's relation to... his organic partners as the oldest and most 
fundamental of all his relations - not to be constricted or effaced, but rather to be 
deepened and extended... the popular technology of our time devotes itself to 
contriving means to displace autonomous organic forms with ingenious 
mechanical (controllablel profitablel) substitutes. 

Mumford (1991: 600). 

The result is that the city, formerly an organic space limited by its walls, is subject to 
limitless, formless, expansion, evaluated on purely quantitative grounds, producing cities 

which are 'man heaps, machine warrens. Suburban developments, intended as an escape 
from the entropics inner-city, come to proliferate, merging into one another, losing their 
identity, and contributing to the urban sprawl. This sprawl, once organic growth now 
dispossessed of limits or order, is a cancer which threatens the existence of the city itself- 

Ihere comes a point when the tumorous organ will destroy the organism at whose expense 
it has reached such swollen dimensions'(Mumford 1991: 600). 

The growth of urban conurbations has reached such a level that now it is not 

suburbs but whole cities that are beginning to merge, to lose all individual identity. And 

with this movement, the countryside, relative to which the city has defined itself, and with 

which it has always interacted, begins to disappear (though as we shall see later, in our 
discussion of Lefebvre's writing on the city and the country, Mumford underestimates the 

8 The concept of entropy is deployed by Christopher Prendergast, in Paris and the Nineteenth Century 

(1995), where he compares the city with an engine, producing heat and movement, but also high on entropy, 

at risk of burning out. Despite the language used, the real issue does not concern fuel depletion, but the 

second law of thermodynamics. This states that, in closed systems, there is a tendency for energy to be 

diffused throughout the system, moving towards an even distribution, so that more energy is tied up in excited 

particles and less is available to do work. The movement of a system towards its heat death is associated with 

an increase in the level of disorder in the system, in the sense that the directed motion produced by the 

application of force is depleted in favour of the random motion of excited particles. With regard to the urban 

environment, the entropic metaphor refers to the increasing disorder and diffusion of meaning in a system 

which has become closed off, unable to draw significance from its relationship with an other: Yhe image of the 

city articulated in these [Balzac's] pages gives us no clear sense that there is anywhere in particular... [for the 

city] to go other than towards its own self-consumption and disintegration'(Prendergast 1995: 59). 
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dialectical complexity of this relationship). The result of this expansion is to bring sterility 
to the countryside and ultimately death to the city'(Mumford 1991: 600). The urban 

sprawl, devoid of significant spatial order, comes to cover the globe, destroying space, as a 

meaningful and variegated order, and replacing it with the formless morass of abau (un- 

building)9. 

This negation of space has also been noticed by Kevin Robins (1991) and Richard 

Sennett (1990). Drawing on Mumford, who had already noted the homogenising tendencies 

of the 'worship of speed and empty space'(Mumford 1991: 580), Robins identifies a 
tension in modem cities between the imperatives of settlement and motion, which, under 

capitalism, tends to be settled in the interests of the latter. It is this imperative to facilitate 

the transportation and distribution of goods, combined with the generally reactive approach 
forced upon planners by continual crises and restructuring, which is responsible for the 

disorganised nature and general banality of most of the urban environment: 

With the triumph of flow, it becomes increasingly difficult for urban governors 
and planners to afford cohesion to the fragmented and dislocated urban system... 

If excess of movement has brought about disorientating complexity... it 
has also been at the heart of another disabling tendency. Already in the 1880s 
Camillo Sitte was confronting banality as a problem for urban planning and 
design... 

In both observations, there is the same felt sense of particularity and 
difference being overcome by forces of homogenisation. The predicament of 
banality is about the neutralization and the de-realization of space. Movement and 
flow appear to overwhelm the identity of place. 

Robins (1991: 13). 

9 The issue concerning the expansion of the city until it eclipses its other is mirrored in the situation of the 

economy, which must fall pray to crises as soon as it consolidates its dominance in the commodification of 
labour and consumer products. As Lefebvre (1991) notes, the inability of political economy to conceive of 

endemic crises is intrinsic to its nature as an ideology of abstention nurtured in the early years of capitalist 

growth. Its conception of value stems from a model of scarcity which figures the natural environment as 

valueless because infinite (it thus cannot think in terms of environmental cost), and which cannot think of the 

produced scarcity of demand relative to supply which constitutes a crisis of overproduction. Such problems 
(including the tendency of the rate of profit to fall) are only capable of affecting a system which has come to 

fill even its own horizon, eliminating the infinite outside of scarcity and nature. Thus, argues Debord: The 

economy's triumph as an independent power also spells its doom, for it has unleashed forces that must 

eventually destroy the economic necessity that was the unchanging basis of earlier societies... 
By the time society discovers that it is contingent on the economy, the economy has in point of fact 

become contingent on society'(Debord 1994: 33-34). 
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Sennett also recognises this association between the imperatives of individual mobility and 

urban banality; The logistics of speed... detach the body from the spaces through which it 

moves; highway planners seek, for reasons of safety if nothing else, to neutralize and 

standardize the spaces through which a speeding vehicle travels' (Sennett 1994: 365). 

However, he argues, the origins of the modem urban sprawl, and of homogenisation, lie 

much deeper. 

He begins by contrasting the role of the grid plan in the modem city with that of the 

ancient. The Roman city was an innately bounded space. Formed by the intersection of two 

axial streets surrounded by a wall, the space of the city was plotted out in advance and 

filled in as needed. The grid of the Roman city, marking the central foundation point of an 

organically organised space, was thus filled with sacred meaning (it was here that the 

mundus was located during the ritual founding of the city). 

In the modem city (particularly the modem American city) things are very different. 

The enclosure of the Roman city is replaced by a new permeability and openness, as noted 

by Le Corbusier: 

Right up to the twentieth century, towns were laid out with a view to military 
defence. The boundary of a town was a definite thing, a clear organisation of 
walls, gates with streets leading up to them, and from them to the centre. 

Moreover, up to the nineteenth century a town was entered from the 
outside. Today the city's gates are in its centre. For its real gates are the railway 
stations. 

Le Corbusier (1929: 109). 

This centralisation of the entrance to the city facilitates the removal of boundaries and sets 

the scene for unlimited expansion, marking a change in the nature of the grid: The modem 

grid was meant to be boundary-less, to extend block after block after block outward as the 

city grew'(Sennett 1990: 270). 

Such a grid, argues Sennett, denies space, seeking to annihilate the specificity of the 

natural world, which it erases and replaces rather than encounters and adapts to. The result 

is a bland, desultory space, which denies meaningful difference and the values of 

community. And the only envisaged relief from this crushing monotony is not to build 

diverse urban space, but a fantasised escape from the city into a fictional wilderness - the 

paradigm for New York's Central Park: 

These were the dualities of denial: to build you act as though you live in 
emptiness: to resist the builder's work you act as though you do not live in a city. 

Sennett (1990: 275). 
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Sennett does not see this denial of space as a simple consequence of the imperatives of 

capitalist expansion. Rather, its origins are the same as those of capitalism itself - namely, 

the turn inwards, which Weber analysed in terms of the Protestant ethic. The massive 

expansion of the city, as that of capital, depended upon worldly asceticism, a combination 

of hard work and denial of gratification which the Protestant faith encouraged. This not 

only encourages an abstract, calculating relationship to the world, but even engenders a 

level of repulsion towards the sensuous realm: 

What is subtle about Weber's analysis is that he understood that denial is a double- 
edged experience: you develop the strength to deny yourself immediate 
gratification only by denying that anything out there right now is of real value, or 
to be taken seriously for its own sake. 

Sennett (1990: 281). 

Only in emptiness, in neutrality, only without stimulation or interference'with 
others can the psyche wrestle itself This is the duality of flight from others and 
the struggle for self-control. 

Sennett (1990: 284). 

Even if religion is no longer the central focus of most lives (and even if we dispute the 

idealism of his account, as I would), Sennett provides us with a critique of the abstract 

individualism of capitalist modernity. He illustrates how the logic of individualism, when 

taken to its conclusion in self-seeking inwardness (as it still is, in the manifold forms of 

psychoanalysis, self-analysis and the confessional outlined by Foucault, and elsewhere by 

Sennett himself), leads to a denial of one's sociality, and one's relations with the 

environment and others. His work focuses on precisely that interface between capitalism, 

urbanism, and the involute search for self-sufficiency that defines the urban uncanny. 

The Labyrinth and the Minotaur 

Another aspect of urban morphology with aesthetic and experiential consequences 

concerns the upheaval wrought by development, where cycles of investment and 

restructuring mark the landscape to a hitherto unknown extent. Whole areas are thrown up 

overnight, or vanish almost without trace. But, as Lefebvre notes, 'No space ever vanishes 

utterly, leaving no trace'(Lefebvre 199 1 b: 164). Attempts to gentrify or restructure the city 

create their own mythologies, and traces of the old city threaten to resurface. The nature of 

these traces is complex and manifold, residing in a tangled complex of memories, opinions, 

political movements, myths and associations which may escape completely from the 
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discursive realm. Surviving landmarks, signs of the construction of the new, the collective 

memory which invests these places with significance. The memory of what has been before 

need not be explicit, but may be repressed or forgotten, immanent in the city itself, where 

even now it maintains a destabilising half-presence. It is this power of ambience, as a 

carrier of collectively repressed historical memories, which is so powerfully evoked in 

Peter Ackroyd's writing (see Chapter 6). 

Quite why this process of restructuring should be capable of evoking such powerful 

effects can be seen by looking at what Bachelard terms the coefficient of adversity, the way 
in which our way of being in the world is constituted through our interactions with a world 

which is other to us, which resists our actions, yet which also becomes intimately part of 

us. In a manner reminiscent of Proust, he argues that our conscious memory is not capable 

of truly grasping events in time. While we may think we know ourselves in time, what we 

really have is a 'sequence of fixations in the spaces of the being's stability'(Bachelard 1994: 

8), a series of images of the self, crystallisations around moments in time and space which 
have some importance for us (though our accounts of this importance do not really grasp 

the temporal being which supports memory). With this, Bachelard contrasts the somatic 

memory evoked by a return to the house of our childhood: 

But over and beyond our memories, the house we were born in is physically 
inscribed in us. It is a group of organic habits. After twenty years, in spite of all 
the other anonymous stairways; we would recapture the reflexes of the Yirst 
stairway'. we would not stumble on that rather high step. The house's entire being 
would open up, faithful to our own being. We would push the door that creaks 
with the same gesture, we would find our way in the dark to the distant attic. The 
feel of the tiniest latch has remained in our hands. 

The successive houses in which we have lived have no doubt made our 
gestures commonplace. But we are very surprised, when we return to the old 
house, after an odyssey of many years, to find that the most delicate gestures, the 
earliest gestures suddenly come alive, are still faultless. In short, the house we 
were bom in has engraved within us the hierarchy of the various functions of 
inhabiting... The word habit is too worn a word to express this passionate liaison 
of our bodies, which do not forget, with an unforgettable house. 

Bachelard (1994: 15-15). 

Here, in The Poetics of Space, Bachelard is talking about the childhood home, and about an 

experience which is profoundly heimlich. But even here, there is a certain tendency to 
derealisation: 

Our past is situated elsewhere, and both time and place are impregnated with a 
sense of unreality. ... if beyond memories, we pursue our dreams to the very end, 
in this pre-memory it is as though nothingness caressed and penetrated being, as 
though it gently unbound the ties of being. We ask ourselves if what has been, 
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was. Have facts really the value that memory gives them? Distant memory only 
recalls them by giving them a value, a halo, of happiness. But let this value be 
effaced, and the facts cease to exist. Did they ever exist?... And the entire reality 
of memory becomes spectral. 

Bachelard (1994: 58). 

The heimlich daydream discussed here already begins to shade into the uncanny, 

emphasising as it does the derealising effects of becoming on our earliest memories 
(constituting, as they must, both memories of events and facilitations). Yet we can begin to 

see how the theory opens up much more traumatic, more genuinely uncanny, possibilities, 
if we imagine a return to the house of our childhood only to find it subtly changed, 

elements of its architecture recalling all the earliest gestures of our childhood, the ur-type 

of the Tunction of inhabiting, only to stumble on an unfamiliar and unexpectedly high step 
that leads to the distant attic of our childhood daydreams. The deep seated unease that such 

a situation could provoke is not hard to imagine, as if our entire function of inhabiting had 

been dislocated, twisted out of sorts, rendering it impossible for us to be comfortable in the 

world. The problematisation of our relationship to the house brings to the fore the 
dependence of the solid reality of the world on lived, somatic being. And reality, 

simpliciter, becomes spectral. 
The relationship between architectural dislocation and the dislocation of the subject 

is elaborated by Vidler in his discussion of the deliberately destabilising architectures of 
Bernard Tschumi and Coop Himmclblau: 

Confronting [their architecture]... the owner of a conventional body is undeniably 
placed under threat as the reciprocal distortions and absences felt by the viewer, in 
response to the reflected projection of bodily empathy, operate almost viscerally 
on the body. We are contorted, racked, cut, wounded, dissected, intestinally 
revealed, impaled, immolated; we are suspended in a state of vertigo, or thrust into 
a confusion between belief and perception. It is as if the object actively 
participated in the subject's self-dismembering, reflecting its internal disarray or 
even precipitating its disaggregation. 

Vidler (1994: 79). 

And so it is with the urban environment generally. We come to know our cities intuitively, 

inhabiting them till they come to pen-neate our habitual ways of acting, thinking and getting 

around. Yet, as Baudelaire noted with some regret, the city changes faster than our 
emotional investments in itO. The redevelopment of an area where one grew up, or merely a 

10 From Le Cygne: 

The old Paris is gone (the face of a city 
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return to that area, with its associations of d6jA vu, can evoke the most powerful emotional 
forces". As with the obsolete, an encounter with such redevelopment can prove anxiety 

provoking, disrupting our familiar relationship with places and objects and foregrounding 

the self, en abtme, as an object among objects. 
The combination of formless growth, entropic decay, and the continual 

restructuring of the qity, produces a city which obeys no overarching logic, but takes the 
form of a patchwork of places and routes, a complex network which becomes the locus of a 

myriad of ungovernable practices, and which is invested with complex meanings and 

associations. The city takes on the form of the labyrinth, a metaphor used to encapsulate 

urban form and experience from its inception. 

Literary examples of this metaphor are many. Victor Hugo, in Les Miserables, 

focuses on the labyrinthine nature of the Parisian sewers, which in turn stand in 

metaphorically for the 'subterranean'Paris of the 'dangerous classes. He tells us that The 

direction of the sewers in general follows that of the streets above them'(in Prendergast 

1995: 93). The streets above are transfigured in terms of the sewers below, and become, in 

their turn, 'a maze to which the only key is itself'; 'a grotesque jumble of eastern letters; 'a 

sort of Chinese puzzle'(in Prendergast 1995: 93). Similar examples from nineteenth 

century f iction could be found, for example, in Poe's 77ze Man of the Crowd (Poe 1982). 

changes, alas! more quickly than the mortal heart). 

trans. Buck-Morss (1995: 179) 

" Michel de Certeau, in The Practice of Everyday Life (1988), makes a similar point to Bachelard, with a 

more decidedly urban emphasis, in his discussion of the ýrimitive, as a relationship between spatial and 

signifying practices. The primitive aspect of walking in the city is understood psychoanalytically, as the 

constitution of the self as other in the act of walking, which is a form of tension between being and becoming. 

The 'childhood experience that determines spatial practices'(Certeau 1988: 110), the earliest experiences 

which constitute our infantile being, are exported in the act of becoming, brought into new situations. This 

produces a Inetaphorization'of the city, as the internalised environments and itineraries of the past proliferate 

and infiltrate the public places we interact in, undoing their readable surfaces and investing in them complex 
(and unplanned) meanings. This must of necessity, if we follow Bachelard, also produce an oneiric de- 

realisation of infantile experience. Again, Certeau discusses this in terms of the subversion of the traditionally 

accepted meanings of urban places and practices, without regard for the potentially traumatic currents that run 
in the opposite direction. Yet he adequately encapsulates the experience of both in the image of the mobile 
city, like the one Kandinsky dreamed of. "a great city built according to all the rules of architecture and then 

suddenly shaken by a force that defies all calculation"'(Certeau 1988: 110). The Yeal'urban environment, or 
the city within are equally susceptible to this psychic earthquake. 
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The labyrinth is a figure replete with figures of the uncanny, of self-containment, 

endlessness, and, not least, the endless recurrence of return to one's starting place, which 

Freud identifies as a manifestation of the death drive. It will be remembered what Freud 

tells us of his experiences in Genoa: 

I hastened to leave the narrow street at the next turning. But after having wandered 
about for a time without inquiring my way, I suddenly found myself back in the 
same street, where my presence was now beginning to excite attention, I hurried 
away once more, only to arrive by another detour at the same place yet a third 
time. Now however a feeling overcame me which I can only describe as uncanny. 

(Freud 1919: 359). 

A crucial aspect of the labyrinth is, of course, its inhabitants, a point which Freud lets slip 
in his description of the above experience, in a place "'the character of which could not 
long remain in doubt" as painted women filled the windows of the small houses'(Vidler 

1994: 43). Freud also illustrates the geographical and class associations of the uncanny in 

recounting the saying, 'where public ventilation has to stop, there heinilich machinations 
begin'(Freud 1919: 344). Engels, in 77ze Condition of the Working Class in England 

(1987), evokes many of these concerns when he quotes an article in the Artisan, concerning 

the slums of Glasgow: 

There are numbers of such localities in the heart of the city, south of the Trongate, 
westward from the Saltmarket, in Calton and off the High Street, endless 
labyrinths of lanes or wynds into which open at almost every step, courts or blind 
alleys, formed by ill-ventilated, high-piled, waterless and dilapidated houses. 
These are literally swarming with inhabitants... [and] shelter the poorest, most 
depraved, and worthless members of the community, and may be regarded as the 
sources of the frightful epiden-ks which, beginning here, spread desolation over 
Glasgow. 

Engels (1987: 79). 

Similar concerns were expressed by the Government Commissioner, J. C. Symons: 

This quarter consists wholly of narrow alleys and square courts, in the middle of 
every one of which there lies a dung heap. Revolting as was the outward 
appearance of these courts, I was not prepared for the filth and wretchedness 
within... Theft and prostitution form the chief means of subsistence of this 
population. No one seemed to take the trouble to cleanse this Augean stable, this 
Pandemonium, this tangle of crime, filth and pestilence in the centre of the second 
city of the kingdom. 

Engels (1987: 79-80). 

Here, the labyrinthine nature of the city is expressly tied up with the nature of the threat of 

the urban poor, a point Chris Jenks (1995) cmphasiscs with his concept of Ininatorial 
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geographies'. In his discussion, Jenks does not go beyond suggesting that such minatorial 
investments of the city are largely due to misunderstanding and to the importance of brban 

villages'such as London's East End. I would go further, along a line of analysis inspired by 

the story of the Minotaur itself. A hybrid beast, result of the mechanically mediated mating 

of a woman with a bull, entombed because of its polluting status in a labyrinth, and a focus 

for festival and human sacrifice, the Minotaur serves as an archetypal figure of incest, 

madness and disease. 

Precisely this set of motifs has been used in the representation of the urban poor. 
Nineteenth century accounts, in particular, (exemplified by the above quotes) have stressed 

the connections between isolation from middle class areas and values; poor housing and 

sanitary conditions; poverty; lack of religious faith; sexual aberrance; alcoholism, madness 

and disease. These associations coalesced into the figure of the mob, the filthy, seething 

mass of urban lowlife, barely discernible as individuals, a figure intimately connected with 

the mechanisation of the working environment. And these metaphors have not died out. 

Charles Murray, in The Emerging British Underclass (1990), succeeds in reproducing 

every paranoid prejudice of the nineteenth century, quite openly equating poverty, drug 

addiction, crime and indolence. What is more, he asserts that the aetiology of modem 

poverty begins, not with the economy, but with the decline of morality and the growth of 

illegitimacy (despite the fact that he does not even attempt to show a causal link). Murray 

asserts that he is not writing from a moralistic standpoint, yet refers to the underclass as 

barbarians'(Murray 1990: 23), a group who live in a different world from other Britons, 

who are raising their children to live in it, and whose values are now contaminating the life 

of entire neighbourhoods'(Murray 1990: 4). Elsewhere, he likens them to a disease 

(Murray 1990: 3). 

Now, I do not wish to argue that Jenks is wrong to identify such 'reasoning'as 

misinformed prejudice. Rather, I wish to argue that there is a structural link between the 

conflation of poverty with various symbols of moral pollution and the objective status of 

the urban poor with regard to the capitalist economy. With this in mind, I will make two 

points. The first concerns spatial segregation: 

As socio-spatial segregation became yet more pronounced, the distance between 
the affluent and the poor ensured the persistence of stereotyped conceptions of the 
other. Social and spatial distancing contributed to the labelling of areas of poverty 
as deviant and threatening. 

Sibley (1995: 55). 
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We have already discussed the connection between the uncanny breakup of subjectivity and 

the move towards total self-sufficiency. This logic applies to any field, including the spatial 
(such as we have seen with the city). A self-contained space is impossible. A space without 

boundaries, without a centre, without any thinkable structure at all, it is a phantasmagoric 
'space', a plain of de-composition. In this context, what becomes noticeable is the growth of 

segregation between rich and poor, as the intersection of power and land economics 

produces a form of spatial integration which presents itself as separation and absolute, self- 

sufficient otherness. The space of the urban slum is profoundly threatening, discontinuous, 

folded into blind spots which problematise bourgeois subjectivity and the possibility of 

representation itself, a point Prendergast stresses when he quotes Privat dAnglement thus: 

Down there, far away, in the depths of an unimaginable district... in a district 
where no one has ventured, there exists something incredible, curious, strange, 
desolating and admirable.... It is a city within a city. a population lost in the rt-ýdst 
of another population. 

Prendergast (1995: 85). 

This space is also a polluted space: 

This expression of the class divide in terms of topography and health was crucial. 
The poor, down there on the swampy clays, were living in their own excrement... 

Sibley (1995: 55). 

The question of pollution brings us to the second connection between the poor and the 

uncanny. Following Mary Douglas, who defines pollution in terms of the transgression of 

culturally defined boundaries, Sibley traces the connection between the poor and images of 

moral and physical corruption in the work of the nineteenth century moral and social 

reformers. Sibley's focus on the urban poor concentrates on how a stigmatized group were 

made to serve as a cultural cipher for the anxieties of the age. However, he does not focus 

on the economic status of the poor. 

Again, I would return to an earlier argument, this time concerning the threatening 

nature of garbage in the urban environment; the way in which it indicates a city without an 

outside, nowhere to dispose of its polluting waste materials. In such an environment, 

meaning inevitably falters, as there is no way to avoid the pollution and conflation of 

cultural boundaries. The urban poor, obsolete by-products, human detritus of the capitalist 

system, are themselves symbolic of the anxiety of a city (and an economy) turned in upon 

itself. In the symbolic terms of modem capitalism, the poor are, quite literally, trash. The 

early capitalist 'reserve arrny of labour'could be sucked into and spat out of the labour 
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process at will, while any endemic overpopulation of the cities would be forced out, to look 

for work in the countryside (or into that classic symbol of eighteenth century social unrest, 

vagabondage). With the demise of the non-urban as a sort of infinite sponge, soaking up 

waste materials and human surplus, the old reserve army develops a permanent component 

who remain trapped in the city, as a threatening presence, an uncanny reminder of the 

limits, and conditions of possibility, of urban capitalist growth. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter we have looked at the urban sublime and its relationship with the intimation 

of the determination of finite presence from totality. From there, we have argued that 
instabilities within this mode of apprehension have a tendency to degenerate into the 

uncanny. Our analysis of the urban uncanny has traced its connections with urbanism, 
focusing on the destabilising and individualising aspects of everyday urban experience. In 

doing so, we have touched on the work of several writers, and outlined several themes, 

which will recur in greater detail in the chapters that follow. 

One determinant of the modem urban experience, which I will now examine more 
fully, is the capitalist economic system and its corollary, alienation. The next chapter will 

set out to examine the relationship between capitalism and alienation. Of particular concern 

will be a return to the issues of reffication and commodity fetishism, which have already 

been touched upon. A major issue of the discussion will concern whether it is possible to 

talk of disalienation and the possibility of non-alienated consciousness. This will entail an 

examination of various models of disalienation, which, I will argue, mobilise the 

metaphysical bases of the aesthetics of the sublime and the uncanny in their arguments. The 

next chapter should, then, enable us to see whether or not these aesthetic concepts actually 
have any critical purchase. 
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Chapter 3- Alienation and the Fetish 

My aim in this chapter is to resume and elaborate my previous discussion of the effects of 
alienation and commodity fetishism on modem experience, and explore the possibilities of 
what Lefebvre (1991a) terms 'disalienation'. 

The first section will concentrate on the effects of alienation on modem experience, 
and its relationship with the irrational aspects of capitalist rationalisation. For the time- 
being, I will retain the definitions of alienation, fetishism and reification used earlier, as 

these are adequate to the discussion. 

The second section will examine the issue of disalienation, in its sublime and 

uncanny for7ns (i. e. those forms which seek to escape from negation and those which 

proceed via a more modest exploration of limits). This raises the question of whether, if 

alienation is necessary for consciousness, it is meaningful to talk of disalienation at all, or 

whether it may only be possible to talk of different degrees and modes of alienation. This 

discussion will require a problematisation of the earlier definitions, in an exploration of the 

differences between Marx and Hegel, and the effects of Hegelian 'distortions' on the work 

of some later Marxists. 

I will conclude with a third section, examining the work of Adorno, whose critical 

rereading of Kant, Hegel and Marx, I believe, constitutes a major intervention in this 
debate, shedding light on what an anti -foundational i st notion of disalienation might mean. 

Alienation and Self-Estrangement 

Let me begin by recapitulating my previous definitions of alienation, fetishism and 

reffication. 'The basic attitude of alienation is one in which men feel that their substance 

lies in something outside them... ' (Taylor 1995: 179). Alienation refers to the 

misrecognition and identification of the self with something external and alien, and, for 

Marx, the extemalisation of the self into something alien in the course of labour. The fetish 

is that object which the self is projected into (for example, the symbols in Freudian dream 

analysis, which stand in for and yet obscure real wishes). For Marx, commodity fetishism 

takes this form; the self-as-labour is projected onto the commodity whose value appears as 

an independent property, concealing its true source 12 
. Finally, reffication, a term first 

12 Though, for Marx, this is not an intellectual phenomenon, but an accurate reflection of the individualised 

conditions of production. The failure is not the failure of intellect to live up to reality. but the failure of a false 

reality to live up to its real conditions of existence (i. e. the failure of such an iconomic system to incorporate 

the fundamental necessity of human spccies-being in anything other than a negative manner). 
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deployed by Lukacs (1971), literally means 'thingification'. Developing from Marx's 

analysis of commodity fetishism, it refers to the more general misconstrual of a social 

relationship in terms of a thing. 
For Hegel, the discussion of the effects of alienation on human subjects 

concentrated on the stage when subjectivity, emerging from simple immediacy with 

society, towards universality, yet lacks any positive model of the universal. The result is 

identification with a state which is nonetheless particular and alien to subjectivity: 

This alienated identification... comes out of the sense that they must aspire to close 
the gap between themselves and this social reality... The sense that the substance 
of their lives lies beyond them is the essence of alienation. 

Taylor (1995: 178). 

Hegel develops this analysis, illustrating the contradictions of a subjectivity tom between 
identification with an alien and particular other, and an abstract emptiness, a pure, self- 
identical T. 

We have already examined many of the uncanny effects of the Hegelian concept of 

alienation, particularly in our discussion of the mirror stage. Here, the drama concerned the 

misidentification of the subject with a frozen image, attempting to grasp freedom and 

subjectivity in terms of properties. Along with this, we saw the opposite tendency, the 

understanding of the emergence of consciousness from materiality in terms of the 

morcellated body. 

Marx's notion of alienation focuses upon the alienation of the worker under 

capitalism, and on the estrangement of labour in general. The two primary aspects of this 

alienation are the alienation of the labour time and material product of the proletariat, 

which is placed in the hands of the owner of the means of production, and the alienation of 

real social labour into the (actual) 13 individual production of abstract social labour (as 

time). 

The economic analyses of Capital provide numerous examples of the intertwining 

of the process of capitalist rationalisation and the irrational. Examples include the 

coincidence of the development of the productive forces with endemic poverty, and the 

connection between economic development and organisation, and endemic crises of 

13 This distinction between the real and the actual is vital to an accurate understanding of Marx's analysis of 
commodity fetishism, his critique of the state, and many other aspects of his work. Theoretically, it is a 
materialist re-rendering of the Hegelian distinction between the 'real' truth of rational necessity and the 'false' 

truth of contingent relation. 
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overproduction and the tendency of the rate of profit to fall. This manifests at an 
intellectual level, in the inability of the abstract system of bourgeois economics (which 

reflects the abstract actuality of commodity production) to comprehend use-value, the real 

materiality of the economy (Lukacs 1971: 101). The subjective feeling of alienation and the 

uncanny, for Marx, is a direct manifestation of an alienated reality. 
This example of Lukac's, focusing on the intellectual-subjective aspect of 

alienation and fetishism, provides us with an insight into the effects of alienation on 
humanity's being, and their self-conception. 

Alienation, for Marx, has a profound effect on the development of human subjects. 

Labour is both the essence of human life activity, and its realisation, in the twin senses of 
its objectification, and the development of its potential. It is the essence of human beings 

that they make themselves and their world through their labour. 

Marx's use of the term 'objectification' does not simply refer to the fabrication of 
objects, but represents an engagement with the idealist notion of objectification, what for 

Kant was the discernment of discrete objects from the sensory manifold. For Marx, 

objectification in this sense begins with labour, with the practical, embodied relation to the 

world implied in the manipulation and production of objects, concepts, and the human 

subject. 

Marx's most detailed analysis of the relationship between commodity production 

and self-estrangement is found in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 

(Marx 1992). Here, Marx discusses alienation (more often termed estrangement in his early 

works) in terms of its threefold articulation, which I will outline. 

1. Alienation from the object of labour/alienation from nature 

Under capitalist conditions, workers must sell their labour-time to capitalists, who may 
dispose of it as they please. The product is not the property of the worker, but of the 

capitalist, confronting the worker either as consumer goods which must be purchased, or as 

an addition to the stock of privately owned capital (augmenting the capitalist's power over 

the worker). The result is that the product, which is the objectification of human life 

activity, appears not as the expression of this activity, but as something external. 

... the worker is related to the product of his labour as to an alien object. For it is 
clear that... the more the worker exerts himself in his work, the more powerful the 
alien, objective world becomes which he brings into being over against himself, 
the poorer he and his inner world become, and the less they belong to him... The 
worker places his life in the object; but now it no longer belongs to him, but to the 
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object... the life which he has bestowed on the object confronts him as hostile and 
alien. 

Marx (1992: 324). 

This aspect of alienation results in the production of a material world which does not 
reflect the life-essence of the workers as human beings, but the operation of the capitalist 
economic system. At the level of the individual worker, the product is hostile in the sense 
that it increases the power of the capitalist. At the general level, the production of the 
human world, and of human subjectivity, comes to express the operation of an external - 
and abstract - principle which is outside human control. Objects appear, not only as hostile, 
but as external, in the sense of having an abstract mode of existence 14 (typi f ied by 

commodity fetishism, where the humanly determined value of a commodity appears as a 

reffied property of the object). Human products appear as external 'nature', in a conflation 

of first and second nature which leaves the classical social sciences with the task of 

reconstructing our social life at the level of a series of abstract 'laws of nature' (Lukacs 

1971: 87). Also implied in the above quote, the persistence of the reality in which labour 

and its products represent the objectification of human essence manifests negatively, in the 

externalisation of human essence into consumption choices: 'The man who has nothing is 

nothing' (Marx 1975: 42). 

This estrangement from the products of labour, where people no longer recognise 
objects and objectification as expressions of their own life-activity, is also an estrangement 
from nature. Nature is necessary to human life and labour, and is not external to human 

being, since human beings are themselves natural creatures, whose labour objectif ies nature 
(fabricates objects from it, delineates its objectivity and coherence as an entity, and endows 
it with significance). Yet, under capitalist conditions, this practical and expressive 

relationship to nature is destroyed, reduced to the management of abstract resource. s'5. This 

is seen in the equation of exchange value and wealth, at the expense of use value. Such a 

logic renders abstract, dehumanised labour the sole determinant of value, yet, as Marx 

14 Lukacs notes the implication of the labour process in the constitution of the abstract object, since the 
division of labour 'destroys the organic necessity with which inter-rclated special operations are unified in the 

crid-product' (Lukacs 1971: 89). 
15 Or the equally unfortunate Romantic counter-reaction, which figures nature as sublimity, otherness, 

material specificity, without regard to the fact that this represents, if anything, an even more extreme 

abstraction from the practical experience of objects in embodied labour. 

83 



notes, 'Jabour is not the source of all wealth' (Marx 1977: 13) 16 
. The focus on exchange 

value at the expense of use renders nature invisible, reflecting 'the separation of labour 

from its original intertwinement with its objective conditions... ' (Marx 1993: 515). 

2. Alienation from the labour-process/self-alienation 

Estrangement from the objects of labour reflects an estrangement of the process of 

production, which has already been implied. The labour process, reduced to the sale of 
labour power to the capitalist, and divorced from its object, does not appear to the worker 

as a free exercise of creative powers, but as dead-time spent carrying out an activity wholly 

external to one's self. Estranged labour, then, is active self-alienation: 

Hence, the worker feels himself only when he is not working; when he is working 
he does not feel himself. He is at home when he is not working and not at home 
when he is working... His labour is therefore not voluntary but forced, it isforced 
labour. It is therefore not the satisfaction of a need but a mere means to satisfy 
needs outside itself.. Finally, the external character of labour for the worker is 
demonstrated by the fact that it belongs not to him but to another, and in it he 
belongs not to himself but to another.. it is a loss of his self. 

Marx (1992: 326-327). 

The result is that labour, the basis of human life, is divided against itself. Life appears 

merely as a means for reproducing life: 

The result is that man (the worker) feels that he is acting freely only in his most 
animal functions - eating, drinking and procreating, or at most in his dwelling and 
adornment - while in his human functions he is nothing more than an animal. 

It is true that eating, drinking and procreating, etc., are also genuine 
human functions. However, when abstracted from other aspects of human activity 
and turned into final and exclusive ends, they are animal. 

Marx (1992: 327). 

The human subject is divided against itself in the alienation of the labour process, so that 
'Life itself appears only as a means of life' (Marx 1992: 328). Even the attributes of the 

human subject become detached, abstract properties (in both senses, since they are 

effectively the possessions of a hollow, abstracted subject). This was noted by Marx (1992: 

324, quoted earlier), and Lukacs noted its technologised extension, in Taylorist 

psychological profiling: 

16 'Labour is not the source of all wealth. Nature is just as much the source of use-values (and it is indeed of 

such that material wealth consists! ) as labour, which is itself only the manifestation of a natural force, human 

labour power' (Marx 1977: 13). 

84 



rational mechanisation extends right into the workers "soul": even his 
psychological attributes are separated from his total personality and placed in 
opposition to it so as to facilitate their integration into specialised rational 
systems... 

Lukacs (1971: 88). 

As life is split into meaningless labour, conceived as animal, and empty leisure, seen as the 

only real human activity, so too the subject is split, into a series of contingent and alienable 

properties, surrounding an abstract, qualityless core, the no-place from which the bourgeois 

subject contemplates its own objectification. 

3. Alienation from species-being/social alienation 
Alienation from the object and from the process of production also entails social alienation, 
that is, alienation from species-being. To say that human being is species-being is not 

simply to say that they are members of the animal species homo sapiens. Rather, human 

beings transcend their natural, animal specificity in their species-membership. The 

development of the human race as a species is more a factor of language, technology and 

culture than of biological evolution. The human species is a product of its own labour. 

And, as this labour involves the fabrication of objects and concepts as well as of the human 

subject, the species-being of humanity implies that humanity is that animal for whom its 

own being, the being of other animals, and the being of natural objects, manifests as 

membership of a species. In this, humanity accedes to universality: 

Man is a species-being, not only because he practically and theoretically makes the 
species - his own and those of other things - his object, but also - and this is simply 
another way of saying the same thing - because he looks upon himself as the 
present, living species, because he looks upon himself as a universal and therefore 
free being. 

Marx (1992: 327). 

In other words, human beings are the only beings for whom objects exist as objects, 

implying, as this does, a certain distance from the pure, individuated flow of experience: 

The animal is immediately one with its life activity. it is not distinct from that 
activity; it is that activity. Man makes his life activity an object of his will and 
consciousness. He has conscious life activity. It is not a determination with which 
he directly merges. Conscious life activity directly distinguishes man from animal 
life activity. Only because of that is he a species-being. Or rather, he is a conscious 
being, i. e. his own life is an object for him, only because he is a species-being. 

Marx (1992: 328). 
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All really human labour is, for Marx, social labour, in that it is socially motivated and co- 
ordinated, and insofar as it produces human beings as a species - and this applies as much 
to actually solitary labour as to factory work (Marx 1992: 350). 

Alienation from the process of labour, in which labour appears as mcre individual, 

animal activity thus necessarily implies alienation from species-being. Under these 

conditions, species-being appears merely as a means for sustaining and reproducing one's 
individual life. Humans appear as isolated, self-sufficient beings, abstracted from their 

social determination. 

We can see how social alienation subsumes, and is subsumed by, the other two 

categories. It implies alienation from the object of production insofar as the socially 
determined (symbolic and exchange) values of the object cease to manifest themselves as 

such, and become reified, transforming the socially produced commodity into a fetish. 

Nature ceases to manifest itself as fundamentally human - as what Marx (1992: 328) terms 

the 'inorganic body'. 

At the level of self-alienation, alienation from species-being has already been seen 
to mirror alienation from the labour process, in that it inverts human essence, so that that 

which makes us truly human (social labour) appears merely as a means for sustaining 

animal function. It alienates human being from itself, rendering every determinate aspect of 
the subject contingent and alienable. This penetrates even to the level of human reflection 

on the capacity of thought itself. We have already seen, in earlier chapters, the antinomies 

which arise when one tries to think of rationality and the capacity for thought as attributes 

or properties of an object. And yet this is precisely what alienation from social being forces 

us to do. It alienates us from our rationality, freedom and accession to universality insofar 

as these things are all manifestations of our social, rather than our animal, being: 

My universal consciousness is only the theoretical form of that whose living form 
is the real community, society, whereas at present universal consciousness is an 
abstraction from real life and as such in hostile opposition to it. Hence the activity 
of my universal consciousness - as activity - is my theoretical existence as a social 
being. 

Marx (1992: 350). 

For Marx, estranged labour lies at the root of the subject's division against itself, and 

against a world with which it appears irreconcilable. Estrangement and alienation lie at the 
heart of everyday experience: 
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Estrangement appears not only in the fact that the means of my life belong to 
another and that my desire is the inaccessible possession of another, but also in 
the fact that all things are other than themselves, that my activity is other than 
itself, and that finally - and this goes for the capitalists too - an inhuman power 
rules over everything. 

Marx (1992: 366). 

Estrangement from our selves and our activity, this mysterious doubling of reality against 
itself, is at the core of the uncanny, is quite literally un-heimlich: 

We said above that man is regressing to the cave dwelling, etc., but in an 
estranged, repugnant form. The savage in his cave - an element of nature which is 
freely available for his use and shelter - does not experience his environment as 
alien... But the poor man's basement dwelling is an uncongenial element, an 
Galien, restrictive power which only surrenders itself to him at the expense of his 
sweat and blood'. He cannot look upon it as his home, as somewhere he can call 
his own. Instead he finds himself in someone else's house, in an alien house, 
whose owner lies in wait for him every day, and evicts him if he fails to pay the 
rent. 

Marx (1992: 366). 

Under the power of estranged labour, the built environment becomes uncanny. The 

metaphor of the cave-dwelling does not conjure up the world of the 'savage'. but 

Spengler's formless, alien landscape, or the product of Mumford's un-building. 

We have seen the effects of alienation, reification and commodity fetishism on our 

relationship to our environment and in terms of its reductive implications for our self- 

understanding. Alienation produces a two-sided motion at the level of subjectivity, 

whereby the figure of capitalist development (the rationalisation of social life accompanied 

by the explosion of social irrationality in the forms of overproduction and obsolescence), is 

complemented by an oscillation between the rational subject of Enlightenment discourse 

(with its self-technologising capacity for self-knowledge) and the dissolution of this model 

of subjectivity - under the weight of its own contradictions - into a disjointed, 

schizophrenic tangle of endlessly displaced causes and effects. 

The Aporias of Disalienation 

We have so far outlined the effects of alienation and commodity fetishism on human 

experience. And here, unlike in the work of Lacan and others, we are told that this situation 
is not endemic to subjectivity, but merely to the subject of estranged social relations. The 

point is not to merely to understand estrangement, but to change it. 
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This raises the question of what Henri Lefebvre terms 'disalienation'. Marxist 

thought has continually grappled with what this might mean, what its conditions might 

look like, and whether it is even logically possible; all without reaching a final, 

unproblematic conclusion. 
The problem with the notion of disalienation and how we might conceive it is fairly 

obvious, if we remember that we previously defined alienation as the sense that the essence 

of the subject lies outside itself. We cannot set things to rights by coming up with a theory 

of 'human nature' and tailoring society to suit - such a reification of human being conflates 

a historically conditioned subject for human essence, and thus commits just the 

externalisation 17 and reffication that we are trying to avoid. 

How, if we cannot say what the subject 'is' without externalisation, can we imagine 

a subject structured by and living according to its own rule? And how could we talk like 

this without lapsing into the unsustainable rhetoric of the self-sufficient subject? 
Hegel solves these problems in his own way. Alienation is conceived as the 

alienation of the idea into the objective world, which recuperates itself in the process of 
history. Human beings come to recognise the universal, to understand their true essence as 

reason. Disalienation sets humans to live in a manner reflecting their essence as rational 
beings, and as agents of the idea, which they restore to itself. Alienation is superseded, in 

that human beings live according to their essence, while the idea is restored to itself. Yet 

this identity, of individual humans with their (rational) essence and the idea (as self- 

regarding subject) with itself is speculative. That is, it depends upon the collapse of their 

separation, a separation which must nevertheless be subsumed and preserved if the idea is 

not to lose its subjective essence in simple self-identity. The negation of being in the 

concept, and of totality in the object is an aspect of alienation which is essential to 

subjectivity and the structure of the idea. This subsumed yet preserved alienation is fully 

compatible with disalienation. The maintenance of negation and objectification does not 

estrange humanity from its immediate being, or from direct experience of totality, for this 

would imply the possibility of unmediated experience, which Hegel has already shown to 

be nonsensical. 
The problems with Marxist analyses of disalienation have Hegelian roots. The 

materialist Feuerbach, who was very influential for Marx, criticised Hegel's work for its 

idealism, an idealism that itself reflected alienation, the alienation of humanity's 

17 External in the Ilegelian sense that, while it may be true of the particular, actual subject, it is not the 

immanent truth of subjectivity as such. 
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fundamental powers into a fetishised Idea. From a materialist stance, Feuerbach makes a 

strong point, one Marx was to take on board. Yet, stated in this form, it does away with the 

element of otherness which must remain if disalienation is not to be seen as a return to 

some state of originary plenitude, either in terms of the fully self-sufficient, self-creating 

subject, or as a return to the immediate fullness of experience. 
Thus, in much Marxist theory post-Marx - insofar as it has dealt with the theory of 

alienation in anything other than its economic sense - we find the idea of disalienation cast 
in terms of a self-sufficient subject, or as a grasp of pure relational ity' a. All that is is human 

and relational. We find the leap to a communist society without alienation posited in terms 

of a great leap, an absolute break with history, simply because it appears impossible to 

imagine a completely unalienated humanity, without its relationship to an objectified 

world. Attempts to avoid this impossible subject without negation have focused on practice 

rather than the thinking self. But this tactic is of little avail, merely doing away with the 

subject altogether, in the name of a higher form of consciousness which is no 

consciousness at all, but a primitive fantasy of return to origins'9. The kind of animal 

origins and animal conditions which Marx himself regarded as applicable to humans only 

in the state of alienation. 

Lukacs provides an example of this tendency. Taking a Hegelian approach to Marx, 

he argues that disalienation is the overcoming of reffication, and that reification can only be 

overcome if we can penetrate the veil of appearances, get beyond false objectivity to the 

(always social/human) relations and processes which they manifest. His approach, insofar 

as it renders all objectivity false (the reification of a relation), effectively demands that, in 

some sense, we must get beyond objectivity: 

The desire to leave behind the immediacy of empirical reality... must not be 
allowed to become an attempt to abandon immanent (social) reality... to leave 
empirical reality behind can only mean that the objects of the empirical world are 
to be understood as aspects of a totality... 

Lukacs (1971: 162). 

18 Which is to say, an immediate grasp of what was the process of mediation. The fact that our experience (of 

objectivity) is mediated is seen as alienation. Only a grasp of reality, of pure substance in process, will suffice 
for this fundamentalist approach. 
19 We can see this sort of tendency, albeit ambivalent, in the work of Marcuse (1968), whose Freudo-Marxism 

predicates disalienation on the liberation of the unconscious. One need only read Freud to understand that the 

human subject is built upon repression or Marx to see the importance of human development beyond the 

animal stage. 
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He does not suggest that we will cease to experience objects. Rather, we are talking about a 

state where 'true knowledge does away with the false separation of objects' (Lukacs 1971: 

163). What is discarded here is the 'immediacy' of empirical, objective reality, insofar as it 

obscures its own mediation. 
Now, I do not wish to argue that Lukacs is simply wrong to talk of false objectivity 

-I have already argued in favour of a distinction between actuality and truth, and in support 

of Marx's concept of commodity fetishism. But his rejection of empirical immediacy does 

throw up the problem of how another form of experience andpractice could be constituted. 
It is hard to imagine how we could experience objects as other than separate, given that it is 

a fundamental aspect of objectivity that objects, despite their mediation, make a claim to 

determinate existence. This is no barrier to our positing a process of mediation, but Lukacs 

wants more than this (not surprisingly, as this has been a staple of philosophy since long 

before Kant). He wants a disalienated experience which transcends reirication, which 

presents objects as mediated in theflrst instance. Which is to say an immediate experience 

of the mediate nature of all experience. In case I am adjudged too harsh, he at least desires 

knowledge of mediation, knowledge of the actual articulation of objects with the totality 

from which they body forth, in a manner that would replace talk of properties with talk of 

relations. Yet, for reasons discussed in the first chapter, it is impossible to give a 

determinate account of determination from totality. Instead, it would appear that we must 

settle for a diremption between objective accounts which treat objects as separate and 
holistic accounts which are trapped at a level of abstraction. One may go beyond this in the 

critique of this separation, but this in no way brings the two aspects together, dissolving 

one into the other without remainder. Thus Marx's critique of commodity fetishism is an 

account of the systematic misconstrual of reality in the form of false objectivity. It does not 

give a positive account of the mediate nature of objectivity per se, nor does it explain the 
0 relation of the (true) objectivity of a commodity to a determinate totality, . 

Lukacs himself would have had no truck with this argument, dismissing it as overly 

contemplative: 

But it must never be forgotten: only the practical class consciousness of the 
proletariat possesses this ability to transform things. Every contemplative, purely 
cognitive stance leads ultimately to a divided relationship to its object... For every 
purely cognitive stance bears the stigma of immediacy. That is to say, it never 

20 While it discusses the objectification of nature in the process of production in general, and the specific 
forms of objectification operational under capitalism, it does not dissolve the object into its social 

determination. It remains, first and foremost, an object. 
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ceases to be confronted by a whole series of ready-made objects that cannot be 
dissolved into processes. 

Lukacs (1971: 205). 

There are several reasons why I regard this argument as wholly inadequate. Primarily, 

while it is correct to talk of thought as a form of practice, rather than as some pristine realm 
of contemplation, practice and consciousness do not simply dissolve into one another 
without remainder, conveniently erasing the dichotomy between objects and processes in 

transit. To suggest this is naive in the extreme, and gives one of two results. Firstly, 

consciousness is wholly subsumed under practice, in which case Lukacs has merely 
substituted the immediacy of practice for the immediacy of mediated objects, demoting 
humans to beasts of burden along the way. Alternatively, we talk of practically orientated 
consciousness. In this case, the frission between the two remains, and we are left with a 
cognitive moment and a practical one. The two may blur into one experiential moment - 
practical activity involves thought and volition, which are only separated from the work 
performed in retrospective accounts - but they remain logically separate. Furthermore, 

such immediately practical activity does not constitute the kind of critical distance or 
mediation necessary to an understanding of alienation and its transcendence 21 

. It would 
seem that, in the absence of a total breakthrough, we are forced to settle for an exploration 

of limits, in an alternating movement of alienation and disalienation. 

This approach is exemplified by the work of Henri Icfebvre (1991). I-Cfebvre 

argues that to talk of simply breaking out into a realm of sensuous immediacy, or of a true 

self unfettered by the heteronomy of the social, is naive. Indeed: 

... the philosopher may well go as far as to ask himself whether all realization, all 
objectification, does not involve an alienation as its own deep-seated negativity. 

Lefebvre (1991a: 63). 

The necessity of alienation for subjectivity is recognised in Lefebvre's work. Rather than a 
leap into the disalienated beyond, we have a complex, two-sided process, which produces 

new forms of alienation as it negates old ones. Human beings objectify and externalise 

21 Though Lukacs does suggest that the immediate practical activity of the proletariat involves precisely this 
kind of consciousness of mediation. The proletariat, at the heart of the process of objectification, are assumed 
to have access to a new kind of consciousness and experience which undermines the dichotomies of object 
and process. Insofar as their practical activity gives the lie to their false separation, I have to agree. The 

problem lies in the inappropriate extension of this fact to the assumption that a demonstration of the 
fundamental implication of object and process in one another is equivalent to their reconciliation. 
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themselves in social life, and this constitutes both a realisation of fundamental human 

potential and a derealisation, a loss of self and reality, which must be overcome through 

the process of history. 'Things progress (in other words certain things disappear) with their 

bad side forward' (Lefevbre 1991 a: 71). 

Such a process cannot be seen as a recuperation of immediacy, but requires critical 

distance. In his analysis of Brecht, Lefebvre is keen to stress the importance of irony and 
detachment, as things which render the everyday strange to us, and enable us to perceive 

our own alienated condition: 

... consciousness of alienation - that strange awareness of the strange - liberates us, 
or begins to liberate us, from alienation. 

Lefebvre (1991a: 20). 

Or again, in considering the Verfremdungseffekt: 

The spectator is meant to disalienate himself in and through the consciousness of 
alienation. He is meant to feel wrenched from his self but only in order to enter 
more effectively into his self and become conscious of the real and the 
contradictions of the real. 

Lefebvre (1991a: 23). 

Disalienation is a complex, two-sided process. The possibility of total disalienation is held 

by Lefebvre, as by Marx, but as a matter of conviction, unbuttressed by any image of what 

the 'total man' would look like. Even this conviction takes on a messianic tone: 

Man and the human have always constituted a whole: in and through 
contradictions, i. e. alienations. As for the total man - universal, concrete and alive 
- he can only be conceived of as a limit to the infinity of social development. 

Lefebvre (1991a: 66). 

We are left with two dichotomous options. Either we seek an unattainable dissolution into 

immediacy in one form or another, or we recognise that disalienation may not be actually 

achievable, settling for a perpetually inconclusive, two-sided, struggle. 

The Objectivity of Being 

It may, however, be argued that this dichotomy is based on a misreading of Marx. Both of 

the above interpretations of alienation retain a Hegelian aspect in their identification of 
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alienation and objectification 22 
. This is more pronounced in Lukacs than in Lefebvre, 

informed as the latter is by his reading of Marx's early works, but even here, the above 

quoted statement about alienation as the negative moment of objectification is clearly 
inspired by Hegel. Further, as we shall see in Chapter 5, the trace of this identification 

produces, in Lcfebvre's writing, a counter-trend towards the idealism of Lukacs. 

Once we accept the identity of alienation and objectification, we are condemned to 
this dichotomy. The speculative recuperation of unity found in Hegel's work is rendered 

out of the question if any objective other is seen as essentially estranged. The end of 

alienation requires the end of objectification, and thus entails the romantic pursuit of 

authentic immediacy, while any recognition of the essential nature of objectification makes 
the task of disalienation interminable. 

Marx himself was quite clear on the status of objectification and the possibilities of 
its transcendence: 

A being which does not have its nature outside itself is not a natural being and 
plays no part in the system of nature. A being which has no object outside itself is 
not an objective being. A being which is not itself an object for a third being has 
no being for its object, i. e. it has no objective relationships and its existence is not 
objective. 

A non-objective being is a non-being. 
Marx (1992: 390). 

For a being to exist presupposes the existence of other objects outside it, and thus of 

objectification. Self-objectification is a fundamental aspect of the essence of human beings, 

as is their relation to reality outside themselves. 

However, for Marx, this did not imply that alienation was inevitable, as he does not 
identify alienation with objectification, and is explicitly critical of this identification in 

Hegel: 

Objectivity as such is seen as an estranged human relationship which does not 
correspond to human nature, to self-consciousness. The reappropriation of the 
objective essence of man, produced in the form of estrangement as something 

22 Lukacs, in the preface to the 1967 edition of History and Class Consciousness, criticised his own work for 

precisely the failings noted earlier, arguing that the conflation of alienation and objectification was idealist in 
its failure to develop any theory of labour. Ile also recogniscs the relationship between these errors and his 

overcxtension of the concept of praxis into a fetishiscd ideal of pure practical activity. 'As a result of the 
conception of revolutionary praxis in this book takes on extravagant overtones that are more in keeping with 
the current messianic utopianism of the Communist left than with authentic Marxist doctrine' (Lukacs 197 1: 

xviii). 
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alien, therefore means transcending not only estrangement but also objectivity. 
That is to say, man is regarded as a non-objective, spiritual being... 

... The object does not only show itself as returning into the self, 
(according to Hegel that is a one-sided conception of the movement, a conception 
which grasps only one side). Man is equated with self. But the self is only 
abstractly conceived man, man produced by abstraction. 

Marx (1992: 3 87). 

Objectification appears as alienation because of Hegel's abstract, idealist conception of 

human beings, his failure to recognise their objective, material, embodied nature as 

essential components of their existence. What we have in Hegel is humanity reduced to an 

abstract, self-conscious subject, existing over and against a world of abstract 'objects', 

deprived of all sensuous specificity, mere objects of consciousness, which are 

counterpoised, in their abstracted 'finitude' to an equally abstract notion of totality, which 

finally becomes the Idea. Alienation of human essence into objects is seen as estrangement 

only because human essence is identified with self-consciousness, a move which instantly 

deprives objects of their 'humanity', their sensuous, aesthetic and practical intertwinement 

with the human. This anthropic aspect of the object is not to be understood as emergent 

from pure practice: 

An objective being acts objectively, and it would not act objectively if objectivity 
were not an inherent part of its essential nature. It creates and establishes only 
objects because it is established by objects, because it is fundamentally nature. In 
the act of establishing it therefore does not descend from its 'pure activity' to the 
creation of objects; on the contrary, its objective product simply conf inns its 
objective activity, its activity as the activity of an objective, natural being. 

Marx (1992: 389). 

'Pure activity' is a philosophical abstraction which depends for its existence, its very sense, 

upon objectification, a world in which difference has not yet been dissolved in an idealist 

metaphor of pure unmediated presence. In what might superficially be condemned as an 

appeal to crude scientific rationalism, Marx in fact refuses the recuperative appeal of 

idealism, locating division and difference at the very centre of theory. 

We now have a very different picture of Marx to that put forward by Lukacs, a 

Marx who embraces objectification as an essential aspect of what it is to be human. How, 

then, are we to make sense of the concept of disalienation? 

We can begin to reconstruct such a notion from his account of alienation itself. We 

can immediately posit three conditions applying to disalienation. Firstly, the object loses its 

abstract objectivity, appearing as the object of labour. Secondly, this labour ceases to 

appear as dead time, appearing instead in its true form, as creative human activity. And 
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third, this human activity appears, not as the animal activity of an abstract individual, but as 
the expression of human species-being. 

What this does not imply is the dissolution of the object, nor of the distinction 

between self and society. These are recognised as real distinctions, with consequent 

recognition of their mutually supporting nature (i. e. speculative identity). This identity 

would have to be experienced as mediated, for example, through democratic institutions - 
although Marx's philosophical position changed dramatically from the time of the Critique 

of Hegel's Doctrine of the State, there is no reason to believe that he ever rejected the spirit 

of his call for 'the rediscovery of political sentiment' (Marx 1992: 183). Not to get one's 

way in a democratic vote may not be ideal, but neither is necessarily a manifestation of 

alienation - the decision retains its human character and nowhere appears as an abstract 

tyranny of objects, imposed from without. 
Human life thus retains an object outside itself. But this object is not experienced as 

a dominating, alien power, that is, one-sidedly, as the fundamental motor of one's life. The 

object, which was in the contradictory position of being both completely extemal to and 

completely detenninatefor human life, retains its independence and its influence, but both 

are brought into relation and mediated, bringing them into the sphere of the human. 

Objectification, even the division of a determining (social) totality against itself - 

such as the distinction between individual humans and species-being which Marx explicitly 
insists will remain (Marx 1992: 350) - does not constitute alienation, since it is the nature 

of human beings to objectify the world in their labour. Alienation consists in this process 

and its products taking on lives of their own, so that they appear as outside human control, 

as eternal 'laws' of society, or as impositions from without. 
Martin Nicolaus, in his foreword to Grundrisse, argues that the Economic and 

Philosophical Manuscripts, 'were less than altogether unambiguous on the question of 

whether "alienation" was to be conceived as a universal, eternal human condition, or 

whether it was rooted in the particular historical mode of capitalist production and hence 

transitory'. This ambiguity stemmed from an 'identification of the concept "alienation" 

with the concept "objectification"' (Marx 1993: 50). He goes on to argue that Marx's 

position shifted considerably, disaggrcgating these concepts in order to resolve the 

dilemma, in such a manner that alienation becomes a property relation, a relation of 
'involuntary sale (surrender of ownership) to a hostile other' (Marx 1993: 50). 

It seems to me, on the reading of the Manuscripts provided above, that Nicolaus is 

drawing a false distinction, mistaking a shift of emphasis for a change of position. Rather, 
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we see, in the Grundrisse, a reprise of many of the themes explored in his earlier work, 

such as his pains to distance the idea of alienation from that of objectification. Thus: 

The bourgeois economists are so much cooped up within the notions belonging to 
a specific historic stage of social development that the necessity of the 
objectification of the powers of social labour appears to them as inseparable from 
their alienation... 

Marx (1993: 832). 

Or again: 

In earlier stages of development the single individual seems to be developed more 
fully, because he has not yet worked out his relationships in their fullness, or 
erected them as independent social powers and relations opposite himself. It is as 
ridiculous to yeam for a return to that original fullness as it is to believe that with 
this complete emptiness history has come to a standstill. The bourgeois viewpoint 
has never advanced beyond this antithesis between itself and this romantic 
viewpoint, and therefore the latter will accompany it as legitimate antithesis up to 
its blessed end. 

Marx (1993: 162). 

This latter statement makes clear both Marx's emphasis on objectification and his 

disavowal of Romantic notions of originary plenitude. What appears as plenitude is no 

more than a romanticisation of animality. This plenitude is empty, devoid of the kind of 

meaningful content and meaningful relationships that only an objectified being can enter 

into. 

What we see here is the reiteration of several key themes in Marx's work. The 

Manuscripts make it clear that Marx never identified alienation, in the sense of 

estrangement, with objectification per se, despite a few somewhat sloppy remarks where he 

uses alienation in the more technical sense of the Idealists, to denote sclf-cxtemalisation 

(all in paragraphs where no mention is made of estrangement). 

Marx and the Problem of Mediation 

There is, however, a kernel of truth in Nicolaus's talk of ambiguity in the Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts, concerning, not the identity of alienation and objectification, 
but rather the related area of mediation and the relationship between speculative and 
immediate identity. Marx never stops stressing the objective nature of humanity, but his 

position on mediation threatens to render such talk nonsensical. 
I have argued above that Marx's concept of disalienaton does not imply the 

dissolution of certain categories which divide human individuals from nature and society, 
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but rather a mediated recognition of their speculative identity. This is implied by his 

commitment to objectivity as a precondition for Being. And many other quotes can be 

found in the Manuscripts to support such a position, such as: 

the relationship of man to himself becomes objective and real for him only 
through his relationship to other men. 

Marx (1992: 33 1). 

The human essence of nature exists only for social man; for only here does nature 
exist for him as a bond with other men, as his existence for others and their 
existence for him, as the vital element of human reality; only here does it exist as 
the basis of his own human existence. Only here has his natural existence become 
his human existence and nature become man for him. 

Marx (1992: 349). 

The above quote, while suggesting reconciliation of the natural and the human, implies that 

unity is not immediate, but socially mediated. Yet there are ambiguities in Marx's 

relationship with nature, particularly in his suggestion that, under socialism, nature will 
become wholly humanised. Nature would present nothing alien to human expression. Yet 

this would seem to imply the renunciation of any claim to independence from human 

expression, a necessary precondition for objectivity. Such a claim to independence could be 

subsumed in a speculative, mediated unity, but Marx's language at these times seems to 

suggest something more immediate. We find a similar situation in his approach to history: 

... for socialist man the whole of what is called world history is nothing other than 
the creation of man through human labour, and the development of nature for 

man... incontrovertible proof of his self-mediated birth, of his process of 
emergence 

Marx (1992: 357). 

Here, history becomes nothing other than human self-creation, and the creation of nature 

for humanity - creation, that is, through human labour, as a manifestation of the process of 

emergence of human being. Mediation seems to function between the elements, but Marx's 

refusal of any essential difference between these elements, and his disavowal of 

incorporation at a higher level (for example, as a consciousness of speculative identity 

mediated through social institutions which express the social nature of the human while 

still standing over and against individuals) makes it seem that mediation is merely a 
historically contingent process on the way to establishing a real, non-mediate identity. 

Similar problems exist in his socialist alternative to abstract thought. While his 

critique of abstraction is well formulated, and while his own analysis is a testament to the 
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alternatives, he falls victim to the abstraction he criticises in viewing the distinction 

between practice and concept as itself merely abstract. This leads him to posit as the end of 

abstraction, not a vision of practice in a world understood according to well ordered 

concepts, but the conflation of the two, in the idea of the senses which 'become 

theoreticians in their immediate praxis' (Marx 1992: 352). He invokes the training of the 

ear through music, as an example of this an-abstract and non-cognitive interface between 

the social and the sensory. As an undermining of a set of essentialist dualisms, the choice is 

inspired. As a substitute for the concept, it represents a romantic idealist hearkening after 

originary unity in a manner already seen in Rousseau, and rendered defunct by Hegel. 

Indeed, it seems to imply a set of assumptions which would split the object into the 

immediate plurality of its sensory manifestations, undermining the accession to objective 

universality which is so central to Marx's concept of the human: 

An object is different for the eye from what it is for the ear, and the eye's object is 
different from the ear's. 

Marx (1992: 353). 

The first part of this quote is unobjectionable, the second deeply problematic. It could be 

read to mean that the universal object appears, not simply as the result of thought - 'Man is 

therefore affirmed in the objective world not only in thought but with all his senses' (Marx 

(1992: 353) - but of a unity of all the human faculties. Yet it also implies that each of the 

faculties have the capacity to objectify, and thus that the object is not a sign of accession to 

the universal -a concession Marx can ill-afford. 

- Perhaps, however, we are looking too deeply, merely wasting effort. Marx's 

disavowal of mediation is to be found at a far more explicit level, in his assertion that 

Communism can only be the beginning of the road towards a socialism that does not 
involve the process of abolition in any form: 

... socialism as such no longer needs mediation. Its starting-point is the 
theoretically and practically sensuous consciousness of man and of nature as 
essential beings... Communism is the act of positing as the negation of the 
negation, and is therefore a real phase, necessary for the next period of historical 
development... but communism is not as such the goal of human development - the 
form of human society. 

Marx (1992: 358). 
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... communism itself.. because of its character as negation of the negation, as 
appropriation of the human essence which is mediated with itself through the 
negation of private property, is not yet the true, self-generating position, but one 
generated by private property. 

Marx (1992: 365). 

Here we see, quite plainly, a rejection of mediation. Communism as the negation of the 

negation, is merely the precursor to a kind of human society characterised in terms of pure, 

unqualified positivity, unmediated fullness. This implies the supcrcession of the 

speculative unity of the human and the natural, individual and society, by some non- 

speculative, non-mediatcd, positive unity. 

We are entitled to ask whether this makes any sense. It would seem to imply the 

sort of return to immediacy which we have already shown to be impossible, based upon a 
fantasy which only makes sense from the standpoint of alienation, a fantasy we have seen 
Marx condemn. Further, the impossibility of this position leads Marx into just the elevation 

of practice we have already criticised concerning Lukacs. 

Marx does make an interesting point here, however. Immediately following the 

second quoted passage, he includes the following: 

In order to supersede the idea of private property, the idea of communism is 
enough. In order to supersede private property as it actually exists, real communist 
activity is necessary. 

Marx (1992: 365). 

Here, Marx delivers a critique of idealism which is also a reasoned criticism of the 

idea of mediation. The transition to socialism involves the positive building of a new 

society, not simply the negation of capitalism. And, through this building, human bcings 

will change in positive interaction with the new world they are constructing. While we are 

overly concerned about mediation and the structure of the concept, we forget the real 

overcoming of these oppositions in practice. The concept and embodiment may not be 

theoretically reconcilable, except at the speculative level, yet they are infact reconciled all 

the time, in the non-speculative activity of labour. 

Marx is no doubt correct when, from a materialist perspective, he argues that 

human being will change in the process of interaction with the world, and that such 

changes do not proceed from a change in the realm of ideas, but from a new way of life. 

Further, the historically ongoing process of objectification may provoke shifts which are 

not to be accounted for in terms of the concepts which we have fabricated in the context of 

the capitalist mode of production, since these may, in a sense, lag behind the practical 
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orientations emergent from new social configurations of labour. This does not, however, 

imply that mediation is not important, for such an argument could be made concerning any 

transition. Concept formation remains essential, as does the ongoing dialectical relationship 

between the concept and its objective embodiment. Even less does this argument concern 

institutional mediation, which remains untouched by Marx's assertions. 

The Marx of the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, then, has a deeply 

ambiguous relationship towards the nature of disalicnation. While he holds it to be entirely 

possible, he is very vague about what it might actually entail. 

This position is not altered in the Grundrisse. As we have seen, Marx, at least on 

the surface, is scathing of any appeal to originary unity and appears reconciled to the 

necessity of mediation. This implies acceptance of the division of labour, a rejection of the 

possibility of simple non-division, in favour of an analysis of its modalities. What is 

rejected in Grundrisse is the specifically capitalist division of labour, which proceeds 

according to criteria of capitalist rational isation, with crippling consequences for the 

quality of life of the workforce. 
Yet, when he talks about the reconciliation of humanity and nature, and of 

individual and society, his language, while more cautious, remains problematic: 

The bourgeois economists are so much cooped up within the notions belonging to 
a specific historic stage of social development that the necessity of the 
objectification of the powers of social labour appears to them as inseparable from 
their alienation vis-a-vis living labour. But with the suspension of the immediate 
character of living labour, as merely individual, or as general merely internally or 
merely externally, with the positing of the activity of individuals as immediately 
general or social activity, the objective moments of production are stripped of this 
form of alienation; they are thereby posited as property, as the organic social body 
within which the individuals reproduce themselves as individuals, but as social 
individuals. 

Marx (1993: 832). 

Here, Marx explores the same themes as in the Manuscripts, but his depiction of the 

reconciliation between individual and society involves the introduction of the category of 

the immediately general. Here, Marx gives an account of non-abstract conceptuality. Rather 

than asserting the primacy of the individual 'object' as 'pure materiality', posited over and 

against an abstract notion of set membership which dissolves the infinite variety of the 

material in formal identity, Marx disavows both this inf initcly variable 'materiality' and the 

idea of generality as set membership. The notions of specificity and generality make no 

sense when not considered in relation. 
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The accession to generality of any particular is immediate. Its membership of a 

species is to be considered as an aspect of its substance. Such a property of species 

membership is necessary for anything to be considered as a particular. To give an example, 

an individual shoe is not a member of the category of shoes which we have abstracted, as a 
frozen image, from a finite number of purely particular, but similar objects. Rather, it is a 

shoe in its essential (social) being. This represents a reworking of Aristotle's account of 

essence. All objects accede to immediate universality in their being because they have as 

their (non-abstract) substrate, human labour. 

This theory recognises the intertwinement of particularity and generality. It holds 

that concept formation is not a process of abstraction and thus raises the possibility of a 

non-abstract, yet conceptually mediated relation to the object, which expresses fully its 

nature as a product of labour. 

However, the phrasing of this argument suggests a lingering fascination with 
immediacy. The individual is to appear as immediately social, and the social as immediately 

natural, while the object is to appear simply as a manifestation of labour, effectively 

reducing its independence to naught. The subject, meanwhile, has been completely 

externalised into the immediacy of the experience of the object - ceasing to be a subject in 

the process. 

Once again, these problems stem from a failure to recognise the importance and 

complexity of mediation. For Marx, mediation has not so much been rejected as Hegelian 

conceptual mediation replaced by the real, material mediation of the human relationship 

with the world through human labour. This sets the scene for a recuperative moment in 

which all of objective reality appears immediately as a manifestation of the human. The 

transition to socialism grounds an immediate experience of mediation - which is to say no 

mediation at all, since it is essential to mediation that it can only be reached speculatively, 

that it is exterrialised in its objects. 

Marx's work is valuable, insofar as it holds out the possibility of human labour 

freeing itself from the tyranny of its past products, which stand over it as an abstract, alien 

power. It falls down, however, when it tries to totally recoup the object world for living 

labour, to render it merely as its expression, a servant to the present. In this, Marx displays 

the same rejection of heteronomy to be found in Hegel. The subject must live according to 

its own law, while the external world appears merely as the means of its autonomous self- 
development. A position I hope to have shown to be inadequate. 
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I would conclude this section by looking at the above points as echoed by Charles 

Taylor, who directly compares Marx's recuperative project with that of Fichte, in an 

enunciation of the differences between Marx and Hegel: 

... in Hegel the reconciliation is achieved by a recognition of the embodiment of 
Spirit which is in large part already there... For Marx on the other hand there is no 
recognition. The reconciliation is entirely created. Man is one with nature because 
and to the extent to which he has made it over as his expression... Marx's 
reconciliation will, of course, always be incomplete; it never extends beyond the 
(always receding) frontier of untransformed nature. But this is the price of his 
Promethian notion of self-creation. 

Taylor (1995: 550-55 1). 

This incompletion is not the only price to be paid for the total rejection of heteronomy and 

recognition. The rejection of mediation renders inconceivable the leap from the realm of 

necessity to the realm of freedom, from his own scientific account to pure human self- 
determination: 

The revolution would abolish bourgeois society, and hence the laws of its 
operation, and a united class of proletarians would take over and dispose freely of 
the economy which it inherited. This kind of leap into untrammelled freedom is 
not really a dialectical Aufhebung, where the unity of the higher stage is always 
foreshadowed in the lower, and there is continuity as well as discontinuity 
between them. But nor is it very realistic. Marx seemed to have been oblivious to 
the inescapable opacity and indirectness of communication... the way in which the 
dynamic of their interaction always partly escapes men, even in small and simple 
societies... 

The image of the leap... dispensed Marx from having to think about the 
organization of freedom. It prevented him from seeing communism as a social 
predicament with its own characteristic limits... And thus the problem of the 
relation of these limits to those of capitalist society could not arise. 

Taylor (1995: 554). 

The leap from necessity into complete freedom is unthinkable, and it is unthinkable 

because, in it Marxist formulation, it is empty: 

The powers of a Spirit who creates his own embodiment, once attributed to man, 
yield a conception of freedom as self-creation more radical than any previous one. 
It opens the beady perspective, once alienation is overcome, of a leap to a free 
self-activity of generic man limited only by the (ever receding) refractory bounds 
of unsubdued nature. The Marxian notion of the realm of freedom keeps us from 
exploring the area in which this rift appears. 

Taylor (1995: 555). 

Thus, argues Taylor, Marx develops a notion of absolute, situationless freedom. The only 

result can be a collapse back into the emptiness of the general will, which Ilegcl so 
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disparaged in his account of the Terror. For, as Hegel showed, absolute freedom is identical 

with tyranny. With no external guidance to moderate it, there is no limit to the will of the 

majority (or of 'society in general', however determined), no level of divergence from it 

which can be regarded as too small to count, as anything other than treason. The history of 

attempts to organise societies along Marxist lines would seem to bear out this criticism, 

and to highlight the hidden dangers of this sublime rhetoric of freedom without limits, 

without an other. 

It would appear as if Marx's writings on disalienation are susceptible to a collapse 
into the rhetoric of sublime immediacy, even as they maintain the necessity of 

objectification and of relation to the other 23 
. We must, then, recognise that disalienation is 

not a simple process of return to essence, not an escape from some cage in which we are 

trapped, on the outside of which lies our true being. Disalienation is, as Lefebvre notes, a 

complex and double sided process. Perhaps alienation is in some sense inevitable, insofar 

as objectification does contain a negative moment, involving the establishment of a power 

which cannot be neatly reduced to the human. The sublime imagery of an absolute break, 

of a total immediacy with our conditions of existence, must always dissolve into the self- 

externalisation of the uncanny, commending to us the modest exploration of limits 

conceived by Lefebvre and others. 

Adorno - In Search of the Non-Identical 

Perhaps the most thorough attempt at a non-reductive, materialist defence of the idea of 
disalienation is found in the work of Adomo, particularly his Negative Dialectics (1996). 

Adorno seeks to avoid the dogmatic appeal to ontology, to a presumed material 'base' 

which can be used to ground theory, as if such a materiality was uncompromised by any 
epistemological moment. Such commonsense accounts of materiality condemn themselves 

to reproducing at their heart a pre-conceived notion of how things are, a notion which is 

itself a misrecognition, an ideological expression of a reality which is at odds with itself. 

Adorno regards the vulgar materialist paradigm as a prime example of identity 

thinking, a form of thought which seeks to make concepts entirely sufficient to their objects 

23 It should be noted that this criticism refers only to one tendency within Marx's work, since Marx himself 

also argues that the identity of the human and the natural etc. is mediate. Yet it is not a tendency which can be 

ignored, or passed over in favour of another interpretation, since it represents Marx's most sustained 

engagement with the idea of disalienation. The notion of a fundamental identity between the human and the 

natural, the individual and the social. is absolutely essential to his work. 
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(and vice versa), as if thought were simply the direct, non-contradictory expression of 

material real ity14 . For Adorno, by contrast, the object is always excessive: 

The name of dialectics says no more, to begin with, than that objects do not go 
into their concepts without leaving a remainder, that they come to contradict the 
traditional norm of adequacy. 

Adorno (1996: 5). 

The object, insofar as we conceive it, is both independent and reliant on its relations with 

other things for its identity. Thus, all concepts involve mediation, and all knowledge is 

mediate. Which, following Hegel, also implies that all finite concepts are contradictory, in 

themselves and vis a vis their objects. 
At this point, however, Adomo makes his break with Hegel. For Hegel, 

contradiction (and the consequent non-identity of the object and its concept) was resolved 
in a model of mediation which entirely subsumed the object, effectively reuniting object 

and concept at a higher level of (speculative) identity. Hence the famous dictum of 'the 

identity of identity and non-identity'. For Adomo, however, contradiction is not 

ontologised as determination from totality, but remains as epistemological contradiction, 

the non-adcquacy of concepts to their objects. The refusal of ontology here deprives us of 

the ability to think the process of mediation in such a way as to exhaust the ob ect. 

Refusing appeals to an abstract, and false, transcendence, negative dialectics remains 
dependent upon finite concepts, unable to step outside of identity thinking - 'To think is to 

identify' (Adorno 1996: 5). Its deployment of contradiction thus differs significantly from 

Hegel's: 

Aware that the conceptual totality is mere appearance, I have no way but to break 
immanently, in its own measure, through the appearance of total identity. Since 
that totality is structured to accord with logic, however, whose core is the principle 
of the excluded middle, whatever will not fit this principle, whatever differs in 

quality, comes to be designated as contradiction. Contradiction is nonidentity 
under the aspect of identity... 

Adomo(1996: 5). 

Negative dialectics explores the non-identical through contradiction, illustrating how the 

object always exceeds the reductions of identity thinking, without recourse to Hegelian 

speculative recuperation, positing the non-identity of identity and non-identity. 

24 Vulgar materialism thus appears as a form of idealism, since it posits a sceptical identity of object and 

concept. It differs from scepticism merely in its (equally unsupported) attribution of ontological priority. 

104 



The prioritisation and valorisation of the object lies at the heart of Adomo's 

conception of criticism, and of the possibility of disalienation. For Adomo hopes that 

criticism and disalienation will give to us a mode of relation to objects which is fuller, 

more adequate to their nature. By this he does not mean to restore some lost identity 

between concept and object. Rather, building upon Lukacs's work on reification, Adomo 

seeks to move away from the implicit abstraction of the modem experience of the object, 

towards a greater openness and sensitivity to its qualities. This would not be a restoration 

of identity, but rather a move away from the kind of abstraction which makes identity such 

an issue. This, in turn, is intended to open a space for the reconciliation of material 

specificity and transcendence, an attempt to enable an experience of the absolute (e. g. 

freedom), which in traditional metaphysics has tended either to be placed beyond 

experience or reduced to the actual. 

Adomo's first concern must be to answer the charge that what he is asking for is 

simply inconceivable. If we follow Kant's line, objectification is something that proceeds 

from the application of categorial forms to the sensory manifold. The object is predicated 

upon certain invariant principles, rendering it senseless to talk about a different mode of 

experiencing it. It seems as if Adorno wishes a form of knowledge of the object which 

stems from experience of the object, prior to our concept of it (or of objectivity as such), 

which is to say, knowledge of the thing in itself. 

Adorno would reply that this is precisely what he does want. Lest such a demand 

should seem insane, let us briefly recall the nature of Kant's injunction on knowledge of 

the thing in itself. 

Kant's Categorial Formalism 

Kant's Critique of Pure Reason (1994) is a critique of metaphysical thinking. Its primary 

aim is to show that there is a difference between those things which we can know and those 

things which we can merely conceive, and that much of earlier metaphysics has fallen into 

metaphorical word play by conflating these two domains of thought. 

Kant's 'Copemican revolution' in philosophy began by putting human beings in the 

centre. Rather than asking what the thing (extemal to thought) was that made thought and 

objects in the world conformable, Kant argued that objects themselves were only knowable 

insofar as they were the products of human subjectivity. For Kant, all objects are structured 

by the categories, conceptual forms which all experience must conform to in order to be 

any kind of experience at all. These categorial concepts must be applicable to all objects. 
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Experience, for Kant, is divisible into two moments, intuition and understanding 
(the operation of the categories), Intuition, which on its own would be mere content 

without form, is structured by the categories, which are essentially pure form without 

content. 

Intuition, the first of these moments, is not intuition of the object in itself, but a 

phenomenal representation of the senses. As such, it is organised according to what Kant 

terms theforin of sensibility in general. The form of sensibility essentially comprises time 

and space, which are not properties of the object, but structural principles of the senses 

which order all representations and which constitute necessary preconditions for objects to 

appear at all. This ordering of intuition, its non-presentation of the object as it is in itself, is 

necessary if the synthetic a priori is to be conceivable 25 
. For otherwise, the form of all 

intuition being merely an aspect of its content, its form would be contingent, and talk of 

time and space would apply only to specific objects, always leaving the possibility of 

objects for which the laws of mathematics and geometry did not hold true: 

Sensibility, the form of which is the basis of geometry, is that upon which the 
possibility of external appearance depends. Therefore these appearances can never 
contain anything but what geometry prescribes to them. It would be quite 
otherwise if the senses were so constituted as to represent objects as they are in 
themselves. For then it would not by any means follow from the representation of 
space, which with all its properties serves the geometer as an a priori foundation, 
that this foundation together with what is inferred from it must be so in nature. 
The space of the geometer would be considered a mere fiction, and it would not be 
credited with objective validity because we cannot see how things must of 
necessity agree with an image of them which we make spontaneously and previous 
to our acquaintance with them 

Kant (1977: 3 1). 

Intuition is only the first moment of experience. For ajudgement of perception, unlike a 

judgement of experience, applies only to contingent intuitions as undergone by a given 

individual at a given moment, with no element of universality. Experience requires the 

application of the categories of the understanding: 

Experience consists in the synthetic connection of appearances (perceptions) in 
consciousness, so far as this connection is necessary. Ilence the pure concepts of 

25 If intuition was to directly present things in themselves, Hume's critique of causality (that, for any two 

contingently related events, the concept of one simply cannot imply the necessity of the other), and its 

subsequent reduction to an inductive, psychological process, would also apply to space and time, and thus 

also to mathematics. The whole aim of Kant's theory of experience is to escape Hume's conclusion by 

showing that causality, space, time etc. are necessary subjective preconditions for objectivity. 
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the understanding are those under which all perceptions must first be subsumed 
before they can serve for judgements of experience, in which the synthetic unity of 
the perceptions is represented as necessary and universally valid. 

Kant (1977: 48). 

Such a step from perception to experience is absolutely necessary, for it would be 

impossible to talk of judgements of perception without some means of generalising about 

perceptions, which is already to universalise them as experience. Hence, Kant's assertion 

that we cannot go from knowledge of our sensations to knowledge of the external world, 

for our knowledge of the external world is no less primary. 

This subsumption of intuitions under the categories of the understanding (quantity, 

causality, existence etc. ), renders them necessarily interrelated, and constitutes the moment 

of objectification. Experience (at least external experience) is the experience of objects. 

Experience, and the knowledge which it grounds, is neither experience nor 

knowledge of the thing in itself, but is structured according to certain necessary subjective 

preconditions. The thing in itself (as the necessarily posited thing behind our intuitions) is 

neither beheld in intuition nor an object of the understanding. It is in no way a part of 

experience, and cannot be said to stand in any relation to experience other than that of 

complete externality. It is a metaphysical idea of the non-sensuous faculty of reason. 

Adorno contra Kant 

Adorno criticises Kant's approach on several grounds. His motive for this is that Kant's 

doctrine of the categories inscribes as permanent the abstract, logicised relation to the 

object that Adorno wishes to overcome. Further, the inexpressibility of the thing in itself 

has the effect of rendering all transcendentals (e. g. freedom) as metaphysical abstractions, 

beyond the grammar of everyday determinate events and contingent states. Thus, Kant's 

defence of the compatibility of freedom and objective causality stems from a demonstration 

of the total separation of the actual (objective) causes of events, and their possible source in 

free willed action. Free action is always the action of the subject as it is in itself. Belonging 

to the realm of the thing in itself, it is beyond the categories of the understanding, incapable 

of contradicting (or being contradicted by) any series of objective causes and effects. 
Freedom is reconciled with causality by making it transcendental, a metaphysical freedom 

guaranteed by the possibility of acting according to the moral law (categorical imperative). 

Yet this moral law must, of necessity, be contentless and empty, if it is not to transgress the 

divide between the understanding and pure reason. Freedom is thus completely outside of 

our experience - its status as a source of our actions is metaphysical, while the outcome of 
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our actions, and the capacity to bring about the ends we desire, is utterly contingent, 

unrelated in any way to questions of freedom. It would seem that the Kantian approach 
leaves us stranded, hopelessly entwined in a series of intractable dualisms. 

Adorno's critique of Kant's concept of experience is inspired by Hegel. He begins 

by questioning the epistemological validity of Kant's distinction between intuition and 

understanding, asking whether it is really possible for us to conceive of form without 

content or pure content without form. For Adomo, these pure moments of experience are 

unthinkable. 

Kant, of course, never implied that we could imagine one without the other. His 

distinction is not ontological, merely epistemological. Yet this is not Adomo's point. The 

real problem in Kant is that, if we force ourselves to conceive of pure intuition and pure 

understanding, it becomes impossible to fit them together, to see how the latter can 

structure the fonner. The situation is similar to Hegel's critique of sensible certainty. There, 

the problem concerned the genesis of a structure from a contingently experienced mass of 

sense data, the problem being that, without prior order, there were no grounds on which 

such a schema could arise. Here, the problem concerns a similarly contingent sense 

experience. The problem is, if this intuition is denied any rational structure in itself, it 

becomes impossible to impose upon it the categories of a now radically heteronomous 

understanding. 

Kant himself attempted to solve this problem with reference to a structuring matrix 

which enabled the superimposition of one moment upon the other - the form of sensibility 

in general. It is space and time which make intuition and understanding conformable. 

This, for Adomo, is the moment where Kant's theory begins to really manifest its 

contradictions. Forjust what is the status of what Kant terms both 'pure forms of intuition' 

and 'pure intuitions'? (in Jarvis 1998: 161). Kant is adamant that they are not categories, 

for if they were, he would not have provided grounds for rendering intuition and 

understanding conformable, since the forms of intuition are thereby rendered empty. Since, 

of course, space and time are not simply empty, this would actually imply that the 

categories had content, in turn invalidating the immediate givenness of intuition. Further, 

the deduction of the categories would cease to be anything of the sort, degenerating into 

dogmatic assertion 26 
. 

26 Since the categories must be deduced from the necessary forms of experience. and hence, if we accept the 

categorical nature of the forms, from themselves! 
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Yet, at the same time, the forms cannot be empirical intuitions, for this would make 

our concepts of space and time mere fictions, invalidating synthetic a priori knowledge. 

Kant recognises this, which is why he designates space and time asforms of intuition. 

The problem here is that such an account of how intuition is itself inherently 

structured fails to ask just what it means to have a structure 27 
, given that the understanding 

of form is elsewhere given over entirely to the categories. Kant here posits a non- 

conceptual aspect of intuition which is nonetheless capable of being subsumed by the 
forms. In doing so, he posits intuition as a unity of (uninterpreted) form and content, 

undermining its characterisation as immediately given content without form. Form and 

structure are no longer the exclusive priority of the understanding, becoming an aspect of 
intuition itself. But if space and time belong to immediate intuition, then it follows that the 

categories, and the process of objectification (which follow from them if space and time are 

not once again to be rendered empty abstractions) are implicit in intuition itselL 

This would compromise the status of pure intuition. For we cannot seriously argue 

that form, structure, and the process of objectification are contained in the idea of intuition. 

Rather, the idea of pure sensory content is undermined, and, along with it, the idea of a 

pure realm of categories which can be imposed upon it. We cannot operate with a concept 

of pure form without content, because, as we have seen, no third element could ever 

possibly constitute a medium of conformability between it and any determinate sensory 

content. 
The ideas of (contingent, particular) intuition and (universal) understanding remain 

indispensable, but cannot be held as radically separate as Kant would wish. They must be 

27 This ambiguity is manifest in Kant's language concerning the forms. which oscillates between a number of 

(equally invalid) metaphors for how form is supposed to inhere in intuition. From basing geometry on the 

'form of sensibility', he very quickly switches to grounding its conditions of possibility on a 'thought space', 

which 'renders possible the physical space' (Kant 1977: 27,32), effectively rendering space a category. 

Elsewhere (Kant 1977: 31) he comes close to deploying a sort of picture theory: 'this image... is the essential 

property of our sensibility by means of which alone objects are given to us', which, by likening formal 

intuition with a sort of contentless picture effectively implies that the form of spatiality could be grounded in 

(or at least likened in its operation to) precisely that spatiality which is yet to be established. Finally (Kant 

1977: 41) - and, like the last example, not forwarded as an analytical account as such - we have the assertion 

that 'the principles by means of which all appearances are subsumed... constitute a physiological system'. 
While this may be the case, Kant would have been well aware that it would not suffice as an account of the 

subsistence of forms. That such a remark appears, and that it is given prominence, should alert us to the 

problematic nature of much of this material for Kant himself. 
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in some way connected. Thus, it is no longer possible to talk of experience in general 

without recourse to specific experiences. 
Having undermined the dualism between categories and intuition, Adorno, with 

regards to space and time, concludes that they are not forms, but concepts, rooted in 

experience. Thus 'space and time, as developed by the transcendental aesthetic are, despite 

all assurances to the contrary, concepts: in Kantian parlance, representations 
[Vorstellungen] of a representation' (in Jarvis 1998: 161-162). Space and time can be freed 

neither from conceptual mediation, nor determinate content. What is needed is a 

recognition that thought 'shares in existence, the substitute for its alleged transcendental 

purity' (Adomo 1996: 392). 

So far, Adorno's critique of Kant has its fairly obvious inspiration in Hegel. 

Adorno retains Hegel's speculative method insofar as identity is seen, not as original, but 

as proceeding out of the collapse of a set of dualisms, and thus dependent for its existence 

upon those dualisms. He stops short of Hegel's identification of object and concept at some 
higher ideal level. Rather, a materialist dialectics must leave us with the recognition of the 
indeterminate implication of opposites, not recoverable by identity thinking. One may not 
be able to hold intuition and the categories apart, yet neither can one speak of a middle 

ground between them. Adorno's speculative method takes us to the point where 

contradiction manifests the unavoidability of nonidentity. 
This critique of Kant seriously affects the nature of the Kantian thing in itself. 

Previously, the categories were understood as grounded in the subject, a transcendental 

subject which was totally outside experience. The categories, although not properties of the 

thing in itself, inhere in the subject, and thus in the noumenon, conceived either as the 

subject in itself, or as some sort of totality (which is only to say the same thing in different 

words, since the transcendental subject is not an object, and not amenable to limiting 

predications). 

Pure reason requires us to seek for every predicate of a thing its own subject, and 
for this subject, which itself necessarily nothing but a predicate, its subject, and so 
on indefinitely... But hence it follows that we must not hold anything at which we 
can arrive to be an ultimate subject, and that substance itself never can be thought 
by our understanding, however deep we may penetrate... For the specific nature of 
our understanding consists in thinking everything... by concepts, and so by mere 
predicates, to which, therefore, the absolute subject must always be wanting... 

Now we appear to have this substance in the consciousness of ourselves 
(in the thinking subject), and indeed in an immediate intuition; for all the 
predicates of an internal sense refer to the ego, as a subject, and I cannot conceive 
myself as the predicate of any other subject. Hence completeness in the reference 
of the given concepts as predicates to a subject... that is, the absolute subject itself, 
seems to be given in experience. But this expectation is disappointed. For the ego 
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is not a concept, but only the indication of the object of the internal sense, so far as 
we cognize it by no further predicate. Consequently, it cannot be itself a predicate 
of any other thing, but just as little can it be a determinate concept of an absolute 
subject, but is... only the reference of the internal phenomena to their unknown 
subject. 

Kant (1977: 76). 

This doctrine, of the transcendental unknowability of the subject, articulates the categories 
directly with the thing in itself - the thing in itself as subject is the being of the categories. 

This is what renders the thing in itself an object of purely metaphysical speculation - as an 

object of speculation it is properly transcendental insofar as any analysis of it is the 

deliberation of reason upon the conditions of its own existence. 

It is this articulation of the categories with a totally unknowable externality which 

Adomo challenges in his attack on Kant's radical dualism. Adorno implies that the 

categories are not contcntless, separate from intuition, but are tied into, in some sense 

products of, experience. He is not arguing that they are products of determinate experience, 
insofar as this would imply that intuition was categorically structured in experience prior to 

the operation of the categories (which makes no sense). Rather, he seems to be 

undermining the very notion of categories in favour of pre-conceptual mimesis. Structure 

and meaning are seen as emergent from our embodied interaction with a sensuous world of 

objects. All concepts, including the categories, become second order representations of 

representations, albeit indispensable ones. 
The categories are now tied in with experience, as abstract representations of it, and 

this renders the thing in itself less radically external to experience. For Kant, the categories 

could, theoretically, change, but this would require changes in the thing in itself which is 

beyond experience. For Adomo, the categories, as second order concepts abstracted from 

real experience, could theoretically change as experience changes. Yet, in a sense, this 

would still require a change in the thing in itself (insofar as it implies a change in the 

organisation of a social and experiential articulation). Such a change would remain 

indeterminate, insofar as it would not proceed from experience as conceived, according to 

the categories, but mimetically, in a way which exceeds our concepts. The relationship of 

particular experiences to our categories of consciousness and experience is one of 
indeterminate implication. 

Adorno, then, does not seek to identify experience and the thing in itself, nor to 

render the thing in itself an object of conceptual knowledge. Rather, he shows the 
implication of the thing in experience through the aspect of mimesis. We can talk of 

experience of the nonidentical, but in such a manner as to posit a contradictory experience, 
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divided between the interpreted experience of identity thinking and its excessive mimetic 

aspect, that side of experience which always escapes our accounts of it even as it makes 

accounting possible, which slips from our grasp even we live it. But this is not to lapse 

back into Kantianism by the back door, for the excessive aspect of our experience is not 

outside of experience itself. Further, it attests to the possibility that social change can alter 

the fundamental nature of our relations with objects and with ourselves. 

Mimesis and the Theory of Disalienation 

Adomo, then, maintains the possibility of disalienation, and of reconciliation with the 

other. This possibility lies, not in the identity of identity and non-identity, but rather in their 

non-identity, which establishes the possibility of freedom as an experience of 

transcendence rooted in the actual. Such a notion of freedom must forsake the rage of 

idealism against heteronomy, in order to embrace the other. I will now examine the 

intertwinement of disalienation, reconciliation, freedom and heteronomy in more detail, 

beginning with the ground of their possibility, the mimetic relation to the object. 

Regarding our relationships with objects, Adorno, in arguing for the priority of the 

object, gives us grounds for belief that other modes of relation are possible, outside the 

abstract logocentricism of the Kantian picture. The key to this lies in the concept of 

mimesis, which is not a matter of copying and representation so much as of adaptation, 

habit, and bodily hexis, from which representation and identity-orientated concepts arise. 

Adorno does not advocate mimesis as an alternative to rationality, but rather asserts that it 

is, and always has been, a necessary (if repressed and denied) part of all knowing: 

A discriminating man is one who in the matter and its concept can distinguish 

even the infinitesimal, that which escapes the concept; discrimination alone gets 
down to the infinitesimal. Its postulate of a capacity to experience the 
object ... provides a haven for the mimetic element of knowledge, for the element of 
elective affinity between the knower and the known. 

In the total process of enlightenment this element gradually crumbles. But 
it cannot vanish completely if the process is not to annul itself, Even in the 
conception of rational knowledge, devoid of all affinity, there survives a groping 
for that concordance which the magical delusion used to place beyond doubt. If 
this moment were extinguished altogether, it would be flatly incomprehensible that 
a subject can know an object; the unleashed rationality would be irrational. 

Adomo (1996: 45). 

We cannot have rationality without mimesis. At the same time, it would be folly to attempt 

to 'restore' some imagined immediacy with the world of things, where a non-conceptual 

mimesis reigned supreme without the interference of concepts. This would be recourse to a 
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concept of undivided presence, of a totality which only makes sense from a conceptual 

point of view. There can be no return to a tabula rasa, because there never was such an 

undivided state. Rather, he is drawing attention to the dual nature of language, as a formal 

classificatory system (which gives up any pretence to be like reality in order to know it) 

and as image (which gives up on knowing to be like reality). Neither of these aspects is 

intelligible on its own, for both rest upon mimesis, the inexpressible affinity of words and 

things: 

Where it [language] appears essentially as a language, where it becomes a form of 
representation, it will not define its concepts. It lends objectivity to them by the 
relation into which it puts the concepts, centred about a thing. By themselves, 
constellations represent from without what the concept has cut away within: the 
'more' which the concept is equally desirous and incapable of being. By gathering 
around the object of cognition, the concepts potentially determine the object's 
interior. They attain, in thinking, what was necessarily excised from thinking. 

Adorno (1996: 162). 

Indeed, it could not be otherwise. Mimesis is what allows us to talk meaningfully about 

objects in terms of determinate concepts which in themselves mean nothing, which mean 

nothing outside of the work they do in relation to one another. The concept gains meaning, 

exposes its limitation (as negation) and yet exceeds itself, in the constellation, clustered 

around the object of sensuous experience, a constellation which, not subsumable under 

some self-identical master-concept, can only be understood in terms of the mimetic relation 

to the object. Thus they attain, in thinking, what was necessarily excised from thinking 28 
. 

Mimesis cannot be located or positively represented by identity thinking, but is the 

always excessive limit of performativity. Adorno is not talking about leaving identity 

thinking behind, but of an ongoing dialectic, of conceptual closure and critical opening-out. 
Within this, he retains the possibility of a more open, more freely mimetic relation to the 

object, something implicit in his redefinition of the limit of experience, from the external 

thing in itself to the intemal (and thus indeterminate, negotiable) limit of the nonidentical. 

Such an acceptance of the inevitability of the concept and of identity thinking is 

necessary for Adorno if the search for the non-identical is not to deteriorate into the desire 

for an immediate experience of a form of mediation which exhausts its objects. This is one 

area where Adorno differs substantially from Lukacs. While there is no doubt that his 

28 Here Adorno comes close to Wittgenstein in his conception of meaning as performative and rooted in an 
irreducible form of life. Wittgenstein himself, stresses that words attain meaning in their use, and can not 

simply be defined by recourse to a definition (the equivalent of subsumption under a concept), since such a 

move would still leave us with the task of defining this higher order concept. 
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critique of the abstract formal relation to the object was heavily influenced by Lukacs's 

account of reification, and while he remains firmly critical of the sort of 'false 

objectification' typified by commodity fetishism, Adomo seeks to ground the priority of 

the object rather than to dissolve it entirely into the field of misrecognised social relations: 

There is a good deal of irony in the fact that the brutal and primitive functionaries 
who... damned Lukacs as a heretic... did sense the idealistic nature of his 
conception. We can no more reduce dialectics to reif ication than we can reduce it 
to any other isolated category, however polemical. The cause of human suffering, 
meanwhile, will be glossed over rather than denounced in the lament about 
reification. The trouble is with the conditions that condemn mankind to impotence 
and apathy and would yet be changeable by human action; it is not primarily with 
people and with the way conditions appear to people. 

Adomo(1996: 190). 

Adorno is equally critical of Lukacs's attempt to devalue contemplative reason over and 

against the kind of practical activity which he sees as overcoming reiried consciousness: 

Adorno resists any idea of the 'primacy' of practice, or any attempt to identify 
theory and practice. But he does not criticize the notion of a primacy of practice in 
favour of a merely contemplative theory. Instead, the separation of theory and 
practice is taken as a historical distinction which cannot simply be wished back 
together. 

... The notion of primacy is itself, unavoidably, theoretical, even when it is 
a primacy of practice which is in question. The attempt to give primacy to practice 
would complete that 'depracticalization [Entpraklizierung] of practice' which is 
the characteristic of the 'bad infinity' of absolute production. 

Jarvis (1998: 188-189). 

For Adomo, the attempt to reduce the object to misrecognised practice, to overcome 

alienation in an image of absolute production, indeed the reduction of dialectics to the 

question of reification and alienation, are implicitly idealistic, and would result in the sort 

of rejection of heteronomy upon which objectivity depends: 

The thinker may easily comfort himself by imagining that in the dissolution of 
reffication, of the merchandise character, he possesses the philosopher's stone. But 
reification itself is the reflexive form of false objectivity; centering theory around 
reffication, a form of consciousness, makes the critical theory idealistically 
acceptable to the reigning consciousness and to the collective unconscious. This is 
what raised Marx's early writings - in contradistinction to Das Kapital - to their 
present popularity, notably with theologians. 

Adorno (1996: 190). 
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Adorno, then, sees the concern with reffication as carrying on the tradition of Marx's early 
writings, writings which he believes arc still tainted with idealism. He sees this as confined 
to Marx's earlier work: 

The mature Marx, in his few remarks on the character of a liberated society, 
changed his position the cause of reification, the division of labour. He now 
distinguished the sate of freedom from original immediacy. 

Adomo(1996: 192). 

As I have shown earlier, this is perhaps not altogether accurate. For Marx never explicitly 
associated freedom and immediacy, while even his later work retains many implicit appeals 
to the immediate (indeed, Lukacs's work is based entirely on a reading of the later Marx - 
his retraction of the theory of reification was occasioned by his reading of the Economic 

and Philosophical Manuscripts). Adomo here falls into the trap, common amongst more 

orthodox Marxists, of positing a major shift of position between the early and later Marx, a 
shift which is, in reality, more one of emphasis. 

Despite this inaccuracy, the critique of rcification is one aspect of a critical 

engagement with Marx, which is of direct relevance to any discussion on Marx's 

contradictory position on disalienation. He has, as we have seen, established the possibility 

of disalienation. His concepts of the nonidentical and mimesis, and his emphatic assertion 

that the object is not exhausted by mediation, provide a firm basis for a positive re- 

evaluation of Marx's stress on the positivity of being and its distinction from the negation 

of the negation. Where he differs substantially is in his account of this positivity as 

nonidentity, as an internal limit of experience and conccptuality. He stresses both the 
irreducibility of the nonidentical to identity thinking, and on the impossibility of simply 
leaving this thinking behind, in the search for a direct sensory experience of nonidentity 
(which would, as he recognises, constitute a return to the identity of identity and 

nonidentity). 

His most important divergence from Marx, however, is in the same stress on the 

irreducibility of the object's heteronomy which lies at the base of his critique of Lukacs. 
For Adomo, objectivity implies heteronomy, an otherness which can never be subsumed 
under the idea of the subject, historical or otherwise. For Adomo, humanity never will be 

able to contemplate its freedom in a world of its own creation, for this would miss the 

always excessive nature of the object and of experience 
29 

. We should not moum the loss of 

29 Though this does not imply the total irreconilability of society and nature, since the Kantian dualism is 

rejected in favour of the indeterminate implication of nonidentitY. Thus, Adorno's rejection of Marx's 
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such a prospective identity, for such a non-relation would render human subjectivity, and 
freedom, meaningless. 

Freedom and Heteronomy 

This is perhaps the most important aspect of Adorno's account of disalicnation; the 

recognition that freedom, to have any meaning at all, cannot be the freedom of a totally 

self-determining subject, but actually requires otherness. Idealist philosophy sought 
freedom in the elimination of all sources of coercion and determination external to the 

subject. Thus, in Kant, we have the identification of freedom with autonomy and the 

absence of external determination. Yet it is this very stress on autonomy, argues Adomo, 

that sews the seeds for what is in the end the complete submission to hetcronomy implicit 

in the transcendental account of freedom - the transcendentally free subject is empirically 

unfree, and even its transcendental freedom rests upon the prior and external obligation of 

the moral law (Jarvis 1998: 187). 

We have, of course, already examined Adorno's critique of Kant's distinction 

between the ideas of reason and the understanding, and seen how heavily he was influenced 

by Hegel. Here again, Adomo utilises Hegel's critique of the theory of morality as a pure, 

ungrounded, individual 'ought' (Sollen) and of freedom as transcendental, outside of 

particular forms of community and social organisation. Yet Hegel's own idealism leads 

him to a model of ethical life (Sittlichkeit) predicted on the identiji"cation of moral 

obligation/freedom and actuality which Adomo would also reject. The identification of 
freedom and the state would deprive the concept of freedom of any critical value 

whatsoever, constituting a complete acceptance of heteronomy and extinguishing the 

moment of transcendence in thought. Hegel, of course, refers particularly to the society 

organised according to the articulations of the Idea, whose structure mirrors that of the 

universal Subject of rational necessity. Hegel thus manifests his own idealistic renunciation 

of heteronomy - his free society is one which entirely realises the Subject, in which all that 

which contradicts the Subject's autonomous self-sufficiency, all otherness, has been 

eliminated. 
Thus, Hegel's conception of freedom, while superficially stressing the importance 

of the other, only has use for it insofar as it can be incorporated into the order of the same 

at the higher level of recognition, entirely subsumed by the process of mediation. What 

reduction can be read as a way of making positive sense out of Marx's theory of the reconciliation of nature 
and culture. 
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Hegel represents is the attempt to actualise the elimination of heteronomy posited at a 
transcendental level by Kant. Such a project can only lead to compulsion at a hitherto 

unforeseen level. For once we have established an ideal of identity with the subject, we are 

effectively in the position diagnosed by Hegel himself as underlying the French 

revolutionary Terror. For the structure of the Idea itself does not - as Marx remarked in the 
Critique of Hegel's Doctrine of the State (Marx 1992: 63) - give us criteria to judge what 
kind or extent of deviation from the ideal norm constitutes an assimilable degree of 

otherness and what must be eliminated, with the result that anY level of deviation from an 

abstract, non-actual norm becomes subversive 30 
. The identification of freedom with a given 

state of affairs is not merely not freedom (which always retains a moment of irreducibility 

to the actual) but must result in the sort of paranoid suppression of difference of which 
Adorno was all too aware: 

Genocide is the absolute integration. It is on its way wherever men are levelled 
off.. until one exterminates them literally, as deviations from the concept of their 
total nullity. Auschwitz confirmed the philosopheme of pure identity as death. 

Adomo(1996: 362). 

This inability to tolerate difference, is, for Adorno, unavoidable for any idealist philosophy. 

For it lies at the very heart of its project: 

The system in which the sovereign mind imagined itself transfigured, has its 
primal history in the pre-mental, the animal life of the species. Predators get 
hungry, but pouncing on their prey is difficult and often dangerous; additional 
impulses may be needed for the beast to dare it. These impulses and the 
unpleasantness of hunger fuse into rage at the victim... 

The animal to be devoured must be evil. The sublimation of this 
anthropological schema extends all the way to epistemology. Idealism... gives 
unconscious sway to the ideology that the not-I, Vautrui, and finally all that 
reminds us of nature is inferior, so the unity of self-preserving thought may devour 
it without misgivings... The system is the belly turned mind, and rage is the mark 
of each and every idealism. It disfigures even Kant's humanism, and refutes the 
aura of higher and nobler things in which he knew how to garb it... The august 

30 This is, of course, somewhat of a misrepresentation of Hegel, since it implies that he sought to produce a 
blueprint to be imposed upon society. Hegel himself was strongly opposed to any such projects on precisely 
the grounds under discussion, and confined the scope of his own work to an exposition of the 'rationality of 
the real', to identifying the progressive aspects of contemporary change as a guide to piecemeal reform. The 

misreading of Hegel is here carried out for illustrative reasons, to show a particular tendency within idealist 

thought. Insofar as Hegel does limit himself, however, his work remains subject to criticism, since his 

philosophy runs the risk of becoming mere affirmation of that which is, without any critical moment (the real 
focus of Marx's criticism of Hegel's formalist approach). 
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inexoribility of the moral law was this kind of rationalized rage at nonidentity; nor 
did the liberalistic Hegel do better... dressing down those who refused homage to 
the speculative concept... Nietzsche's liberating act, a true turning point of 
Western thought and merely usurped by others later, was to put such mysteries 
into words. A mind that discards rationalization - its own spell - ceases by its self- 
reflection to be the radical evil that irks it in another. 

Adorno (1996: 23). 

Here, Adorno invokes Hegel's theory of primitive desire, the desire to assure one's self- 

identity through ingestion of the other, recasting it as the motivation behind the idealist 

project itself. For Adomo, materialism, once purged of its idealist tendency to resort to 

materiality as a stable (idealised) 'ground', provides the basis for a step beyond primitive 

desire, to an acceptance and engagement with the other which is not predicated on 

assimilation. 

Freedom and disalienation are not conceivable by an idealism that would identify it, 

either with the pure 'ought' of the moral law, or with Being. Freedom, for Adomo, is 

inherently impure and nonidentical. Freedom, by definition, always transcends that which 

merely is, cannot be reduced to a given state of affairs or way of life. Yet freedom, and 

unfreedom, is experienced and real. One can be more or less free depending precisely upon 

states of affairs and one's place in them, and one can only talk about being free or unfree in 

the context of a particular situation. Freedom is not transcendent in the sense of being 

outside determinate experience, but is nonidentical with Being, the measure of thought's 

imminent transcendence of its particular state of affairs. 

For thought too, as we have seen, is not reducible to Being, but is nonidentical to it, 

in a relation of indeterminate implication. A fully determined thought, or a totally 

transcendental one, could hardly be free (indeed, could hardly be thought) since freedom 

under these conditions would be meaningless. 

The sense of freedom, then, resides in thought's speculative transcendence of the 

actual. Thought proceeds by way of identity-laden concepts, which negate the non- 

identical, sunder its relationality into a myriad of self-identical elements connected by 

contingent concepts, external to their essential determination. Yet, as has already been 

discussed, the act of thinking, the clustering of concepts around the object in a 

constellation, transcends the negative moment. Thought itself, in its mimetic moment, as 

constellation, goes beyond the logic of identity and of negativity. The transcendence of 

finite concepts inherent in dialectical thought represents an always-ficeting moment of 

positive nonidentity. Thus, despite the inevitability of a reductive moment, we are able, 

however transiently, to get beyond the armour plated paranoia of the self-identical, to think 
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of the object in-itself, in its mediation. And such a mode of thinking refers us, beyond the 

object's facticity, to its history, and to its immanent possibilities: 

Thought forms tend beyond that which merely exists, is merely 'given'... While 
doing violence to the object of its syntheses, our thinking heeds a potential that 
waits in the object, and it unconsciously obeys the idea of making amends to the 
pieces for what it has done... Accompanying irreconcilable thoughts is the hope 
for reconcilement, because the resistance of thought to mere things in being, the 
commanding freedom of the subject, intends in the object even that of which the 
object was deprived by objectification. 

Adomo(1996: 19). 

Or again: 

What dissolves the fetish is the insight that things are not simply so and not 
otherwise, that they have come to be under certain conditions. Their becoming 
fades and dwells within the things; it can no longer be stabilized in their concepts 
than it can be split off from its own results and forgotten... 

The means employed in negative dialectics for the penetration of its 
hardened objects is possibility - the possibility of which their reality has cheated 
the objects and which is nonetheless visible in each one. But no matter how hard 
we try for linguistic expression of such a history congealed in things, the words we 
use will remain concepts. Their precision substitutes for the thing itself, without 
quite bringing its selfhood to mind... 

Adorno (1996: 53). 

Here, in this last quote, we see the re-assertion of the irreducibility of objects to their 

mcdiation. For no account of the bccoming of a thing, of its history and potcntiality, can 

ever fully subsume the thing as it is. 

Thus, freedom involves thought's continual straining to go beyond the bounds of 

the actual, in opening out the possibilities of the world as it is. Freedom requires 
heteronomy and the acceptance of difference, of the irreducibility of the object, and of the 

other, to some higher order logic of recognition. This does not imply complete submission 

to alterity (it is on the grounds of such submission that Adomo criticises both Kant and 
Hegel). Rather, thought of freedom must also be thought of the other, a situated thought, 

considering the possibilities for freedom in a world which is more than a mere reflection of 

ourselves. 

That such a thought can really be thought of freedom is implicit in Adorno's 

account of thought itself, as a sensuous engagement with the other. To stress what for 

idealism would be heteronomy, the irreducibility of the object, is not, for Adomo, the same 

as talk of irreconcilability. For Adorno does not accept the dualisms of Kantian theory - the 
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other may be irreducible, but it is not radically external to experience and meaning. Its 

otherness is qualified by its status as the nonidentical. The irreducibility of the other to 

identity thought is the obverse of the irreducibility of thought to the heteronomous other, 

and thus the possibility of freedom itself: 

Unbroken and all too human slogans lend themselves to new equations between 
the subject and what is not its like. Things congeal as fragments of that which was 
subjugated; to rescue it means to love things. We cannot eliminate from the 
dialectics of the extant that what is experienced in consciousness as an alien thing: 
negatively, coercion and heteronomy, but also the marred image of what we 
should love, and what the spell, the endogamy of consciousness, does not permit 
us to love. The reconciled condition would not be the philosophical imperialism of 
annexing the alien. Instead, its happiness would lie in the fact that the alien, in the 
proximity it is granted, remains what is distant and different, beyond the 
heterogeneous and beyond that which is one's own. 

Adorno (1996: 19 1). 

Adorno attempts to give content to many of Marx's writings on disalienation and 

reconciliation, while avoiding the rhetoric of immediacy and authenticity to which Marx 

remains susceptible. One may remain suspicious, in the light of his talk of a 'reconciled 

condition', since this would seem to imply the end of identity thinking, immediacy and, in 

turn, simple identity. But Adorno makes it clear that this is not what he seeks. Indeed, it is 

inconceivable that we will reach a stage when we positively think the non-identical, 
because we already do. Thought is unthinkable without an element of transcendence, 

which restores to thought that which was taken away from it by the concept. Rather, we 

should conceive of Adomo's writings on disalienation and reconciliation in terms of an 

ongoing critical project of the opening out of what has been reiried in reductive thought, 

and an exploration of the internal limits and aporias of identity thinking. Dialectical 

thinking, which proceeds through concepts while carrying out its own immanent critique, 

exposing its own conditions of possibility, undermines the reification of thinking in 

traditional reductive discourse. Simon Jarvis sums it up thus: 

If this notion of utopia is indeed a 'regulative idea' as Kracauer suggested, it is 
clearly unusually internally differentiated for such a concept. Nevertheless, the 
truth in Kracauer's remark is this: that Adorno's utopianism, if it can properly be 
called such, is utopian negativity... its perennial aim is to resist the liquidation of 
the possibility of really new experience... by sciences which legislate for the future 
in the image of the past. 

Jarvis (1998: 222). 
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Adorno: the Critical Uncanny 

It would appear, then, that Adorno tends more to the exploration of limits, seen in the work 
of Lefebvre, than to the utopianism of Lukacs. In this, we can see an alignment with what 

we have termed the uncanny, as opposed to the sublime. Adorno does not stress 
determination from totality as a metaphysical fact to be translated into lived experience, but 

maintains an anti-holistic approach, in his denial of totality, as a philosopheme of pure, 

self-identical presence. The uncanniness of urban life may well be a product of 

estrangement, but Adorno implies that we will not find the solution to our problems in any 
break into primitive immediacy - for this idea is a fiction of the conditions it is pictured as 
transcending. Its lack of determinate character can, in practice, lead to nothing more than 

uncritical acceptance of the actual. In Adomo's criticism, 'totality is to be opposed by 

convicting it of nonidentity with itseir (Adomo 1996: 147). 

Adorno locates the totalising drive of philosophy in the implicit abstraction of the 

commodity form and the developing consciousness of the bourgeoisie. Yet, he notes, 
philosophical systems today seem unsustainable, ever more liable to dissolution. Partly, he 

argues, this is due to their being ideologically defunct - the great totalising philosophies 
developed as the ideological counterpart of an open-ended social system which was still in 

the process of formation. Now that capitalism has become truly global and self-sufficient, 

now that the workforce is fully prolctarianised, and human needs fully commodified, there 

simply is no need for a universalist ideology. The universality of capitalist domination has 
been realised at the level of the real. 

Adorno is not arguing that philosophy is no more than an ideological justification of 
capitalism, to be consciously thrown away when no longer required, however. For this 

point is followed by a meditation on the contradictions inherent in the interaction of the 

static and dynamic aspects of totalising systems in general. Adomo notes the contradiction 
in the desire for a totalising system, between the necessity for infinite expansion, in order 
to pin down meaning and render it self-sufficient, and the necessity for logical closure (for 

the same end). This is a problem which mirrors the crisis of modem capitalism 31 
.a system 

which must go on expanding if it is to survive, and which, having expanded to fill its 

horizon, appears as a closed system under threat of internal dissolution: 

The antinomy of totality and infinity - for the restless ad infinitum explodes the 
self-contained system... - is of the essence of idealism. 

31 It is also mirrors the tension between intuition and understanding which underpins Kant's mathematical 
sublime, which itself stems from an unsustainable drive towards closure. 
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It imitates a central antimony of bourgeois society. To preserve itself, to 
remain the same, to 'be, that society too must constantly expand, progress, 
advance its frontiers, not respect any limit, not remain the same. It has been 
demonstrated to bourgeois society that it would no sooner reach a ceiling, would 
no longer cease to have noncapitalist areas available outside itself, than its own 
concept would force its self-] iquidation. 

Adorno (1996: 26). 

Here we see the same tension between the dynamic and static elements that we explored in 

the previous chapter. Capitalism, expanding to fill its own horizon, has no more room for 

expansion, no other against which to define itself, and loses any coherence as a whole 32 
. 

Idealist metaphysics, which, for Adorno, is intrinsically bound up in the commodity form, 

the abstract reflection in the realm of ideas of the real abstraction in the realm of things, 

cannot remain untouched. As we saw in the context of Debord's discussion of the 

commodity form, 'By the time society discovers that it is contingent on the economy, the 

economy has in point of fact become contingent on society' (Debord 1994: 33-34). 

Through this shift, the abstraction of the commodity form, and of the philosophy it 

sustains, is undermined by the haunting half-presence of its material conditions of 

production, and the ever-present threat of crisis. 
With the collapse of capitalism as a whole, the whole of metaphysics also collapses. 

Adomo's assertion of the falsity of the whole should not be read as a timeless metaphysical 

point, but describes a consequence of the completion of capitalist totalisation. The 

consequence for critical philosophy is its necessitation of a shift in focus, away from 

identity-orientated accounts of totality towards a 'micrological' model, which begins from 

the detail, that is, from the priority of he objects themselves: 

Only a philosophy in fragment form would give their proper place to the monads, 
those illusory idealistic drafts. They would be conceptions, in the particular, of the 
totality that is inconceivable as such. 

Adorno (1996: 28). 

Adomo's micrological model and the idea of indeterminate implication shift the emphasis 

of enquiry away from philosophical systems based on a substantive human essence. The 

notion of our essential implication in the world renders the unif ied subject - as something 

32 This aspect of Adorno has often been missed, lost with the assertion that capitalist society is becoming ever 

more total, ever more organised. And there is no doubt that he did believe that capitalism was becoming more 

organised than ever before. For Adorno, however, this process, and the process of dissolution, were 
inseparable - the totalising moment of capitalism was necessarily accompanied by an irrational momentý 

which gave the lie to the totality thus constituted. 
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intemal - an alienated fetish. As the mirror image of the idealist object, the subject is 

falsely objectified, and thus extemalised in the speculative sense. 

Along with the ideal subject, the idea of a single motor of history - the bourgeois 

subject displaced to the social level - is renounced, in favour of a detailed investigation of 

the multiple actualities of social life. The social determination of the elements, which 

dissolves their fetish-character, is, Adorno tells us, uncovered through attention to, 'the 

possibility of which their reality has cheated the objects and which is nonetheless visible in 

each one' (Adorno 1996: 53). 

Adorno's work suggests the necessity of an anti-reductionist social science which 

forgoes the imposition of false unity and pays attention to the detail of social life. This is 

also the study of human subjectivity, in the reality of its construction. What is unclear, 

however, is just what is meant by Adorno's emphasis on possibility, what role this might 

play in analysis, how it reveals the implication of the object in social life or the subject in 

objective activity. In the following two chapters, therefore, I will turn my attention to 

theories of 'everyday life', which have mobilised a number of themes close to the spirit of 

Adorno's work. 
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Chapter 4- Everydav Life: part I 

The discussion of those theories which set themselves up as an investigation of the 
'everyday' follows from the previous chapter, and takes up some of the challenges spelled 

out by Adomo's work in two ways. Firstly, the theorists of everyday life have sought a new 

paradigm for the humanities and social sciences, which goes beyond the reductionism 

criticised earlier, with an emphasis on the elusive relation between the discursive and the 

practical. Secondly, in its concern with the detail of everyday culture, neglected by the 

systematic social sciences, it tends towards that 'philosophy in fragment form' which was 
the call of Negative Dialectics. 

Yet the theory of everyday life is complex and contradictory, prone to the same 
lapses into metaphors of originary unity criticised in the last chapter. The aim of this 

chapter is to apply the lessons of the last, in developing a critique which shows how the 

theory of everyday life represents a positive critique of reductionist thinking, while at the 

same time arguing that it tends to lapse into primitivism and holism. This tendency, I will 

argue, is innate to the way the theory of everyday life has been formulated in terms of a 

theory of practice, and this can only be avoided if we re-interpret everyday life 

dialectically, in negative terrns. 

The current chapter will engage with the work of two writers whose theories were 
formative for the theory of everyday life. Heidegger is a fairly obvious choice. Aside from 

developing the concept of 'average everydayness', his work is often read through a theory 

of practice, so central to the theory in its modem variants. The work of Walter Benjamin, 

although it does not address the everyday as an object of analysis, is associated with this 

area and deals with many of the same issues, albeit from a radically different starting point. 
My aim is develop a critique of both, and to argue that Benjamin's work provides a better 

basis for a theory of the everyday. This will lead (in the next chapter) to a discussion of the 

work of Lefebvre and Certeau, and of modem theories of the everyday more generally, a 

discussion which will hopefully be illuminated by this exploration of the work of their 

predecessors. 
I will now turn to an examination of the work of the first of the writers under 

discussion, Martin Heidegger. 

Heidegger and the Being of the Everyday 

In order to understand Heidegger's account of everyday life, and his critique of modernity, 

one must first grasp his overall project, his analysis of human-being as Dasein. Heidegger 
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presents his work as an investigation into the nature of Being. His work is ontological in 

focus, and constitutes what he terms 'fundamental ontology'. It is not an account of the 

kinds of basic entities in the world, but deals with the preconditions for talk of a 

differentiated world per se. 
Despite a concern with presence and the absolute, Heidegger and Adorno differ in 

the former's ontological approach. Rather than dismantling Kantian dualisms through their 

contradictions, Heidegger attempts to resolve the problem through their reconciliation in 

Being 33 
. 
For Heidegger, no investigation of Being can proceed without an investigation of 

beings. He chooses human-being (Dasein) as his object of analysis, due to its specific 

nature. Dasein is unique in that its being quite simply is its existence. A product of its 

social environment, and its decisions, which realise some of its potentialities, and foreclose 

others, Dasein is that being whose Being is an issue for it. The analysis of the being of 

Dasein is of ontological value because of Dasein's concern with its own existence - to 

understand Dasein is to comprehend what it means to relate knowingly towards Being. 

This focus, on human beings rather than the external world, is not new for 

philosophy, which has always centred on how humans think about the world. Yet, in 

making it an issue, Heidegger raises the problem of how we approach Dasein, in what 

specific (existentiell) state of Being we approach it. Here, he argues it is most appropriate 

to examine Dasein as it is for the most part - in its average everydayness. The 

contemplative nature of philosophy has, he argues, resulted in the analysis of Dasein in 

contemplation, failing to understand that this is only one mode of Dasein's Being. For the 

most fundamental aspect of human being is that it is sensuously and practically involved 

with the world, and even the contemplative stance is a mode of involvement. 

Human being is to be understood in terms of practical engagements, rather than 

reducing its diversity to pure logos. Dascin's Being is Being-in-the-world. By this, he does 

not mean that Dasein is inside the world. It denotes Dasein's immersion in andfascination 

with the world. This involvement, Heidegger terms concern. Like his other terms, this is to 

be understood ontologically. He is not saying that Dasein is always concerned, in the way 

33 
. Indeed, Being and Time is inspired by his critique of Kant in Kant and the Proble"I ofMetaphysics 

(1990). Here, the transcendental schernatism (where he relates the categories of the understanding to 

sensation in terms of the temporal patterning of intuition), is given an ontological reading. 
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we casually use the term, but that every mode of its Being involves some modality of 

concern - thus, detachment is understood as a specific 34 mode of concern. 
Having defined Dasein's Being as Being-in-the-world, Heidegger turns to an 

examination of what the components of this term mean. In the context of an account 

oriented to an examination of everyday life, I shall deal first with the worldhood of the 

world and Being-in, before turning to Heidegger's work on the Being of Dasein as such. 

The worldhood of the world 
Although the term 'world' could be used as a simple noun, this would not tell us about the 

ontological nature of Being-in-the-world. That requires an analysis of worldhood in 

general. 

Approaching our experience of the world as a practical one, Heidegger argues that, 

in Dasein's average everydayness, objects are of primarily practical significance. We 

encounter them, not as abstract presence-at-hand, but concernfully, in their readiness-to- 
hand. 'We shall call those entities which we encounter in concern equipment' (Heidegger 

1995: 97). 

Equipment does not exist on its own, but as part of a totality within which it 

functions. Equipment is intrinsically related to other equipment, as well as to the ends it 

serves. It is bound in a network of relations of 'assignment' or 'reference' (Heidegger 

1995: 97). 

Out of this the 'arrangement' emerges, and it is in this that any 'individual' item of 
equipment shows itself. Before it does so, a totality of equipment has already been 
discovered. 

Heidegger (1995: 98). 

The identity of objects is not the result of some analytic faculty which cuts up sensory data, 

but emerges from a host of practical involvements. 

Objects are firstly objects of practical concern, and are not to be understood in 

abstract, theoretical terms. They are raised to presence as discrete, not in 'thought, but 

through a practical way of seeing, which Heidegger terms circumspection. Neither 

readiness-to-hand nor the world are revealed explicitly in circumspection, as it is 

overwhelmingly concerned with the practical tasks at hand. What is revealed is equipment 
itself, and the things with which it is connected in assignment relations. 

34 IliS own term is a 'deficient' mode, yet this is somewhat confusing, as deficient here is also used 

ontologically. It is no more or less concerned than any other mode. 
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Nonetheless, the worldliness of equipment does announce itself, particularly when 

things break down. If I go to use an item of equipment (a hammer say) and discover that it 

is broken, it is no longer ready-to-hand. It renders other equipment (nails, or an anvil) 

unusable, and my task (building a house, shoeing a horse) unrealisable. The hammer faces 

me, not as equipment, but as a mere object, present at hand, while illuminating the nature 

of equipment as embedded in an equipmcntal totality. This is taken further when I try to 

repair the equipment, or find another way around the problem. 

... when an assignment has been disturbed - when something is unusable for some 
purpose - then the assignment becomes explicit... The context of equipment is lit 
up, not as something never seen before, but as a totality constantly sighted 
beforehand in circumspection. With this totality, however, the world announces 
itself. 

Heidegger (1995: 105). 

The worldhood of the world is revealed, in the implication of each item in a totality of 

involvements, comprising its conditions of use and equipmental context. Further, each 

totality of involvements is implicated in another such totality, of a higher order. 

Each piece of equipment has its own towards-which, or end, which in turn can be 

seen as serving some further end. The totality of involvements within which each item of 

equipment operates itself has its own towards-which, and so on. For example, a hammer is 

used to drive in nails, in the wider context of carpentry, which serves the construction of a 
bam, which has a towards-which within the totality of involvements which constitutes 
farming (which has its own end in the feeding of Dasein). 

The towards-which of equipment does not merely concern the production of 

objective states of affairs, since the decision to embark upon a given project and to forego 

another, is also a decision to realise a specific existentiell possibility of Dasein's Being. 

The towards-which of equipment should thus be understood as the realisation of specific 

possibilities of Being. 

Returning to the totality of involvements of an object, we can see that each higher 

level of involvement also has its own towards-which in terms of the realisation of some 

possibility of Being. Yet, as we continue this course, we reach a level at which it appears 

we can go no further: 
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... the totality of involvements itself goes back ultimately to a 'towards-which' in 
which there is no further involvement: this 'towards-which' is not an entity with 
the kind of Being that belongs to what is ready-to-hand within a world; it is rather 
an entity whose being is defined as Being-in-the-world, and to whose state of 
Being, worldhood itself belongs... We have thus indicated the interconnection by 
which the structure of an involvement leads to Dasein's very Being as the sole 
authentic 'for-the-sake-of-which'... 

Heidegger (1995: 116-117). 

The point at which we reach the intimation of the world as such is also the point at which 

the towards-which of involvement ceases to refer to existentiell possibilities, pointing 

towards the total Being of Dasein, which is revealed as having worldhood as a fundamental 

component of its own Being. The worldhood of the world resides with Dasein, is an aspect 

of its Being. 

Being-in 

This brings us to Dasein's Being-in as such, the structure of its participation in the world. 
Being-in-the-world is not the being in of a object in a container, but an immersion in and 
fascination with the world. 

One aspect of Being -in, which serves to constitute the worldhood of the world, is 

Dasein's role in the constitution of the 'there', its lifeworld. For Heideggcr, Dasein carries 
its 'there' with it, rather than merely stumbling across it as something external. The world 
'is' prior to Dasein's presence, but it is Dasein that constitutes it as 'there'. One aspect of 
this is the spatiality of the world - for Heidegger, the key to understanding space lies in 

understanding Dasein as spatialising Being, as 'de-severant' 35 
. Dasein discloses its 

involvements in spatial terms, where space is not an empty container, but an embodied 

relation, structured according to the oppositions of 'here, 'there', 'yonder'. 

De-severance plays a role in constituting the 'I'. The '1' is not identical with Dasein, 

but one of its existential characteristics, in the same manner as worldliness. If we were to 

talk of a relationship between self and world, then Dasein would not so much be the self, as 

the being of the between (Heidegger 1995: 170). The 'I, is constituted in the motion of 

concernful engagement, and understood in spatial-grammatical terms: 

35 The term de-severant connotes the spatiality of Dasein's disclosure of the world as something which both 

severs and connects, which separates objects, and brings them into relation. 
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... even when Dasein explicitly addresses itself as 'I here'. this locative personal 
designation must be understood in terms of Dasein's existential spatiality. In 
interpreting this... we have already intimated that this 'I-here' does not mean a 
certain privileged point - that of an I-Thing - but is to be understood as Being-in 
in terms of the 'yonder' of the world that is ready to hand - the 'yonder' which is 
the dwelling place of Dasein as concern. 

Heidegger (1995: 155). 

According to the familiar signification of the word, the 'there' points to a 'here' 
and a 'yonder'. There (sic. ) 'here' of an 'I-here' is always understood in relation to 
a 'yonder' ready-to-hand, in the sense of a Being-towards this 'yonder'... This 
entity (Dasein) carries in its ownmost Being the character of not being closed off. 
In the expression 'there' we have in view this essential disclosedness. 

Heidegger(1995: 171). 

Spatiality, and the relation of the There' to the 'there' are aspects of Dasein's openness, its 
disclosure of the world. It is through an analysis of disclosure that Heidegger turns to two 

of its modes, mood and understanding, which reveal different aspects of Dasein's openness 
to the world. 

We referred earlier to Dasein's having to make choices, to rcalise and foreclose 

existentiell. possibilities. Heidegger terrns this thrown projection. Dasein finds itself already 
thrown into a world not of its own making, already determined in its predispositions and 

range of possibilities by history and culture. From this, it must project itself into the future, 

so as to make Dasein's Being its 'own' (to realise its most authentic possibilities). 

Thrownness is revealed through moods and predispositions, essential parts of the world's 
disclosure, while projection is revealed in understanding, which discloses the world as a 
field of possibilities. Heidegger's analysis aims to show that thrownness is not causally 
determined, but only makes sense in its articulation with projection, the basis of which it 

constitutes. 
Dasein, as thrown projection, raises the issue of authenticity, the crux of 

Heidegger's theory. While our aim is not a complete discussion of Heidegger, this aspect 

must be discussed before his analysis of the everyday, since it is concerned to show the 

everyday as inauthentic. 

For Heidegger, the choices Dasein makes can be authentic, expressive of its 

'ownmost' Being, projecting from out of its throw in a manner which realises those 

possibilities best expressing its nature. If this is unclear, note that Heidegger refers to 
inauthenticity as self-forgetfulness and self-loss. An authentic realisation of Dasein's 

possibilities involves Dasein's remaining true to its ontological status, as constitutive of its 

own 'there', worldhood, thrown projection etc. Authentically projecting Dasein constitutes 
the moment as a situation, a locus of choice, weighing up the situation's inherent 
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possibilities, in such a manner as to take full responsibility for its situation, and thus to 

appropriate it to Dasein's self in its projection upon its 'ownmost' path. Dasein acts 
inauthentically when, failing to constitute the moment thus, it allows itself to be carried 

along in the flow of events, determined from outside, and fails to take responsibility for its 

choices, to appropriate its own life for itself. 

Inauthenticity and Everyday Life 

It is in tenns of inauthenticity that Heidegger discusses average everydayness. To 

understand Heidegger's account of the average everyday, we will start with the connected 

concepts of fallenness and the thcy-self. 

In his discussion of Being-in, Heidegger argues that Dasein is 'fallen' into the 

world, immersed in its concerns. We have already argued this earlier, in characterising 
Being-in as fascination. This immersion, in the immediacy of involvement, does not 
disclose the worldhood of the world, but merely the world as the assemblage of ready-to- 
hand artefacts and tasks to be completed. 

Fallenness, like thrownness and projection, has a relationship with time. Where 

thrownriess expresses Dasein's past, and projection is futural, fallenness is immersion in 

the present. This present, however, is inauthentic and ontologically 'false', since it appears 

as self-contained, disclosed according to its own self-sufficient nature, rather than in terms 

of thrown projection. Time appears as a succession of past presents, while the future is the 

not-yet-present, rather than the thrown possibility of the actual. For fallen Dasein, the 

structure of thrown projection is abridged in a closed-off present. 
Fallenness is fallcnncss into the they-self. The 'they' is the everyday fonn of Being- 

with-others. Being-with-others is, for Heidegger, one of Dasein's primordial existentialia. 

The problem of other minds cannot arise, because Dasein has a primordial understanding 

of other Dasein. 

Everyday Dasein, however, has fallen into the world, immersed in its immediate 

concerns. Thus, Dasein encounters others primarily through practical engagements, in 

terms of the roles they perform and functions they fulfil: 

In that with which we concern ourselves environmentally, the Others are 
encountered as what they are; they are what they do. 

Heidegger (1995: 163). 

Average everydayness discloses other Dascin in factical terms, forcgrounding their 

functions, properties and 'character', in a grammar similar to that of ready-to-hand objects. 
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This has implications, not only for our understanding of other Dasein, but for our 

self-understanding, as it leads to Dasein understanding itself in terms of its differences 

from others. Our differences from and similarities to others become the hallmark of our 

individuality, whether in terms of 'fitting in' and acquiring social status, or of 'standing out 

from the crowd' (the modem drive for distinction and self-def inition through fashion 

analysed by Simmel): 

In one's concern with what one has taken hold of, whether with, for, or against, the 
Others, there is constant care as to the way one differs from them, whether that 
difference is merely one that is to be evened out, whether one's own Dasein has 
lagged behind the Others and wants to catch up in relationship to them, or 
whether one's Dasein already has some priority over them and sets out to keep 
them suppressed. 

Heidegger (1995: 163-164). 

This concern with factical difference is inauthentic and distorting. In comparing and 

contrasting ourselves with other Dasein, we forget Dasein's 'mineness', which is prior to 

factical distinction. Our lives are dominated by the crowd, which sets the agenda we live 

by. The mineness of Dasein gets lost, replaced by the reactive facticity of the individual 

subject: 

But this distantiality which belongs to Being-with, is such that Dasein, as everyday 
Being-with-one-another, stands in subjection [Botmdssigkeit] to Others. It itself is 
not; its being has been taken away by the Others. 

Heidegger (1995: 164). 

Rather than authentically projecting upon its ownmost possibilities, Dasein is carried along 

by the Others: 

These Others... are not definite Others. On the contrary, any Other can represent 
them. What is decisive is just that inconspicuous domination by others which has 

already been taken over unawares from Dasein as Being-with... 'The Others' 

whom one thus designates in order to cover up the fact of one's belonging to them 
essentially oneself, are those who proximally and for the most part 'are there' in 

everyday Being-with-one-another. The 'who' is not this one, not that one, not 
oneself, not some people, and not the sum of them all. The 'who' is the neuter, the 
'they'. 

Heidegger (1995: 164). 

Average everyday Dasein is lost in the 'they', a 'they-self, absorbed in 'public opinion' 

and good taste, carried along, relieved of the responsibility and the burden of living its own 

life: 
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Thus the particular Dasein in its everydayness is disburdened by the 'they'. Not 
only that; by thus disburdening it of its Being, the 'they' accommodates Dasein if 
Dasein has any tendency to take things easily and make them easy. 

Heidegger (1995: 165). 

Everyday Dasein is inauthentic, fallen into the world and the 'they'-self. It is so immersed 

its concern that it allows itself to be determined by the objective conditions it faces, 

conditions which should constitute a situation of choice, objects which should exist to 

enable the fulfilment of Dasein's ownmost possibilities of Being. Fallen Dasein opposes its 

own inauthentic individuality to the faceless crowd to which it itself belongs. 

Everyday Dasein is alienated, and deals with itself and others as abstractions. The 

origin of this alienation is not a false, abstract separation from the everyday, but rather our 

immersion in it. Our concern with the tasks at hand precludes the understanding of Dasein 

as existential totality. Worldhood, and with it Dasein's character as the sole authentic for- 

the-sake-of-which, gets lost in our fascination with the things we encounter in the world: 

... the phenomenon of the world itself gets passed over in this absorption in the 
world, its place gets taken by what is present-at-hand within-the-world. namely, 
Things... This very state of Being, in its everyday kind of Being, is what 
proximally misses itself and covers itself up. 

Heidegger (1995: 168). 

Having discussed average everydayness in these terms, Hcidegger outlines some of its 

other features, what he calls 'idle talk', 'curiosity' and 'ambiguity. Again, these three 

terms are interrelated, but I shall discuss each in turn. 

Idle talk is the inauthentic discourse of the 'they', gaining credibility from its public nature, 

rather than any understanding of its subject. It does not disclose Being, but closes it off, 

limiting discussion to the repetition of 'what everyone already knows'. This closing off is 

understood, not simply in terms of the repetition of commonplaces, but also as the tendency 

to always move on, from object to object, cause to effect, forsaking the repetitive structure 

of hermeneutic enquiry. 

This character of skipping from thing to thing is mirrored in the second feature of 

the everyday. Curiosity is associated with a visual relationship with the world, but a visual 

relationship of a particular kind. The general form of detached visuality, which he terms 

'sight', involves freeing circumspection from the task at hand, such as when Dasein takes a 

rest. Dasein concerns itself only with the look of the world, a denial of its Being-in-the- 
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world. Yet such a stance may be only temporary, and may serve Dasein's understanding, as 
in the detached gaze of the scientist. 

Sight is distinguished from 'seeing', when Dasein is set free as curiosity. Here, 

Dasein lives as if its whole life were a resting from the responsibility of being-in-the-world, 

so that the aim of looking becomes, not to understand, but just to see. Everyday Dasein, in 

its curiosity, lives in the pursuit of spectacle: 

It seeks novelty only in order to leap from it anew to another novelty. In this kind 
of seeing, that which is an issue for care does not lie in grasping something and 
being knowingly in the truth; it rather lies in the possibilities of abandoning itself 
to the world... In not tarrying, curiosity is concerned with the constant possibility 
of distraction. 

Heidegger (1995: 216). 

Heidegger criticises as inauthentic the fixation with spectacle and novelty as a skipping 
from topic to topic which precludes any authentic understanding of Being. 

Idle talk and curiosity are linked with the third aspect, ambiguity. The inauthentic 

'possibilities' discussed by idle talk and curiosity are ambiguous and unrealisable. Such 

schemes are the products of chatter, which will move on to something else when its novelty 
has worn off. Inauthentic Dasein is carried along in the flow of idle talk, distracted by 

curiosity, and so does not project upon the disclosed possibilities of its Being: 

... when Dasein goes in for something in the reticence of carrying it through, or 
even of genuinely breaking down on it, its time is a different time and, as seen by 
the public, an essentially slower time than that of idle talk, which 'lives at a faster 
rate'. Idle talk will thus long since have gone on to something else which is 
currently the very newest thing... Idle talk and curiosity take care in their 
ambiguity to ensure that what is genuinely and newly created is out of date as soon 
as it emerges before the public. 

... talking about things ahead of the game and making surmises about them 
curiously, gets passed off as what is really happening, while taking action and 
carrying something through gets stamped as something merely subsequent and 
unimportant. Thus Dasein's understanding in the 'they' is constantly going wrong 
in its projects, as regards the genuine possibilities of Being. 

Heidegger (1995: 218). 

Inauthentic Dasein is unable to recognise its inauthenticity, 'tranquillized' by immersion in 

the they. This does not mean that Dasein is inactive, or pays no attention to the 'selr. The 

failure of curiosity and idle talk to remain with their subject, the need always to push on, 
drives Dasein into a state of 'hustle'. Dasein is driven to self-examination and self- 
dissection, along the lines of cause and effect, or in building inappropriate 'internal' 

psychological models: 
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Versatile curiosity and restlessly 'knowing it all' masquerade as a universal 
understanding of Dasein. But at bottom, it remains indefinite what is really to be 
understood, and the question has not even been asked... Falling being-in-the-world 
is not only tempting and tranquillizing; it is at the same time alienating. 

... this alienation drives it into a kind of being which borders on the most 
exaggerated 'self-dissection', tempting itself with all possibilities of explanation, 
so that the very 'characterologies' and 'typologies' which it has brought about are 
themselves already becoming something that cannot be surveyed at a glance... The 
alienation of falling... leads by its own movement, to Dasein's getting entangled 
[ver 

.:, 
fdngt] in itself. 

Heidegger (1995: 222-223). 

Entangled, Dasein engages on the fruitless search for the real, inner self, a search which 
leads to further fragmentation and disjunction. 

The picture of everyday life which Heidegger paints is mired in inauthenticity. it 

bears comparison with many of the ideas of modernity which have been the focus of the 
last two chapters. Heidegger draws our attention to a corrosive, self-undermining 
individuality which exists as the flip-side of the faceless crowd; to the cult of the new; and 

to the way in which this fascination with the spectacle bars real 'progress', leaving us stuck 
in the repetitive cycle of the new as 'ever-same'. His account of alienation concerns the 

way in which the human capacity for free development is constrained by its own, 

potentially liberating products. Yet Heidegger's account remains individualistic. His theory 

of alienation rests on Dasein's immersion in the world, while the answer to this 

inauthenticity lies in taking responsibility for one's own life, 'freeing' it from 

determination by the Others. As such, it would seem his work could hardly be classed as a 

critique of modernity. 
Many of these themes are implicitly addressed in his (1953) 7he Question 

Concerning Technology (Heidegger 1994). His shift in focus away from individual Dasein 

may help rectify the problem. Heidegger argues, following from the disclosive nature of 

Dasein's interaction with the world, that the essence of technology is not to be found in 

means-ends action, nor in practice, but in a mode of disclosure. The mode which Heidegger 

ascribes to technology is that of challenging. Where earlier modes of disclosure worked 

with the world, defining itself in terms of the world in which it was embedded, technology 

sets the world to work, and understands that world in terms of its ability to supply 

resources to technology. Nature ceases to be defined in terms of what it is, becoming 

ancillary to technology. 
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This domination of nature by technology does not even serve the ends of Dasein. 

Technological interaction with nature does not take the form of the production of some tool 

to serve a need, but of 'Unlocking, transforming, storing, distributing, and switching 

about... ' (Heidegger 1994: 322). Nature is called upon as 'standing reserve'. This differs 

from the mere stockpiling of goods for future use, or security, for the purpose of the reserve 

simply is this switching about; the operation and expanded reproduction of the machinic 

system. Heidegger uses the example of an airliner. Far from being an object, an 

autonomous machine which realises a possibility of Dasein's Being, the airliner is standing 

reserve. The plane loses even it objectivity, in its subsumption under the machinic system, 

a particular of its functioning with no autonomous existence: 

Seen in terms of the standing reserve, the machine is completely nonautonomous, 
for it has its standing only on the basis of the ordering of the orderable. 

Heidegger (1994: 323). 

Technology is unique in disclosing the world as standing reserve. Human productive 

potential becomes an alienated product 36 
, taking on a life of its own. Nature becomes 

subservient, losing autonomy from the technical system, and with this comes the fading of 
objectivity, as machines become mere switches and feedback loops in the self-expanding 

system. 
Heidegger's technology faces us as an alien system, assimilating nature into its 

abstract, formal order, and threatening to completely assimilate the human into the standing 

reserve. The illusion of the modem, the epistemological megalomania which inscribes the 
human at the centre of the world, is, perversely, a symptom assimilation- the viewpoint we 
take is not human, but the perspective of the machinic system: 

As soon as what is unconcealed no longer concerns man even as object, but 
exclusively as standing reserve, then he comes to the very brink of a precipitous 
fall; that is, he comes to the point where he himself will have to be taken as 
standing reserve. Meanwhile, man, precisely as the one so threatened, exalts 

36 Ifeidegger's term for the general form of life which produces, and is grounded in, this mode of disclosure, 

is Gestell, enframing. By enframing, he is intent to stress the formal, organising aspect of technological 
disclosure, but also its hardening, and its ultimately constraining nature. Ile plays on the resonance of 

enframing as the construction of a cage, holding things in place. Even more allusive to the traditional 
language of alienation, Gestell can also mean skeleton. The alienation of Dasein into enframed standing 

reserve is associated with death, and death as a mode of disclosure of the human (the disclosure of Dasein in a 

grammar appropriate to talk of things, such as corpses) as seen to proceed from the dominance of technology 

- of 'dead' over living labour. 
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himself, and postures as lord of the earth. In this way the illusion comes to prevail 
that everything man encounters exists only insofar as it his construct. This illusion 
gives rise in turn to one final delusion: it seems as though man everywhere and 
always encounters only himself. 

Heidegger (1994: 332). 

Heidegger echoes the critique of modernity, stressing the link between alienation and 

solipsism. Modem technology constitutes an abstract, totalising system, tolerating no 
externality, no barriers to expansion. The reduction of the world to the human is merely an 
effect of the total system of technology, and furthers its expansion. 

Heidegger does, then, provide a critique of modernity, and while this is more 

obvious in The Question Concerning Technology, it applies to his critique of everyday life, 

since he gives a historically specific account of Dasein's fallenness into the they. If one was 
to look for the source of this mode of fallenness then its nature as a form of disclosure 

would suggest the technology essay as a starting-point. 

Uncanniness and the Pursuit of Authenticity 

Heidegger's account of the everyday involves much that has been discussed under the 

rubric of the uncanny. Heidegger himself uses this term, in his discussion of how Dasein 

canfree itself from inauthenticity. For Heidegger, one cannot escape into an authentic 

mode of existence. Authenticity must be sought through the everyday life of Dasein. 
The way out of the mire of inauthenticity begins with anxiety. We have seen in 

chaptcr I that the uncanny is a form of anxicty, and, although Hcidcgger separatcs thcm, 

they remain closely connected. 
Anxiety is not fear of a specific thing, but generaliscd trepidation in the face of the 

future. It lacks an object insofar as its object is the world as such. Anxiety is Dasein's fear 

of the possibility of its own erasure in a world of pure objectivity. 
Anxiety is not the phenomenon that Heidegger denotes with the term uncanny, yet 

the experience of anxiety is uncanny. Inauthenticity is experienced by Dasein as uncanny 
insofar as it produces anxiety. The logic of inauthenticity, taken to its extreme, would 

constitute a world of pure objectivity, a world which remains unthinkable, as the drive to 

self-sufficiency leads to the dissolution of identi ty37 (which makes sense only as Dasein's 

37 It is relevant here that anxiety before the possibility of Dasein's erasure is similar to Dasein's anxiety in the 
face of death. Death plays an important part in the attainment of authenticity. For Heidegger, death is 
individualising. An authentic relation to death, a relationship of anticipation, which sees death as an 
immanent possibility (rather than simply an event which will come sooner or later), foregrounds Dasein's 

mineness, and highlights the importance of taking Dasein's life as a whole. Anticipation of death tcmporises 
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disclosure of the world). It is the experience of anxiety, rooted in the inauthenticity of 

average everydayness, that can awaken Dasein to its nature as thrown projection. 
In The Question Concerning Technology, the same issue is addressed in terms of 

what he terms the 'saving power. Enframing has a dual character, both threatening and 

potentially revealing: 

The essential unfolding of technology threatens it with the possibility that all 
revealing will be consumed in ordering and that everything will present itself only 
in the unconcealment of standing-reserve... [Yet] the frenziedness of technology 
may entrench itself everywhere to such an extent that someday, throughout 
everything technological, the essence of technology may unfold essentially in the 
propriative event of truth. 

Heidegger (1994: 340). 

Here, the expansion of technology as total system produces anxiety, as it becomes ever 

more integrated and complete, holding out the possibility of a completely enframed world. 
This forces us to face the fact that Gestell cannot account for itself in its own terms - the 

completion of an all-inclusive technological system would be tantamount to its 

disintegration. The anxiety produced by modem technology takes us on the first step to 

recognising that Gestell is only one possibility of Dasein, and opens the possibility of its 

authentic appropriation. 

Returning to Being and Time; anxiety, while uncanny, is not what Heidegger 

denotes with this term. The uncanny, is not an experience, but an aspect of Dasein's nature. 
The experience of anxiety forces Dasein to face its own freedom as thrown possibility. It 

forces Dasein to renounce the false identity of the 'they'-self, and to recognise its own 

essential uncanniness. 
The uncanniness produced by alienation cannot be escaped by breaking out into a 

simply authentic mode of life, but must be followed through, and this brings us to realise 

that Dasein is, itself, uncanny. 

Heidegger has already argued that Dasein exists as thrown possibility. Further, 

Dasein is always fallen - this is not some existcntielle possibility to be transcended. 

Dasein, as fallen, thrown and projecting, is 'ahead-of-itself-Being-already-in-a-world': 

Dasein's temporal Being - it makes it clear that each moment is unique, that decisions cannot be retracted, 
that we are utterly responsible for our own lives. Anticipation to constitutes the moment as situation, and 
highlights the lasting, irreversible import of our choices (it is inextricably connected with guilt and 
conscience). Death, as we have seen a key figure of the uncanny in the form of the frozen, lifeless effigy, is 
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... Being-in-the-world... has been delivered over to itself... it has in each case 
already been thrown into a world. The abandonment of Dasein to itself is shown 
with primordial concreteness in anxiety. 'Being-ahead-of-itself' means, if we 
grasp it more fully, 'ahead-of-itself-in-already-Being-in-a-world'... To put it 
another way, existing is always factical. Existentiality is essentially determined by 
facticity. 

Furthermore, Dasein's factical existence is... always also absorbed in the 
world of its concern... Ahead-of-itself-Being-already-in-a-world essentially 
includes one's falling and one's Being alongside those things ready-to-hand 
within-the-world with which one concerns oneself. 

Heidegger (1995: 236-237). 

Dasein is essentially uncanny, ahead-of-itself-Being-already-in-a-world. It is never fully at- 
home in the world, always more than its facticity. Fallenness cannot be transcended by 

attainment of some factically authentic way of life: 'authentic existence is not something 

which floats above falling everydayness; existentially, it is only a modified way in which 

such everydayness is seized upon' (Heidegger 1995: 224). 

Dasein's uncanniness, as thrown projection fallen into the world, speaks to Dasein 

through conscience. Conscience is not some intemalised set of norms, but the voice of 
Dasein as possibility, which calls it back to itself from immersion in the 'they'. Conscience 

does not have content, as if it were an inner voice which tells Dasein what to do: 

"at does the conscience call to him to whom it appeals? Taken strictly, nothing. 
The call asserts nothing, gives no information about world-events, has nothing to 
tell. Least of all does it try to set going a 'soliloquy' in the Self, but it has been 
summoned to itself - that is, to its ownmost potentiality-for-Being. 

Heidegger (1995: 318). 

This is not to say that conscience is not interpreted by Dascin. It surely must be, and can be 

done so authentically or otherwise: 

Yet what the call discloses is unequivocal, even though it may undergo a different 
interpretation in the individual Dasein in accordance with its own possibilities of 
understanding. While the content of the call is seemingly indefinite, the direction 
it takes is a sure one and is not to b overlooked... When 'delusions' arise in the 
conscience, they do so not because the call has committed some oversight ... but 
only because the call gets heard in such a way that instead of becoming 
authentically understood, it gets drawn by the they-self into a soliloquy in which 
causes get pleaded, and it becomes perverted in its tendency to disclose. 

Heidegger (1995: 318-319). 

here brought close to anxiety in Ifeidegger's work, and becomes, not merely a figure of the uncanny 

dissolution of self, but a key to authentic Being in the realisation of Dasein's existential uncanniness. 
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As regards to what calls to Dasein, Heidegger argues that it is nothing present-at-hand. 
Dasein, as potentiality-for-Being, calls to itself. 

Uncanniness reveals itself authentically in the basic state-of-mind of anxiety; and, 
as the most elemental way in which thrown Dasein is disclosed, it puts Dasein's 
Being-in-the-world face to face with the 'nothing' of the world; in the face of this 
'nothing', Dasein is anxious with anxiety about its ownmost potential ity-for- 
Being. What if this Dasein, which finds itself in the very depths of its uncanniness, 
should be the caller of the call of conscience?... 

In its 'who' the caller is definable in 'worldly' way by nothing at all. The 
caller is Dasein in its uncanniness: primordial, thrown Being-in-the-world as the 
6not at home' - the bare 'that it is' in the 'nothing' of the world. The caller is 
unfamiliar to the everyday they-self, it is something like an alien voice. Hat could 
be more alien to the 'they', lost in the manifold 'world' of its concern, than the 
Self which has been individualized down to itself in uncanniness and been thrown 
into the 'nothing'? 

Heidegger (1995: 321-322). 

Stephen Mulhall, in Heidegger and Being-and-Time (Mulhall 1996), asks how Dasein, lost 

in the 'they', can call to itself, if this idea does not involve some conceptual bootstrapping. 

Mulhall answers this question through a speculative reading of Heidegger, which drops his 

assertion that the voice must not come from another, to postulate the voice of conscience in 

terms of the voice of the (authentic) friend, with Heidegger cast in this role. For Mulhall, 

'when Dasein encounters an authentic friend, her mode of existence disrupts the 

undifferentiated mass of the "they ... (Mulhall 1996: 133). The authentic friend does not 
impose her ideas upon Dasein, but cares only, through a hermeneutic uncovering of 

potentiality, to set Dasein on its ownmost course. This is seen to solve the problem of how 

'lost' Dasein can hear, and be attentive to, the voice of conscience, without the voice 
becoming totally external. The problem of how the friend becomes authentic is resolved 

through a historical argument, where authentic historiography, seeking to uncover the 

potentialities of the past in order to illuminate the present, initiates hermeneutic recovery of 

the authentic understanding of self already implicit in inauthentic misrecognitions: 

... no community of beings to whom an understanding of their own Being 
necessarily belongs could utterly lose a sense of themselves as capable of 
authenticity. Whether in discarded texts, moribund institutions or marginalized 
individuals ... some vestiges of that self-interpretation will survive... and thereby 
make it possible for chains of friendship to maintain and develop themselves. 

Mulhall (1996: 181). 
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It seems to me that Mulhall's account is flawed. He talks of encountering an authentic 
friend, and how it disrupts the they-self, but his account of how this encountering is 

possible lies, not with lost Dasein, but with the friend. All depends on his account of how 

the friend attains authenticity, and his answer, that Dasein cannot fully lose itself, suggests 

that the problem which the friend was introduced to solve may not be such a problem after 

all. The closer we look, the more we see how several misunderstandings permeate 
Mulhall's work. 

Mulhall's complaint rests upon the supposition that Dasein, to call to itself, must be 

present. Yet, to take Heidegger seriously, Dasein is not present, and is perfectly capable of 

calling to itself, as another, from out of its possible, unrealisedfuturity. If this seems 

contrary, one should take issue with Heidegger's account of temporality rather than with 

conscience. 

Yet I do not believe that this assertion implies anything unacceptable. Conscience, 

the voice of Dasein's uncanniness, expresses Dasein's guilt, and in the analysis of guilt the 

no-place from which Dasein calls to itself becomes intelligible. 

Dasein is ontologically guilty. This is not due to a specific act, but is an aspect of 

the structure of thrown-projection. Dasein, as possibility, is guilty insofar as it is defined by 

a 'not': 

We define the forinally existential idea of the 'Guiltyl' as "Being-the-basis for a 
being which is defined by a "not"' - that is to say, as 'Being-the-basis of a nullity'. 

. Heidegger (1995: 329). 

What it means to be the basis of a nullity is implicit in what it means to be a basis. Dasein 

is thrown, implicated in and conditioned by a world not of its own making or choosing. 

From such a position Dasein must project itself. 

And how is Dasein this thrown basis? Only in that it projects itself upon 
possibilities into which it has been thrown. The Self, which as such has to lay the 
basis for itself, can never get that basis into its power; and yet, as existing, it must 
take over Being-a-basis... 

In being a basis - that is, in existing as thrown - Dasein constantly lags 
behind its possibilities... This 'not' belongs to the existential meaning of 
'thrownness'. 

Heidegger (1995: 330). 

Dasein is, as basis, based upon a nullity. Further, it projects upon nullity. Every choice to 

realise an opportunity of Dasein's Being at the same time forsakes others: 
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[Dasein] constantly is not other possibilities, and it has waived these in its 
existentiell projection. Not only is the projection, as one that has been thrown, 
determined by the nullity of Being-a-basis; as projection it is itself essentially null. 

Heidegger (1995: 33 1). 

Conscience calls Dasein to recognise its guilt as the null basis of a nullity. Since it is a 

summons to self, conscience is a call to Being-guilty, to recognise, and take responsibility 
for, the guilt inherent in one's existence, not to ignore it or pass it on to the 'they'. 

Conscience tears Dasein away from the they-self, into its possibilities for authentically 
Being-guilty: 

... the 'summons to Being-guilty' signifies a calling-forth of that potential ity-for- 
Being which in each case I as Dasein am already... 

Hearing the appeal correctly is thus tantamount to having an 
understanding of oneself in one's ownmost potential ity-for-Being - that is, to 
projecting oneself upon one's ownmost authentic potentiality for becoming guilty. 

Heidegger (1995: 333). 

An understanding of guilt helps us better understand conscience, and its role in Heidegger's 

work. It helps us understand how Dasein, out of its own possibility, can call to itself. 

Heidegger's account of guilt can be usefully illuminated by understanding it in 

terms of desire, specifically unconscious desire. I wish now to look at some other work on 

the unconscious, and to show how one strand of writing on this subject has been influenced 

by the idea of the unconscious as unrealised possibility. 

One source of possible influence is the work of Freud. Freud's earlier model of the 

unconscious excluded instincts and drives, seeing the unconscious as entirely the product 

of repression. What is repressed can be a traumatic memory, but is, in most cases, the wish. 

The source of this repression is usually its content. However, at other points Freud alludes 

to the unconscious as a residue of missed chances and life-roads which have been passed 

over for something else. The unconscious is a biographical residue of ambitions and desires 

repressed in order that the subject can get on with its life. 

When we emphasise this aspect of the unconscious, anxiety, which accompanies 

neurotic symptoms, is rooted in the individual's choosing to realise certain life chances at 

the expense of others, and the repressed aspirations which accompanied them retaining a 
haunting half-presence in the unconscious. Anxiety is at least partly connected with the 
foreclosure of past possibilities. 

Another, more recent, account of the unconscious, which maintains a strong 

emphasis on the relation between desire and possibility, is Deleuze and Guattari's And- 
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Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1994). This begins, not from Dasein, but from the 
'body without organs, a pre-objective world-body, not dissimilar to the Freudian infantile- 

narcissistic body-cosmos. However, they differ from Freud in that they do not conceive of 
the body-without-organs as some immature stage of an adult body, which will be 

overcome. 

The body without organs is decentred, composed by the intersection of desiring- 

machines (situated, embodied, micro-practices 38), which inscribe a realm of 'partial- 

objects' upon its surface (the recording process). The body without organs, as the space 
inscribed by the interlocking machines, is defined by a surface constituted by desiring- 

production: 

... the real truth of the matter... is that there is no such thing as relatively 
independent spheres or circuits: production is immediately consumption and a 
recording process (enregistrement), without any sort of mediation, and the 
recording process and consumption directly determine production, though they do 
so within the production process itself. Hence everything is production: 
production oftroductions, of actions and of passions; productions of recording 
processes... productions of consumptions, of sensual pleasures, of anxieties, and 
of pain. 

Deleuze and Guattari (1994: 4). 

The interlocking flows of desiring-production which constitute the body without organs, 

inscribe upon its surface (as the inscription of the body without organs itself), the network 

of partial objects. What is a partial object? As inscriptions upon the body-without-organs, 

they are not merely the result of a different 'conceptual scheme', another way of 'cutting 

up' a sensory manifold, but, in Deleuze and Guattari's terminology, exist under a different 

'regime'. This concept, and that of the body-without-organs, are prior to the self-sufficient, 

molar, body and objects. Both concepts express, what could, incorrectly, from a molar 

perspective, be called the desirous interlocking of body and world. The body-without- 

organs, around which the partial objects group, defines an empty space, a non-productive 

nothingness at the centre of the world. It is not that which develops, under the molar 

38 By this I do not mean rule bound practice but biological practices conceived as quasi-autonomous. For 

example, the sucking impulse of the infant is not rooted in the hunger of an autonomous Being, nor need it be 

traced to the body as a 'whole'. The infant sucks milk because of pressure on its palette. It takes the form of a 
desiring machine, a sort of self-sufficient relay. In Deleuze and Guattari's ontology, the body is to be 

conceived as starting out as a ramshackle hybrid of such systems. The desiring machines are not centred 

around a pre-existing, holistic body, and demonstrate no 'internality' - the pressurising force, and the flow 

which it may (or may not) release, constitutes part of the mechanism. 
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regime, into the body, or the subject, but is the surface upon which the subject and the body 

are themselves produced: 

The body without organs is not the proof of an original nothingness, nor is it what 
remains of a lost totality. Above all, it is not a projection; it has nothing 
whatsoever to do with the body itself, or with an image of the body. It is the body 
without an image. 

Deleuze and Guattari (1994: 8). 

Inscribed upon the body without organs, partial objects retain their desirous implication in 

chains of practice (which confirms them as the inscriptions of desiring-production). 

In Deleuze and Guattari's system the partial object lacks the claim to self-identity of 

the molar object, subsisting as a complex hybrid of relations, tendencies and potentialities, 

still tied to the world and to the flows (sensuous, material and productive) which produce 

them. Partial objects remain touched by desire, rooted, not in the 'subject', but in the flows 

which define the partial object and constitute the body-without-organs. 

The molar regime, where objects function as self-sufficient isolates, brought 

together by the subject or forces exogamous to the 'signifying' chain of production, is the 

result of repression. Repression is internal to desiring production, a seff-generating process 

of channelling and codification, stemming from the dialectical 'failing back' of the body 

without organs upon the desiring machines, in a process of narcissistic rejection and 

reincorporation which mirrors Freud's account of the infantile narcissist. The body without 

organs distinguishes itself from partial objects, through a process of repulsion, before 

'falling back' upon them, so that they appear as projections of its regularised activity 

(Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 9-10). This process of repression of the (collective, material) 

unconscious is seen as constituting the social, which is the body without organs seen from 

the molar level. 

Deleuze & Guattari draw a parallel between desiring-production and social 

production; desiring machines and social machines; and the body without organs and the 

body politic (the socius). These are the same thing, one seen from the molecular level, and 

the other from the molar. Social production is desiring production under a different regime. 

Desire operates at the molecular level, the level of inclusive disjunctions and disjunctive 

syntheses, while the social operates at the molar level, the level of exclusive disjunctions, 

achieved through the repression of desiring production. Repression constitutes the socius 
by channelling desiring production into set paths. The machines no longer break down, 

functioning as social rather than desiring machines. 
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This process constitutes the molar regime of the socius. This does not mean that the 

body without organs is superseded. The recording process continues, inscribing 

configurations of desire even as repression alters social practice and the flows they 

regulate. Desiring-production continues to inscribe a regime of partial objects as nodes on a 

signifying chain, open to desirous processes of combination and disjunction which do not 

simply coincide with, but exceed, their codification in the molar regime. 

The unconscious, as desiring-production, is defined in terms of possibility. The 

partial-objccts which arc the objects of unconscious desire arc not dead lumps of material, 

but switches and relays invested with productive-desiring possibilities, possibilities of 
breaking and re-routing flows of matter, energy and labour. The realm of desiring- 

production stands against the alienated molarity of the socius, as a realm of objects marked 

with desire. They are inscribed directly upon the body without organs by the material 

organisation of desiring-machines, rather than by their representation. Invested with desire, 

they are open to the future - not objects as such, but material potentiality for desiring- 

production. 

Perhaps we can now conceptualise how Dasein, lost in they', can feel anxious in the 

face of its possibility and call to itself with the voice of conscience. The work of Freud and 

of Deleuze and Guattari shows us how a Being lost in the 'they' can have an unconscious 

which is both the product of its experience, and which exists as an orientation to 

possibility. Yet we have still not answered the question of where the unconscious lies, 

where it comes from. 

This is where Deleuze and Guattari are at their strongest. Their unconscious is not a 

mental process, but a non-representational material unconscious. The unconscious does not 

represent, imagine or fantasisc - it manipulates. But, if this is so, one might ask how can it 

be repressed and yet continue to exist as such? 

This is not so difficult if as we remember that partial objects are not object-like 

things which populate some unconscious realm. Insofar as each act of production is the 

recording process, desiring production can be seen as the complex of object orientations 
immanent in, continually produced by, everyday life, yet repressed (linguistically and 

practically), by its organisation and codification (Vologinov's distinction between official 

and unofficial behavioural ideologies, discussed in chapter 2). Repressed desire inscribes a 

regime of partial-objects. 
To put this differently, molar objects emerge from the repression of partial objects, 

through the codification of practice and language. However, this codification is static, 
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lagging behind changes in the recording system. Experiences and desires may run counter 

to the molar system, seeming inexpressible in everyday language. This is magnified when 

we consider that social experience is structured by relations of power, which deny certain 

groups the vocabulary to express their desire. This already implies a discrepancy between 

the expressive system and the continuing recording process. This feeling of 
inexpressibility, that something in the way things arc going is wrong, ontologically 

unsound, though we cannot articulate why, comes close to the Heideggerian concept of 
9 anxiety' . 

The work of Freud, and of Deleuze and Guattari, then, can perhaps help us interpret 

Heidegger's ideas of anxiety, conscience, and authenticity. While this approach is not 

explicitly endorsed in Being and Time, it maintains the individuality of conscience, while 

emphasising its articulation with Being-with (on the model of the opposition of the body 

without organs and the socius). Such a reading lays greater emphasis than Mulhall's 

account on the fact that conscience, a mode of disclosure at odds with the disclosure of the 
'they', nevertheless does not disclose anything ontic. However it is interpreted, it takes the 
form of a 'Guilty! ', and is related to anxiety. 

We can now see the importance of the uncanny in the work of Heidcggcr. In earlier 

chapters, our analyses of the sublime and the uncanny have pointed to the uncanny as the 

sign of alienation, but has also driven us towards the recognition that the sublime is no 

escape, merely an alienated reaction. We cannot simply break free of alienation, but are left 

with the more modest exploration mooted in the last chapter. 
Heidegger arguably takes this further, since the attainment of authenticity requires 

recognition of Dasein's essential uncanniness, the realisation that it is Being-in-the-world 

which can yet never be fully at home in the world (indeed, it is running away from this 

homelessness which leads Dasein to lose itself). Dasein, called to itself by conscience, 

must struggle to rise above fallenness, to resist being dragged along by the flow of events, 

in such a way that, constituting the moment as a situation of choice, it can realise its 

ownmost potentiality for Being. Yet, in so doing, Dasein must also recognise its own 

essential nullity. Dasein is factically determined all the way down, never truly able to rise 

above its immersed fascination with the world, but capable only of seizing on and 

appropriating its nullity in a more authentic manner. It is this tension, between realising its 

ownmost possibility as projecting Being, and its factical determination as thrown, worldly 

39 Though it differs substantially in its implication of a class content to the formation of conscience and 

anxiety. 
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Being, which leads authentic Dasein to project its future as a repetition of the past, 

eschewing the radical utopianism of a 'great leap forward', or the mechanical re-enactment 

of a stereotyped, nostalgic 'heritage'. 

This has important consequences for Heidegger's evaluation of the everyday. 

Projecting nullity from a null basis, Dasein remains firmly in-the-world, tied to the 

fallenness of the everyday. It does not rise above immersion in practical concerns, since 

these are essential to it. This leads Heidegger to argue that, 'authentic existence is not 

something which floats above falling everydayness; existentially, it is only a modified way 

in which everydayness is seized upon' (Heidegger 1995: 224). While everydayness might 
be inauthentic, it cannot be forsaken. Rather, the seeds of authenticity are already in the 

everyday, to be rescued by authentic Dasein. This process does not end with the 

supercession of the everyday; Dasein is always everyday. 

There are similarities between the work of Hcidegger and some of the writings 

discussed in our last chapter, particularly the critical theory of Lefebvre and Adomo. In 

focusing on the uncanny, as both symptom of alienation and that which Dasein most 

essentially is, Heidegger shifts the focus away from utopian programmes towards the 

investigation and recuperation of the actual. Heidegger's influence on Lefebvre, whose 
Critique of Everyday Life represents a Marxist engagement with many of these ideas, and 

seeks to understand the everyday as both an alienated product of capitalism and a form of 

resistance, shot through with utopian aspirations and possibilities, is quite obvious. 
Similarly, his focus on rescuing the authentic moments within the everyday seems 

somewhat similar to Walter Benjamin's concern with the Messianic potential of the fallen 

culture of capitalism, and with his pupil, Adomo's call for a 'philosophy in fragment form'. 

Yet, for all shared concerns, there are irreconcilable differences between the work 

of Heidegger, on the one hand, and of Adomo and Benjamin on the other, centring on the 

ontological nature of Heidegger's approach. Adomo sets out to destabilise Kantian 

dualisms, while showing how they cannot simply be rejected, in order to illuminate the 

indeterminate implication of world and subject. This undermines and destabilises the 

boundaries of the subject, and, opening it to the possibility of a wider range of experiences. 
Hcidegger tries to reconcile these conflicts under the umbrella of Being. His concentration 

on Dasein leads him, for all his disavowals, to fall back on the unity of the subject. The 

unity of Dasein must be seen as residing in the unity of the subject, or of something so 

similar as to be hardly worth distinguishing. Heideggcr's project, based on the ontologising 

of Kant's transcendental schematism, retains a strong Kantian influence. 
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Heidegger differs from Kant in adopting an ontological approach based on Dasein 

as being-in-the-world. This should not be read, however, as an argument that Dasein is 

some totality of pract ical involvements, from which presence emerges. We have already 

seen why such an argument cannot hold water, and to read Heidegger thus would 

compound the error, since, as a totality of determinate practices, disclosed through practice, 
it elides the transcendental and empirical. It is in terms of a move away from this idea of a 

single 'substance' that Heidegger introduces the doctrine of the equiprimordiality of 

existentialia (Heidegger 1995: 170). This hypostatiscs the form of all possible experience 

along similar lines to Kant's transcendental deduction, subsuming practical engagement 

under a series of structuring existentialia, which are essentially an ontological revision of 

the categories. The idea of being-in-the-world is easily misunderstood, for it is inconsistent 

to see Dasein as both a transcendental condition for all possible experience and historically 

contingent, as a superficial reading of Hcidegger might suggest. For Heidegger, being-in- 

the-world represents the transcendental condition of experience - the content of experience 

does not affect the fundamental nature of Dasein. Adorno's objection to Heidegger stresses 

the tendency of this doctrine to close off Dasein's Being from the world it inhabits. 

This undermines the common interpretation of equipmentality (that Dasein 

discloses the world through practical engagement), depriving the argument of its power and 
further illustrating the centrality of the Kantian subject. For Heidegger, whether disclosive 

or otherwise, practices are discreet, means-end oriented, and involve engagement with a 

particular equipmental totality. This much can be taken from any close reading of Being 

and Time, and is reiterated in the Letter on Humanism, where it is the basis for his 

argument that thought is not a technique (Heidegger 1994: 262). In any case, it makes sense 

given the grammar of talk about practices and techniques. To argue that Dasein discloses 

the world on the basis of the sum of its practices, which themselves depend upon 
disclosure, is logically flawed, and also contravenes the doctrine of equiprimordiality, 

insofar as different kinds of Being are reduced to a common primordial substance. Such a 

qualification implies that the world is disclosed as, not through, equipmentality. Disclosure 

is really down to the equiprimordial existentialia. To cut the argument down to its core 
40 

absurdity; Dasein discloses because Dasein is disclosive Being 

Similarly, despite Heidegger's ontology, similarities with Kant emerge on the issue 

of the 'placement' of Dasein and of the subject. Heidegger argued that Dasein is neither the 

40 This is not so much a criticism of Ileidcgger than of those who expect, and insist on seeing, an account of 

the origins of disclosure, where Heidegger is concerned with itsform. 
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'I', nor the world, but the 'being of the between'. This renders it similar to the Kantian 

subject, which is not 'I', but noumenon - that thing-in-itself which underpins the 

categories, selfhood, freedom, objectivity etc. Heidegger's account of the I as the 'I-here' 

of Dasein's 'thereness', while useful, remains Kantian insofar as the 'I' is a property of 
Dasein, an identification of 'thing' and transcendental subject. 

This failure to provide a real critique of Kant, and his ontologising of the 

schernatism, not only leads to an abstract approach to the object, but affects the 

development of his critical strategy, rendering it along individualist lines. The contradiction 
between thrownness and projection, habit and possibility, is reconciled in the voice of 

conscience, an inner call devoid of content and requiring interpretation, which brings 

Dasein to its mineness, its authentic possibility for being-guilty. Which is also to say that 

Dasein's freedom remains above any determinate state of affairs, since freedom is 

mineness and any state of affairs is thrown and 'null'. Dasein remains guilty, and freedom 

takes the form of a striving to hear the voice of a conscience which cannot be experientially 

realised. Conscience is the voice of Dasein's authentic possibility emanating from its own 
futurity. Dasein must take responsibility for its life, in a manner which involves a degree of 

acting 'as if' one had chosen one's path and could freely choose how to project. 

This makes conscience - an inner voice without determinate content, which speaks 

only the immanent necessity of action based upon biographical consistency - analogous to 

Kant's moral law. Kant's moral philosophy reconciles the contradiction between freedom 

and necessity in the moral faculty, which takes the form of a contentless call to be 

interpreted (in the context of the sensuous reality apprehended by the faculty of the 

understanding). Like Heidegger, this call is not simply realised, since freedom, for Kant, is 

an idea of reason, outside experience. The moral law calls us to act according to the 

principle of internal subjective consistency, applied in a world not of our choosing, 'as ir 

we were completely free to bring about whatever ends our motives led us to pursue. Even 

the origins of these faculties - conscience as Dasein's orientation to its own uncanniness 

and moral law as idea of reason - are not so drastically different, given the relation in 

which both Heidegger and Kant set the T and the subject/Dasein, as transcendental and as 

relating to the 'between', and the structural similarity between the third antinomy and its 

existential revision as uncanniness. 

Heidegger's emphasis of being-in-the-world does rule out conscience taking the 

form of a transcendental law which can be externally applied. This enables him to adopt the 

un-Kantian view of hermeneutics as critical rescue. However, the focus on existentialia, 
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and the quasi -transcendental4l nature of Dasein, makes this less of a departure than it may 

appear. It is from out of this existential structure that conscience calls Dasein to mineness 

and authenticity, as repetition, and this call is transcendental - it remains true of any 

historical configuration, gaining its specific content in its application. For while Heidegger 

seems to argue that the specific manifestation of conscience, while contentless, may be tied 

up with the circumstances of its production, the idea of conscience, itself, gives us no more 

than the aspect of repetition. The additional aspect, the effect of Ifeidcggcr's ontological 

approach, is covered as effectively by Kant's idea of the faculty of understanding - it must 

be remembered, after all, that Kant's epistemological approach does not deny the 

interrelated genesis of the faculties, merely asserts that, for the purposes of analysis, they 

must be held separate. 

If we must conclude that Heidegger's work rests upon a hypostasis of present 

experience as the necessary structure of all experience, denying the possibility of an open 

relationship to the object, we should not dismiss his work out of hand. It represents a 

genuine attempt to understand the practical and embodied nature of human beings. We 

must be aware, however, that he in no way manages to break out of the contradictions and 
dualisms of earlier philosophy. He reiterates them in his oscillation between the denial of a 

single ontological substance (doctrine of equiprimordiality) and his (necessary) grounding 

of the existentialia in Dasein, positing a subject which ends up as self sufficient and self- 

contained substance (historicality, Being-with, Being-in, as separate, irreducible, and hence 

isolating for Dasein). Dasein ends up as the unitary subject which Hcideggcr sets out to 

deny, sole participant in a process of 'mediation; which verges on solipsism: 

Every entity is more than it is - as we are reminded by Being, in contrast to entity. 
There is no entity whose determination and self-determination does not require 
something else, something which the entity itself is not; for by itself alone it would 
not be definable. It therefore points beyond itself. 'Transmission' [mediation] is 
simply another word for this. Yet Heidegger seeks to hold on to that which points 
beyond itself, and to leave behind, as rubble, that beyond which it points. To him, 
entwinement turns into its absolute opposite, into the 7rp(M ouatcc. In the word 
'Being', the totality of that which is, the copula has become an object 

Adomo(1996: 102). 

41 1 use the term 'quasi-transcendental' because the argument that I leidegger is fundamentally a 

transcendental thinker, while true, must be amended with the caveat that this is continually being denied. all 

the way down to Heidegger's use of the term Dasein, 'thcre-being', which is to say determinate being as 

opposed to substance. It is probably best taken as an assertion - similar to the thrust of being-in-the-world - 

that 'thereness' is itself a transcendental condition of experience. 
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Heidegger's work played a major part in the constitution of the theoretical genre of the 

everyday, and was a particular influence on the work of Lefebvre. Nevertheless, it is 

riddled with problems, not least the unarticulated nature of its holistic concepts (e. g. Being- 
in-the-world), which provide no resistance to an ontologised resurrection of the Kantian 

subject. 
Another writer who has had much influence upon contemporary accounts of the 

everyday, and who adopts a more substantive approach, is Walter Benjamin. Benjamin's 

work is closer in emphasis to Adomo's and perhaps avoids some of the errors which 
Heidegger falls into. It is therefore to his work that I will now turn. 

Walter Benjamin: Everyday Life as Speculative Critique 

Benjamin's work, like Adorno's, is not ontological, but remains committed to the priority 

of the object, prior to any categorical, or existential, interpretation. Benjamin's work seeks 

to understand social changes and formations through the constellations of objects which 

ground and embody them. The object becomes a sort of concrete a priori, implying that the 

categories by which we understand the world are not invariant, but 'come together around a 

concrete historical facticitY, one that, opens itself up in connection with their movements, in 

its one-time-only uniqueness' (Adorno, in Buck-Morss 1995: 67). 

Rather than rejecting the Kantian categories and dichotomies, Benjamin, like 

Adorno, assumes that they do apply under any given conditions, while showing, through an 

analysis of their contradictions and inadequacies, that they are products of a particular 

mode of experience and practical activity - what Howard Caygill terms a mode of 

'configuration' (Caygill 1998)42 . Benjamin works with the categories of subject, object, 

space and time, refusing to level them down to the horizon of temporality. Space and time 

are not dissolved, but negate one another in the movement of speculative critique (Buck- 

Morss 1995: 59).. As with Adorno, Benjamin's work is grounded, not in an existential 

analytic of Dasein, but in a critical account of experience (Caygill 1998). 

Experience 

Caygill argues that Benjamin differs from Adorno in that his transcendental, but 

speculative, metaphysics concentrates on the content of experience, critiquing its 

42 Configuration here means something like immanent internal structure and articulation, prior to its 

representation on any plane of meaning which implies reirication and formalism. 

150 



categorical constraint by showing how it is a vehicle for, and contains intimations of, 
immanent transcendence. Caygill adds that this manifests in Benjamin's work in two 

contradictory ways: 

The first stresses complexity, and looks to the ways in which an immanent totality 
may manifest itself in the complex patterns and distortions of spatio-temporal 
experience. The other dissolves space and time into totality, and threatens to 
collapse the complexity of spatio-temporal patterning into a closed 'redemptive' 
immanence... Yet in most of his writings, Benjamin sustains the poise between 
transcendental and speculative philosophy.... Here the immanent totality is 
manifest as a contour, a rhythm or a warp in experience from which it is possible 
to begin a reading, rather than a moment of spirit which would mark and seal its 
completion. 

Caygill (1998: 6-7). 

Benjamin, for the most part, resists the temptation to collapse the categories into sublime 
totality, but uses the notion of infinite configuration to reveal the production of an ordered 
surface, so as to 'free' it for other readingS43. 

On the nature of configuration and experience as such, Caygill argues that the most 
fundamental account in Benjamin's work is found in A Child's View of Colour(1914), and 
7he Rainbow: a Dialogue on Phantasy (1915). 

In 77ie Rainbow, Benjamin opposes two modes of intuition, based on the logic of 

colour and the logic of form. Colour is the primary mode of intuition, prior to form (Caygill 

1998: 84). Colour and extension are contrasted on the model of intensive and extensive 
infinity. The intensive infinity of colour (the form of childhood experience) does not define 

a realm of exclusive objects, inscribed in space, but an infinity of intensive difference: 

Where colour provides the contours, objects are not reduced to things, but are 
constituted by an order consisting of an infinite range of nuances. Colour is single, 

43 The most illustrative example of this is probably in the Theses on the Philosophy of History, where 

narrative historicism is condemned as siding with the victors. Benjamin challenges us with an image of 
history as composed of the unseen work of the everyday, a work erased in the writing of history. This is the 
image of immanent totality. Yet the task Benjamin sets us is not the enumeration and mastering of this 
totality, nor some collapse into holistic mysticism, but the explosion of the whole illusion of the continuum of 
history. History becomes infused with the present, in the disenchanting juxtaposition of images, in such a way 
as to produce a revolutionary innervation: 'To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize it 
"the way it really was" (Rankc). It means to scize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a momcnt of danger' 

(Benjamin 1992a: 247). 
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not as a lifeless thing and a rigid individuality but as a winged creature that flits 
from one form to the nexO4. 

Benjamin (1996: 50). 

This configuration of pure difference leaves no room for the viewing subject: 

I too was not, nor my understanding, that resolves things out of the images of the 
senses. I was not the one who saw, but only seeing. And what I saw were not 
things... but only colours. And I too was coloured into this landscape. 

Benjamin (in Caygill 1998: 11). 

This collapse of sensibility and understanding into the intensive infinity of configuration is 

contrasted with the logic of form, which stems from the subordination of colour to the 

binary contrast between light and shade, surface and mark. This repression constitutes a 

surface of inscription, an extensive infinity of space containing discrete objects viewed by 

independent subjects. This formalism is a prerequisite of the subject and representation, but 

is distorting, resulting in the categorical structuring and division of the primal unity of 

expenence. 
Caygill argues that this model of experience is at the core of Benjamin's later work. 

Yet it is seriously flawed. Its emphasis on 'pure' difference without distinction is an image 

of experiential unity which engulfs the subject in ecstatic communion. It bears comparison 

to Burke's aesthetic of the sublime and falls prey to the same problems. More so for 

Burke's account begins with the individual subject, with the sublime as a moment of 

experience, while Benjamin posits an originary, sublime experience, from which 

differentiation proceeds. 
This is unsustainable. It leaves no place for the subject, while deploying a grammar 

of experience which implies subjectivity. Appealing to experiential 'thereness', it leaves no 

ground for the alienation into the dualism of surface and mark, rendering it unthinkable. 

Further, the colour theory seems to oscillate between an account of infinitely differentiated 

intuition (which, as we have seen, is an abstraction from experience), and a theory of 

experience in which the nuance is primary, which makes little sense given that the nuance 

is best defined as that which slips through our categorisations. 

Perhaps this is harsh, as we have stated that Benjamin saw his work as a speculative 

metaphysics. There is a speculative, critical side to these writings, concerning the nature of 

44 Here, in light of a distinction we have already drawn, CaygiII's translation; I ... the colour is individual, but 

not as a dead thing fixed in individuality, but as winged. flying from one pattern to another' (Benjamin, in 

Caygill 1998: 83, emphasis added), may be superior. 
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formalism and the priority of the object. Yet Benjamin's insistence in developing it as a 

theory of experience, prior to alienated experience, and in ascribing such a modc of 

experience to children (without heed for the fact that he is producing an adult account of 

childhood experience), renders it more an account of the emergence of abstraction than its 

speculative negation. Benjamin's dialectic is less negative than Adorno's, and while this 

becomes a source of insight, it remains a weakness and a danget". 

Language and the Absolute 

Greater awareness of these problems informs Benjan-dn's writings on language and 

mimesis, particularly the complex and brilliant On Language as Such and on the Language 

ofMan (Benjamin 1996). 

Benjamin argues that language is concerned with communication of mental 

contents. Communication is not limited to human beings, but also characterises inanimate 

objects, which communicate their mental essences to human beings. We identify objects in 

our language via the translation of thing-language. It is the linguistic nature of objects that 

makes them expressible: 

... we cannot imagine a total absence of language in anything. An existence 
entirely without relationship to language is an idea; but this idea can bear no fruit 
even within that realm of Ideas whose circumference defines the idea of God. 

Benjamin (1996: 62). 

Human language is unique in that it is higher that the language of objects, and closer to the 

essence of language as such, proceeds by naming. Human beings express their mental 

content through naming objects. In translating the material language of objects into name 

language they raise the language of things closer to language as such. 

What is language as such? That which grounds the ability to express or 

communicate something via something else, which makes any particular language possible. 
An important aspect of this is mimesis, which Benjamin explored in the essay On the 

Mimetic Faculty. Benjamin discusses mimesis in terms of similitude. He grounds this 

faculty in the desire to imitate other things, and notes how, in play, children will become 

something by mimicking it. What makes imitation similar cannot be explained through 

45 The colour theory may not be entirely without merit, however. When approached critically and 

deconstructively, it leads us to think through the aporias of supplementarity, to think. to return to Dcrrida's 

absurdity, the projection of form and surface as 'originary supplement' (Derrida 1976: 112). 
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similarity. Further, children will happily mimic things which this reductive approach would 

regard as impossible: 

The child plays at being not only a shopkeeper or teacher but also a windmill and a 
train.... in the remote past the processes considered imitable included those in the 
sky. In dance, on other cultic occasions, such imitation could be produced, such 
similarity manipulated... Allusion to the astrological sphere may supply a first 
reference point for an understanding of the concept of non-sensuous similarity. 

Benjamin (1992b: 160-161). 

Language is a bearer of 'non-sensuous similarity', the highest form of mimesis. Benjamin 

here denotes a forrn of mimesis which goes beyond imitation, to the elective affinity which 

renders sensuous similitude intelligible. Mimesis is as much a capacity to adapt to and live 

with the complex configurations and interdependence of things as an imitative faculty. 

Mimesis approaches the world as infinite configuration. 
Human language is unique, combining the intensive infinity of configuration with a 

plane of expression which opens up an extensive infinity of possible utterances. Such a 

combination, as an approach to speculative totality, implies an accession to universality. 
This is what Benjamin is getting at when he asks who human beings communicate 

their mental essences to. He answers: 'in the nanze, the mental being of nian communicates 
itself to God' (Benjamin 1996: 65). 

This may seem surprising coming from an atheist, yet the concept of God does 

some useful work here. It suggests the infinite, speculative transcendence of configuration 

so as to stress the impossibility of reductively grasping totality, and the fact that, 

nevertheless, human beings share something with this transcendence, in the way their 

language and nature constitute a claim to universality. 
Benjamin elucidates the relation of thought to speculative totality, and of human 

language to language as such, through this theological Icns. Ile stresses that, in the second 

account of creation in Genesis, God does not create Adam through a 'let there be', but 

shapes him from the ground, and breathes His spirit into him. The first man is constituted 

as a duality, a base material creature which is nevertheless universal and divine. 

Through his analysis of the 'let there be' through which God created the world, 
Benjamin has already begun to articulate the relationship between 'language as such' and 

the 'language of man': 

In God, name is creative because it is word, and God's word is cognizant because 
it is name... This means that God made things knowable in their names. Man, 
however, names them according to knowledge... 
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Man is the knower in the same language in which God is the creator... His 
mental being is the language in which creation took place... All human language 
is only the reflection of the word in name. The name is no closer to the word than 
knowledge is to creation. The infinity of all human language always remains 
limited and analytic in nature, in comparison to the absolutely unlimited and 
creative infinity of the divine word. 

Benjamin (1996: 68). 

Human language is not language as such. It translates thing language into the language of 
names, but is not the ultimate yardstick of translation. For translation is not simply 
formalised denotation. Both human language and thing-language are fallen forms of 
language as such. Translation is possible because the structure of the world and human 
language share a common source. 

The implications of this are manifold. It constitutes a critique of the Kantian 

position, denying the categorical formalism of language, insisting that language engages 

mimetically with things in themselveS46 . The world and language share a common 
linguistic basis, rendering the world in itself knowable: 

... it is no longer conceivable, as the bourgeois view of the world maintains, that 
the word has an accidental relation to its object, that it is a sign for things (or 
knowledge of them) agreed by some convention. Language never gives mere signs. 

Benjamin (1996: 68). 

Benjamin is not denying a formal aspect to language but stressing, like Adorno, that 

formalism is insufficient. This does not, however, make it unimportant: 

This aspect of language as script, however, does not develop in isolation from its 
other, serniotic aspect. Rather, the mimetic element in language can, like a name, 
manifest itself only through a kind of bearer. This bearer is the serniotic element. 

Benjamin (1992b: 162). 

Benjamin approaches this fon-nal aspect of language, and its dangers, through the metaphor 

of the fall, which leads to the demise of the language of Eden and the proliferation of 

46 This does not mean that a specific mode of perception is not categorically structured. As an example, his 

work on Naples (Benjamin 1992b), looks at the experience of the city in terms of porosity. Porosity is 

certainly not a Kantian category, yet here seems to emerge as a categoryfrom Out of experience itself. There 

is nothing in Naples which could not also be described in the traditional Kantian grammar. Yet while such a 
description may be objectively exact, no amount of talk in this mode can convey the meaning of porosity, the 

overwhelming principle of Benjamin's experience of Naples. Benjamin, in this essentially aesthetic work, 

shows how Kant's 'objective' categories are themselves the product of an aesthetic-practical ordering of 

sPace. 
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tongues. The proliferation involves falling away from the language of God into partial 
translations, in which the unity of form and content, knowledge and expression is severed. 
This produces a condition where human language mistakes its own nature as translation, 

seeing itself as the measure of all things. This, and fallenness in general, has a number of 

critical features, including: the driving of a wedge between speaker and language; the 

tendency to abstraction which stems from the lapse of language into a formal system; and 
the fall into judgement, knowledge in terms of binary oppositions such as good and evil, 

which abandon mimesis: 

Knowledge of good and evil abandons name; it is a knowledge from outside, the 
uncreated imitation of the created word... the Fall marks the birth of the human 
word, in which name no longer lives intact, and which has stepped out... from 
what we may call its own immanent magic in order to become expressly, as it were 
externally, magic. 

Benjamin (1996: 71). 

Benjamin attacks the abstraction of knowledge which imposes its categories from without 

as word magic which seeks to create, in the same manner as the divine, but which remains 

trapped within itscl f47. 

This critique of formalism is tied in with the priority of the object. Benjamin 

associates the confusion with the mourning of nature, its fall into silence, arguing that the 

world seems to lose its resonance (Benjamin 1996: 73). This muteness results from the 

alienation of human beings from nature, an alienated ordering of things, which are turned 

against the human: 

Signs must become confused where things are entangled. The enslavement of 
language in prattle is joined by the enslavement of things in folly almost as its 
inevitable consequence. In this turning away from things, which was enslavement, 
the plan for the Tower of Babel came into being, and linguistic confusion with it. 

Benjamin (1996: 72). 

On Language as Such and on the Language of Man deals with many of the issues raised in 

the colour theory. It distinguishes formal and mimetic language, which Caygill sees as 

mirroring the distinction between colour and form in the earlier essays. Yet this account of 

mimesis is more speculative than the earlier account. 

47 This is perhaps particularly obvious in the field of legal judgement, where a complex, abstract, internally 

self sufficient field is the aim of legal thought. a thought which thus aspires to creation. 
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Firstly, it does not begin with any appeal to an indivisible unity of experience, but 

with the structure of the world, seen as linguistic, patterned and differentiated. 

Second, while colour was seen as the primary mode of experience, this is not so 

with language. Human language could never appropriate divine language-as-such for this 

would imply divine creativity. Benjamin rules out the possibility of any complete human 

language on the basis of semantic internalism. 

This qualification is not without problems. Benjamin seems not to respect the 

externality of God to creation, asserting that 'God's linguistic being is the word' (Benjamin 

1996: 68), so as to imply that the world is the direct expression of God's mental essence. 
This unity of God and word denies the possibility of original difference. This raises the 

question of who God communicates himself to. It would seem that the only answer can be 

to humanity, as the externalised 'breath' of God's spirit, through the world. Externalised 

existence is reconciled in speculative unity, with humanity returning nature to divine 

totality through the name. Differentiation may be necessary to material being, but is 

subsumed under the higher order concept of unity. 

Benjamin's work retains a Hegelian idealist element, in its appeal to speculative 

totality (Adorno's philosophy seeks no such moment of completion). However, the third 

feature of this work is an ameliorating factor. The elaboration of totality as divinity has a 

mythologising effect, following the tradition of Biblical allegory. God is knowable only 

through the creation and can never be positively thought. He is not identical with his 

creative expression, even if he is not radically external. There is an originary, but 

unthinkable difference, expressed in the always excessive idea of the 'body' of God. 

Thus, the posited identity of language and speaker in Benjamin's prelapsarian 

language is speculative. It is a nzyth of original unity necessitated by the mimetic element of 
language, which we cannot think in its own terms. This implies difference at the origin, but 

the unthinkability of this is an adjunct of the unthinkability of mimesis. Benjamin's 

meditation On Language as Such and on the Language ofMan is a forerunner of negative 

dialectics, self-consciously constituting an idealist account which problematises its own 

foundation. The speculative totality which Caygill finds in Benjamin is already in the 

process of decay. 
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The Mourning of Nature and the Origins of Modernity 

A concern with abstraction and the erosion of mimesis is a feature of Benjamin's analysis 

of modemity. This begins with his investigation of the birth of modernity, 77ze Origin of 
German Tragic Drama (Benjamin 1977). 

The Origin of German Tragic Drama concerns the Baroque allegorical dramatists 

of the seventeenth century, and lays particular emphasis on the distinction between 

Classical tragedy and tragic drama (Trauerspiel). The distinction lies in the difference 

between the symbolic and allegorical modcs of representation. The symbol of Classical 

Greek tragedy is a bodying forth of meaning. Eternal meaning is embodied in the world in 

a mystical unity which raises the material world out of time and into the transcendent realm 

of ideas. 

In contrast, Trauerspiel is characterised by a 'veritable eruption of imagcs' 

(Benjamin 1977: 173), a ceaseless multiplication of significant fragments. The reasons for 

this lie in the mode of representation of Baroque allegory. Emblems stand in an arbitrary 

relation to the ideas they signify - expressed in the piling up of images, deliberate use of 

stereotypes, and the imposition of the caption. The allegorical image is not the incarnation 

of some eternal idea, but is subject to progression within time. It does not capture eternity 
in the instant, raising the world to eternity, but foregrounds the its transience, mortifying 

nature in the image of its own decay. 

The allegorical fragment exists in a world devoid of intrinsic meaning. It is a 
hieroglyph, a rebus, a hybrid of arbitrary designation and expression. Positing an abstract 

relation between signifier and referent, allegory problematises the expression which it still 

cannot do withoUt48. It requires the expression which it renders unthinkable: 

Any person, any object, any relationship can mean absolutely anything else. With 
this possibility a destructive, but just verdict is passed on the profane world: it is 

characterized as a world in which the detail is of no great importance. But... all the 
things which are used to signify derive, from the very fact of their pointing to 
something else, a power which... raises them onto a higher plane, and which can, 
indeed, sanctify them. Considered in allegorical terms, then, the profane world is 

48 An example of is to be found in the use of caption. Benjamin argues that caption evacuates the object of 

symbolic value in the imposition of external meaning. Another interesting feature which takes the 

consequences of this evacuation further, is not examined. By accounting for the meaning of an object in terms 

of caption, it raises the question of where the caption, as a series of arbitrary signs, gets its meaning from. 

setting up an infinite regress of interpretation, of the kind which underlies Wittgenstein's critique of 
interpretative accounts of meaning. 
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both elevated and devalued. This religious dialectic has of content has its formal 
correlative in the dialectic of convention and expression. For allegory is both: 
convention and expression; and both are inherently contradictory. 

Benjamin (1977: 175). 

This evacuation of meaning affects the representation of nature. For the allegorists, the 

multiplicity of meanings that could be imposed upon the world meant that it could not be 

read as a direct expression of divine will. The proliferation of meanings is, at heart, the 

product of a lack of meaning. Allegory involves a mortification of the world, a focus on the 

transience of worldly achievement. The Baroque emblem shows nature in decay, in the 

shape of ruins, skulls, rotting food, evoking an impression of an eternal, repetitive cycle of 
birth and decay. 

The predominant Baroque images of nature are the skull and the ruin. Benjamin 

notes how these images present history as part of nature, in the form of a disjointed rabble 
of fossilised fragments. Baroque history is fixated by decline: 

Everything about history that, from the beginning, has been untimely, sorrowful, 
unsuccessful, is expressed in a face - or rather in a death's head. And although 
such a thing lacks all 'symbolic' freedom of expression... all humanity - 
nevertheless, this is the form in which man's subjection to nature is most 
obvious... 

Benjamin (1977: 166). 

Similarly, the theme of the ruin concerns the subjection of the human soul to nature: 

In the ruin history has physically merged into the setting. And in this guise history 
does not assume the form of the process of an eternal life so much as that of 
irresistible decay. 

Benjamin (1977: 178). 

An alienated humanity is subjected to a meaningless nature itself pictured in the process of 
decay. Trauerspiel literally means 'mouming-play', and its mourning is the mourning of 

the fall by a nature condemned to silence. 
Yet, for the Baroque dramatists, the transience of meaning, of all earthly 

achievements, is not taken as condemnation to an endless hell, but as scif-negating. 
Transience is inverted to become the sign of the transience of earthly transience itself, 

which is negated in the a-temporality of eterni tY49. 

49 Thus the words of Lohenstein: 'Yea, when the Highest comes to bring in the harvest from the graveyard, so 

will 1, a death's-head, become an angel's countenance' (Benjamin 1977: 215). 
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Benjamin criticised this redemptive moment as idealistic. This inversion forsakes 

mediation, and forgoes any attempts to redeem material existence - ctcmity is attained at 

the cost of deserting the world. Allegory forsakes its own insights into the dialectic of 

expression and denotation, plunging into the abyss of infinite spirituality: 

Benjamin criticises the attempt to get away from the arbitrary subjectivity of 
allegory, as itself pure subjectivity: It 'sweeps away' the entire objective world as 
a 'phantasmagoria', and the subject is 'left entirely on its own. 

Buck-Morss (1995: 175). 

Allegory deserts its own critical intuition. Benjamin's project involves a use of the 

allegorical intuition to undermine the myth of inevitable progress, to show the novelty of 

consumer capitalism as illusory. But this cannot be allowed to lapse into some ideal of 

redemptive totality. 
Vie Origin of German Tragic Drama is an analysis of the origins of modernity, in 

terms of allegory and mourning. The inspiration behind the Baroque insight is to be found 

in the times, racked by intrigue and civil war. Benjamin goes further however, locating its 

origins in the development of capitalism. The evisceration of meaning, in which anything 

scan mean absolutely anything else', is rooted in the arbitrary nature of the commodity. 

This had not escaped the writers of the period - Benjamin begins his section on Allegory 

and Trauerspiel with a quote from Christoph Männling: 

Whosoever would grace this frail cottage, in which poverty adorns every comer, 
with a rational epitome, would be making no inapt statement, nor overstepping the 
mark of well-founded truth if he called the world a general store, a customs-house 
of death, in which man is the merchandise, death the wondrous merchant, God the 
most conscientious book-keeper, but the grave the bonded drapers' hall and ware 
house. 

Benjamin (1977: 159). 

Benjamin's analysis of Baroque drama gives us an insight into the development of 

modernity as an experience of disenchantment. Its mortification of material novelty results 

from the draining of significance from the world by commodification. For Benjamin, this 

constitutes a decisive trait of modernity, visible here in nascent form. 

Modernity and the Atrophy of Experience 

Benjamin's analysis of modernity develops the themes explored in The Origin of Gentian 

Tragic Drama. As we saw in chapter 2, he characterises modernity in terms of a crisis of 

experience. The world, he argues, no longer seems to speak to us, to carry meaning and 
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affective significance as it did in the past. In The Storyteller. reflections on the works of 
Nicolai Leskov (Benjamin 1992a: 83-107), Benjamin states that: '... the epoch in which 

man could believe himself to be in harmony with nature has expired' (Benjamin 1992a: 

96). 

The silence of nature is here dealt with in the context of a crisis of experience. The 

spectacular changes wrought upon experience by modem technology, and the undermining 

of communal rituals underpinning shared meaning, individualises and intemalises 

experience, threatening to deprive it of significance: 

One reason for this phenomenon is obvious: experience has fallen in value... With 
the [First] World War a process began to become apparent which has not halted 
since then. Was it not noticeable at the end of the war that men returned from the 
battlefield grown silent - not richer but poorer in communicable experience?... For 
never has experience been so contradicted than strategic experience by tactical 
warfare, economic experience by inflation, bodily experience by mechanical 
warfare, moral experience by those in power. 

Benjamin (1992a: 83-84). 

Our experiences decay because they no longer seem communicable, appearing as 
intangible, no more than our personal fancy. Experience appears split between facts 

without emotive significance and an incommunicable, involuntary and partial stream of 

affective association. Benjamin discusses this in the context of Proust, in On Some Motifs 

in Baudelaire (Benjamin 1992a: 152-195). For Proust, what we can communicate about the 

past takes the form of the inimoire voluntaire, which is under the control of the intellect, 

but which tells us only about facts that occurred, retaining no trace of the impact which 

past events have had in shaping the communication. Our affective memories of the past, of 

our formative experiences, are confined to niginoire involuntaire, which is not 

communicable and which cannot be summoned at will. It is experienced through 

involuntary associations which summon us back to our early experiences in a way at once 
intangible and profoundly real. Under such circumstances, the real itself must come to 

seem intangible. 

This division between voluntary and involuntary memory is not, argues Benjamin, 

innate, but the result of the increased tempo and individualisation of life: 

Man's inner concerns do not have their issueless private character by nature. They 
do so only when he is increasingly unable to assimilate the data of the world 
around him by way of experience. 

Benjamin (1992a: 155). 
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The nature of modernity makes it increasingly difficult for us to assimilate what happens to 

experience, as something both affective and communicable. In Some Motifs and The 

Storyteller, he illustrates this with the example of newspapers. While bringing more 

phenomena to our attention than ever before, they are not experienced. The newspaper 

article replaces the story - marked with the history of how it came to be - with infonnation, 

which presents decontextualised pieces of already interpreted data. 

In order to explain this atrophy, Benjamin turns to the work of Freud on the 

pleasure principle (see chapter 1), particularly the dictum that 'consciousness arises instead 

of a memory trace' (Freud 1991: 234). As we have discussed, Freud understood this as the 

protection of the organism from over stimulation, and Benjamin adopts this interpretation. 

The city bombards us with a phenomenal intensity of disconnected and almost 

unassimilable experience. The experience of the city is one of shock. Urban living 

produces a hyper-development of the conscious faculties and a preponderance of conscious 

memory (m1moire voluntaire, which does not involve facilitation). This tends to remove it 

from experience into the realm of an event merely lived through: 

The greater the share of the shock factor in particular impressions, the more 
constantly consciousness has to be alert as a screen against stimuli; the more 
efficiently it does so, the less do these impressions enter experience (Erfidahrung), 
tending to remain in the sphere of a certain hour in one's life (Erlebizis). 

Benjamin (1992a: 159). 

Benjamin puts flesh on the bones of what Erfahrung might have meant, discussing it in 

terms of communality and the preconditions of shared experience: 

Where there is experience in the strict sense of the word, certain contents of the 
individual past combine with the material of the collective past. The rituals with 
their ceremonies... kept producing the amalgamation of these two elements of 
memory over and over again. They triggered recollection at certain times and 
remained handles of memory for a lifetime. In this way, voluntary and involuntary 
recollection lose their mutual exclusiveness. 

Benjamin (1992a: 156). 

This account is problematic. Erfahrung sounds like a metaphor for a primitive unity of 

experience sundered by modem life. As we have seen, Benjamin was not immune to such 

appeals. Similarly, his account of memory comes close to negating the idea of memory 

altogether. To have a conscious grasp of all the things which evoked memories, we would 
have to keep these memories conscious all the time, in which case they would not be 

memories at all (for a detailed discussion of this problem in the context of Plato's 
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Phaedrus, see Plato's Pharmacy in Derrida 1991). And once we accept the impossibility of 
self-present experience, how can we talk of its atrophy at all? 

These points do not, however, invalidate Benjamin's argument. The discovery of 
the problematic nature of positing an ErfahrunglErlebids split can only take place within a 

grammar which does separate them. As we saw in our discussion of Adorno, the abstract 
Kantian idea of freedom and the substantive Hegelian notion are equally flawed, and there 
is no in-between - but this does not prevent us from talking about specific instances of 
freedom or unfreedom. Benjamin's arguments about Erfiahrung and Erle. bnis still stand, 
insofar as they refer to periods and to specific constellations of practices. 

Indeed, Benjamin produces a deconstructive argument himself, regarding 

involuntary recollection. Oneiric memory has been taken by writers, from Proust to 
Bachelard, as the epitome of authentic experience. Benjamin subjects it to almost total 
demolition. Not only is it historically contingent, but it is the product of alienation and the 
isolation of the individual. This disengages the decline of experience from the 
disenchantment of the world, for it is the decline of experience which brings about the 

evolution of involuntary memory and the mode of oneiric enchantment. The 

disenchantment of the world - the fact that it appears as affectless, dead, abstract - and its 

oneiric enchantment are nothing more than the same thing seenfroin different 

perspectives. Both manifest the decline of experience. Oneiric authenticity (aura) is nothing 

other than the process of its own decline5o. This is important for Benjamin, for whom 

authenticity is not enchantment, but a critical demystification which shatters the self- 

sustaining opposition of the oneiric and the coldly objective. This underlies Benjamin's 

theory of the aura, which is not to be confused with a meaningful relation to the world 
based upon correspondances. 

Erfahrung is rooted in ritual and communal practice. Perception under these 

conditions is structured by correspondances, which constitute the world as a storehouse of 

shared significance: 

The important thing is that the correspondances record a concept of experience 
which includes ritual elements. Only by appropriating these elements was 
Baudelaire able to fathom the full meaning of the breakdown which he was 
witnessing. 

Benjamin (1992a: 177). 

" In the sense that modern techniques of photography etc., the sources of the decline of the aura, are its very 

origin. 
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Our preceding arguments have suggested that correspondances should not be amenable to 

conscious appropriation in this way. For Benjamin, Baudelaire was only able to appropriate 

the correspondances in the process of their decline - as aura. This is the origin of the 

concept of aura, which is so vital in Benjamin's work. In Oil Some Motifs in Baudelaire, he 

designates aura as 'the associations which, at home in the m6moire involuntaire, tend to 

cluster around the object of perception ... its analogue in the case of a utilitarian object is 

the experience which has left traces of the practised hand' (Benjamin 1992a: 182). 

Such an argument associates aura with involuntary recollection, the atrophy of 

experience, and the decay of correspondances which renders them visible. Aura preserves 

aspects of Erfiahrung, namely the 'traces' of the past in the present, but in a distorted, 

individualised, incommunicable form, while the communicable is divorced from this 'epic' 

historicality. 

This idea of the 'epiC'51 is important for Benjamin - Erfahrung is understood in 

terms of an epic mode of experience. Epic narrative combines memory and history, the 

individual and the collective past, and retains the traces and influences which the past has 

in constructing both the account and the narrator. Thus: 

51 Benjamin's concept of epic is drawn from the work of Brecht. Brecht codified the distinctions between epic 

and dramatic narrative in the following typology, which I have abridged (Brecht 1964: 37): 

DRAMATIC THEATRE EPIC THEATRE 

plot 
Implicates the spectator in 

a stage situation 

wears down his capacity for action 

experience 
the spectator in involved in something 

suggestion 

the spectator is in the thick of it, 

shares the experience 

the human being is taken for granted 
he is unalterable 

eyes on the finish 

growth 

linear development 

evolutionary determinism 

man as a fixed point 

thought determines being 

naffative 
turns the spectator into an observer, 
but, 

arouses his capacity for action 

picture of the world 
he is made to face something 

argument 

the spectator stands outside, 

studies 

the human being is the object of the enquiry 
he is alterable and able to alter 

eyes on the course 

montage 
in curves 
jumps 

man as a process 

social being determines thought 

164 



Storytellers tend to begin their story with a presentation of the circumstances in 
which they themselves have learned what is to follow, unless they simply pass it 
off as their own experience... Thus his tracks, are frequently evident in his 
narratives... 

Benjamin (1992a: 91). 

The narrator is a crucial part of the story. The presence of the narrator externalises the 

reader. The story does not play on 'private', 'internal' meanings, but is something useful, 

and makes sense within a shared tradition. The externality of the reader highlights the 

open-endedness of the story, which does not lay claim to eternal truth or completion, but 

refers beyond itself, to other practices, other stories: 

One ties on to the next, as the great storytellers, particularly the Oriental ones, 
have always readily shown. In each of them is a Scheherazade who thinks of a 
fresh story whenever her tale comes to a stop. 

Benjamin (1992a: 97). 

This open-endedness, situating itself within a tradition, shapes how epic narrative 

approaches the implication of the events recounted in the shaping of the story. The 

narrator's presence ruptures the smooth progression of dramatic narrative, in favour of a 

montage of scenes presented against a background which the text does not seek to 

circumscribe. The discontinuity evoked by the presence of the narrator forces us to 

recognise the historical mediation of the account. 
The atrophy of experience is characterised by the decline of epic form. Mirroring 

the split between voluntary and involuntary memory, epic decomposes in two directions, 

one of which represents the demarcation of punctual facts (disenchantment of the world), 

while the other preserves something of the temporality of epic, in individualised and 
distorted forin. (aura). The first of these developments is expressed in information, the 

attributes of which we have already considered. The other finds expression in the novel. 
The novel is the bourgeois form of epic. In the novel, as in the epic, time is an 

organising principle, and the novel concerns itself with how the characters experience and 

are shaped by events. The difference from the story lies in the status of the reader. In the 

novel, the narrator is usually absent, and the narrative seeks to draw the reader into the 

story. The reader is individualised and solitary, and the novel aims at a self-sufficient, 
internal, meaning, rather than relying upon a shared body of tradition. The novel differs 

from the story in attempting to render itself independent of other stories, to circumscribe its 

own ending: 
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... there is no story for which the question as to how it continued would not be 
legitimate. The novelist, on the other hand, cannot hope to take the smallest step 
beyond that limit at which he invites the reader to a divinatory realization of the 
meaning of life by writing 'Finis'. 

Benjamin (1992a: 99). 

The novel attempts to elucidate the 'meaning of life' to an individualised reader - it 

salvages evocative scraps of involuntary recollection, and attempts to extract some kind of 
6 meaning' from them, like an individual Erfahrung, or a re-enchantment of the world. But 

the novel, like the desire for enchantment, remains trapped within boundaries and 
limitations from which it cannot escape, condemned to the compiling of evocative, but 

essentially meaningless, emblems 52 
. 

Benjamin makes this point in his discussion of the role of death (or the ending) in 

the novel. In pre-modem times, death was something social - the deathbed was a rite of 

passage, at which the dying, and those around them, could take some stock of the life going 

out. Transcending the individual, the deathbed provided continuity, on the epic scale, in 

which the individual life was revealed as a meaningful whole in its dependence on others. 
Such a death shares something with epic narrative, stressing the externality of the meaning 

of an individual life, as something essentially mediated and embedded in a community. 
The individualisation of modernity involves the privatisation of death, which is 

secluded away in hospitals, its management reduced to a technical operation. Death, the 

end of the novel, is the point at which insight or completion is sought, but the completion is 

self-contained, as if the individual could fully appropriate his or her life by virtue of a 
simulated presence at his or her death. Such a project can never offer more than a 

compensation for its failure: 

The novel is significant, therefore, not because it presents someone else's fate to 
us, perhaps dialectically, but because this stranger's fate by virtue of the name 
which consumes it yields us the warmth which we never draw from our own fate. 
What draws the reader to the novel is the hope of war7ning his shivering life with a 
death he reads about. 

Benjamin (1992a: 100). 

The degeneration of epic narrative into the novel mirrors the decay of Erfiahrung and shares 

the same juxtaposition of fragmentation and determinism. The novel internalises the 

reader, subjecting him or her to a flow of association which seems authentic, originary, yet 

52 Benjamin's target here is obviously the realism of the 19'h Century novel and literary humanism, as it hardly 

characteriscs the modern novel. That said, the self-defeating, oneiric internalism which Benjamin criticises 

finds its most developed and knowing expression in the work of Flaubert, and the early Joyce. 

166 



which, deprived of any mediation, ensnares the reader in the passivity of narrative 
determinism. 

The Art of the Commodity 

If the primary symptoms of modernity are individualisation, the shock experience, and the 

crisis of communicability, at its heart lies the commodity form. The commodification of 

culture disembeds it from traditional culture, disintegrating collective meaning. The 

commodity faces the consumer as spectacle, an ideal self-sufficiency, divorced from 

collective codes of meaning, pure shock. As in Trauerspiel, the undermining of collective 

significance sets the object free as a cipher upon which individuals can impose their own, 

arbitrary meanings. The corollary of this is Erlebnis, the decline of epic, the reduction of 

experience to events lived through. With this punctual ordering of discreet events, history 

presents itself as deterministic linear progress 
Much of Benjamin's analysis of the effects of commodification is developed in his 

discussion of Baudelaire, particularly his Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of 
High Capitalism (Benjamin 1997), concerning the question of how Baudelaire, writing in a 
time of modernisation and technological advance, could attain such a profound allegorical 
intuition, to see through the faqade of harmonious progress. The answer lies with the same 

process of commodification which creates the illusion of progress in the first place. 
Baudelaire's melancholia stems from the mortification of the object at the hands of the 

commodity: 

The devaluation of the world of objects within allegory is outdone within the 
world of objects itself by the commodity. 

Benjan-dn (in Duck-Morss 1995: 179). 

Baudelaire's work opposed the spectacle of progress with the figures of transience and 

repetition. The spectacular whirl of change, the obsession with the new, becomes for 

Baudelaire the debasement of the world, the evacuation of significance. Change is 

understood, not as progress, but as hellish repetition generated by the commodity form. 

Mortification loses its metaphysical abstraction, becoming concrete fact. Desire and 

significance become objectified, meaningless commodities. Baudelaire inverts the logic of 

advertising - the humanisation of the commodity - with the commodification and 

objectification of the human. This is exemplified in the prostitute, the ultimate figure of 

modem subjectivity, seller and commodity in one. Yet this 'heroic' invocatibri, of a figure 

which so embodies the logic of modernity as to see through it, to render it absurd, is itself 
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ironic. For Baudelaire's figures of heroic resistance or ironic conformity are always 
incorporated into the commodity system: 

To impress the crowd's meanness upon himself, he envisaged the day on which 
even the lost women, the outcasts, would be ready to advocate a well-ordered life, 
condemn libertinism, and reject everything except money. 

Benjamin (1992a: 189-190). 

Even 'resistance' functions as a commodity. The excess of the crowd is offset by the 

ordering of collective life along mechanical lines. The shock and tumult of modernity is a 

veneer hiding passivity. Benjamin notes Baudelaire's reaction to the crowd as passive, 

commodified, and says of Poe's 77ze Man of the Crowd: 

Poe's text makes us understand the true connection between wildness and 
discipline. His pedestrians act as if they had adapted themselves to the machines 
and could express themselves only automatically. Their behaviour is a reaction to 
shocks. 'If jostled, they bowed profusely to the jostlers. 

Benjamin (1992a: 172). 

If Baudelaire's work is pessimistic, its negativity can, argues Benjamin, become the basis 

of a revolutionary demystification of modernity and the commodity. This is explored in the 

essay on Surrealism (Benjamin 1992b: 225-239). Like Baudelaire, surrealism operates in 

the domain of allegory, through the accretion of images. The purpose of this 'intoxication', 

he argues, is the attainment of a profane illumination, a recognition of the strangeness of 

the everyday itself. For Benjamin, surrealism succeeds when it manages this, yet all too 

often it remains trapped in mysticism: 

... histrionic and fanatical stress on the mysterious side of the mysterious takes us 
no further; we penetrate the mystery only to the degree that we recognize it in the 
everyday... The most passionate investigation of telepathic phenomena, for 
example, will not teach us half as much about reading (which is an eminently 
telepathic process), as the profane illumination of reading about telepathic 
phenomena. 

Benjamin (1992b: 237). 

Surrealist exploration of the aporias of expression disrupts conventional meaning with a 
barrage of disjointed images which implicate the object in unconscious complexes of 
desire, themselves rooted in practices and assemblages of material. The self-sufficient 

commodity is fractured, disrupted, implicated in practice and history. Meaning is materially 

produced - what looks eternal is revealed as product, and in the process of decay. 

Surrealism allegorises the commodity. Like the allegorists, surrealism is obsessed with 
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obsolescence, waste, detritus, and the figure of the ragpicker. Talking of Breton, Benjamin 

argues: 

He was the first to perceive the revolutionary energies that appear in the 
'outmoded', in the first iron constructions, the first factory buildings, the earliest 
photos, the objects that have begun to be extinct... No one before these visionaries 
and augurs perceived how destitution - not only social but architectonic, the 
poverty of interiors, enslaved and enslaving objects - can be suddenly transformed 
into revolutionary nihilism. 

Benjamin (1992b: 229). 

The logic of surrealism evokes the complex and contradictory nature of desire and 

significance, while mortifying the spectacular products of commodity fetishism - last 

month's outmoded fashions reveal the panorama of progress as a repetitive cycle of 
'enslaved and enslaving objects'. 

For Benjamin, allegorical critique renders obsolete the politics of the moral left, 

which vainly attempts to use traditional morality and an optimistic faith in technology to 
impose a false symbolic wholeness on modernity. Benjamin's position, which he sees in 

nascent fonn. in the Suffealists, is one of negativity, nihilism and pessimism: 

Surrealism has come ever closer to the Communist answer. And that means 
pessimism all along the line. Absolutely. Mistrust in the fate of literature, mistrust 
in the fate of freedom, mistrust in the fate of European humanity, but three times 
mistrust in all reconciliation: between classes, between nations, between 
individuals. And unlimited trust only in I. G. Farben and the peaceful perfection of 
the air force. 

Benjamin (1992b: 238). 

The allegorical intuition undermines any attempt to formulate politics in the symbolic 

register. What emerges is a politics of the image. The task for the future is to wrench the 
image free from its artistic status as object of contemplation, and set it to work in the 

production of revolutionary energy. This, in turn, demands the overcoming of the myth of 

the autonomous individual and a new articulation of the human and the mechanical, of the 

sort being produced (yet distorted and repressed) in the capitalist industrial system itself: 

... to organize pessirpism means nothing other than to expel moral metaphor from 
politics and to discover in political action a sphere reserved one hundred percent 
for images. This image sphere, however, can no longer be measured out by 
contemplation... it is far less a matter of making the artist of bourgeois origin into 
a master of 'proletarian art' than of deploying him, even at the expense of his 
artistic activity, at important points in the sphere of imagery... 

The collective is a body too. And the physis that is being organized for it 
in technology can, through all its political and factual reality, only be produced in 
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that image sphere to which profane illurrdnation initiates us. Only when in 
technology body and image so interpenetrate that all revolutionary tension 
becomes bodily collective innervation, and all the bodily innervations of the 
collective become revolutionary discharge, has reality transcended itself to the 
extent demanded by the Communist Manifesto. 

Benjamin (1992b: 238-239). 

To summarise briefly, Benjamin understands modernity in terms of the atrophy of 

experience and its corollary, the spectacular commodity. Modernity is marked by a decline 

in epic form and the rise of 'information', with the concomitant effect that history comes to 

be conceived as a linear series of events organised according to the logic of an inevitable 

technological progress. The oneiric dreamworld of the consumer garbs the reality of 

pacification, and necessitates a politics of the image which uses the force of allegory to 

destabilise the dreamworld of the commodity. 

The Dialectical Image as Allegorical Critique 

We have seen how, in his analysis of modernity, Benjamin attempts to avoid the imposition 

of categories from without, developing an 'immanent critique'. Ile aims to bring out the 

organising principle of the object of criticism as a matter of its constitution, as concrete a 

priori (Caygill 1998: 44). Thus, his writings on tragic drama, Baudelaire and the Surrealists 

avoid recourse to universal archetypes in favour of an elucidation of poetic form, conceived 

as objectively, intuitively, present. 

The idea of an objectively present formal principle is taken from Goethe's notion of 

ur-form. Goethe argued that while some sciences, such as physics, constituted their own 

objects, the biological sciences were faced with their objects as given. The objective 

presence of the laws and regularities of biological life in life-forms themselves implied, for 

Gocthe, that their essence was objectively, sensuously present. Simmel described it as: 'the 

general that reveals itself immediately in a particular form' (in Buck-Morss 1995: 72). 

Benjamin's critique of modem literature shows how it responds to the emptying out 

of meaning, to the allegorising of modem experience. As the commodity form is the ur- 

form of modem capitalism, allegory, its product, is just as much the objective constitutive 

principle of modem experience. It is in the form of the dialectical image that allegory 

becomes a critical tool, turning the logic of the commodity against itself. 

We have already touched on this idea in our discussion of the 'image sphere' in the 

surrealism essay. The dialectical image is the 'dialectic at a standstill', crystallised into an 

image which counterpoises contradictory moments in the form of ambiguity, an 

ennervating tension: 

170 



Thinking involves not only the flow of thoughts, but their arrest as well. Where 
thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant with tensions, it gives that 
configuration a shock, by which it crystallises into a monad. 

Benjamin (1992: 254). 

Such an image can function in a variety of ways. In the context of Benjamin's critique of 

modernity, it often serves to give to Erlebnis the weight of Er ahrung (Benjamin 1992: fi 

190), enabling the assimilation of commodified culture by experience. It gives voice to the 
fetishised commodity realm in a language appropriate to the eternal, primal (which is to say 

utopian) mode of experience and desire from which the commodity itself borrows. But it 

does so in an ambiguous and melancholic manner, which at once mortifies the commodity 
(revealing its glamour as entirely second hand), and raises it, showing how it reflects, in 

alienated and distorted form, 'authentic' human activity, and utopian longings. At the same 
time, the eternal, primeval, and chthonic to which it appeals is revealed as a dream product 

of the present, rather than a state of affairs which once was. The dialectical image mortifies 

the commodity with relation to a utopian dreamworld, while undermining conservative 

appeals to a mythic past in favour of the exploration of the possibilities of the actual. 
Thus, in Paris - the Capital of the Nineteenth Century (Benjamin 1997: 157-176), 

he examines the way in which Baudelaire re-images Paris through the lens of an intensely 

material world of embodied, historically scdimentcd practices, a world which is itself 

evoked by commodification: 

The Paris of his dreams is a sunken city, and more submarine than subterranean. 
The chthonic elements of the city - its topographical formation, the old abandoned 
bed of the Seine - have indeed found in him a mould. Yet within Baudelaire, in 
the 'death-loving idyll' of the city, there is decidedly a social, and modem, sub- 
stratum. The modem is a main stress in his poetry... But it is precisely the modem 
which always conjures up prehistory. That happens here through the ambiguity 
which is peculiar to the social relations and events of this epoch. 

Benjamin (1997: 171). 

This ambiguity is a product of the utopian drive itself, and its association with the cult of 

the new, which produces a 'vigorous aspiration to break with what is out-dated - which 

means, however, with the most recent past. These tendencies turn the fantasy, which gains 
its initial stimulus from the new, back upon the primal past' (Benjamin 1997: 159). The 

ancient disenchants the new while standing revealed as its product and fantasy: 

Ambiguity is the figurative appearance of the of the dialectic, the law of the 
dialectic at a standstill. This standstill is Utopia, and the dialectical image is 
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therefore a dream image. The commodity clearly provides such an image: as 
fetish. 

Benjamin (1997: 171). 

The commodity, as fetishised dream-image, is inherently ambiguous, an object onto which 

social aspirations are projected in utopian form. The possibilities for its appropriation are 
limited by the logic of the commodity. Yet commodification also releases the object from 

the ties and constraints of tradition, which, while helping to cement meaning, are inherently 

conservative. While enchaining the object as fetish, commodification also raises the 

possibility of freeing it for a fuller, mimetic appropriation. The faishised dream-object, 

released from enslavement to the commodity, is freed as critical, dialectical image, 

revealing and critiquing its own dream-like character. 
Perhaps the classic example of a dialectical image is Benjamin's celebrated analysis 

of the Paris arcades. This analysis represented Benjamin's attempt to 'test the extent to 

which it is possible to be "concrete" in the philosophy of history', to 'attain the most 

extreme concreteness for an era' (Benjamin, in Caygill 1998: 132). 

The focus of analysis, the arcades themselves, were the product of the first half of 
the nineteenth century, and were made possible by advances in the architectural use of iron 

and glass. Taking the form of covered walkways, with shops off to each side, the arcades 

were like covered streets (and were the location of the first gas strcet-lighting). 

The arcades, for Benjamin, represent the ur-form of early nineteenth century 

consumption, and of the dream-imagery of the period. The latest fashions and luxury goods 

were presented side by side, an arrangement which pushed use-value into the background 

in the name of exchange. The arcades produced a state of distraction, creating a 

phantasmagoria, a commodif ied dream-world in which the eye of the consumer could roam 

unfettered by constraints of use from one object of desire to another, investing them with 

any value whatever. The object was isolated, freed from the constraints of tradition and put 

on a pedestal as fetish. This involved, as has already been argued, utopian elements, 

expressed in terms of a return to the ancient and primal. Thus, the d6cor of the arcades, and 

the displays, often evoked classical themes. 

This return to the classical was also associated with earliest use of iron in 

architecture, where it was usually restricted to the fagade. Its use was constrained by 

architectural tradition, preventing the full exploration of its potential. Yet this constraint 
itself evoked classical utopian elements in its decorative schcmas. 

The arcades represented the first radical application of iron in architecture, and 

were the achievements, not of the architectural establishment, but of engineering. In the 
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arcades, iron was set free from tradition, while, in their construction, human creativity was 
liberated from art, in order to engage more fully with its material. 

This liberation of material and creativity produced a new kind of space. The arcades 

were neither inside nor outside, neither strictly public, nor private, giving the lie to the 

traditional bourgeois organisation of space. In constituting a new form of space, they 
intimated the possibility of new social relations. Benjamin notes how this form of space 
inspired Fourier, who envisaged the eradication of the bourgeois private sphere in the 

phalanstcry, which would establish a new articulation of dwelling, work and leisure. The 

phalanstery was a 'city of arcades' (Benjamin 1997: 160). Thus, we see how, before the 

elaboration of a language adequate to them, the utopian possibilities of iron construction 

were appropriated in terms which again evoked a return to classical values, the public 

values of the polis. 
Yet, for all their promise, Benjamin notes how, by the early 20th century the arcades 

came to be seen as outmoded storehouses of yesterday's fashions: 

The development of the forces of production had turned the wish-symbols of the 
previous century into rubble, even before the monuments which represented them 
had crumbled. 

Benjamin 1997: 176). 

The arcades may have set free the possibilities of iron construction, and of the goods on 

display, but they remained in thrall to the logic of commodification, and were always 
destined to fade from fashion, their utopian promise unfulfilled. The arcades were 

superseded by the department stores of the later 191h century, which recuperated the 

innovations of engineering to the logic of capitalist reproduction and the bourgeois spatial 

order. 
The arcades become allegory, tarnishing the lustre of the new through the faded 

glow of its predecessor, diminishing the present with the image of its own fate. The 

unrealised utopian possibilities of the past are mobilised to undermine the myth of 

progress, that this time we have hit upon something permanent. The utopian possibilities of 

the preceding epoch, present in dream-form, call us to the utopian possibilities of the 

present, to the immanence of new forms of social relations in what currently is. But also to 

the fact that they are destined to failure, unless released from their status as commodity 

fetish, which is also to release them from their archaic representation: 

From this epoch spring the arcades and the interiors, the exhibition halls and the 
dioramas. They are residues of a dream-world. The utilization of dream-elements 
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in waking is the textbook example of dialectical thought. Hence dialectical thought 
is the organ of historical awakening. Every epoch not only dreams the next, but 
while dreaming impels it towards wakefulness. It bears its end within itself, and 
reveals it - as Hegel already recognized - by ruse. With the upheaval of the market 
economy, we begin to recognize the monuments of the bourgeoisie as ruins even 
before they have crumbled. 

Benjamin (1997: 176). 

The arcades. The halls of the great world exhibitions. Decaying monuments to technocratic 

progress as harbinger of a golden age. Outmoded bourgeois interiors. Juxtaposition: the 

rigid division of public and private space with the utopian demand (unrccognised by many 

of the modernist school) that space retain some trace of use and habitation. Failed material 

volatilised as dialectical image. The recognition of the 'revolutionary energies that appear 

in the "outmoded", in the first iron constructions, the first factory buildings, the earliest 

photos, the objects that have begun to be extinct... ' (Benjamin 1992b: 229). 

This allegorisation of the dream-images of the past is not, however, restricted to the 

past. Everything of which we have seen Benjamin account is rendered as a dialectical 

image. The print media present us with snippets of affectless, decontextualiscd 

information. In so doing, they 'de-sediment' this knowledge, releasing it from the demands 

of traditional interpretation, the need to situate it in one self-sufficient explanatory account. 

Information opens up new possibilities for the application of the principle of montage 

which already underpins its organisation. The negative side lies in the subjugation of the 

print media, brought about by the capitalist ownership of the newspapers. Yet this 

revolutionary form owes its existence to capitalism, and to the preponderance of Erlebnis, 

which so constrains it. 

Similarly, in 77ze Work ofArt in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (Benjamin 

1992a: 211-244), Benjamin presents cinema as a revolutionary form with the potential to 

liberate the artwork from tradition. Yet, as a consequence of its incorporation by a 

bourgeois culture industry, it is employed to foreclose its most radical potentialities in the 

fabrication of aura. When Benjamin discusses the mechanical reproduction of art in the 

context of 'the decline of the aura', he is not simply positing the aura as a historical 

phenomenon which is being straightforwardly eroded by technology. Aura is the product of 

the individualisation of experience consequent upon the decline of tradition. As Benjamin 

argues, a medieval picture cannot be called authentic at the time of its production. 

Authenticity was bestowed upon such items at a later date, particularly during the 

nineteenth century through the development of the trade in art etc., which cut the cult 

object off from its ritual cmbeddedncss, constituting it as an auratic work of 'art'. Aura 
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actually implies a technologically mediated circulation of art, in catalogues etc. (which can 

eventually take on an auratic value of their own). 
Benjamin's evaluation of cinema is more complex than it immediately appears. 

Cinema, which was at the time attacked by artistic conservatives precisely for its 

implication in the death of the aura, is the latest development of a technological lineage 

which has produced the auratic experience. And continues to do so. The cinema which 
Benjamin has in mind here is not so much the constructivism, of Dziga Vertov as the 

profoundly auratic cinema of Disney and others who sought to harness the power of cinema 

to the presentation of traditionally auratic and novelistic works. The aim is to confront the 

actuality (auratic cinema) with the real and profoundly anti-auratic conditions of its 

existence. He highlights the revolutionary power of cinema to destroy the last vestiges of 

aura as a critique of its constraint, which condemns it to producing an aura which - given 
its contradictory conditions of existence - becomes ever more ethereal and attenuated (and 

yet for this reason, by virtue of its alignment with minioire involuntaire, ever stronger). 
It is in this context that his discussion of cinematic techniques as a revolutionary 

penetration of the 'optical unconscious' takes on such significance. Cinematic techniques 

reveal the constructedness of what is unproblematically taken for 'presence'. Yet the 

paradigm example of the application of such technique is in thefabrication of presence, in 

the technological production of the apparently technology-free space presented on screen. 
And it is the inverted application of this technique in constructivist cinema, deliberately 

disrupting its own presence by foregrounding the interruption of technological mediation, 

which is seen as its most radical application, the cinematic isomorph of epic narrative. 
We can see from this overview of Benjamin's work that his thinking is quite 

distinct from Heidegger's. Where the latter starts from an ontology and the existential 

analytic of Dasein, effectively subsuming the object under the concept of experience, 
Benjamin begins with the concrete and proceeds dialectically, without any hard and fast 

method. His approach could best be called 'poetic', as the elaboration 6f an immanent 

principle of organisation. Transfiguring the fragmented products of modem culture till they 

appear as ur-forms, he produces a potent analysis of the contradictions of modcmity, as a 
juxtaposition of utopian possibility and experiential atrophy. 

Nevertheless, his work bears many superficial (but not unimportant) comparisons 

with Heidegger's, sharing a concern with what came to be known as 'everyday life', a 

critical (and redemptive) engagement with the fallen present. Further, each has contributed 

a distinct approach (the 'ontology of practice' and the critical-poetic analysis of the object) 

175 



which later writers on the subject have tried to reconcile, with limited success. I will now 
draw out the nature of the contributions each has made towards the concept of the 

everyday, in the context of an examination of the connections, and points of 

irreconcilability, in their work. 

Points of Contact and Irreconcilability 

The contributions of Heidegger and Benjamin towards the concept of 'everyday life' are 

many. The term 'average everyday' was itself used by Heidegger, in the context of an 

attempt to divert philosophy and social thought away from a focus on abstract, Cartesian 

individuals towards a focus on Being-in-the-world. This foregrounding of our worldly 

immersion, the aspects of habituation and routine, was vital to the theory of everyday life 

as it developed. 

In terms of the development of their respective critiques, a similar movement can 
be observed in both writers. Both have a relationship with the idea of totality, and in 

similar contexts. Heidegger's analysis understands worldhood as a totality of (equipmental) 

involvements and he deploys this idea of worldhood in his conception of the object of 
historiography, in a manner which bears some comparison to Cericau's invocation of the 

complex 'formality of practice'. Benjamin, similarly, relates to an idea of totality in his 

theory of infinite configuration, and his own writings on the philosophy of history draw 

attention to the vast work of the everyday which is systematically excluded by linear 

historicist accounts (Benjamin 1992a: 248). Similarly, both Heidegger and Benjamin 

invoke the idea of 'fallenness' from totality. We are fallen into the present of finite, non- 

relational presences, alienated from the practical, mimetic engagement with objects which 
figured them as part of a shared totality of reference. The result, for both, is a world in 

which meaning is in decline, erasing the object through the imposition of arbitrary 
designation. 

This constitution of a word of dead objects is seen as self-undermining. This 

uncanniness cannot simply be fled from, but contains, for Heidegger and Benjamin, the 

seeds of a potential critical awakening, as either anxiety or allegory. These in turn invoke 

the figure of death, again seen as a figure both of alienation and the possibility of 
liberation, and the sequestration of death and dying is lamented by both writers (as it is 

later by Lefebvre and Certeau). 

In attempting to operationalise this critical and liberatory potential, both Benjamin 

and Heidegger eschew programmatic utopianism. They reject any blueprint for the future, 
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concentrating on how to realise the possibilities of the present, fallen state of affairs. Thus, 

Heidegger seeks to bring the present to itself in authentic form, a project which bears 

comparison with Benjamin's stated aim of releasing the 'utopian' potential of the present, 

which is already there in alienated form. This concern with the relationship between the 

fallen present and the 'authentic' possibilities of the future lead both to reject the idea that 

this uncanny juxtaposition can simply be abolished - neither presents any end-point to the 

operation of critique. Heidegger develops his idea of uncannincss as a fundamental aspect 

of Dasein; its being 'ahead-of-itself-in-aircady-being-in-a-world', while Benjamin's 

allegorical critique searches out glimmers of possibility amongst the ruins of the world. 

We can see that there are several points of similarity between Heidcgger and 

Benjamin, and all these elements were to prove integral to the constitution of the concept 

of everyday life developed by Lefebvre and Ccrteau. If, by looking at this 'pre-history' of 

the concept, we can better understand the traditions which fed into the idea of the everyday, 

we can also get a strong idea of its internal tensions, by examining what, despite the 

superficial similarities, remains the fundamentally incompatible and antagonistic nature of 
Heidegger and Benjamin's works. 

Thus, Benjamin takes a far more concrete approach to his objects, his method of 
immanent critique rendering them as ur-forms for types of experience and modes of social 

practice. By contrast, for all his apparent concern with specifics, Heidegger's 

phenomenological perspective leads him to subsume the object in the existential analytic of 

Dasein. This has many consequences, including the individual i sation of Dasein and the 

rejection of the priority of the object. 
The attachment to the Kantian subject, albeit in revised form, has major 

implications for Heidegger's relation to totality, which differs from Bcnjamin's. For 

Heidegger, totality is the existential totality of Dasein, conceived as transcendental unity. 

Its unity as being-in-the-world is an ontological precondition for experience, and this unity 

is transcendentally derived, as the reconciliation of the contradiction of the idea of a totality 

of practices (the primordial towards-which) - analogous to Kant's derivation of nature as 

an idea of reason in the reconciliation of the counted infinity. Within this schema, 

fallenness is the fall from mineness, the intrusion of heteronomy. The solution involves a 

recovery of self and return to biographical consistency, no longer driven by the conformity 

of the they-self'. While Dasein remains fallen, the way in which it seizes upon its 

everydayness, through conscience, restores it to its ownmost potentiality for being-guilty. 
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Benjamin, by contrast, relates to 'totality' as the transcendental moment of 

experience, infinite configuration, understood in terms of mimesis. Infinite configuration 
differs from the totality of involvements in that it does not have its end in Dasein, as 

subject, but is an open-ended process which constitutes the subject. Totality does not 
function as an object in his analysis at all, but as a moment of speculative critique, which 

aims to dcstabilise a plane of inscription and open the way for other readings. 

Benjamin's view of the fall is not a fall from the unity of Dasein into heteronomy, 

but from infinite configuration, and the mimetic appropriation of the world. Mimesis and 
fallenness both imply a relation to the other, and the speculative status of configuration 
inscribes relation at the very start. Further, the fall is not a historical event. The idea of a 

pre-categorical and pre-subjective relationship to the world, based on pure mimesis, is a 

myth, a way of thinking that which is immanent and necessary in language (expressibility 

in itself) but which eludes it as the principle of its own constitution. It is a way of 

expressing the speculative identity of subject and world, but this identity only subsists as a 

function of a collapse of the opposition between them - it does not precede it. Of course, 

for Heidegger, the precedence of Dasein is purely ontological. The difference is Benjamin's 

refusal to develop his idea of mimesis into a structured, transcendental ontology, which 

takes precedence over the object or subject, and which could function as a basis rather than 

a moment. He does not seek to stabilise indeterminate implication in a reconfigured subject 

(Dasein). 

This difference has important effects for their orientation to historiography, and to 

hermeneutics as recuperative critique. The aim of Heideggerian hermeneutics is to return 

Dasein to itself from out of the 'they. Through historiography, which aims at a holistic 

grasp of an epoch as a totality of involvements, we come to understand its nature as Dasein 

and uncover its truth as authentic possibility. Historiography functions as the 'conscience' 

of the past, paving the way for a conscientious mode of being-in-the-world, which 

recuperates the present as 'repetition'. Through understanding itself as thrown projection, 

as history and as possibility, Dasein breaks free of the mechanistic, alienated repetition of 

the past (which disguises itself as progress, in the form of novelty), in order to authentically 

project its history. Heidegger's call is towards an uncovering of the truth of the past, and of 

the traditions within which one is situated, in order to rescue them from novelty and from 

pastiche, to restore them to their authentic truthfulness as repetition. According to this 

doctrine, truth is derived from tradition and from the history of a 'people' - tradition 

cannot be rejected, and the urge to do so is merely another sign that tradition needs to be 
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restored. The Heideggerian critique of linear temporality, conceived as the container of 

events, replaces it with a- profoundly conservative - eternal present. 
Benjamin also seeks to break from an alienated condition characterised by an 

abstract relationship with the object, structured by the commodity form. This condition is 

also characterised by mechanistic repetition, the repetitious production of novelty, which 

presents itself as linear progress. In capitalism, history appears to have come to a standstill, 

enchained within the logic of the circulation of commodities and expanded reproduction. 
Where Benjamin differs considerably from Heidegger is that, where the former 

begins from the analytic of Dasein, taken as a totality, Benjamin's starting point is the 

object, the fragment, and develops as dialectical image. His view of the subject, as part of 

the process of infinite configuration, and his commitment to the object, leads him away 
from the subsumption of the object under a totality of traditional practices. The distinction 

between mimetic orientation to the object and its alienated form is here worked through in 

terms of freeing the possibilities of the object, both from bourgeois abstraction, and from 

the constraining influences of a tradition they have outgrown. 

We can see the difference this makes in his conception of critical historiography. 

Like Heidegger, Benjamin retains an interest in the past primarily as possibility, but the 

spectre of unrealised possibility is invoked negatively, to mortify the actual. The past is 

appropriated negatively as ruin, the ruin of its immanent possibility and thus as natural- 

history; afragment of historical becoming, an emblem or a death's-head. 

For Benjamin, the attempt to grasp a historical epoch as a totality is as much a 

manifestation of historicism as the production of a causal account. Both aim to reconstruct 

the past 'as it really was', and assume a linear conception of time in the assumption of the 

reality of such a 'really was, with which we can empathically engage. Such accounts are 

condemned to reproduce the ideology of the ruling class, representing 'the triumphal 

procession in which the victors step over the bodies of those who are lying prostrate' 

(Benjamin 1992a: 248). 

Heidegger's historiography of possibility, of course, does not sep=te this 'really 

was' from the context of interpretation. However, the nature of the epoch as manifestation 

of the totality of Dasein, which varies in detail while its existential structure remains 

invariant, has the effect of rendering the epoch as a self-contained assemblage, while 

providing the basis for an empathic understanding which allows us to return the past to 

itself. 
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By contrast, Benjamin's aim is not to return the past to its 'mineness' but to 'seize 

hold of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger' (Benjamin 1992a: 247). In the 

fabrication of the dialectical image, fragments of the past are brought into contact with 

elements of the present. The logic is not one of reconstruction (of continuity) but of 

construction, the deployment of images through a discontinuous logic of montage and 
juxtaposition, to 'blast open the continuum of history' (Benjamin 1992a: 254). Benjamin 

constitutes history on the epic scale. The continuous narrative of the 'once upon a time, 

the paranoid delusion of reconstruction and its attendant illusion of self-sufficiencY", is 

blown apart in the dialectical illumination of the now, as historically situated, as a process 

of becoming and as a stage of action. 

We can distinguish Heidegger's and Benjamin's view of history and temporality in 

terms of Heidegger's commitment to a basically novelistic conception of narrative. His aim 

is a life organised according to a logic of internal, biographical, self-consistency. Dasein 

and epoch are isomorphic, in that they are both evaluated according to a narrative which 

strives for self-sufficiency, to circumscribe the total context of development. 

By contrast, Benjamin's historiography eschews continuity for the leaps and 

juxtaposition of Brechtian epic narrative. When he evokes the 'anonymous toil of their 

contemporaries' that is occluded in the historicist narrative of great historical figures 

(Benjamin 1992a: 248), he does not evoke this as totality in the sense of something 

complete or coherent, circumscribed by a boundary (epoch). Rather, his purpose is the 

detonation of any attempt at a coherent narrative, to show how history cannot be 

circumscribed. The 'everydayness' of the past destroys narrative continuity, and the idea of 

a self-sufficient 'way it really was' outside of its articulation with, and refraction through, 

the now. 
Epic historicality differs from Heideggcr's novelistic historicality in the same way 

as their conceptions of death. Where, for Heidegger, death is a horizon which serves an 

individualising role, forcing Dasein to confront its mincriess, Benjamin's concern is with 

the death-bed, the refraction of the life of the individual in the life of the community in a 

manner which exceeds narrative circumscription. 

This different relation to the idea of totality, to history and to death, means that the 

uncanny figures in their works in quite different ways. Ileidegger makes more explicit use 

of the term than Benjamin, yet I would question the extent to which it really figures as 

53 As already stressed, the utopian possibilities of the past. and the chthonic practices from which they 

emerge, are not the property of the past, but reside in the dialectical image. They belong to the image sphere. 
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uncanny. For Heidegger, anxiety and the feeling of dislocation, the sense of the uncanny, is 

a manifestation of Dasein's 'uncanniness', as 'ahead-of-itself-in-already-being-in-a-world'. 

This concept has the virtue of showing the contradictory nature of human beings as both 

determined and transcendent, but seems to me to end up by trying to 'place' the uncanny as 

a property of Dasein. Angst, perhaps the most nonhuman of feelings (I will not say 
'emotions'), fear in the face of a totally determined, objective and external world, is merely 

a function of Dasein's internal constitution. 
To reduce this to the formulation that Dasein is uncanny fails to recognise the way 

in which the uncanny is experienced as profoundly external, in a manner which seriously 

threatens the integrity of the subject. Heidegger's uncanny takes the form of a dislocation 

between the disclosure of the world by Dasein as it has been factically determined, and the 

disclosure of the world as possibility. Throughout all this, Dascin remains untouched. 

Benjamin, by contrast, continually mobilises the uncanny, without quoting it or 

reducing it to a formulation. The uncanny, in Benjamin, is more corrosive, and is conceived 

as a product of alienation. It is similar to Heidegger's conception of anxiety, taking the 
form of an emptying out of meaning, the imposition of an ever more alienated object- 

world, and yet a world which, for this very reason, begins to take on a fleeting and dream- 

like cast. 
The primary difference is that this cannot be reconciled in a property of Dasein, 

which has only to be recognised and given its due in the form of resolute anticipation and 

listening to the voice of conscience. The uncanniness of the world of alienated objects is a 
function of the world itself, a world which stands over and against the subject. The way in 

which the object points beyond itself as finite presence is a condition of its objectivity. It 

cannot be reduced to the nature of Dasein's disclosure, in the formulation of an 'uncanny' 

subject. Heidegger effectively seeks to reduce an objective, spatial, and external 

contradiction to the horizon of subjective, internal temporality. 

The object goes the same way as the 'I'. Its disruptive potential is completely 

subsumed, as the 'yonder' of the here-yonder articulation which characterises Dasein's 

thereness. The contradiction of subject (as self) and object is resolved by making the 

subject transcendental, so that it subsumes both - the same movement which can be found 

in both Kant and Hegel - in a sublime unity. Benjamin, by contrast, refuses such a 

recuperative moment, refusing to subsume either the object or the self under a higher order 

concept. His project becomes one of working through contradiction and exploring the 
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limits of alienation. The aim is to loosen the joints of tradition and practice, to enable a 
fuller mimetic appropriation of the object in its possibilities. 

To sum up briefly, we can see how Heidegger and Benjamin adopt radically 

different and incompatible approaches to the contradictions of modernity. Ileideggcrian 

fundamental ontology can be opposed to what we might call a poetic critique, which 

operates through the elucidation of a concrete a priori, an immanent principle of 

organisation in the object itself. The ideas of equipmental totality and infinite configuration 
have different relations to the idea of a totality of practices. The first constitutes it as an 

ontological basis (a component of the structure of disclosure), while the second configures 
it as a moment of a speculative critique, lacking in ontological priority. 

Hcidegger, I have argued, ends up legislating for all possible experience, through 

categorising the existentialia. The ideas in his thought which seem most opposed to this 

structural tyranny - Being-in-the-world, involvement, equipmentality - are invoked as 
images of sublime totality. Lacking any internal articulation, they account for nothing, and 

provide no barrier to their assimilation as mere transcendental conditions of experience, 

aspects of a sublime and unitary Dasein which must itself be subjected to categorisation in 

order not to lapse into teleological internalism. 

Benjamin's approach differs in its genuine uncannincss, its refusal of the 

integration of subject and object, and of narrative consistency. For this, he substitutes the 

movement of speculative critique, in the form of a destabilising juxtaposition of 
discontinuous images, which release the revolutionary energy, the utopian dreams - 
themselves revealed as myths, figments - and possibilities of mimetic appropriation which 

are congealed in the object as fragment. The object's uncanny pointing-bcyond itself is not 

a pointing-towards a recuperable subject, but to infinite configuration, the moment of 
indeterminate implication which destabilises the current inscription and opens the 

possibility of critical reappropriation. 
In this chapter, we have looked at the writings of two authors whose work has had 

great influence on the formation of the theoretical genre of the everyday. We have seen 

how the two traditions which they typify (phenomenology and critical theory), converged 

around a shared set of concerns, and also how, at heart, they remain fundamentally 

antagonistic. If the theory of the everyday is the offspring of these traditions, then we may 

expecuo find it shot through with internal tensions structured around this contradiction, 
between phenomenology and the 'poetic'. In what follows, I will examine the concept of 

the everyday as it has developed, particularly its expression in the works of Lefebvre and 
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Certeau. In so doing I will focus on the tension between the phenomenological moment, 

which is particularly manifest in what might be called 'theories of practice' and 'ontologics 

of practice', and the poetic analysis of fragments. My aim will be to show how the 

phenomenological moment, and its attendant notion of the everyday as a substantive sphere 

of social practice, deploys a sublime rhetoric which imposes a false wholeness on social 
life. My aim, rather, developing from the perspective of Benjamin and Adorno, will be for 

an 'uncanny' reading of everyday life, a reading which deliberately places the concept 

under erasure, which makes it a manifestation of its own decline. An everyday deprived of 
its status as 'fundamental'. 
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Chanter 5- Evervdav Life: Part 2 

Introduction 

Having argued that the writings of Heidegger and Benjamin provide a useful context for 

placing more contemporary work concerning 'everyday life', I will turn now to an 

examination of some of the works which constitute this theoretical genre. I say genre both 

because of the wide variety of work carried out under this heading, and also because, in 

most cases, 'everyday life' does not constitute a proper object of analysis. These are not so 

much theories of everyday life as a series of theoretical reflections on topics loosely 

gathered under this rubric. This is an important point, for, after the novelty has wom off, 

many readers (myself included) have been left uneasy about the consistency and viability of 

theories of everyday life. I think the answer is less the rejection of the term, or the 

theoretical content, but the recognition that the everyday, by definition, cannot constitute a 

stable object of analysis. 

The everyday as urban concept 

A striking feature of much writing on everyday life is its predominantly urban focus. While 

Lefebvre's experiences of rural sociology influenced his Critique of Everyday Life, the 

overall feel is distinctly urban. This may seem strange, since the genre has focussed on 

embodied practicality, routine, community and the multiplicity of uses to which spaces can 

be put - themes which seem suited to the classical Gemeinschafilich conception of the 

rural. 
I would nonetheless argue that the concept is urban in its orientation. It imports 

concepts into urban studies which may seem quite rural, but does so in a way which 

problematises, not only traditional understandings of urban life, but also the ideas it 

introduces to destabilise them. Thus, the focus on the multiplicity of uses of space and 

cultural products is understood as the re-appropriation of spaces and commodified 

products for which official uses have already been prescribed. This re-appropriation is 

understood through the figure of the crowd - the habituated beings who appropriate the 

cultural products which come to them as iffrom outside are, by conceptual necessity, an 

anonymous and all-pervasive other which includes the otherness of oneself, one's own 
internalised anonymity. These elements - the disembedding of social relations, anonymity, 

the crowd and commodification of almost every aspect of life - are fundamental to the idea 

of the everyday as that which both supports and undermines the scriptural drive. 

184 



Indeed, the Gemeinschaft picture of rurality constitutes a danger for the idea of the 

everyday, a sublime metaphor for the prelapsarian origin of the city. The rural often 
functions as a figure of originality and presence, in retreat, oscillating between basis and 

origin. This appeal to originary unity is inconsistent, containing no principle of 
differentiation. We have already seen how the sublime constitutes a conservative reaction 

to urban alienation - the rural itself is a profoundly urban concept. From its inception, 

'rurality' has been an operation carried out by those who live in cities upon what lies 

outside - the 'problem' of the rural, which subsists in rural studies. If there has been a 

tendency, in writings on the everyday, to lapse into such rhetoric, it hardly constitutes the 

strongest aspect of the genre. Rather than seeking the everyday as a Getneinschaftlich 

concept, we should ask what it is about its urban conditions of production that leads to such 
lapses. 

We must tread carefully here. Not only could this line of reasoning threaten to 

exclude from representation much of the world's population, it would, if this were allowed 
to happen, undermine any notion of the urban as a substantive condition also. If there were 

no rural - if it were pure imaginary - writings on the urban character would lack anything 
from which to differentiate themselves. The city itself would be inconceivable - all that 

would have been achieved would be an inability to speak of the urban or the rural. 
To distinguish the urban and rural at all, we must move away from conceiving 

rurality as primitive immediacy, and in terms of priority - including historical priority. The 

rural is no more like the classical Genieinschaftlich picture than the urban. Alienation, 

commodification etc. are powerful forces in a rural environment which is, in reality, 

industrial. Moreso, perhaps, than cities, which have tended to embody finance capital and 

the service industries -circulatory 'hubs', financial accelerators for the productive rural. 

From this perspective, urban and rural cease to be defined as self-sufficient entities, 

characterised by an essence, appearing instead as opposing moments of the same 

movement. The absence of any simple, arbitrary, clear-cut set of properties, which define 

them, is less a weakness than the mark of their truth. The urban and the rural exist in a 

mutual articulation, which neither pre-exists. 

If so, how can it be asserted that the logic of the everyday is urban? Three reasons 

come to mind. Firstly, as a matter of the subjects grouped under this heading. The everyday 

is not an object of analysis, and it should be perfectly possible to constitute a body of 

writings on the rural everyday. However, at present, it remains primarily a paradigm in 

urban studies. 
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Secondly, however, this is not simply a sin of omission. The study of the everyday 
emerged as - is constituted by - the study of how burcaucratised planning and functional 

zoning is undermined by the corporeality, and fundamental creativity, involved in 

'consumption'. This is a theme - as are the metaphors (the crowd, anonymity) which are 

used to understand these processes - which relates primarily to urban experience (though it 
does not lack rural application). 

One could argue that a body of writings on the rural everyday already exists, in 

terms of tradition, face to face relationships etc. It is one aspect of this tradition 

(embodiment, habituation etc. ) that has been picked up by the everyday life approach, 
importing them into urban studies in a manner which disturbs both paradigms. What is of 
importance is less the substantive element, for example the subsistence of face to face 

relations, as the destabilising moment which thefleeling actuality of face to face contact 

introduces into the functioning of the disembcdded circulatory systems of the city. 

The third reason why I believe that the logic of the 'everyday' is predominantly 

urban concerns the problematic of the definition of the rural through the urban. While the 

rural is more than the other of the urban, there is an asymmetry, so that urbanisation serves 

as an organising principle. The rural is not a given, but a product of ruralisation, and the 

role of the worldwide network of cities, as poles of organisation and circulation, 

subordinates this process to an urban logic. Lefebvre, while stressing that urban and rural 

are defined relationally, when he comes to dcf ine form and function with reference to the 

city, speaks of a threefold articulation: 

The analysis distinguishes the functions internal to the city, the functions of the 
city in relation to territory (countryside, agriculture ... ), and lastly, the functions of 
the city... in the social whole (the technical and social division of labour between 
cities... 

Lefebvre (1997: 111). 

The social whole is organised as a network of cities, which exist in a binary relationship 

with their territorial locality. The rural is integrated into the world economy through the 

city. This process, and the changing social division of labour, has a major input into the 

ruralisation of the countryside, a process which goes hand in hand with the urbanisation of 

the city. 
We saw in chapter 2 how the formation of an urban sprawl threatens the identity, 

both of individual cities, and of the city/country dyad. Lefebvre devotes considerable space 

to this, arguing that the logic of commodity production, lacking finality, ruptures the 
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classical city, predicated upon the production of an oeuvre, a scmi-autonomous production 

of scale characteriscd by a (nevertheless open) wholeness (Lefebvre 1997: 67,100). 

The result is the proliferation and spread of an 'urban fabric', similar to Mumford's 

megalopolitan sprawl. This fabric covers the territory, leaving disconnected islands of 

rurality, in an inversion of the earlier town-country pattern. The city suffers a diffusion, a 
loss of the centrality of the oeuvre. Deprived of centrality as the centre of a coherent whole, 

the urban core continually reinvents itself, asserting at least a contingent centrality, as 

centre of consumption or of power: 

In practice, the urban core (an essential part of the image and the concept of the 
city) splits open and yet maintains itself. overrun, often deteriorated, sometimes 
rotting, the urban core does not disappear... The urban core has not given way to a 
new and well-defined 'reality', as the village allowed the city to be born. 

Lefebvre (1997: 74). 

At the same time, the countryside is invaded by the urban, becoming more dependent upon 

the urban pole as small farms and traditional crafts are rationalised and commodified. This 

is what Lefebvre calls the 'ruralisation' of the countryside. The production of the rural - 
spaces produced and managed to facilitate agriculture and tourism - increasingly falls 

under a division of labour mediated by urban poles, deprived of autonomous centrality (a 

process underway since the breakup of the feudal demesne). 

This dissolution and redefinition of boundaries does not abolish the distinction 

between urban and rural. The process is contradictory, intensiffing conflict and tension 

between the rural and the urban poles which try to render it ever more dependent. This is so 
because the dynamic of urban and rural concerns the relation betwccn two processes bound 

together in a reciprocal and ongoing dialectic of centrality and dependence, rather than the 

erosion of a pre-existing and original first nature by a second. Thus: 

The 'urbanity-rurality' opposition is accentuated rather than dissipated, while the 
town and country opposition is lessened. 

Lefebvre (1997: 120). 

The (tendential) dissolution of the city as it expands to fill its own horizon threatens the 

distinction between the country and the city, and thus the city itself. But if this extinction of 

the country is also the death of the city, it is a living death. Its logic is quintessentially 

urban. 
With this, however, our conception of the urban is altered. Rather than a dualistic 

division between town and country we are faced with a complex and changing articulation. 
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The transformations and erasures in the dialectic of urban and rural ]cad to the proliferation 

of in-between spaces, conflicts over identity and centrality. Pcrhaps this transformation of 

urban form can yield some insight into the conditions of production of the theoretical 

interest in the everyday, the instability of dualistic representations provoking the 

importation of motifs more traditionally associated with rural studies. 

Thus, the contention does stand that the logic of the everyday is essentially urban. 

This does not mean there is no rural everyday, but this would not be a question of habitual 

practice, tradition, the persistence of face to face relationships etc. Such an approach would 

focus on issues of anonymity, commodification, rational planning and subversion, 

exploring the articulation of these elements in the construction of the rural (whether in 

terms of structuring logic, denial, etc). The everyday of the rural would have to explore the 

implication of the urban, provoking an eruption of otherness in a field classically associated 

with the order of the same. 

Having attempted to explain why I think the genre of the everyday is more 

orientated to urban studies, and hopefully defined what I mean by 'the urban', I will turn to 

the 'theory of everyday life', as it has normally been picked up in the Anglo-American 

tradition. 

The 'Theory of Everyday Life'in General 

This section will provide a general overview of theories of the everyday, and, in keeping 

with the usual approach, will regard it as at least to some extent an object of analysis. If we 

were to identify a set of archetypal elements, we should begin by recognising the influence 

of phenomenology and symbolic intcractionism (Goffman 1990) in this area. Crook (1998) 

identifies the principle concept as the lifeworld. I would elaborate this analysis in terms of 

a threefold articulation of. 

1) an ontology oftractice, seen as prior to objectivity, the concept etc. 

2) an idea of the lifeworld as a background of habits and assumptions which underpin and 

resist conceptual formulation. 

3) a sphere of social life - the everyday - which subsists below the level of the 

disembedded and disembedding operations of power, to which it may constitute a site of 

resistance. Largely pre-reflexive, regulated by habit, custom and primitive solidarity, it is 

closely aligned with the lifeworld. 
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While he does not challenge the idea of a theory of practice, Crook (1998) argues that the 
ideas of the lifeworld and of the everyday are flawed. The idea of the everyday as 

generative, embodying the 'logic' of practice, rests upon a conflation of the formal 

presuppositions of action and a substantive sphere of social life. What results is the attempt 
to give quasi-foundational status to one particular sphere of social activity, when, as a 

sphere of activity, it is implicitly presented as in need of accountingfor. 
Crook goes further, challenging the viability of the idea of a background of shared 

practices. Habermas (1992) recognises the difficulty of talking about the lifeworld, since it 

is pre-discursive, and to theorise it would render it systemic. However, Crook forces us to 

ask whether the idea of a background of taken for granted practices and assumptions makes 

any sense. Certainly not as a sphere of social practice. The concept of lifeworld threatens to 

give practice the status of a common noun, within the world. This is well enough, as long 

as we restrict our talk to specific practices, but it cannot be given foundational status for 

anything - and thus cannot function as lifeworld. The only way to escape this is to conceive 

of practice in ontological terms. However, under such conditions, it is not a background. 

Further: 

a formal "taken-for-grantedness" can be shown to be a prcsuppositional dimension 
of any region of social activity... If everyday life is defined by a presuppositional 
taken-for-grantedness, it expands to become equivalent to social life as such. 

Crook (1998: 528). 

Such generality renders practices of domination unthinkable, and this raises another 

problem with the idea of a shared background. Just what shared means in this context is 

dubious, tending to obscure fundamental and irreconcilable conflicts. It also risks painting 

everyday life as primarily unreflexive and habitual, missing the point that life is inherently 

contradictory and problematic: 

Contemporary man is prey to a recurrent sense of dissatisfaction. Ile is 
intermittently bored, frustrated and neurotic. Life is only occasionally there to be 
simply lived. 

Cohen and Taylor (1976: 2 1). 

The problem with this approach is that it romanticiscs the everyday. In place of the 

reductionism of earlier social science, it substitutes a sublime origin. Such ideas of 

determination from totality lack any differentiating mechanism, and suffer from semantic 

internalism. This manifests in the conflation of the formal presuppositions of practice with 

the substantive sphere of the everyday. 
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Shotter (1993) has tried to move away from the idea of lifcworld as a background 

of shared practices, in favour of a model of 'knowing from within' (a situation), based on 
the dialogical approach of Bakhtin. He stresses how the social meanings of action exist 
between individuals rather than being present in them, but also how this cannot be reduced 
to practice or practical know-how. If knowing-that relates to technical knowledge, then 
knowing-how relates to specific tasks, like riding a bike - it is no better a metaphor for the 

ongoing production and reproduction of a field of social relations. The lifeworld is a matter 

neither of shared beliefs nor of 'practices': 

What we have in common with one another is not a shared set of agreements about 
beliefs, meanings or values, but a set of intrinsically two-sided 'topics'... or 
dilemmatic themes. 

Shotter (1993: 14). 

These topoi are 'places' in the sense that they originate from a particular situation, and 

embody a situational logic which provides a metaphorical source for understanding a wider 

range of phenomena. It is sensory topics which allows the formation, and entry into 

representation of the 'imaginary universal' (Shotter 1993: 64), the metaphorical 

representation of what is universal in human beings (a common 'nature' and capacity to 

objectify), and the imaginary universal which lends the topic its power. What is important 

here is the dilemmatic nature of the themes which result from this process (freedom versus 

responsibility, or community versus individual etc. ), expressing the contradictions of social 
life. 

While an improvement on the position Crook sets up, Shotter's work suffers 

problems of a similar kind. His introduction of sensory topics, seeking to ground 

universality in a specific experience, ends up trying to give a pre-conceptual account of the 

origin of the concept itself. This must inevitably invoke conceptual mediation in its own 

operation. Thus, the sensory topic of the thunderstorm (Shotter 1993: 64) becomes the 

ground for the recognition of a fundamental similarity between all human beings, in the 

experience of fear before the forces of nature, which establishes the imaginary universal of 

Jove. Yet the precondition for sensuous recognition of commonality (the universal) is 

surely that it already be recognised. As a source of metaphorisation, the idea of topics is 

interesting, but here put at the origin of universality and conceptual thought in a way which 

cannot be valid. 
This betrays, in Shotter's work, the tendency to primitivism which troubles the idea 

of the everyday. Thus, he accepts Vico's dictum that 'we must learn to reckon as if there 
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were no books in the world', arguing that 'literate peoples, those like us who speak a 
language which also exists in a written form, experience their knowledge of their language 
in a wholly different way from oral peoples' (Shotter 1993: 62). How Shotter knows this is 

not revealed. 
This leads to a wider problem which Crook does not address. While challenging the 

conflation of formal and substantive, he does not criticise theories which seek to give 
ontological priority to practice. Yet the validity of an ontology of practice is dubious. I 

want to ask whether we can develop such an ontology without failing back on some variant 

of the lifeworld argument. 
We can start by asking what practice 'actually' means. In Chapter 3, we saw how 

Marx criticised the Hegelian opposition of object and totality by arguing that such a totality 
is an abstraction from the actual. This opposition constitutes objects as abstract in the first 

instance, by opposing them to ideal totality as mere 'objects, failing to consider that the 

concept of 'object' is already an abstraction, a conceptual product of a way of life. 

This argument can be applied to practices. 'Practice' is an abstraction from actual 
human activities, and cannot be invoked without further definition or qualification to 

explain activity or its relation with objects. We cannot talk of objectivity as emergent from 

practice or a totality of practices. 
It could be objected that we can also use the word 'practical' in a more general 

sense. This could form the basis of a speculative concept, undermining the neat distinction 

between formal and substantive, which Crook posits, but which our analyses of Adorno 

and Benjamin (with respect to mimesis, freedom, etc) have rendered problematic. This idea 

of practice could thus become the basis of an ontology, or of an explanatory approach 

oriented towards explaining all human action in practical terms. 

The problem is that this idea of practical activity is usually opposed to something 
else, such as the intellectual, referring to some kinds of activity and not others. Unlike, for 

example, the concept of mimesis, an ontology of practice continues to substitute a 

particular sphere for a precondition of all action. It fares no better as an explanatory 

paradigm, riding roughshod over the multiplicity of well-adjustcd concepts which we use 

for understanding our motives, desires and actions. 

The next step, if we wanted to continue this line of reasoning, would be to argue 

that the practical-intellectual opposition is a product of a division of intellectual and 

manual labour. Labour, then, could stand in for practice, as the speculative unity of 

practical and intellectual, producing these elements from some sort of embodied tact. 
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This is close to what more sophisticated writers on the everyday have argued. 
However, we ought to note that it renders any substantive account of the nature of tact 

invalid, since our conceptual tools - practice, gesture, materiality, the concept etc. - are its 

products. We would not be justified in positing - as Marx initially does - the experiential 

unity of sensory and intellectual functions based on their speculative reconciliation in 

labour. Labour does not carry the experiential connotations of 'practice'. Its site of 

speculative unification of embodiment and intellect is in the product itself - in objects - 
including the reproduction of the human subject. 

Even this, however, goes too far in ontologising labour. Labour is composed of 

determinate processes, and does not exist independently of its objective mediation. It 

therefore does not form the basis of an ontology, where objectivity emerges from 'pure' 

labour. This applies as much to intellect and practice, which form vital moments of the 

process: 

An objective being acts objectively, and it would not act objectively if objectivity 
were not an inherent part of its essential nature. It creates and establishes only 
objects because it is established by objects... In the act of establishing it therefore 
does not descend from its 'pure activity' to the creation of objects; on the contrary, 
its objective product simply confirms its objective activity... 

Marx (1992: 389). 

This determinacy de-ontologises labour. To argue that labour has an ontological function is 

to give an objective account of the process of objectification itself. We are left with a 

contradiction which points towards something indeterminate - call it tact, mimcsis, 

whatever. What is certain is that it cannot be reduced to practice or labour. We can stress 

practice, in the sense of actual ways of life, but its role in the construction of object and 

subject is conceived on the model of indeterminate implication, not rcducible to a 1heory of 

practice. 
The attempt to enshrine practice as ontology rests upon an ambiguity, vacillating 

between two positions. Firstly, it is conceived in abstract terms, a unity of gesture 

preceding objectivity and categorical distinction. This concept of practice cannot be 

determinate of anything, being a vague metaphor of primal unity. This invocation of unity 

is only exacerbated by claims to represent a multiplicity of practice, since metaphors of 

'pure' difference make little sense, boiling down to notions of 'flux', which, lacking 

mediation, cannot stand for anything other than the purity of the same, whatever name it 

chooses to hide behind. 
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If this renders it impossible for practice to function ontologically, we must ask why 
it is more attractive than a Hegelian ontology of determination from totality. The answer, I 

think, lies in the association of the abstract idea of practice with the actual activities from 

which it is derived, in a conflation of formal and substantive analyses formally identical to 

the lifeworld concept. The abstract notion of a totality of practices which the concept of 

practice devolves into in the lifeworld concept still renders any generative claims defunct. 

In response, one sees the 'connection' between the formal totality of practice and the 

generative-ontological concept established by way of a misapplication of terms such as 
'assemblage' or 'complex', as if such terms simply abolished the opposition between 

whole and part. 

Shotter tries to resolve this problem through recourse to the work of Prigogene and 
Stengers (1984) on semi-autonomous dynamic stabilities which emerge at the interface of 

processes of flow, as systems of turbulence. fie accounts for the growth of sensory topics in 

terms of dynamic stabilities. This metaphor is a valuable corrective to sociological 

accounts which try to account for social life in institutional terms, or which see society as 
built out of elements whose identity is assumed to be fixed prior to their articulation. It 

points to the open-ended, continually produced and reproduced nature of social relations, 

which may become sedimented into institutions but which often remain like eddies in the 
flow of social life. This work also constitutes an attempt at a dialectical account of topics 

as contradictory moments of a social movement. 
However, his assertion that the 'elements' of social life 'exist only as sensibly 

distinct, novel moments within an otherwise flowing totality' (Shotter 1993: 67), appears to 

make the totality prior to the elements, devoid of objective mediation 54 
. Similarly, the issue 

of semantic intcmalism is not resolved. One could see identities as eddies within a closed 

system - without recourse to an external yardstick, with the resultant view of identity as in 

flux appearing similar to its undermining in negative dialectics. However, this is logically 

flawed. A system may form a functional whole, but only as a dynamic stability. The idea of 

a perturbation within a 'totality' must come as something super-addcd - the examples 
Prigogene gives are of analytically closed systems where there is, at least initially, a 

constant input and output. 

54 Or rather, his argument seems to imply a level of conformability between statements about articulated 

objects and statements about 'social flows' which is unrealistic. and threatens to give priority to the latter over 
the former. I would not so much deny that the elements of a society do not pre-exist the social whole. as assert 

their claim to independence, and hence their contradictory relationship to their determination. 
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This idea that a perturbation could be effected through some sort of 'Brownian' 

motion - where bodily reflex or suchlike sets up flows which result in the dynamic 

stabilities of institutions and language - only shows the inadequacy of the metaphor. 
Firstly, Brownian motion is disorganised and unable to initiate flows. Secondly, it is 

observed in analytically closed systems, where the identity of the basic elements (atoms) 

has already been determined by an act of conceptual bracketing. These atoms are assumed 
to exist before any relationships they enter into (a precondition for Brownian motion). Such 

a theory applies to observational science and lacks metaphysical application. It does not 

explain the emergence or nature of identity, only the emergence of complex systems from 

simple predefined elements. Thirdly, what a social flow is - whether it is any less abstract 

than a social relation or an institution - is hardly clear. The substitution of physical for 

social flows lacks finality, and leaves the problem of how we get from material flows to 

social relations. On this front, Shotter offers no more than metaphors of emergence from 

totality. This 'totality' is not articulated in the sense of a totality at all, and serves only as an 
indicator of nonidentity and indeterminate implication. One cannot say that it is a social 

totality, totality of practices or anything of the sort, nor speak of it in terms of production. 
The point I am trying to make is that the object is not exhausted by its mediation 

(though one could not say what would be 'left over'). We cannot think the object as a pure 

moment of a movement assumed to be prior, because we cannot think objectivity in terms 

of process (or vice versa)55. We are left with movement and recycling between the two, 

without giving priority to either. Stressing the adequacy of the grammar of process and 

object removes them from the domain of metaphysics, though they could still be talked 

about metaphysically. However, the idea of the determination of objects from a 'flowing 

totality' rests upon the invalid importation of physical metaphors into metaphysical 

territory. This reduces the determination of identity to process, forcing the whole issue back 

within the logic of identity. The subordination of the object to process, of moment to 

movement is problematic in that it actual lyforsak-es mediation, which is a two-sided 

process - process is unthinkable apart from its objective mediation. 

55 This also forces us to qualify Adorno's doctrine of the priority of the object. The object cannot be said to 

pre-exist its mediation in an objective sense, since its definition as an object depends upon mediation. The 

general anti-reductionist thrust of Adomo's argument, however, still stands, with a further heightening of the 

emphasis on indeterminate implication. Adorno's argument that an object is not reducible to its mediation is 

less an assertion of metaphysical priority than the giving of mediation itsfull due, in the mediation of process 
by its objective moment. 
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The work of Wittgenstein has been mobilised to support both sides of this 

argument. The argument for an ontology of practice often starts out from Wittgcnstein's 

supposed doctrine of 'meaning as use, to assert the practical origin of language, and thus 

of everything we talk of. Further, Wittgenstein's attribution of action to custom and habit, 

and his concept of 'form of life', are used to justify a lifeworld concept of a background of 

practices. 

To deal first with 'meaning as use', Wittgcnstein's argues: 

... if we had to name anything which is the life of the sign, we should have to say 
that it was its use... 

The mistake we are liable to make could be expressed thus: We are 
looking for the use of a sign, but we look for it as though it were an object co- 
existing with the sign. (One of the reasons for this mistake is that we are looking 
for a 'thing corresponding to a substantive'). 

The sign (the sentence) gets it significance from the system of signs, from 
the language to which it belongs. Roughly: understanding a sentence means 
understanding a language. 

Wittgenstein (1994: 61). 

This argument is not simply that 'meaning is use'. Meaning is a substantive. There is not 

another thing by which it can be explained or accounted for. The meaning of a word is 

circumscribed, described (but not explained) by its use in the language. The meaning of the 

word 'use' is itself circumscribed by its own use. Use functions as a substantive and like 

meaning does not possess substance. There is no thing which use is - the kind of use I 

make of the word 'use' does not share a substantial content with the kind of use I make, say 

of a spade or some other tool. This hardly constitutes a theory of meaning. 

What Wittgenstein argues is that to master the meaning of a word in the language is 

to be capable of using it, and this does not depend upon grasping a mental content which 

corresponds to the meaning of the word. To know the meaning of a word is to be able to 

use it (hardly contentious), and there is no other reference point. 

The idea of the lifeworld is equally unsustainable from a Wittgcnsteinian 

viewpoint. An example of why concerns his account of the game of chess. Wittgenstein 

argues that no representation of the rules can circumscribe their interpretation, so that 

knowing how to play chess cannot be accounted for in terms of having a representation of 

the rules in one's head. Nor is such internal representation necessary. Knowing how to play 

chess is a matter of practical mastery. 
Chess, then, is a matter of practice. Yet we cannot say that the rules of chess are 

taken for granted, or resist formulation. Does this imply that the practice of playing chess is 
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meaningful only in terms of a series of deeper practices of which it is the manifestation? 
Certainly not. Being able to play chess is not accountable for in terms of content, but is a 

matter of actually being able to make the legal moves. When Wittgenstein argues that, 'my 

reasons will soon give out. And then I shall act: without reasons' (Wittgenstein 1994: 101), 

it is implied that my act cannot be accounted for in terms of some other concept of practice, 
for then reasons would hardly have given out. 

It may be objected that Wittgenstein argues that action is a matter of custont. An 

explanation of the rules of chess would only make sense to someone based on a series of 

prior involvements, such as mastery of the language, and an idea of what a board game 

was. Does not the concept of 'form of life' correspond to a complex and intertwined 

background of practices? 

The answer is 'no', for many reasons. Firstly, Lebensfonn is not an impenetrable 

background, nor any sort of background - there is nothing that is not part of our form of 
life. Insofar as it involves customs and practices, these do not resist language at all. 

Secondly, Lebensfonnen are not practical complexes of pure action. Humans are 

embodied beings, who act (in many different ways) in a world of objects. The stuff which 

makes up the form of life is radically heter; geneous. 
Third, Wittgenstein invokes the idea of Lebensfonn to argue that a practice or 

utterance makes sense only in its articulation with a multiplicity of other practices. It is not 

an ontology. When Wittgenstein talks of habit, we must resist the temptation to think that 

we can explain practice in these terms. Take the example of the game of chess again. When 

asked 'Why are you playing chess', the answers I can reasonably give are accounts, along 

the lines of 'I felt like it', or 'To take my mind of tomorrow's exam' etc. These do not 

explain how I came to be playing chess. They do not constitute causal accounts. The 

rnýistake we could make here is to think that we can use Wittgcnstcin's work to supplement 

this account, to provide something more like a causal account with reference to habit or 
form of life. Yet, 'I was caused to play chess my a complex of habits' is not a causal 

explanation. The habit is the habit of playing chess, which hardly stands in a contingent 

relation with the act of playing chess. The idea of emergence from a totality of habits, 

similarly, tells us nothing16. Less than any subjective account (like 'I was bored). The 

reason - the latter account is situated and makes sense within the context of thefonn of life. 

56 Of course, the answer 'Its just a habit' is a viable account, which itself implies that habit has an application 

which differs from that of a holistic notion of practice. 
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The point which Wittgenstein wants to make here is that some kinds of action are not 

caused, but can be accounted for in terms of decisions, feelings, etc. 

Having argued that the idea of the everyday either as a specific sphere of social life 

or as an ontological account of practice is not viable, I will now go on to look at perhaps 

the two most nuanced modern accounts, found in the work of Lefebvre and Ccrteau. Here, 

we will see how the concept of the everyday, while remaining troubled by the spectre of 

phenomenology, has also functioned to undermine the very ontological priority which some 
have granted it. 

Lefebvre: Everyday Life as Critique 

If the problems of what we have called the 'general theory' of everyday life have centred 

around their ontological and phenomenological pretensions, we should remember that this 

position remains something of a strawman. With this in mind, I would turn to the writing of 
Lzfebvre, the pioneer in this field, and Certeau, whose The Practice of Everyday Life 

(1988) is the book most responsible for putting it on the current agenda. While not immune 

to the above tendencies, Lefebvre and Certeau take a more complex approach which 

invokes critical-poetic elements and its own immanent critique of ontology. 

Lefebvre's eritique of Everyday Life: part I (Lefebvre 1991 a), originally published 

in 1947, was an attack on two fronts, opposing both the elitism of the avant-garde, and the 

economistic approach of contemporary Marxist thought. The term 'everyday life' (vie 

quotidienne), as Rob Shields (1999) notes, connotes several nuances. The idea of the 

'everyday' is derived from Heidegger's account of routine and trivialiscd average- 

everydayness. At the same time, Lefebvre draws on the image of a 'daily life' conceived as 

habitual, routinised, but also heavily involved, the site of the production and reproduction 

of the social world and of a subject which makes itself through its own labour. 

In juxtaposing immersion in (self) production and the banality of estrangement in 

one concept, Lefebvre presents our everyday lives as both alienated and creative. 

Capitalism alienates us from our life processes, but these remain as a source of creativity, 

even when exp6rienced as banal. Further, involvement and immersion themselves convey a 

sense of the habitual, and thus of routine, drawing attention to the impossibility of wishing 

alienation out of the picture. Fascinated (authentic) involvement and dull (alienated) 

routinisation are mutually implicated. One could not release the pure, unalienatcd potential 

of human creativity, since it amounts to nothing aside from its rcalisation. 
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The alienation of everyday life takes many forms, most of which we have already 
discussed in chapters 2 and 3. The disruption of the oeuvre by the logic of productivism 

which afflicts the city is also extended to the self. Following Marx and Lukacs, Lefebvre 

argues that estrangement from social production renders the life process itself as mere 

means. The social division of labour penetrates daily life, splitting the productive time of 

human becoming into the isolated departments of work (alienated production), leisure (rest 

and culturally mediated self-production) and family (social reproduction) (Lefebvre 1991a: 

32,151). 

Lefebvre examines the effects of alienation on our relationships with objects, the 

body, and nature. The abundance made possible by the expansion of the productive forces 

has resulted, not in dis-alienation, but its intensification. In the socialised production of 

scarcity, advertising images detach objects from their use-values, rendering them as signs 

which stand in for the social relationships from which the productive-consumptive system 

estranges us (Lefebvre 1991b: 329). 

The body becomes sign - or a scattered collection of signif iers. Dissected in the 

compartmentalisation of life (the working body, the reproductive body, the body-for-fun), it 

is reduced to a collection of images in a commodif ication of the erotic which, deployed in 

advertising, reduces the sensual potential of the body - already trivialiscd - to a visual 

representation. The body becomes fetish, desire pornographic: 

The space where this substitution occurs, where nature is replaced by cold 
abstraction and by the absence of pleasure, is the mental space of castration... of a 
metaphorisation whereby the image of the woman supplants the woman herself, 
whereby her body is fragmented, desire shattered, and life explodes into a 
thousand pieces. Over abstract space reigns phallic solitude and the self- 
destruction of desire. 

Lefevbre (1991b: 309). 

Fetishism is linked to fragmentation, affecting the organisation of life, desire, and the 

production of knowledge. Modernity has seen a proliferation of scientific discourses, as 

each element of an articulated whole becomes an isolated disciplinary object. Any attempt 

to grasp the whole operates through further fragmentation and proliferation, raised '(by 

extrapolation) to a poorly based or legitimated totality' (Lefebvre 1997: 97). Lefebvre 

develops this line primarily with respect to the development of social science and planning, 

but it applies as much to the environment-blindness of the natural sciences or to those 

rhetorics of self-improvement which reduce 'personal wholeness' to the 

compartmentalisation and planning of one's life. 
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These processes compartmental i se our lives, alienate us from sensuous desire, and 
invade a planning discourse driven by functional-productivist considerations. This leads to 

the production of fragmentary spaces characterised by banality, in which the possibilities of 

play and sensuous embodiment are ignored. This lack of finality results in dissatisfaction 

and a sense of mediocrity, as the development of the possibilities for human realisation, 

subjected to a merely technical logic, gives rise to the realisation that 'life is lagging behind 

what is possible' (Lefebvre 1991 a: 230). 

It was this banality which led the avant-garde to attack the everyday, to shift their 

focus to the fantastic. Lefebvre echoes Benjamin in his criticism of Surrealism's desertion 

of the everyday. For all their radical aims, the surrealists were unaware that this contempt 

for sensuous reality masked a class strategy: 

By abandoning the everyday in order to find the marvellous and surprising... 
Surrealism rendered triviality unbearable. This was a good thing, but it had a 
negative side: transcendental contempt for the real, for work... 

Lefebvre (1991a: 29). 

Not only was this a class strategy, hiding the realities of working class life, but it served to 

conceal the miraculous side of the everyday itself, as the site of human becoming. Lefebvre 

seeks to sensitise us to the disalienating manifestations of presence or authenticity, which 

exist, not in themselves, but as moments of everyday life, shedding a critical illumination 

on the everyday, revealing it as alienated and unrcaliscd possibility. The socialising of 

production, which harbours so many possibilities and yet progresses with its negative side 

forward, is also the socialisation of need, manifesting the sclf-crcation of the subject in a 

way which threatens the utilitarian logic of productivism. 

Everyday life is two-sided, self-production which proceeds through cxtemalisation. 

Its critique does not call for a return to pre-alienated origins, but exploration of its limits 

and contradictions, a negative critique which Lefebvre likens to the Brechtian 

firemdungseffekt: Ver 

The spectator is meant to disalienate himself in and through the consciousness of 
alienation. He is meant to feel wrenched from his self, but only in order to enter 
more effectively into his self and become conscious of the real and the 
contradictions of the real. 

Lefebvre (1991a: 23). 

The familiarity of everyday life serves to conceal its nature as well as to reveal, obscuring 

both its creativity and implication in the social organisation. of labour. Critique shows the 
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everyday in its strangeness, throwing it back on itself, confronting it with its own nature as 

a locus of repressions, possibilities, and of choices. 

The comparisons which could be made with the work of Benjamin are taken further 

in Lefebvre's actual analyses of the everyday, which adopt a poetic approach recalling the 
dialectical image. Lefebvre starts from a contingent fragment which, revealed in its 

necessity, stands in for the system of which it is part and product: 

... the simplest event -a woman buying a pound of sugar, for example - must be 
analysed... To understand this simple event... will disclose a tangle of reasons and 
causes, of essences and 'spheres': the woman's life, her biography, hcrjob, her 
family, her class... Finally, I will have grasped the sum total of capitalist society, 
the nation and its history. And although what I grasp becomes more and more 
profound, it is contained from the start in the original little event. 

Lefebvre (1991a: 56). 

This wording is problematic, suggesting a reconciliation of contingency and necessity 

which would subsume the former, as if this were simply a matter of correct method. 

However, in practical application the juxtapositions of necessary and contingent operate 

metonymically, constituting the fragment as ur-image, foregrounding its character as 

alienated possibility. 

Thus, leisure activities, isolated and trivialised, retain a creative aspect. The cafd, 

for example, is a commodified space dominated by gossip, yet also a place where people 

can associate on the basis of affinities other than those of profession or class, where a 

certain luxury prevails, and freedom of expression is valued even if what is said is often 

banal. Alienated space which yet contains the germ of political society founded upon free 

association, and a certain form of play. If the modem funfair excludes anything which 

might remind the proletarian of work, serving as uncritical escape, it remains a space of 

festivity, eroticism and wonderment. These spaces betray an articulation with the capitalist 

social order and a longing for something other, the desire for a space of fulfilmcnt which 

exceeds its constraining logic (Lefebvre 199 1 a: 4 1). An even stronger example concerns 

his analysis of the crowds swarming around the monumental architecture of the Parisian 

city-centre. Such crowds come to escape the pressures of work, to shop, to consume the 

spectacle which the power of accumulated capital presents. But also to be part of a crowd. 

Amidst scenes of passivity and the operation of power on a grand scale, it remains possible 

to say that 'The squares have found again their old functions... of meeting places, scene 

setting, and spontaneous popular theatre' (Lefebvre 1997: 226). 
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For all the similarities with Benjamin, there is something in these passages closer to 

the spirit of Heidegger. Benjamin's images serve a disenchanting function, mortifying the 

present through the unrealised possibilities of the past. Lefebvre looks at the debasement of 

an everyday life which already presents itself as trivialised and alienated. To this he 

contrasts a past possessing something primal - the carnival, or peasant communality. Ile 

does not descend into nostalgia, since the past is seen as more alienated than the present. 
However, it is associated with this primal characteristic, negated by but immanent within 

the everyday, holding out the possibility of the fuller realisation of experience without the 

loss of modem advances (such as the self, without which this longing for experience would 

make no sense). 

We have already argued that, within alienated experience, there is a mimetic 

moment which could be referred to as, in some sense, primal. Our discussion of 
fiahrung also accepts the idea of an actual way of being in which Benjamin's notion of Er 

our relations with objects and one another arc less formally constrained. The status of 

mimesis as speculative concept enables us to posit ways of life as more or less mimetic, 

even if we cannot give a formal description of what this constitutes. What Lefebvre says 
here is not in itself a problem. 

The difficulty is Lefebvre's identification of authenticity with the chthonic, seen, 

not as a fantasy emanating from fetishism, but as historically real. Further, Lefevbre 

grounds this notion of the chthonic in the body, seeming to suggest that peasant 

communality can be closer to embodiment than some other way of life. The result is a 

reduction of the everyday to embodiment, in a way which once again reduces it to a 

primitivist notion of sublime unity. 

The spatial body 

Lefebvre sees the creativity of the everyday as grounded in the body. Neither the social 

body, nor the objective body, but a pre-objective 'spatial-body'. The body does not precede 

space, since 'the body's material character derives from space' (Lefebvre 199 1 b: 195). Its 

materiality is the basis for a materialist conception of space, bypassing the question of the 

genesis of variation by positing a differentiated body before the analytic act of 

distinguishing: 

Meanwhile, at the body's centre is a kernel resistant to such efforts to reduce it, a 
something which is not completely differential but which nevertheless neither 
irrelevant nor completely undifferentiated. 

Lefebvre (1991b: 199). 
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The spatial-body precedes any subject-object distinction, disclosing space through its 

organisation as a locus of symmetries and relations. It is thus a gestural body: 

The actions of each individual involve his multiple affiliations and basic 
constitution, with its dual aspect: first, the axes and planes of symmetry, which 
govern the movements of arms, legs, hands and limbs in general; secondly, the 
rotations and the gyrations which govern all sorts of movements of trunk or head - 
circular, spiral, 'figures of eight', and so on. 

Lefebvre (1991b: 213). 

This body is a site of a creativity and an intelligence which, he holds, the intellect cannot 

think (Lefebvre 1991b: 203). This 'intelligence of the body' is rooted in information: 

Originally, before the advent of the abstraction devised by human societies, 
information was no more distinct from material reality than the content of space 
was from its form: the cell receives information in material form. 

Lefebvre (1991 b: 178). 

Intelligence and creativity are seen to begin with information processing, understood in 

genetic terms, where a stimulus brings about effects on a complex system, the transmission 

being understood causally. This system becomes more autonomous, because of its 

increasing complexity and internal articulation. Thus, Lefebvre discusses the evolutionary 

development of the distinction between - mediated by the traffic between - inside and 

outside (Lefebvre 1991b: 176). This results in the increasing mediation of massive flows 

(of food, energy etc), by minute flows of energy (the senses, and the reflexive systems): 

This notion of a two-sided machine naturally implies interaction within its 
bipartite structure. It embraces the possibility of unpredictable effects, and rejects 
all strict mechanism, all hard-and-fast and unilateral definition. 

Lefebvre (1991 b: 195). 

This seems similar to Lyotard's interpretation of Bergson. Following the latter, Lyotard 

argues that there is no discontinuity between material, sense, and consciousness. Material 

interaction communicates information: 

... every monad is a material point in interaction... with all the other material 
points. This is why Bergson can call this material point an 'image'... The whole 
world is reflected in each material point... but what is the furthest from it... can 
only be inscribed on the 'mirror' if the material point has the capacity to assemble 
and conserve a lot of information at once... 

Lyotard (1991: 39). 
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The senses are a matter of cause and effect, mediated by complex systems to the level of 
impulses, which can be acted upon or otherwise. The focus is on complexity, reflexivity 

and mediation, with the difference between matter and consciousness expressed in terms of 

rhythm - for example, the colour red is not experienced as a series of shocks because our 

perceptive system operates at a slower rhythm than the frequency of red light. 

Mind is matter which remembers (at Husserl's 'retentive' scale). Memory is the 

result of complex mediating systems which enable the inscription of more interactions. The 

complexification of these systems creates the possibility of representational consciousness. 
Complexification increases the degrees of freedom the effect of an impulse will have 57 

, and 
it is the 'echo' of these unrealised possibilities which constitutes the openness to the world 

which enables understanding and representation. Lyotard's position resembles Heidegger's 

insofar as representation is a feature of projection as the basis of a nullity, and this further 

serves to reinforce the connection with Lefebvre (Shields 1999). 

This concern with rhythm is also a feature of Lefebvre's work. He envisaged a 

study of 'rhythmanalysis', which would, through examination of the temporalities which 
intersect in the human, provide insight into the creativity of the body. The spatialising- 

gestural body is creative insofar as its unity subtends the analytic distinction between 

cyclical and linear rhythms (Lefebvre 1991b: 203). Cyclical rhythms are recurrent, 
involving complex processes and changes (the cycles of day and night, or of the tides), 

while linear rhythms consist of the consecutive production of identical moments (a hammer 
beating on an anvil). In the former case, the rhythm produces both recurrence and a 
beginning which is always new. In the latter: 

Attaching itself to the identity of what comes back, the linear and its rhythms have 
a tendency to oppose themselves to what is becoming. 

Lefebvre (1991a: 231). 

This applies in two senses. Firstly, repetition represents a freezing of becoming in an action 

which aims for perpetual identity. Secondly, the repetitive line of hammering stands 

57 Lyotard's meaning here is unclear, since the uncertainty could simply be a matter of a multivariate but 

ultimately determinate interaction. However, given the reflexive nature of the system, one could understand it 

in terms of bifurcation functions, with the somatic inscription of multiple possibilities corresponding to a 

moment of hysteresis, a state of disequilibriurn where the body could, as it were, pull in different directions at 

once. 
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opposed to what is becoming in the sense of what is being hammered out - it is unable to 

understand its own productive essence. 

Rhythmanalysis aims to operationalise the insight that both types of rhythm are 

inseparable and united in the body. Tides eat away at the shoreline, while the act of 

hammering is a product of cyclical bodily rhythms. Even its staccato is a product of the 

rhythmic temporality of the aural system. Its productive nature nothing outside of its 

articulation with other rhythms, of circulation and consumption. Rhythmanalysis 

establishes the body as a creative force: 

Is it not the body, in fact, since it preserves difference within repetition, that is also 
responsible for the emergence of the new from the repetitive? Analytic thought, by 
contrast, because it evacuates difference, is unable to grasp how repetition is able 
to secrete innovation. 

Lefebvre (1991b: 203). 

Rhythmanalysis does not merely reconcile the cyclical and the linear, but, in understanding 

the generative creativity of processes which intersect in the human as one complex node of 

organisation among many, sheds insight on the self-production of the subject and its 

articulation with the world: 

Here is found that old philosophical question (the subject and the object and their 
relationships) posed in non-speculative terms, close to practice... The passage 
from the subject to the object requires neither a leap over and abyss, nor the 
crossing of the desert... The gaze and mediation follow the main lines which come 
from the past, the present, the possible. and which join up within the observer. at 
the same time centre and periphery. 

Lefebvre (1997: 227). 

The ability to grasp the true nature of embodied creativity enables us to reconcile the 

contradiction between the self-created subject and objectivity. It follows Lcfcbvrc's use of 

the ideas of information and complexity to understand the spatial-gestural body. 

There are many problems with this position. Shields, for example, equates his 

concern with the body with Romantic humanism, a longing for a return to 'a state of mind 

and body in which there was no differentiation between thought and action' (Shields 1999: 

73), a state summed up in his idea of the 'total man' (I'honune total). 

I think this criticism misses the mark. Lefebvre's idea of the total man is not 

transplanted wholesale from Lukacs, as Shields seems to assume. Ile derives the concept 

from Marx's Manuscripts: 'Man appropriates his integral essence in an integral way, as a 

total man' (in Lefebvre 1991 a: 65). 
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As Lefebvre argues: 

... Marx limits himself to defining the philosophical problem of universality as a 
function of human development and of another fundamental concept, that of 
appropriation... 

Man and the human have always constituted a whole: in and through 
contradictions, i. e. alienations. As for the total man - universal, concrete and alive 
- he can only be conceived of as a limit to the infinity of social development. 

Lefebvre (1991a: 65-66). 

While this betrays a humanist position, Phomme total functions as a speculative concept of 

the concrete universal rather than a longing for primordial experience. Lefebvre asserts that 

his work is neither a call to return to, nor a meditation upon the nature of, origins (Lefebvre 

1991b: 172). Difference is fundamental to a space which 'can never escape its basic 

duality' (Lefebvre 1991b: 191), its fundamentally binary constitution in terms of its being 

both qualitative and quantitative, a basis and a field of action, a collection of objects and an 

array of equipment. 

The real problem does not concern a desire for a return to a primordial state, but his 

attempts to give a substantial account of the implication of subject and object in a way 

which goes beyond their merely speculative unity and introduces moments of a rather ill- 

defined ontology of practice. 

For example, the idea of the spatial body has a phenomenological bias if it attempts 

to say anything more than that we know space through embodiment. The pre-objective, 

gestural and differential body which Lefebvre introduces as disclosing-producing space is 

an ontological false start. We cannot invoke pre-objective substance in an explanatory role, 

since it suffers the same lack of determinate sense as its sister-concept of pre-distinct 

differentiation. Further, one could not root ontology in gesture without giving a definition 

at odds with any commonly accepted definition, which could apply to the intentional 

movement of an objective body in space. 

Lefebvre is correct to note how gesture and practice show the implication of space 

and time. This also manifests in the duality of social space, as at once neutral container of 

action and its source/locus of possibility. However, we cannot give a positive account of 

what subtends their distinction without reintroducing the terms we seek to explain. Space 

and time are implicated, but irreducible. 

The introduction of the body as the 'solution' to this problem arguably leads 

Lefebvre to privilege time over space, as if space were produced through a gestural practice 

thought primarily in temporal terms. Space is no more the secretion of time than objectivity 
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the secretion of practice. This attempt to incorporate the irreducible is characteristic of 
idealism, and, in its temporal variant, perpetuates the Kantian identification of space as 
externality and time as the internal principle of mental succession. 

Lefebvre, as a materialist, seems to be aware of these difficulties, and he may be 

trying to resolve this problem, and to reintroduce objectivity, in his complexity-based 

account of the subject. But one cannot grasp subjectivity and consciousness in terms of 
complexity. As argued earlier, if such systems are seen as ultimately determinate, there is 

no possibility of a recording-process, no forsaking of alternatives. Even the introduction of 
ideas of hysteresis and bifurcation cannot solve the problem, however. 

Prigogene has noted how one can understand the emergence of biological life and 

of complex behaviour in these terms. We can account for the emergence of complex (life) 

processes from simpler processes, and for the increasing complexification and reflexivity 

of behaviour, all the way up to what an observer would term intelligent behaviour. In 

addition to showing how intelligent beings can emerge from a combination of initially 

simple processes (i. e. that evolution is possible), it emphasises how life interacts with, and 
is constituted in its interactions with, objects. It therefore gives us a strong indication of the 
implication of practical activity and object - and of object and subject - through its focus 

on intelligence as a form of behaviour. 

However, an account of how intelligent life can evolve does not answer any 

ontological questions. Starting from simple systems and processes which are taken as 

given, it has no purchase over the nature of objectivity or process. As such, it has no power 

over the subject - it cannot account for the resolution of objects, how we come to 

distinguish objects in the first place. It is not an ontology, or any kind of metaphysical 

argument. Its logic is one of scientific externality, mobilising objects to describe the 

observed interactions between partially closed systems. Its implication of practice and 

object is not really its own discovery at all, but a function of its objectivist approach, which 

must describe the resolution of objects in terms of interaction with objects. 

The final nail in the coffin of this approach, however, must be that such an account 

could not alter our understanding of intelligent behaviour. The important point about 

autochthonous systems is that that they cannot be understood in terms of lower level 

phenomenon, but constitute a new plane or scale of macro-level interaction. Thus, in 

speaking of intelligent behaviour, this approach ought to direct us away from reductive 

explanations, to focus on intentions, emotions, motivations etc - or, more likely, to the 

evacuation of this terrain in favour of an analysis of higher level phenomena. For it implies 
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that larger level organisations (companies, the economy etc) are irreducible to any 

combination or interaction of local elements whose behaviour they organise. If we take 

complexity seriously, the global is a level of scale which can only be usefully interpreted at 

the level of global processes - and the stochastic nature of the global system further 

implies that such an understanding would be best constituted in statistical terms. We are, it 

seems, a long way from the theory of embodiment. 

These problems come to a head with Lefebvre's ideas on rhythmanalysis, which 

prioritise time over space. While he asserts that space and time intertwine and that every 

rhythm has its place, rhythm is a temporal phenomenon - the rhythmanalyst is 'More aware 

of times than of spaces... ' (Lefebvre 1997: 229). Temporality is seen as constitutive of 

objectivity (Lefebvre 1997: 223). Our discussion of the temporality of the present ought to 

have established that objects are tcmporised, but Lefebvre's assumption seems to be that 

we can understand objects as an intersection of temporalities, as something ancillary. This 

ontological pretence is taken further, in a staggering display of virtuoso reductionism: 

It is impossible to understand urban rhythms without referring to a general theory, 
which we will call 'Rhythmanalysis' realted [sic. ] particularly to these rhythms, 
but not only these. This analysis of rhythms, in all their magnitude 'from particles 
to galaxies', has a transdisciplinary character. Moreover, it gives itself as its aim 
the least possible separation of the scientific from the poetic. 

Lefebvre (1997: 228). 

Rhythmanalysis, recognising the ontological priority of time, reconciles physics, sociology 

and philosophy through its transcendence of the distinction between art and science, neutral 

observation and lived immediacy. 

It is perhaps best to dispense with a detailed refutation of this position, since its 

inadequacies are obvious. Time is falsely ontologised, given priority over a space without 

which it is inconceivable. Objects are assumed reducible to a complex of temporally 

organised practices, going into their mediation without remainder. This gives a reductive 

determinacy to the implication of space and time, subject and object. The novelty of 

rhythmanalysis - the introduction of 'rhythmic' temporality - is not helpful, since the idea 

of rhythm, as an experiential concept, is compatible with any account of time (it lacks 

foundational status in the same way as gesture). The idea of the reconciliation at the bodily 

level of linear and cyclical repetitions gives no substantive insight into the nature of 

creativity or the process of self-production. In the end, analysis must separate the linear and 

cyclical as a condition of thinking either, just as it must separate production and 

reproduction, subject and object. 
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If Lefebvre ontologises practice and embodiment in an unsustainable manner, his 

work retains much of value, focussing on the implication of alienation and self-creation. 

For all their flaws, his ideas on rhythmanalysis and on embodiment attempt to answer 

serious questions. The rhythmanalytic project sought to understand the city in a way which 

resolved the dichotomy of rigid economic or political determinism versus an aestheticiscd 

view of the city as a chaotic melting pot. By looking at the impact of various circuits - 
transport, capital, finance, cycles of work and rest - on urban form and everyday 

experience, he brings attention to the multiple temporalities, and thus of interacting but 

semi-autonomous orders of organisation and scale, which organise urban existence. 

Similarly, his writings on embodiment have relevance to understanding the 

relationship between alienated labour and creative self-production. The problem concerns 
his refusal of speculative critique. Lefebvre writes cogently on the implication of opposites, 

yet wants to go further, to provide an account of what subtends these dichotomies. The 

result is a collapse into identity thinking and reductionism, giving one pole priority over the 

other. At other times, however, he is more circumspect, allowing the contradictions in his 

formulations to speak for themselves, of something less determinate and more 
fundamental. 

Thus, regarding self-creation, he shows how nonidentity, while presenting itself 

negatively to reason, is not substantially so, which recalls Adorno's view of the categories, 

or Marx's assertion that the actuality of a mode of production exceeds the terms of 

negation and mediation: 

... space is not only the space of a 'no', it is also the space of the body, and hence 
the space of 'yes', of the affirmation of life. It is not simply a matter, therefore, of 
a theoretical critique, but also of a'tuming of the world upon its head' (Marx), of 
an inversion of meaning, and of a subversion which 'breaks the tablets of the Law' 
(Nietzsche). 

Lefebvre (1991b: 201). 

The elusive nature of this 'yes' seen as giving rise to notions of the unconscious, of which 

Lefebvre is critical: 

Like the flower which does not know it is a flower, self-consciousness... 
misapprehends its own preconditions whether natural (physical) or practical, 
mental or social... 

In this sense... consciousness misapprehends itself... on the one hand, the 
illusion of a perfect or transparent knowledge... on the other hand, notions of a 
mystery, of an unknowable realm, or of an unconscious... People... usethe 
unconscious as an appropriate receptacle for whatever they please to consign to it, 
including the preconditions of consciousness in the nervous system or brain; 
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action and language; what is remembered and what is forgotten; the body and its 
own history. The tendency to fetishise the unconscious is inherent in the image of 
unconsciousness itself. 

Lefebvre (1991b: 208). 

In passages such as these (as in his problematising of the 'mirror' theory of consciousness 
through highlighting the phantom materiality of the mirror itself) Lefebvre highlights the 
disruptive potential of nonidentity, which appears to analytic reason as contradiction. 
Despite Lefebvre's disavowal of the speculative project, the model of implication here is 

closer to Adomo's idea of non-identity than the subsumption of opposites at a higher level. 

Despite being a far from perfect metaphor, the notion of 'play' (Lefebvre 1991b: 211) 

which it evokes retains an emphasis on the irreducibility of elements, while highlighting 

the nevertheless fluid and negotiable boundaries between concept, object and practice. 

Certeau: From Bodily to Scriptural Economy 

The work of Lefebvre is developed by Michel de Ccrtcau. Ccrteau's work on the everyday 

starts out in a similar manner to Lefebvre, focussing on the interconnection of the mundane 

and the creative. For all that Certeau is often read as one-sidedly optimistic, he emphasises 

the estranged nature of everyday life at many points. 

One crucial form which alienation takes concerns how the fetishistic logic of 

commodity production denies the creativity of production, and productive consumption, 

favouring a logic of expression, where everything gains its meaning by standing for 

something else. Mainstream cultural theory is overwhelmingly concerned with the 

symbolic meaning of works at the expense of their conditions of production and 

consumption. Advertising, celebrating the commodity as fetish, obscures its production, 

and the mundane reality of use, in favour of a symbolic displacement: 

A landscape of posters and billboards organizes our reality... It conceals the 
buildings in which labour is confined; it covers over the closed universe of 
everyday life... 

Certeau (1997: 20). 

Experience itself is in decline, subordinated to the logic of symbolic expression. Rather 

than experience, a contact with the real mediated through social relationships, we purchase 

symbols of the happiness we are denied, symbols of social relationships, or of the object of 

desire: 
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Hence a first observation: what goes into that language is what goes out of daily 
life and what existence no longer offers, either for reasons of fatigue or because 
one no longer dares think of changing what is possible. 

Certeau (1997: 18). 

The multiplication of symbolism around an absent object of desire, the fantasy of 

communication with a real which it can only circle without touching, advertising 

constitutes an erotics, what he elsewhere terms a 'celibate machine'. This is the same logic 

encountered in romantic, or pornographic, fiction: 

Over and over, through the sentimental bliss, the ecstasies of love, or bodily 
relations, they speak of communication. But a successful communication that 
overcomes obstacles and conflicts is not what is encountered in life. 

Certeau (1997: 18). 

The desire for communication and contact is thwarted by the expressive, fetishistic logic 

which feeds off it. Within the alienated panorama of everyday life advertising provides a 
distorted picture of the utopian possibilities which it defers: 'advertising parcels out in 

pocket money the equivalent of a golden age' (Certeau 1997: 20). 

A second feature which Certeau identifies concerns a 'crisis of believability' 

(Certeau 1988,1997). The shift in strategies of power which Foucault identified, away 
from local alliances and systems of patronage, towards a totalitarian planning vision 
imposed from above, has resulted in the production of. 

... procedures for the control of all social networks: these 'panoptic' systems of the 
police, the schools, health services, security etc. But they are slowly losing all 
credibility. They have more power and less authority. 

Certeau (1988: 179). 

The imposition of power from 'above' erodes the foundations of 'believability', of 

mediating local authorities embedded through networks of conviction and affiliation. These 

'local authorities' are constituted through habitation, and constitute the habitability of a 

place (Certeau 1988: 106). They ground and help to cement authority and legitimacy, 

providing a context for everyday activity. Habitability, and the legitimacy it produces, is 

eroded by panoptical systems of control. 

The erosion of believability has resulted in a paranoiac need to recuperate a sense of 

belonging, in the form of heritage, which looks only to the past, without regard for history 

as it is actually made: 
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This accumulation of memories and values speaks of values belonging only to the 
past, as if the enormous expansion of a society... could only justify itself with an 
inert inner body: the tomb of yesterday. The concern for 'the mind, the spirit' goes 
to the aid of old stones in peril and crowns war veterans. 

Certeau (1997: 6). 

Meaning seems to leave the world, figuring it as ruin, allegory. History appears only as 
decline. Certeau echoes Benjamin's writing on tragic drama, or his own work on the 

peliod, The Mystic Fable (Certeau 1995). 

He [the prophet Ezekiel] lived at a time when Jerusalem, crushed by the 
Babylonians, was under the yoke of deportations, and when the citizens who were 
spared saw themselves part of the elite because they remained inside the sacred 
walls. The prophet saw the chariot with its four cherubim carrying the 'glory' of 
Jehovah fly over the temple and leave the city (Ezekiel 10-11). The Spirit left the 
walled confines. The architecture of institutions was being emptied of meaning, 
and those who were occupying it were only 'holding onto' stones, a ground, and 
brick walls... For Ezekiel, the invisible sun of his people had left this earth and 
taken the road to exile. 

Today something similar is happening. An exile is in the works. 
Certeau (1997: 7-8). 

Certeau links this crisis of believability to the crisis of experience in a way which recalls 

Benjamin's writing, in The Storyteller, on the 'atrophy of experience'. They are connected 

through a more general crisis of habitation, under which our motives for action begin to 

decay. Practice involves continually moving between motives and the external world, a 

process Certeau understands as artful, drawing on Kant's conception of 'logical tact' as the 

free play of the faculties (Certeau 1988: 72). This play, which 'keeps the ball moving' 

between motives and actions, is transposed by Certeau into a 'narrativity' of practice, an 

'art of saying' which connects speaking and operating (Certeau 1988: 78). Linking space 

and practice, it constitutes both as meaningful. 

The crisis of believability, and the decline of local authorities, has devastating 

effects for experience. We live increasingly in spaces which, if not totally devoid of affect, 

resist narrative articulation: 

... where stories are disappearing... there is a loss of space: deprived of narrations 
(as one sees it happen in both the city and the countryside), the group or the 
individual regresses toward the disquieting, fatalistic experience of a fom-dess, 
indistinct, and nocturnal totality. 

Certeau (1988: 123). 

The decline of local authorities, of the 'signifying kernel' of believability which they 

ground, renders our experience ever harder to articulate, to ourselves or others, while 

211 



increasing the purview of the two other kernels, the memorable and the primitive. The 

memorable, 'that which can be dreamed about a place' (Certeau 1988: 109) is increasingly 

rooted in involuntary recollection, which insinuates personal recollections which 

undermine the established order of place. The primitive is a concept which Ccrteau 

attributes to Freud, but it owes more to Lacan's concept of the mirror stage, or Heidegger's 

writing on 'thereness'. It represents the affirmation, through an act of walking which 

constitutes its own 'here' and 'there', of a self-as-image, and of the otherness of this self to 

its constitutive mobility. This primitive joy in one's otherness produces: 

... within the planned city a "metaphorical" or mobile city, like the one Kandinsky 
dreamed of. "a great city built according to all the rules of architecture and then 
suddenly shaken by a force that defies all calculation. " 

Certeau (1988: 110). 

We are faced with a decline of communicable experience, and with a resultant explosion of 

memory and primitive, unarticulated desire which escapes the logic of communicability or 

the believable. Alienated experience veers between dull fatalism and an intangible, but 

poignant, oneiric figuration. It is important to recognise here that, as for Benjamin, these 

two kinds of experience are inextricably linked. They proceed from alienation, and do not 

represent anything like an 'authentic' experience of the city. 

Like Lefebvre, however, Certeau also stresses the positive, creative side of the 

everyday. Consumption appears passive because its productive nature as use is not 

recognised within the expressive paradigm imposed on it from above. like the act of 

reading, an active process which inserts its own meanings into a text which comes to it 

from outside (Certeau 1988: 169), consumption is productive activity without a fixed 

product, appropriating externally imposed elements: 

... a rationalised, expansionist, centralised... production is confronted by an 
entirely different kind of production, called 'consumption' and characterized by its 
ruses, its fragmentation... its poaching, its clandestine nature... in short by its 
quasi-invisibility, since it shows itself not in its own products (where would it 
place them? ) but in an art of using those imposed on it. 

Certeau 1988: 31). 

This emphasis on the creative aspect of everyday life is at the root of his distinction 

between strategy and tactics. With these concepts, Certeau develops Lefebvre's remarks on 

the relationship of the authorities with the everyday: 
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... every time a scientist comes up with a formula or a law, he is of necessity 
condensing a long experience in which the lowliest assistant and the simplest tool 
have had their part to play. 

And yet... Specialized activities... genuinely did develop outside and 
above the everyday. Only by controlling it through this externality were they able 
to condense it, to concentrate its meanings and achievements. 

Lefebvre (1991a: 87). 

For Certeau, these specialized activities represent strategies, discourses of administration 

and control which operate through the constitution of a 'proper' place. 

Strategic practice constitutes its own place of operation, its object, and its products. The 

establishment of a proper place - which constitutes, by exclusion, its other - grants it a 

level of autonomy from immediate circumstances. This 'triumph of place over time' 

(Certeau 1988: 36) establishes the foundations of a panoptic practice, a totalitarian 

regulation of the object. 

By contrast: 

... a tactic is a calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locus. No 
delimitation of an exteriority, then, provides it with the condition necessary for 
autonomy. The space of a tactic is the space of the other... It operates in isolated 
actions, blow by blow. It takes advantage of 'opportunities' and depends on them, 
being without any base where it could stockpile its winnings, build up its own 
position, and plan raids. What it wins it cannot keep. 

Certeau (1988: 36-37). 

Tactics are unplanned and spontaneous, fleeting and mobile appropriations of a foreign 

territory, defined by non-autonomy from their fields of action. Like the mitis of Greek 

legend, 'It is a principle of economy: obtain the maximum number of effects from the 

minimum force' (Certeau 1988: 82). It operates by intervening in a field which is foreign to 

it, relying not on its own force, but upon interventions and the exploitation of fleeting 

opportunities. The logic of an occasion which is: 

... taken advantage of, not created. It is furnished by the conjuncture, that is, by 
external circumstances in which a sharp eye can see the new and favourable 
ensemble they will constitute, given one more detail. A supplementary stroke, and 
it will be 'right'. 

Certeau (1988: 86). 

These mobile tactics continually exceed and escape the logic of a strategic discourse which 

attempts to master them. The discourses of planners and political technocrats operate 

within the categories of administration, and grasp only the raw material and its distribution, 

rather than the moment of application. At the most it attempts to grasp practice by mapping 
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a trajectory, yet even trajectories are plane-projections, inscribed by practices, yet 

concealing the moment of inscription (Certeau 1988: 35). Hearing only what is 'said', they 
fail to 'discern in the saying the difference introduced by the act of saying (it) here and 

now' (Certeau 1988: 89). 

Strategies establish their power by relegating what escapes them to the realm of 
feeling, or of superstition. Yet, as Certeau notes (1988: xxiii), the production of strategies 
depends upon the embodied practices of their producers. Strategically produced knowledge 

is incapable of understanding its own conditions of existence (in embodied creativity), in a 

way which undermines its privileged status and threatens to expose it as itself superstition. 

This impossible drive of discursive knowledge to grasp its conditions of production 

brings us to the core concern of Certeau's writing, allowing us to locate his work on 

everyday life in the context of his broader project. Certeau's writing is concerned with a 

fundamental shift in the production of meaning. From the 16'h and 17'h centuries, he posits 

a shift in the status of meaning away from the expression of a univocal divine voice 

manifest in the creation as Word (contemplative knowledge), towards a concern with use 

(rationalist and experimental thought). This shift, depriving knowledge of universal 

reference, has had destabilising consequences, giving rise to what he terms the scriptural 

economy, an erotics of knowledge characterised by the proliferation of signifiers around an 

absent real -a 'celibate machine' (Certeau 1988: 150). 

Origins of the scriptural economy 
In The Mystic Fable (1995), Certeau traces the rise of this economy, in a manner which 

echoes Benjamin's Trauerspiel writings. Looking at the rise of the science of 'mystics' in 

the 10h and 17 th centuries, he notes how the archaeology of the present crisis of 

believability can be traced to the decline of the medieval Christian tradition. It was this 

crisis which gave rise to the allegorical techniques of mystics: 

Within that tattered Christendom they experienced a fundamental defection, that 
of the institutions of meaning. They lived the decomposition of a cosmos and were 
exiled from it... They sought a firm footing, but in the end the Scriptures appeared 
as corrupt as the Churches. They were equally deteriorated by time. They obscured 
the spoken Word... To be sure, they still marked the spot, but in the form of 
'ruins'... They still showed the spots in which one was now to await the birth of a 
God who had to be distinguished from all of his signs... 

Certeau (1995: 25). 

This breakup had complex origins, but Certeau concentrates on shifts in the realm of ideas, 

particularly the mystical-nominalist writings of Duns Scotus and William of Ockham, and 
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the vulgar sermons of Meister Eckhart in the thirteenth century. These ruptured the 

univocal purity of Latin, foregrounding the ambiguous and connotative elements of the 

texts, so that the materiality of language compromised the clarity of Scripture as expression 

of the Word (Certeau 1988: 137,1995: 116). 

The resulting interpretative delirium produced a proliferation of heresies, till the 

erosion of centrality resulted in the succession of heresy by 'schism: 

'Heresy' may be said to exist when a majority position has the power of nan-dng in 
its own discourse a dissident formation... The 'schism'... presupposes two 
positions, neither of which can impose on the other the law of its reason or of its 
force. 

Ccrteau (1995: 19). 

The resulting loss of centrality led to a new historical configuration, the growth of the 

secular state, with the churches as parties among others. The secular state catapults human 

subjectivity to centre-stage, where it must replace the external divine subJcct as locus of the 

universal and finality: 'One suffers the pangs of absence because one suffers the pangs of 

the One' (Ccrteau 1995: 2). 

These conditions gave rise to a 'proliferation about a loss, that was the birthplace 

of the scriptural economy. The centre of discourse shifts from God to the other, but an 

otherness internal to and subtending the subject. Hence the fascination with the body 

(Ccrteau 1995: 80), as a 'madness' at the core of the subject, inert materiality and yet, for 

this reason, preceding the conceits of language5g. Similarly, the figure of the crowd, which 

represents: 

... a neuter body. which is always the other... and 'neither one nor the other'... an 
originary body that is looked upon as being an indefinite beginning in rclation to 
the effects produced by the power and the will to 'stand out'. 

Certeau (1995: 47). 

An erotics of knowledge (Certeau 1995: 4), proliferating around an absent, indctcnninate 

origin. The economy of writing sets out on the impossible task of rccupcrating a lost Voicc, 

whether the voice of God (the Word), or the 'voice of the people'. 

This process constitutes everyday life as itself a figure of the voice, an opcrative 

origin within the scriptural economy. The origins of this lie in the growth of hcrcsy and the 

specialisation of the clergy during the period of crisis, which led the Church to monitor 

58 Ilence also the subsequent sanctification of 'divine' madness and poverty (Certeau 1995: 13). 
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everyday practice and vernacular expression, through such technologies as the confessional 
(Ccrteau 1995: 87). 

In tracing the genesis of this economy, Ccrtcau has already identified its two 

principle modes. The dominant mode, that of the Church and the new secular state, 

produced a multitude of independent monitoring and regulative techniques, and nascent 
'sciences of the human', attempting to colonise the everyday. It operates through a 

paranoiac logic of exclusion, relegating the whole to the status of its remainder (Ccrteau 

1988: 6), a remainder which it attempts to colonise. It proceeds as if the proliferation of 
discourse could annihilate this 'outside', blind to the transcendental nature of the question 

of its own conditions of existence. 

Mystics, by contrast, proliferates images according to a logic of negativity, a 

'science of circumcision' (Certeau 1995: 131) which highlights alienation and loss. Mystic 

phraseology deploys contradiction to rupture the boundaries of discourse, in attempting to 

point toward - without naming, describing or articulating - totality. 'it is a dcictic: it shows 

what it does not say' (Certeau 1995: 143). As Certcau notes, this is not a dialectic, for it has 

the value of a mystical fullness rather than tension. Further, it lacks determinate synthesis, 

since the opposites it juxtaposes are of a different scale or measure, rather than antitheses. 
'The combination is askew, as if heterogeneous types of space had come to meet in the 

same setting, for example a ghost in a city apartment' (Ccrtcau 1995: 143). It does not 

derive the nonidentical from the impossibility of the same, as does, for cxampic, the 

negative dialectics of Adorno, but attempts to point toward the unsayabic. 'it is language 

directed towards non-language' (Ccrteau 1995: 143). 

Mystics disappeared with the demise of the medieval world whose language it 

inhabited. But many of its operative motifs (use of oxymoron, negativity) and concerns (the 

subject, bodies, the time of the instant), reappear in psychoanalysis, philosophy and the arts 
(Certeau 1995: 7). These disciplines, like mystics, do not escape the scriptural cconomy. 

Mystics and psychoanalysis, for example, share the same limitations. Psychoanalysis 

undermines the individualist and progressivist certainties of bourgeois culture, but can do 

so only from within the bourgeois frame of reference, which it turns against itself. 

... that erosion takes place within the field it destroys by qucstioning its conditions 
of possibility. 

Ccrteau (1995: 8). 

Mystics and psychoanalysis write of a place which is always other, but can only do in the 

language of identity. In doing so, they produce a powerful critique of their own conditions 
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of existence. The glimpses they provide of a 'realm beyond'. however, can never be more 
than fetishes, their presentation of sublime originality the product of an economy of lack. 

This emphasis on the scriptural economy has huge consequences for our thinking 

about everyday life. The everyday, as a figure of origin, or as ontologiscd practice, is the 

equivalent of the voice in the scriptural economy - the saying which precedes writing. A 

writing which both represses, and tries to recover, to encapsulate, the voice. 
This voice, however, does not denote anything - indeed it is constituted as voice by 

its repression (Certcau 1988: 132). The absent voice around which discourse proliferates is 

a pre-text: 

It is useless to set off in quest of this voice that has been simultaneously colonized 
and mythified by recent Western history. There is, moreover, no such 'pure' voice, 
because it is always determined by a system... and codified by a way of receiving 
it... Thus we must give up the fiction that collects all these sounds under tile sign 
of a 'Voice'... Rather, orality insinuates itself, like one of the threads of which it 
is composed, into the network - an endless tapestry - of a scriptural economy. 

Certeau (1988: 132). 

The same argument applies to the everyday, which functions as an opcrative origin within 

the scriptural, a figure of sublime unity which exceeds, and impcls, discourse. Like any 

such figure, the everyday is dependent upon the grammar within which it is deploycd - its 

originality is secondary to the discourse of analytic reason, a meditation on its conditions 

of existence. 
Outside of this status as fetish, the everyday (like orality) is not nothing. Ilowcvcr, 

it cannot be accounted for in proper terms - and is constituted as 'impropcr' only by that 
logic which it sustains and subverts (it is not by nature improper). It is not amcnable to any 

positive account. In this sense The Practice ofEveryday Life is less a critiquc of 

quantitative social science (which has a function) than of an interpretative cthnography, or 

a 'thick description' that believes that it can get closer to its object, to cxpericncc. All such 

acts of accounting are operations of the scriptural economy, the original cxpcricncc it 

attempts to get closer to its absent ccntre. In other words, there simply is no unitary 

experience which precedes accounting, and the idea of 'closcncss' is a function of 

machinic celibacy. 

The introduction of the scriptural ruptures the apparent unity of the cvcryday as an 

object of analysis, leading us to concentrate on the multiplicity of 'microbc-likc, singular 

and plural practices' (Certeau 1988: 96) which comprise the everyday. This approach has 

value, but makes no pretence to rigour (Ccrteau 1988: 41), moving away from trying to 
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grasp an onginary voice, towards reflexive awareness of the disruptive potential of its own 

constitutive orality, the implication which haunts the scriptural enterprise. Critical analysis 

of the everyday shows how the categorical distinctions of planncrs and analysts arc 

subverted by this implication, so that the founding of a distinction bccomcs at the same 

time its transgression: 

This is a paradox of the frontier: created by contacts, the points of differentiation 
between two bodies are also common points. 

Ccrteau (1988: 127). 

The voice becomes orality, figured as the text's own irrccupcrablc othcmcss, so that the 

'text is modified by becoming the ambiguous depth in which sounds that cannot be reduced 

to a meaning move about' (Certeau 1988: 162). Such a theory departs from the will-to- 
knowledge of the scriptural economy: 

... it is no longer a question of approaching 'reality'... as closely as possible... On 
the contrary, narrated history creates a fictional space. 

Ccrtcau (1988: 79). 

Certeau's writing is self-consciously fictive, serving to rcvitalisc practice through the 

constitution of new forms of narrativity, constructing new itincrarics for action. In this 

context, Certcau can be read as calling for the researcher to rccognisc their active 

involvement in the situation, and to mobilise this involvement rather than trying to rcprcss 
it. He endorses the active narrative paradigm of going (as opposed to passive seeing) which 

Unde and Labov (1975) found to be so predominant among New York residents' 

descriptions of their apartments. Such descriptions cmphasisc, rather than trying to conceal, 

an itinerant relationship to space, as opening and foreclosing possibilities for action. 

Some problems: strategies and tactics 

Thus, far, we have shown how Certeau's writings lead us away from the idea of 'everyday 

life' as some authentic wellspring of experience, or ontologically constitutive sphere of life. 

We have stressed the negative and critical emphasis on the everyday as the haunting 

otherness within the proper, introducing uncertainty into strategic discourse. Recognition of 

this leads Certeau away from the examination of a sphere of life charactcriscd in terms of 

authenticity or immediacy, in favour of a study of the teeming multitude of practices which 

constitute the everyday in its actuality; the 'orality' of the everyday. This situates Ccrtcau 
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as classically post-structuralist in his concern with texts and tcxtuality, his focus on 
interpretative indeterminacy, and the fictitiousness of the real as itself a textual operator. 

However, some of Certeau's ideas concerning strategy and tactics, on the 

productivity of consumption, and on resistance, do not fit easily into this framework. His 

work is deeply problematic, complicated by ambiguities which often suggest an ontology. 

or general theory, of practice, constituted around the idea of the tactical. It is to these 

problems that we now turn. 

The first difficulty concerns his notion of consumption as active, productive, 

constituting an act of resistance. While he is correct to stress the active side of 

consumption, as use, his account of the productivity of consumption in terms of 

appropriation and reconfiguration, seems to postulate a sort of 'production without a 

product'. If so, can it really be called production at all? Of course, consumption really is 

productive (of the self, of social relations), but these products lie outside the domain of 

appropriation and intentional tactical deployment. It is not something which we could call 
'proximate' to tactics, since it product is largely out of the hands of its producers. 

The same applies to resistance, which can only be defined as resistance to 

something (a power, an order). Nonidentity is not the same as resistance, and 
'redeployments' may not affect the development or functioning of an order. Redeployments 

may be localised, interpretative or oneiric, or the sort of 'subversion' which is readily 

marketable. The nonproxemic nature of its productivity further suggests that it may help 

constitute the order it 'resists'. From this perspective, we must rccognise that talk of 

resistance (as of anything else) constitutes a frame of reference within which only certain 

types of activity are relevant. Individual, localised acts of interpretation do not affect the 

workings of power or ideology, since these are not matters of individual 'hearts and 

minds', but large-scale aggregate behaviour. In this context Zizck's ideas of conformist 
irony (Zizek 1998) illustrate how the active, ironic redeployment of symbols of authority 

and power may well be integral aspects of thefunctioning of that power (see also Adorno 

1994). 

A second problem concerns the relationship between tactics and practice in general, 

and whether they are to be regarded as identical. Ccrtcau's account of tactics as non- 

autonomous and temporal, and of practice as temporally oriented, the intrusion into the 

order of the same of disruptive memory (Ccrteau 1988: 85), would seem to identify them, 

so that the actuality of practice appears as tactically subversive. This is essential to his 

thesis about the active nature of consumption. 
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However, as we have seen, one of the main problems of theories of practice is that 

they operate metaphorically, conceptualising it through a particular t)pe of practice (e. g. 

gesture). This is also true of tactics. Thus, parts of The Practice of Everyday Life sccm to 

contradict any transcendental notion of the tactical, ascribing tactics to the weak. Similarly, 

he speaks of an explosion of tactics, following the growth of panoptical authority and the 

crisis of believability: 

... the generalization and expansion of technocratic rationality have created, 
between the links of the system, a fragmentation and explosive growth of these 
practices which were formerly regulated by stable local units. Tactics are 
frequently going off their tracks... they have begun to wander everywhere in a 
space that is becoming at once more homogeneous and more extensive. 

Certeau (1988: 40). 

This passage is ambiguous in its reference to tactics going off their tracks. In the broader 

context of his account of how tactics operated subversively in traditional societies, 
however, I would suggest that the issue here concerns a proliferation of tactics (dcf incd by 

being subversive) rather than the effects of displacement on a ubiquitous tactical-practicc - 
one can hardly say there is more practice around nowadays. This implies that tactics occur 
in some places and not others, and that they are not the same as practice in general (also 

suggested by his assertion that tactics are tools of the weak). 

However, this contradicts Certcau's own definition of tactics in terms of their non- 

autonomy from their fields of action, since this is definitional of embodied practice in 

general. Similarly, he writes of the disruptive implication of practice in the strategic in 

terms of the opposition of strategy and tactics. 

Ccrtcau seems to slide between two definitions of tactics, and could be accused of 

giving a false aura of tactical subversion to a general account of practice, since his 

representations of tactics always oppose them to the workings of power. In seeking a 

positive account of practice as evading the logic of the scriptural, he adopts the 

recuperative logic of the scriptural economy itself, the desire to write and to appropriate the 

other. He seems to impose an illusory determinacy on practice and on his own implication 

in the scriptural project. 
This difficulty implies that we cannot say that practicc-as-tactics is subversive in 

any determinate sense. As has been discussed in the context of the productivity of tactics, 

their products are not proximate, and they also serve to constitute and sustain discursive 

meaning, and the order of the same. What returns to haunt this order is not a positive 

opposition, but an undermining sense of implication in what it denotes as outside. If we see 
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orality as positive or determinate - as particular, but multiple practices - then we must 

concede that it is unthinkable outside the scriptural order it helps produce. If we cede it 

generative potential, we must also recognise that this exceeds the logic of identity, so that 

no positive account of it (even its description as orality) is viable. 

This draws us to consider more closely the nature of tactics, the possibility that they 

may themselves function as operators within the scriptural economy. From the point of 

view of writing or of the strategist, every manifestation of nonidentity represents a blind 

spot, an area of potential resistance. The possibility of tactics is how a paranoid planning 
discourse thinks practice. Writing and discourse arc obsessed with grasping and 

understanding tactics, as the absent real of the scriptural economy. 'Tactics' represents the 

externalised image of the conditions of existence of strategy itself, relegated to the status of 

remainder. This remainder continues to haunt, and to impel the continuous production of, 

strategic discourse, in a recuperative frenzy driven to incorporate all otherness under the 

logic of the same (see Adorno 1996: 23). 

It seems as if Certeau has taken the representation of orality and practice as tactics, 

which is itself afunction of the scriptural economy, and sought to produce a positive 

celebration of the tactical as that which undermines this economy. Without rccognising 

their origin, he (falsely) represents orality as tactical, conflating the dcstabilising 

archaeological implication of discourse with the paranoid reconstitution of implication as 

remainder. This seriously misrepresents orality, reducing it to a concept of practice. It 

represents an attempt to place the always excessive and indeterminate site of the production 

of meaning. In so doing, it covers over the complex, dialogical nature of meaning which 

Shottcr is so right to cmphasise, forcing upon it a false dctcrrninacy. 

Certeau's account of tactics seems to rest on a conflation of internal subversion and 

resistance which ]ends a false determinacy to implication. In rccognising the excessive 

nature of what he terms orality, and in identifying orality and tactics, he is driven to give an 

overly dynamic and indeterminate account of tactics themselves. This helps to explain 

Ccrteau's extreme distinction between strategies and tactics, which tend to intertwine in 

actuality. In his desire to secure a place for indeterminacy, he fails adequately to place 

tactics of resistance, which commonly possess a level of strategic organisation and goal 

directedness his schema does not permit them (Aherne 1995: 187). 

Many of these difficulties stem from a lingcring attachment to an ontology of 

practice imminent in his account of tactics. Thus we see in his writing, which posits tactics 

as a 'proliferation of aleatory and indeterminable manipulations' (Ccrteau 1988: 40), a 
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tswan-ning activity' of procedures, the invocation of images of flux, or metaphors of 

assemblage which we criticised earlier in this chapter. Ccrtcau at times seems to imply he 

can escape the scriptural in order to get closer to the real. 

This criticism, however, serves less as a cast-iron condemnation of Ccrtcau as a 

reductionist writer seeking an ontology of practice, than to mark a vacillation in his work, 

at times obscuring his general commitment to a writing charactcriscd by critical negativity. 

Even the examples I have charactcrised as invoking images of 'flux' or 'assemblage' lay 

emphasis on the element of indeterminacy and nonidentity, albeit compromised by a 

romantic affirmation of 'practice'. 

Bearing this in mind, we should consider the possibility that the ambiguities 

surrounding the relationship between tactics, practice in general, and the scriptural 

economy, are intentional. That Certeau's analysis is ineant to lead us into this sort of 

questioning. This seems likely, considering his general emphasis on questions of 

ontological and epistemological uncertainty and the mythical -ficti ve status of discourse. 

An illustrative example of this deliberately sclf-undcrmining strategy is found in 

Certeau's historical writings, which, Aherne (1995) notes, tend to focus on pcriods of 

ideological and epistemological upheaval. His aim is less to find the 'truth' of the period by 

producing an account of events 'as they actually were', than to highlight how the 

archaeological implication of historiography in the events it recounts results in a genuine 

indeterminacy which is not the result of ignorance. 

The apparently superstitious and irrational conflicts and debates of the pcriods he 

studies - such as the case of mass demonic possession which forms the core subject matter 

of La possession de Loudun (Certeau 1970) - cannot be resolved in the 'light of modern 

reason', since we have no way of getting at the historical facts outside of the accounts of 

the period. Certeau shows how these cases introduced a number of (often self-consciously 

ironic) distortions into the dominant classifications of the period, and undermined any 

coherent idea of a stable and unitary subject, or any shared frame of rcrcrcncc for 

evaluating observations. As a result, these conflicts come to invade the historiographical 

operation itself, highlighting the fictitious nature of any single. imposed 'truth' of these 

events. What begins as the interpretative indeterminacy of the historical period. apparently 

the result of superstition, invades the present, pointing to the mythical and fictitious nature 

of discourse. This applies equally to 7be Mystic Fable, a discourse which, giving an 

account of the origins of the scriptural economy, ruptures the apparent dctcrminacy of its 

object in revealing its own implication. Ccrteau's writing is self-consciously mythical. 
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In this context, the problems and criticisms we have bccn addressing hcrc arc less 

the results of Certeau's inconsistent analysis than a desire to highlight, through 

contradiction, his own implication in the scriptural economy. This draws attcntion to the 

negativity and indeterminacy of the scriptural economy itself, an economy deprivcd, by its 

own success, of any externality, of anything against which it can be said to havc meaning, 

or even to exist as a determinate phenomenon at all: 

... the 'strategic' model is also transformed, as if defeated by its own success: it 
was by definition based on the definition of a 'proper' distinct from everything 
else; but now that 'proper' has become the whole. It could be that... it will exhaust 
its capacity to transform itself and constitute only... the scene of the Brownian 
movements of invisible and innumerable tactics. 

Ccrtcau (1988: 40). 

Collapsing under the weight of its own successes, the scriptural economy illuminates a 

panoply of mobile tactics. However, these are implicated in the decay-functioning of that 

economy. Certeau reiterates the point of the above quotation in the contcxt of a discussion 

of the body, where he examines the 'surgical' act of writing the law of the scriptural on the 

body, and asks what it is about the body, its orality, which can be said to be prior to 

inscription. What he says illuminates both the virtuality of the scriptural. and the status of 

practice: 

... apparatuses have instrumental value if, and only if. a 'nature' exterior to the 
model is assumed, if a 'subject matter' is distinguished... an outside is required 
for that sort of writing... The instruments are giving way little by little; they are 
almost anachronistic in the contemporary order, in which writing and machinery, 
no longer distinct, are themselves becoming the chance modalizations of 
programmatic matrices determined by a genetic code and in which. of the 'carnal' 
reality formerly subjected to writing, there perhaps remains no more than the cry - 
of pain or pleasure - an incongruous voice in the indefinite combinative system of 
simulations. 

Certeau (1988: 146). 

The body itself becomes spectral, that which flees the scriptural. Ccrtcau's writing 

undermines all points of reference. Everything posited in his work is the product of a 

paranoid machine which, eliminating its own outside, has itself bccome unthinkabic. The 

everyday, and orality, are not simply prior to discourse, but appear ncgativcly, as a product 

of its decay and fragmentation. This, as Ccrteau argues, frccs up a mobile infinity of 

elements, but as a jumble of meaningless, juxtaposed fragments. The tactical can only be 

understood negatively, a mythical image of nonidentity sustaincd by a scriptural cconomy 
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which is itself myth. Certeau's text can thus be read in the same manner in which he 

appropriates Foucault, who: 

... disturbs the fields into which he moves one after the other. creating a new 
disposition of the whole. But with its historiographical 'description' this ail tricks 
its other and modifies its law without replacing it with a di ffercnt one. It does not 
have its own discourse. It does not say itself. It is the practice of nowhere (non- 
lieu): fort? da? There and not there. It pretends to be eclipsed by the erudition or 
the taxonomies that in fact it manipulates. A dancer disguised as an archivist. 
Nietzsche's laughter rings through the historian's text. 

Ccrteau (1988: 80). 

Conclusion 

This chapter has aimed to provide a critique of straightforward, practicc-bascd theories of 

everyday life, illustrating how more sophisticated accounts have operated to turn this 

ontology against itself, producing a more nuanced and dialectical critique. In the movement 
from the 'general' theory to the work of Lefebvre and Ccrtcau, we have followed the decay 

of a rhetoric of sublime unity (ontology of practice; the generative body; orality as tactics). 
The 'everyday' initially presents an image of bodily practice subtcnding surface 

contradictions, an idealism driven to assert its own self-sufficiency in the denial of the 

object-subject dichotomy etc. Unable to do so without invoking the contradictions it is 

supposed to underlie, the everyday begins to fragment and decay, becoming twisted and 
turned in upon itself, like some endlessly refracted figment of its own imagination. 

Thus, in the writings of Lefebvre, we have seen a renunciation of ideas of sublime 

unity. Replacing the inarticulate scif-identity of practice with a concept of labour, he 

highlights the importance of objective mediation. Everyday life is recast as a reciprocal 
dialectic of self-creation and cxtemalisation, alienation and becoming. In turn, the longing 

for a unified state, for the 'total man', is replaced with an exploration of the internal limits 

of alienation, where alienation and disalienation are seen as bound together - as in the 

firenidungseffekt. Brechtian Ver 

Certeau, similarly, plays with the duality of alienation and creativity. His writing, 

unlike Lefebvre's, lacks a developed idea of labour. This may be the source of the lack of 

mediation which problematises his idea of tactics. Ile does not, however, fall into a 

simplistic ontology, but introduces a twofold mediation - the mediation of discourse by 

those practices which constitute its conditions of existence, and the mediation of those 

practices by the logic of the scriptural insofar as positing them already makes them the 
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object of a discursive account. This is less a dialectical matter of double mediation, 
however, than a double bind. Rather than a determinate articulation of embodiment and 
discourse, we are left with the impossibility of either. 

In terms of how the works of Lefebvre and Ccrtcau relate to the phcnomcno- 

ontological and poetic approaches discussed in the previous chapter, we would have to 

argue that both remain troubled by a Heideggerian legacy which has rcductionist leanings. 

In Lefebvre's case, this manifests in his treatment of the generative capacities of the 

spatial-body etc. Certeau's case is more complex, in the sense that we have (dc)constructcd 

a reading of his work which stresses its negativity. This is, however, only one of a number 

of possible readings, and one which involves considerable interpretative licence. My own 

opinion concerning Ccrteau is that, to some extent, he really is writing about practices from 

a quasi-ontological viewpoint. What I have tried to do in this discussion is show how this 

leaning, compromised by his concern with the scriptural economy, provides a point of 

departure for a reading which more fully flushes out the aporctic character of his work. 

Lefebvre and Certeau relate quite differently to the 'poctic' approach, which is not 

surprising given that it is not an established method or tradition but loosely connected set 

of orienting principles (allegorical rather than symbolic, ur-typical, fictive etc. ). 

Lefebvre's work is more straightforward in this respect, with its ur-typical use of 

contingent moments which come to stand for the whole, and its metonymic mode of 

presentation, which operates through the use of montage, calling to mind the dialectical 

image. 

Certeau's rclation to Benjamin is less direct, since he does not start from the 

concrete products of modem culture, but the formal analysis of practice and of historical 

periods. However, the function of his historiography is to highlight the implication of the 

object of analysis in the historical account, and the constitutive role of the discipline in 

fabricating this account. Far from the 11cidcggerian project of examining each epoch as a 

whole, a 'world', he ruptures the boundaries between periods, without, replacing the 

isolated epoch with a linear historical account. Ccrtcaujuxtaposcs disparate times and 

places, drawing our attention to continuities and ruptures, in a strange way. In Ccrtcau's 

writing, the ruptures tend to be internal to the period studied, while it is the ficaing traccs 

of continuity which have the most destabilising effect, drawing attention to the myriad 

implications which destabilise accounting. Ccrteau's work highlights the indeterminate and 

mythical nature of discursive knowledges which presume to transcend the superstition of 

religious or folkloric knowledge, and exposes its implication in everyday practice. The 
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solidity of his objects dissolves into a series of textual operations, substituting for the drive 

to appropriate the real a negative, deconstructivc approach which clears a space for the 

fabrication of new narrative itineraries. In emphasising the implication of the 'now, 

Ccrteau. shares something in common with Benjamin's Vieses on the Philosophy of History 

(Benjamin 1992a). 

Both Lefebvre and Certeau, in stressing the importance of possibility, narrativity. 

and the implication of the present in history, introduce into their work a self-consciously 

fictive dimension, already present in germinal form in Benjamin. Freed from its ontological 

burden the study of the everyday becomes an analysis of the actual which stakes its claim 

to truthfulness on its vision of what could be. 

The aim of this thesis has been to explore the interconnections of urban life and 

experience through the aesthetic ideas of the sublime and the uncanny. Initially presenting 

this study as operating through an examination of the urban everyday, we have seen how 

the concept of everyday life itself betrays the complex dualisms and aporias of urban 

subjectivity. We have moved from an image of the everyday as cmbodicd practice to the 

negative and allegorical aspects of a realm of pristine objectivity, charactcriscd in our first 

chapter as the en abFine. Such a concept, as an expression of urban experience, cannot offer 

an explanation of their connections, but recapitulates the same dilemmas found in earlier 

urban writing. 
One consequence of this has been an inability to fully reconcile the three aspects of 

the thesis; the city, the subject, the everyday. Rather. since no one aspect subsumes the 

others, we have moved between them, considering them as separate entities, with only the 

aesthetic aspect of the work serving to juxtapose them. 

A feature which has emerged throughout this work has been the importance of 

narrative and the narrativity of action. Since narrative has been presented as keeping the 

ball rolling between motives and acts, inner and outer life, it may provide an opportunity 

for a more synthetic account of the relation between these elements. The aim of the next 

chapter, therefore, will be to attempt to bring these aspects back together, through an 

examination of the themes and narrative conventions of modern writing on the urban 

experience, in the work of Peter Ackroyd and Paul Austcr. 
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Chapter 6- Fiction, Narrativity and the Uncanny 

Introduction 

Throughout this work we have noted how the uncanniness of everyday life in the modem 

city, its sense of alienation and the erosion of a stable centre of subjectivity, has been 

reflected in literature. In our examination of nineteenth century literary representations of 
the city, we saw how the themes of the sublime and the uncanny figured in 

characterisations of the urban landscape and experience. In Chapter 4, our discussion 

concerned the relationship between the story, the novel and epic narrative - that is, the 

form of experience in specific genres. 
We see, then, two main areas of concern. The first concerns substantive 

representations of the city, involving the characterisation of architecture, the pace and 
texture of urban experience, issues of authenticity, estrangement and anxiety. Here, the 

closely related figures of the sublime and the uncanny proliferate, in representations of the 

city as sublime origin - often represented by the crowd - or in terms of dislocation, 

alienation and fragmentation. 

It follows from what we have argued regarding Certeau and the narrativity of action 
(and Benjamin's writings on urban experience and literature), that these concems cannot be 

separated from issues of narrative form. Certeau sees the relationship between subjectivity 

and action as mediated through narrative, a form of 'logical tact'. Narrativity, and its 

corollary subjectivity, is seen as an achievement which is under threat from the 

homogenisation and regimentation of urban space. It is not something which is necessarily 

successful. 
Ricoeur (1984) argues similarly to Certeau, applying the argument also to fictional 

narrative. Narrative enables a reconciliation of what, for philosophy, are fundamental 

contradictions of subjectivity. It constitutes a poetic resolution of tensions irresolvable 

within an analytic framework, allowing fragments of experience to be grasped as a poetic 

unity. Fiction is the ground of the poetic exploration of subjectivity. 

This conception, however, is applicable only to certain kinds of (realist) narrative, 

and seems incongruous with literary modernism. The writing of Beckett constitutes less a 

poetic resolution of the tensions of subjectivity than their heightening and exploration. In 

Flaubert or Joyce we see a narrative impressionism which seems to reduce the subject to 

experiential fragments, before even this is subsumed in the autonomy of the written work. 
Genevieve Lloyd notes that Ricouer's analyses of Proust and Virginia Woolf end up 
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highlighting the tensions and ambiguities of subjectivity. It is this complex plurality of 
narrative forms which leads Lloyd to argue that: 

Rather than seeing philosophy... as offering inconclusive 'theories' of time. while 
fictional narrative offers a 'poetic resolution'. we might fruitfully regard both 
philosophy and literature as offering different kinds of 'fiction' through which we 
may come to a deeper understanding of what is problematic and troubling in the 
human experience... 

Lloyd (1993: 172). 

Modem literature inherits a subject stretched to the limit by the experience of the modern 

city, and takes up the task of amplifying and exploring its uncanniness. 

In this chapter, I wish to explore two literary engagements with the complex 
interconnection of the urban topos and the contradictions of subjectivity. In examining the 

work of Peter Ackroyd and Paul Auster, I have in mind not an investigation of their literary 

oeuvre, but a study of how a particular novel can be read with a set of concerns in mind. 
Therefore, while I will reference their works generally, I will concentrate on Ackroyd's 

Hawksmoor (1985) and the first two novellas of Auster's New York- Trilogy (1988). Both 

writers use the city as a trope to explore a similar set of themes, concerning the nature of 

writing, fiction, the subject, and the dilemmatics of alienation and recognition, though they 

reach quite different formulations and resolutions. 
We begin this chapter with an exploration of the work of Ackroyd. 

The Uncanny in Peter Ackroyd's "Hawksmoor" 

The novels of Peter A6kroyd constitute what Susana Onega (1999) terms 'historiographic 

metafictions', in their questioning of the conditions of existence of the novelistic enterprise 

and of the historiographical project, which is itself figured as the production of illuminating 

fictions. I will engage primarily with Ackroyd's best known novel, Hawksmoor (1985), 

also the most uncanny in its concern with subjectivity and urban experience. I will begin by 

sketching an outline of the plot before going on to discuss questions of narrative structure. I 

will then turn to Ackroyd's emblematic use of specific devices and metaphors. 

The plot of Hawksmoor is twofold, and told from the perspective of two 

protagonists, in two historical epochs. The first narrative, set in 1711, is written in the first 

person, and concerns Nicholas Dyer, an architect who has been given the task of building 

seven churches in London in the wake of the Great Fire. The second narrative is set in the 

present day (1985), telling the story of Nicholas Hawksmoor, a detective investigating a 

series of murders on the sites of Dyer's churches. This section is divided into two 
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subsections, the first focusing on the stories of the victims, and the second on 11awksmoor 

and his investigation. 

Dyer's story concerns his secret motives in building these churches. We become 

aware, as the narrative develops, of Dyer's Satanist beliefs, which have led him to conceal 

various occult signs in his works, and to sacrifice one person for each church, burying them 

in the foundations. His precise motives are never made clear, but are somehow bound up 

with his rebirth. Dyer harbours an obsessive belief in the corruption of the world, of its 

darkness and opacity, along with cynicism towards the claims of the scientific 

Enlightenment, represented in the book by Christopher Wren. This is nowhere more 

obvious than in their respective approaches to architecture. While Wren propounds the 

virtues of clarity and geometric symmetry, Dyer is obsessed with the building of dark, 

majestic edifices which inspire terror and recognition of the depravity of 'this Dunghill 

Earth'(Ackroyd 1985: 17). 

Hawksmoor is, at first sight, very different. Convinced of the values of rigorous 

empirical investigation, he has little time for anyone who would proceed by way of 

intuition. Yet, for all that, Hawksmoor seems bound in a curious affinity with Dyer, in 

terms of their personal lives and the events of the novel. His story concerns his 

investigations into the murders, which lead him amongst the tramps and the homeless of 

the city, and the dawning realisation that these murders are connected to the meanings of 

the churches, and their architect. 

Although Dyer's motives are never made explicit, Onega argues - to my mind 

convincingly - that his beliefs are best understood in neo-Platonist, hermetic terms. Dyer's 

'Satanism' is equated with the belief that the world is a trap, a cage for a fallen and 

incarcerated humanity, created by a demiurge of which all religious figurcs arc essentially 

representations. This is strongly suggested by the text (Ackroyd 1985: 22). The world is a 

fallen reality into whi ch human souls are reincarnated, and doomed to endless, futile 

repetition. Dyer's motivation in building the churches is not to worship this crcator, but to 

escape his fetters and assume the condition of transcendental anthropos (Oncga 1998: 4). 

In accordance with the beliefs of the Hermetic tradition (Walker 1958) the scptilatcral 

pattern of churches serves as a huge talisman controlling the seven planetary demons which 

chain him within the sublunary sphere. 

This reading not only accounts for Ackroyd's textual references, but enables us to 

make more sense of the relationship between Dyer, Hawksmoor, and the figurc of the 

Universal Architect. In Onega's reading, Dyer's talisman has caused him to split in two, his 
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dark and his light halves hunting each other through the ages, awaiting the reconciliation 

that will enable Dyer's transcendental asccsis. This final confrontation is fought out against 

the backdrop of modem London. 

If Hawksmoor adopts one aspect of modem style in its multiple 'perspcctivcs', it is 

unusual in mixing first and third person narratives and in the space of three hundrcd years 

separating the characters, the narrative threads no longer converging around the samc 

scene. 

The structure of the novel is not one of causal inference or linear continuity, but is 

patterned by repetition, analogy and a reciprocal mirroring of events". The general pattcm 

is one in which Dyer's actions are mirrored in the present day, either as cvcnts uncovercd 

and misconstrued by Hawksmoor, or in Hawksmoor's thoughts and actions. Further, it 

would not be fully correct to suggest that there is a line of influence, or that this is 

unidirectional, since 18th century events often mirror those befalling Hawksmoor earlier in 

the text. Dyer's historical precedence does not alter this impression - the syncretic nature 

of the narrative effectively foregrounding the time in which the novel is actually read. 
There is a general lack of direct narrative connection between the structurally analogous 

events of the two epochs, between Dyer's murders and their modem day equivalents. 

What does link the two epochs is the repetitious structure of the book itself. This 

manifests at different levels. For example, each chapter begins with a line which appears to 

tie it in to the previous chapter. Additionally, the general pattern of each 'Dycrchaptcr 

concerns his building one of the churches and the making of the sacrifice. The succeeding 

'Hawksmoor' chapter deals with the events surrounding the analogous murder and its 

associated church, from the perspective of the victim (in part 1) or Ilawksmoor (part 2). 

This pattern of structural repetition is complemented by the occurrence of 

analogous events and associations. As if by some occult law of sympathy, Ilawksmoor 

frequently has conversations or does things which mirror Dyers actions in the previous, or 

following, chapter. The analogy extends as far as the backgrounds of the characters. 

Nicholas Dyer works for Her Majesty's Off ice of Works in Scotland Yard, aided by his 

apprentice Walter Pyne. Nicholas Hawksmoor works at New Scotland Yard, with his 

assistant Walter Payne. Both masters have the same fraught relationship with their 

proteges. Considering Dyer's ambitions, the implied connection between Dyer and 

Hawksmoor is hard to miss. Hawksmoor somehow is Dyer (though they arc not simply 

59 Hawksmoor is not the only novel by Ackroyd to employ this structure. See particularly, 77te House of 

Doctor Dee (I 993a). 
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equivalents, for Dyer seems to be implicated in the murders and connected to the Universal 

Architect, the tramp who gives Hawksmoor the 'clues'of the drawing and the notebook). 
The chapter 'pairs'3 -4 and 5-6 provide a useful illustration of the above features, 

and I will treat each in turn: 

Chapter 3 concerns the building of St. Anne's, Limehouse, and Dyer's continuing 

recital of his history, from his memories of the Great Fire, through his apprenticeship under 
Sir Christopher Wren, ending with an account of an argument he had with his master while 

visiting Stonehenge (concerning whether or not its aesthetic power stemmed from simple 

geometric principles or its indeterminate age and occult associations). Towards the end of 

this chapter, Dyer goes to the Limehouse church, where he comes across a group of 

vagrants, a 'Society in Miniature. He murders one of these vagrants, an ex-printcr from 

Bristol named Ned, and dumps his body in the foundations. As he turns to leave, he stops 

to watch the group of vagrants, and they begin to call and shout: 

... and then a confusd Hurry of Thought and Dizzinesse came upon me likc a Man 
often meets in a Dreame. I ran towards them with outstretchd Arms and cried, Do 
you remember me? I will never leave theel I will never, never leave thccl 

Ackroyd (1985: 67). 

Chapter 4 begins, 'And as the cry faded away, the noise of the traffic returned with 

increased clarity' (Ackroyd 1985: 68), and addresses the fate of Ned, a vagrant cx-printcr 

from Bristol who is the second murder victim (all the pairs of victims have at least similar 

names). The chapter recounts the life history of an intensely solitary man, his years as a 

printer, and his slide into mental illness and homelessness. Several repetitious elements 

stand out, both singular moments (the advertising hoarding emblazoned with I IAVE 

ANOTHER BEFORE YOU GO'from Chapter 2), and analogous events (Ned's visit to 

Stonehenge). When Ned almost settles around the church at Spi tal f 1clds (the 'wrong' 

church), he is redirected to Limehouse by the white haired figure from Chapter 2 who 

appears to be connected to Dyer. The chapter ends when Ned walks to the church crypt 

'and, as he searched the coldness which rose from them like a vapour, he heard a whispcr 

which might have been "I" or "me". And then the shadow fell'(Ackroyd 1985: 86). 

The Shaddowe falls naturally here since the Clowds, tho'they be nothing but a Mist 

flying high in the Air, cast their Shade upon the surface of the Watcr... '(Ackroyd 1985: 

87). Nicholas Dyer begins Chapter 5 with these words to Walter Pync. This chapter 

concerns the mob's storming of Dyer's 'church'in Black Step Lane, his decision to build his 

final church on this site, the finishing of St. George's in the East (Wapping), and the 
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sacrifice of a child named Dan Dee. Two events stand out. The first of these concerns 
Dyer's account of a dissection he witnessed with Wren, and their very different reactions. 
While Wren bothers himself with the technical details of the woman's murder, Dyer is 

overcome with an intuition of the body's baseness and inner corruption, and a sympathetic 
identification with this poor victim which leads him to imagine himself in her place. The 

second event of interest is a visit with Wren to the asylum to visit the new lunatic. Wren 

sees lunacy as a disordered mechanism of the brain. Dyer agrees, but later (in Chapter 7). 

turns this around, reflecting that if thought is merely the working of a mechanism then 

'Reason itself is a Mist' (Ackroyd 1985: 145), and philosophical systems no more than 

castles in the air. During the visit, the madman calls him by name, saying, '11ark yc, you 

boy! I'll tell you somewhat, one Hawksmoor will this day terribly shake you'(Ackroyd 

1985: 100). This direct reference to the modern day events of the book is in some limited 

sense understood by Dyer, though in what way it is not made clear. By the end of this 

Chapter, Dyer is convinced that he is being blackmailed by the surveyor, Yorrick Ilaycs, 

who he later meets in the office: 

He made to enter his own Chamber and, with his back towards me, spoke as it 
seemed into the Air: This is the third Church is it not, Mr. Dyer? 

Let alone, puppy, let alone was my thought as I measured him up for his 
Shroud. Yes, I said, yes, it is the third. 

Ackroyd (1985: 106). 

Chapter 6, in which we first meet Nicholas Hawksmoor, opens on the scene of the 

investigation into the death of Dan Dee at St. George's in the East, with the words: 

Is it the thirdT 
'Yes, the third. The boy at Spitalfields, the tramp at Limehouse. and now 

another boy. The third. ' 
Ackroyd (1985: 109). 

From the site of the murder, the story moves to the autopsy, analogous to the dissection 

witnessed by Dyer. As ever, the chapter is punctuated by less grand recurrences - here the 

pathologist pauses, about to run his bloody hand through his hair, as Dyer had imagined 

Wren doing. Elsewhere, Hawksmoor is compared in his meticulous planning to an architect 

(Ackroyd 1985: 113). When he returns to his flat we discover he has a similar relationship 

to Dyer's with his irritating landlady. That evening, Hawksmoor leaves his flat to visit his 

father in a nursing home, described in terms almost identical to the asylum, and has a 

conversation in which his father alludes to the blackmail letter written to Dyer by Pync 
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(though at this point Dyer suspects Hayes). The chapter ends with Hawksmoor talking to 
Walter Payne, discussing the facts of the case and mulling over the relationship between 

necessity and contingency, with little success: 

He was not sure if all the movements and changes in the world were part of some 
coherent development, like the weaving of a quilt which remains one fabric 
despite its variegated pattern. Or was it a more delicate operation than this - like 
the enlarging surface of a balloon in the sense that, although each part increased at 
the same rate of growth as every other part, the entire object grew more fragile as 
it expanded? And if one element was suddenly to vanish, would the others 
disappear also - imploding upon each other helplessly as if time itself were 
unravelling amidst a confusion of sights, calls, shrieks and phrases of music which 
grew smaller and smaller? 

Ackroyd (1985: 126). 

The above provides an illustration of Ackroyd's narrative style, and its construction of 
temporality. Eschewing traditional approaches to history as a chain of causation, Ackroyd 

presents a temporality of repetition and analogy, highlighting its indeterminacy and 
irreducibility. The past is figured as eternal presence - substituting a spatial logic for 

temporal development - and yet also as a plenitude, a fullness which is for that vcry rcason 
lost to us, except as something numinous. Ackroyd does not develop a new form of 

narrative, or attempt to express presence in more adequate manner. Indeed, the book is 

written according to the logic of narrative realism. What is unusual is the way the chaptcrs 

connect (or fail to connect) with each other, and how this lack of historical closure 

gradually induces the impression of a lack of closure in the present. This indctcrminacy is 

also expressed in the novel's substantive content - for example, most chaptcrs contain a 
discussion about the nature of dust, and the irrecoverability of its origins, cxtcnded to the 
human at Hayes's funeral with Vanbrugghe's admonition, 'from dust to dust' (Ackroyd 

1985: 172). The past becomes a sublime totality, apprehended negatively through cmblcms 

or hieroglyphs, which remain, like the forensic evidence so scrupulously collcctcd from the 
bodies, indecipherable, condemning Hawksmoor to an agony of interpretation which forccs 

him to question the presuppositions of his project: 

... he was struck by the impossibility of his task. The event of the boy's death was 
not unique and if he traced it backwards, running the time slowly in the opposite 
direction (but did it have a direction? ), it became no clearer. The chain of causality 
might extend as far back as the boy's birth ... or even further into the darkncss 
beyond that. And what of the murderer, for what sequence of events had drawn 
him to wander by the old church? All these events were random and yct 
connected, part of a pattern so large that it remained inexplicable. I le might, thcn, 
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have to invent a past from the evidence available - and, in that case, would not the 
future also be an invention? 

Ackroyd (1985: 157). 

Hawksmoor frequently figures urban space as uncanny through this complex tcmporality, 

the stones of the city embodying in spatial form a historical reprcsscd which thrcatcns to 

surge up around us, as expressed in the following passage: 

It was now a matter of received knowledge in the police force that no human being 
could rest or move in any area without leaving some trace of his or her identity; 
but if the walls of the Wapping church were to be analysed with emission 
spectroscopy, how many partial or residual spectra might be detected? And he had 
an image of a mob screaming to be set free... 

Ackroyd (1985: 114). 

This feeling is also expressed by Dyer in his argument with Vanbrugghc: 

We live off the Past... It is reverberant in our Streets and Courts, so that we can 
scarce walk across the Stones without being reniinded of those who walked there 
before us; the Ages before our own are like an Eclipse which blots out the Clocks 
and Watches of our present Artificers and, in that Darkness, the Generations jostle 
one another. 

Ackroyd (1985: 178). 

This theme, of the historicity of the city, but also of its repression, is also cxplorcd in 

Ackroyd's first novel, The Great Fire of London (1982). It concerns the story of Spcnccr 

Spender, a filmmaker filiriing a version of Little Dorrit, a project motivated by his desire to 

cut through the inauthenticity of modem experience, to get to the heart of what Spendcr 

sees as Dickens's vision of an authentic, primal London. This attempt to get to the rcal 

heart of London opens a maze of conflicting interpretations, which eventually leads to 

Spender's death. The novel is suffused with images of a primal London which has shaped 

the lives of its inhabitants in ways which have subsisted for ages. These images arc 

juxtaposed with others, of the a-historicity of a city where the past is cithcr demolishcd or 

ossified by the commercialism of the heritage industry. Early in the book, Spcndcr cnthuscs 

about his idea to his wife Laetitia, as they head for the Edwardian Eatery, a historical thcmc 

pub, for a meal that is 'like everything else, Old English - precooked and heated for 

convenience in a microwave oven' (Ackroyd 1982: 15). 

The 'real', historical London, only appears in confused, drcam-likc cpiphanics, or in 

another form, as the city's detritus; litter, the homeless and the mad. Thus the old woman 
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who walks the streets with two prams full of ancient litter and rags, occasionally adding 
another piece of junk to her piles: 

... the stuff at the bottom of the prams could not have been seen, or touched, for 
many years. It represented the remnants of the Chelsea streets, perhaps the only 
history they had. 

Ackroyd (1982: 14). 

Onega sees such figures, like the images of fires and siren wails that proliferate, as portcnts 
of the impending evil, and there is some truth in this - it is 'mad Audrey' and the tramps 

who are responsible for the fire and Spender's death. They are also, however, figures of the 

repressed history of London, and it is from this that their threatening power emanates. They 

are not simply the evil signs of a fallen world, but emblems of what has been repressed. 
They function as the same manner as the figure of dust in Hawksmoor, itself replete with 
images of decay, homelessness and insanity. 

This juxtaposition of images of a primal community and of commodi ficd nostalgia 
is complemented by another theme; the urban experience of isolation and anonymity. In the 

case of Ned the printer, it is this isolation and inability to communicate with others which 
leads to his madness. He is not, however, the only one so afflicted - both Dyer and 

Hawksmoor share the same traits, particularly obvious in the latter, whose attempts to deal 

with the case lead to interpretative paranoia. Hawksmoor's experience with the false 

confessor is one of recognition, for he: 

... recognised them at once - although they were noticeable, perhaps, only for a 
slight twitch in the eye or the awkward gait with which they moved through the 
world. And they inhabited small rooms to which Hawksmoor would sometimes be 
called: rooms with a bed and a chair but nothing besides, rooms where they shut 
the door and began talking out loud... Hawksmoor thought, this is what I will 
become... 

Ackroyd (1985: 164). 

The paranoid self, condemned to isolation and neurotic repetition, is in the process of 
decay, torn apart by its lack of self-certainty, its inability to locate the boundarics of its 

freedom. The urban denizen is prone to an exaggerated concern about to what extent its 

actions are externally determined, and to anxiety, also, about the repetition which structures 

its life. This theme is related to Hawksmoor's gnostic subtext, where rcpctition without 

progress becomes the hallmark of fallen nature, and is the source of Dycr's anxicty at 
Wren's 'moving picture' experiment: 

235 



It was only Clock-work, Nick. 
But what of the vast Machine of the World, in which Men move by Rote... 

Ackroyd (1985: 144). 

A similar concern pervades 77ze House of Doctor Dee (1993a). Matthew, the central 

character, cannot remember his childhood, and worries that he may not be human, but the 
homunculus of Doctor Dee, condemned to die after thirty years and be reborn, devoid of 

memory, endlessly repeating the same cycle. This theme is aired most fully in Dais Leno 

and the Linsehouse Golem (1994), concerning a series of fictional murders in the 

Limehouse district in the year 1880. Leno deals with the story of Elizabeth Crcc, and her 

transformation into the Limehouse Golem. 

The figure of the Golem is particularly interesting, and is discussed in a 

conversation between Karl Marx and Solomon Weil. The Golem, says Weil, is an 

emanation of the spiritual sickness of London. In Jewish lore, the golcm was a piece of clay 

animated by a sorceror, which sustained its life by ingesting human souls. llowcvcr. 

... we do not have to believe in golems literally ... that is why I read it in an 
allegorical sense, with the golern as an emblem ... of degraded matter... We give it 
life in our own image. We breathe our own spirit into its shape. And that, don't 
you see, is what the visible world must be -a golern of giant size? 

Ackroyd (1994: 68). 

Marx objects, arguing that the Golem is a product of social conditions, of the alienation of 

modem capitalist society, but in fact argues something very similar to Weil. The Golcm is 

both an emblem of the fallen, alienated world, and its murderous emanation. 

In the novel, of course, the Golem is Elizabeth Crce. a theatrical performer. Crcc 

betrays the paranoia and alienation we have already discussed, her personality becoming 

increasingly schizoid, unable to reconcile her multitude of rolcs: 

Elizabeth progressively alienates herself from her hated 'real' personality... and 
she tries to bury her past beneath the fictional lives of one character after another. 

Onega (1999: 143). 

In this, Cree is cast as an alienated version of Leno, the great vaudeville artist and 

6monopolylinguist' (Onega 1998: 72), who, already by the age of fifficcn, had: 

... played so many parts that he hardly had time to be himself. And yet. somehow, 
he was always himself. 

Ackroyd (1994: 108). 
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Leno plays the same multiplicity of roles and yet, somehow, always seems to be himsclf, 

reconciling his different persona with playfulness and facility. The implication sccms to be 

that Cree's alienation - which makes her, quite literally, a golem, does not concern the loss 

of a substantive 'real' self at all, but a paranoid, mechanistic mode of worldly cngagcmcnt 
which renders her incapable of play. Indeed, the paranoid search for a pure and sufficient 
self-as-origin may be precisely the problem (we will return to this theme later). 

Futility, Irony and Transcendence 

Leno's figure recalls us to the other side of Ackroyd's fiction. Suffused with figures of loss 

and estrangement, it also concerns the possibility of escape from alienation, the affirmation 

of self-certainty and freedom through recognition and the accession to universality. Thus, 

Dyer builds his churches to escape the corruption of the sublunary and become anthropos. 
Escape, however, is made intensely problematic by Ackroyd's emphasis on the f ictionality 

of writing. In Hawksmoor, this is highlighted by the transposition of names 60 
, the invention 

of a seventh Hawksmoor church (Little St. Hugh), and an ongoing meditation conccrning 

narrativity which seems to implicate all experience in the fictive through the posited 

autonomy of language, first developed in his (1976) Notesfor a New Culture (Ackroyd 

1993b). The invention of Little St. Hugh - where Dyer goes to await his transcendental 

ascesis - explicitly places his escape along a fictional axis. If Dyer escapes from the fallen 

world of the 18th Century he remains firmly within the text of the novel. 

This is also a main concern of 7be Great Fire of London. From the very first page, 

when Little Arthur awakes with a fly buzzing around his room, meditations on escape and 
futility abound: 

... he jumps down and goes over to open the window. With infinite care he 
shepherds the fly out into the morning air. It is, however, a chilly London autumn 
and the fly will not last long outside. The fly knows this, too, but it still wants to 
escape. 

Ackroyd (1982: 5). 

The principal characters of The Great Fire experience themselves as trapped in a world of 

repetition and spiritual emptiness. Devoid of real human contact or recognition, each goes 

on in their allotted roles while dreaming of escape. Spender's wife Lactitia fccls unnoticed 
by her husband, never treated as an adult. She escapes from this through an affair, and 

60 Dyer is based on the historical architect Nicholas Hawksmoor. 
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leaves Spender, revelling in her new found freedom and confidence (Ackroyd 1982: 64). 
As things wear on, however, the shallowness of Andrew's company, and the lack of any 
love between them, begins to affect her, and she realises that her freedom is empty. The 

pessimistic message seems to be that the spiritual bondage of her marriage to Spender is, in 

the end, her only source of meaning - that infantilising dependence and emotional 
suffocation are the only alternative to empty nihilism. After her suicide attempt she goes 
back to her husband, who sees that this could be a chance to start again, on a more honest 

and equal footing. But Spender's high hopes come to nothing - he is no less trapped in his 

role than his wife (Ackroyd 1982: 141). 

This theme of escape climaxes at the end of the novel, when Audrey bums down 

the film set, in resistance to Spender's imposed interpretation of Little Dorrit, and, in the 
fire and confusion, Little Arthur frees the prisoners. Considering what has gone Wore, 
Onega. interprets succinctly: 

As the novel reveals its textuality, the liberation of the reincarnated Dickensian 
characters by the 'great fire'... loses its apocalyptic dimension and becomes the 
futile rebellion of unfree fictional characters against their god-like creator. they 
succeed in burning their way out of the cardboard prison-house of Spencer 
Spender's film version of heir world only, however, to rind themselves trapped 
within the walls of Peter Ackroyd's textual world. But the joke is two-edged. for 
also imprisoned within the cardboard walls of the novel... is the god-like Author 
himself.. 

Onega (1998: 30). 

Onega, however, argues that there is a change in Ackroyd's position bctwccn The Great 

Fire and Hawksmoor. From his early disavowal of the humanist tradition in favour of an 

emphasis on the autonomy of language, she argues, Ackroyd begins to engage with the 

possibility of recognition and disalienation, of attaining some kind of tmnsccndcncc. 7bis 

gives his later work a less pessimistic ring. 

The nature of this shift can be understood in terms of Ackroyd's rcading of T. S. 

Eliot. Ackroyd was initially very critical of Eliot's poetry of depersonalisation, which 

aimed to escape into a transcendental world of essential human emotions embodied in a 
literary tradition. This, argued Ackroyd, was effectively a form of transcendental humanism 

(Ackroyd 1993b: 54-55). The only answer was to forgo the escape into the rcalm of 

emotion in favour of an exploration of the autonomy of language: 

Language manifests itself when it ceases to identify with 'truth' or 'meaning', and 
it may be that man will fully recognize himself when he ceases to search for an 
origin or a goal. It would be to pass beyond humanism... 

Ackroyd 1993b: 145). 
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How is this modernism to be best expressed? Perhaps it can be described as a 
sense of freedom. We no longer invest created forms with our own significance 
and, in parallel, we no longer seek to interpret our own lives in the factitious terms 
of art. Artistic forms are no longer to be conceived of as paradigmatic or mimetic. 
Our lives return to their own space, outside interpretation and extrinsic to any 
concern for significance or end. I might put this differently by suggesting that it is 
the ability of literature to explore the problems and ambiguities of a formal 
absoluteness which we will never experience. For these forms seem to proclaim 
the death of Man. 

Ackroyd (1993b: 149). 

Yet it is Eliot's model, for Onega, which inspires Ackroyd's later writing. fie begins to 

stress the idea of a transcendent Imagination 61 
, embedded in a tradition both literary and 

vernacular. This tradition is geographically and culturally specific. Ackroyd posits an 

essentially English tradition, rooted in a Catholic love of ritual and spectacle, and 

manifesting itself in the 'monopolylingual' tradition of music hall entertainers and 

vaudeville artists from Leno to Chaplin. A visionary tradition of knowing, subversive play 

which encompasses figures as diverse as Chattcrton (1987), Oscar Wilde (1983) (despite 

his Irishness) and William Blake (1995). 

This Imagination is what ties us to the past and gives it meaning - we recuperate 

history, not by representing it, but by belonging to it, continuing and developing it 

creatively. This in turn ameliorates the paralysing lack of closure in the present which 

Ackroyd's characters experience, in the recognition of our carrying on a shared tradition. 

This vision of community is indebted to Heidegger's writings, which Ackroyd is influenced 

by (Ackroyd 1993b: 72). 

There is no doubt that Ackroyd believes in such a tradition. At the same time, he 

has said that, while he does not disown the modemism-humanism distinction of Notes, it 

may have been overstated and has become less central to his work (Oncga 1996: 218). In 

its place is the exploration of a native English tradition, Catholic and visionary, within 

which he situates his own work. Hence his response to Onega's question concerning 

whether the mixture of high and low culture is a distinctly postmodcrn phenomenon: 

No, its English. It's a completely different thing. This combination of high and 
low, farce and tragedy, is something which is innate in the English tradition. 

Onega (1996: 215). 

In the same interview, Ackroyd expands on the nature of this tradition: 

61 'The imagination is the spiritual bocly, and exists eternally' (Ackroyd 1993a: 276). 
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I do believe in what I call 'London visionary tradition... Either by instinct or 
intuition, I am interested in those writers who add a visionary or sacred dimension 
to their prose or to their poetry. I have in the meantime constructed various 
theories why that should be so. One of them is what I call the 'Cockney visionary 
tradition', and the other is what I call the 'latent Catholicism of the English race. ' 

Onega (1996: 214). 

Given this, I still feel that it goes too far to equate his vision with Eliot's. Ackroyd himself 

stands by his criticism of Eliot's humanist-emotionalist notion of tradition, and of 
Williams's notion of 'structure of feeling' (Ackroyd 1993b: 122). 

Ackroyd's work, I would argue, may concern less exploration of the substantivc 

content of Engishness so much as its intensely ironic 'deconstruction'. There is no doubt 

that it has content, in terms of particular texts and particular writers, and in a number of 

substantive concerns, such as the topos of London. When he gives account of this tradition, 
however, his focus is primarily on irony and play, or on the mythopoctic - i. e. sclf. 

consciously fictitious - aspect of this work. His own writing, itself part of the tradition, is 

obsessed with its textual status. Ackroyd is playfully, self-consciously plagiaristic, 

emphasising his belonging to a tradition defined in just these terms. He continually 

emphasises the fictitiousness of his work, including the biographies and his historical 

reconstruction of tradition, on the grounds that they: 'are simply aspects of the same 

process. For me, they are just writing... ' (Onega 1996: 213). 

... I don't find any real sacrosanct quality about so-called facts and so-called 
truths... as far as I'm concerned, everything is available for recreation or 
manipulation. 

(Onega 1996: 214). 

Ackroyd presents his work as sitting within the English tradition, on the grounds that it is 

an ironic appropriation of a tradition of ironic appropriation. There may be a substantive 

content, but the primary aspect, for Ackroyd, is irony: 'a sense of transcendence and a 

sense of humour, which is almost the same thing' (Onega 1996: 215). 

This is all very well, but one cannot read these passages and still ýcc Ackroyd's 

project as one of reconstructing an essential and invariant tradition, since Ackroyd, by his 

own admission, constructed this tradition through his own writing 62 
. The supposcd contcnt 

62 Of course, the idea of tradition implies invention and reinvention by its inheritors - what Ackroyd docs is 

to give this an added twist. All invention and reinvention is fictitious, situating itself by positing an Imaginary 

lineage. 
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of this English tradition, irony and fictitiousness, is, for Ackroyd, a preconditionfor 

writing as such. It is not, and cannot be, the property of an English tradition any more than 

the mixture of high and low culture so dominant in the Medieval European tradition 

exemplified by Rabelais and Cervantes and acknowledged by Ackroyd (Onega 1996: 219). 

How this ironic view of tradition translates into Ackroyd's novellistic practice can 
be illustrated by The House ofDoctor Dee. At the end of the novel, Dee and Matthew 

escape the reductionist shackles of magical thought, which seeks to create artificial life, but 

fabricates images of death (Ackroyd 1993a: 218), in favour of a doctra ignorantia (Onega 

1999: 124), of communality which Ackroyd in the novel terms 'the world with love'. The 

novel ends with both of them meeting in a city, a vision of primal London where people of 

all periods meet and intermingle. In this city they also meet Ackroyd, and many other 

representatives of the English visionary tradition. This meeting takes place on the old 

London Bridge, which Matthew had seen in hallucinatory form as a bridge of houses 

spanning the river. It is upon this bridge, thronged with the dead, who are part of the spirit 

of the city, that they meet, in a reference to Eliot's 7he Wasteland. This city, surely, is the 

London of the Imagination. 

The scene is ambiguous, however. Dee and Ackroyd arc not reposing in the 

comfortable womb of tradition, as might be supposed. The authorial voice breaks in, 

communicating Ackroyd's worries concerning the accuracy of his novel. At the same time, 

his response is perhaps his most explicit statement of the idea of tradition: 

... I do not understand how much of this history is known, and how much is my 
own invention. And what is the past, after all? Is it that which is created in the 
formal act of writing, or does it have some substantial reality? Am I discovering it, 
or inventing it? Or could it be that I am discovering it within myself, so that it 
bears both the authenticity of surviving evidence and the immediacy of present 
intuition? 7he House of Doctor Dee leads me to this conclusion: no doubt you 
expected it to be written by the author whose name appears on the cover and title- 
page, but in fact many of the words and phrases are taken from John Dee 
himself.. Just as he took a number of mechanical parts and constructed a beetle 

that could fly, so I have taken a number of obscure texts and fashioned a novel 
from their rearrangement. But is Doctor Dee now no more than a projection of my 
own attitudes and obsessions, or is he an historical figure whom I have tried 
genuinely to recreate? Ackroyd (1993a: 275). 

The paragraph ends with a reassertion of the anxiety with which it begins, as if he has not 

really answered his question. Dee responds, rubbishing the novel and accusing Ackroyd of 

writing of the past to escape his own time, his own self. The depiction, he says, is 4worm- 
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eaten', reducing him to a fictional construct, a homunculus. Even here, Dee is being made 
to argue the point by Ackroyd; the tradition reposes within his work, as goleni. 

If there is a resolution here, it lies in the comic tone of the scene: 'I heard the sound 
of this argument, which was followed by much laughter' (Ackroyd 1993a: 275). This 
joyous yet ironic laughter recalls the tradition of Leno, at once himself and not himself. 

In this context, we can take an earlier section of Dee as emblematic. After his 
reconciliation with his mother and the revelations of his father's magical practice, Matthew 
learns that he is, indeed, Dee's hornunculus (Ackroyd 1993a: 266). Within two pages, 
however, Matthew confronts the creature in the garage: 

'I have been expecting you', I said, 'although I know you are a figment and a sick 
man's dream. You are the fantasy of those who believe in the reality of time and 
the power of the material world: while I clung to those illusions you haunted me. 
You were my father's creature, and so you were an image of my fears... So now I 
leave you. There never was a homunculus'. 

Ackroyd (1993a: 268). 

Matthew was indeed a homunculus while he remained trapped within the mechanistic 
'world without love', unable to accede to the playfulness which is the difference bctwccn 

the figures of Dan Leno and Elizabeth Cree. And this realisation is what it takes for him to 

escape 63 
. 

A similar theme can be seen early in Ackroyd's work, in Notesfor a New Culture, 

when he discusses the work of Sylvia Plath, which he sees as trapped within, while 

representing the fundamental decay of, a defunct humanist tradition: 

Thumb, throat, bone and other parts of the body seem to float free and exist within 
their own space. They become the objective elements of a false subjectivity. 
Everything is hard and lifeless within this fixed language, because the experience 
of a false subjectivity generates a hollow world of objects. 

AckroYd (1993b: 126). 

The homunculus - what makes us such - is, as in our discussion of Crce. the humanist 

fetish of the unified subject itself, as something possessing its own internal truth. This is 

the reductionism of the world without love. The subject is not unreal, but it is not 

63 This theme is explored in a different way in The Diversions ofPurley (1987): 'oh repeat that/ Repeat until 
the billion names of God/ Put out the firmament and the stones cry/ Ma Ba Ta. The sermon is now complete it 

is a/ Vague hush as your mechanical song/ Fills the garden, and the leaves turn red/ And then black' (in 

Onega 1998: 22-23). The poem functions allegorically, the repetition and rearrangement of arbitrary signifiers 

giving way to the negative apprehension of transcendence as condition of possibility. 
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something with content, an inside, so much as a playful articulation of elements, 

continually producing itself in its interaction with the world. Alienation is not the 

extemalisation of an interior self, but is implied in the assumption of such a self - since this 

externalises the subject in interior content, cutting it off from its real, objective conditions 

of existence. As Dee's wife says to him on his liberation in the garden: 'Once you saw the 

world without love, nowjoin in the world with love' (Ackroyd 1993a: 256, my emphasis). 
This recalls our discussion of alienation in Chapter 4, and Adomo's injunction that 
disalienation requires us to disown precisely this notion of subjectivity: 

Things congeal as fragments of that which was subjugated; to rescue it means to 
love things. We cannot eliminate from the dialectics of the extant that what is 
experienced in consciousness as an alien thing: negatively, coercion and 
heteronomy, but also the marred image of what we should love, and what the spell, 
the endogamy of consciousness, does not permit us to love. The reconciled 
condition would not be the philosophical imperialism of annexing the alien. 
Instead, its happiness would lie in the fact that the alien, in the proximity it is 
granted, remains what is distant and different, beyond the heterogeneous and 
beyond that which is one's own. 

Adorno (1996: 191). 

It would seem that Ackroyd undergoes less of a sea-change than Onega suggests, that his 

notion of tradition is compatible with the autonomy of language and the renunciation of the 

humanist tradition. Ackroyd's tradition is self-consciously plagiaristic and fictitious, 

continually invented and reinvented by its practitioners. If it has an essence, it is one of 
irony and play, rather than a substantive content to be clung to. This frees it from the 

closure of more 'traditional' ideas of tradition, and from the blindness to the other to which 
Heidegger finally succumbs. Like Adorno, Ackroyd accepts that we cannot simply disown 

the past or cultural conditioning (hence his concern for tradition). The task, rather, is one of 
'loosening the joints' of tradition, and it is this which opens it up to acceptance, and love. 

of the other. 
I will finish this section by returning to Hawksinoor. Dyer's escape from the fallen 

world, we can see now, is a fiction, existing only within the text. Yet it is precisely this 

self-conscious fictitiousness which compromises the novel's pessimism. Our alienation and 

paralysing loss of closure, our loss of the past, is, like Nicholas Ilawksmoor's, a product of 

commitment to a rationalist and reductionist world-view. This is what produces the spectre 

of history as plenitude and lack. And this loss of closure will subsist, precisely until we 

learn to forgo our paranoid search and embrace the fictitiousness and fundamental 

openness of our lives. Dyer, Hawksmoor, Ackroyd, perhaps, then, find escape, in a wilful 
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andjoyous affirmation of the fictitious and the playful. Becoming, like others in the 
English visionary tradition, a monopolylinguist: 

And then in my dream I looked down at myself and saw in what rags I stood; and I 
am a child again, begging on the threshold of eternity. 

Ackroyd (1985: 217). 

The City, the Garden, and the Desert: Paul A uster's 'New York Ttilogy' 

The writing of Paul Auster also addresses the theme of urban experience and the uncanny. 
Though concerned with urban memory and the experience of time, Auster's city is 

conceived in more individualistic terms and serves less as a figure of primal origin than as 

a non-metaphorical (because lived, enacted and real) mental landscape. The city is figured 

primarily in terms of anonymity, placelessness and flux. As a result, the dialectics of 
identity and recognition he addresses are subject to a very different resolution. 

This section will examine the first two novellas of 77ze New York Trilogy (Auster 

1988), City of Glass (1985) and Ghosts (1986a). The third part, 7he Locked Room (Austcr 

1986b), has been excluded for reasons of space and thematic relevance. Both novel las 

exemplify what Sorapure (1995) terms the 'anti-detective' genre. Starting as classical 
detective stories, they gradually undermine the economy of the genre, denying narrative 
closure and frustrating the authorial view traditionally offered the reader through the 

protagonist's interpretative mastery. 
I will now develop a plot outline of each novella, before going on to examine the 

themes of Auster's work. 
The first part of the trilogy, City of Glass, is written in the third person, unusual for 

the traditionally first person detective novel. It concerns the events befalling Quinn, an 

author of detective novels (under the pseudonym William Wilson, taken from the 

eponymous story by Poe), when, following a case of mistaken identity, he whimsically 

impersonates a private detective by the name of Paul Auster, taking on an assignmcnt 

intended for him. 

The novel opens with one of the moments of pure contingency which pcrmcatc it. 

Quinn's phone rings, a wrong number, and the caller asks if she is speaking to Paul Austcr 

of the Auster Detective Agency. Quinn decides on impulse to impersonate Austcr, to sce if 

he can help, and to satisfy his own play-acting desire (for he has often cast himself in the 
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role of his fictional creation, Max Work). He is told to go to an address the next day to 
meet his employer. 

The next day, Quinn goes to the address, where he is admitted by Virginia Stillman, 

who introduces Quinn to his employer, Peter Stillman: 

Peter Stillman walked into the room and sat down in a red velvet armchair 
opposite Quinn... The act of moving from one place to another seemed to require 
all his attention, as though not to think of what he was doing would reduce him to 
immobility... The body acted almost exactly like the voice had: machine-like, 
fitful, alternating between slow and rapid gestures... It seemed to Quinn that 
Stillman's body had not been used for a long time, and that all its functions had 
been relearned, so that motion had become a conscious process, each movement 
broken down into its component subinovements, with the result that all flow and 
spontaneity had been lost. It was like watching a marionette trying to walk without 
strings. 

Auster(1985: 15). 

In broken and stilted prose, punctuated by nonsense words and apparently random 
digressions, Stillman tells the story of how his father (a professor of philosophy and 

, 
theology, also called Peter Stillman), obsessed with discovering the original and immediate 

language of prelapsarian humanity and God, locked his son in a darkened room alone for 

nine years, beating him whenever he spoke, in the hope that he would revert to this original 
inner language. Stillman's worry now is that his father is due to be released from prison, 

and that he intends to harm him. Quinn is asked to keep track of Stillman's movemcnts and 

provide advance warning of his actions, a task which he accepts. 

After going to the library and reading Stillman's book (an exposition of the work of 
Henry Dark, a 17th century writer who argued that America would be the site of the new 
Tower of Babel, where humanity would once again discover the original language of 
Eden), Quinn goes to intercept Stillman at Central Station. He sees Stillman getting off the 

train, but as he goes to follow him another man, who also looks like Stillman, gets off as 

well. Quinn is flustered, conscious that (from the point of view of Max Work and the 

fictional detectives Quinn so seeks to emulate) There was nothing he could do now that 

would not be a mistake'(Auster 1985: 56). Unable to deal with this irruption of pure 

contingency, he nevertheless follows the original Stillman. 

Over the next few days, Quinn follows Stillman as he wanders around the strccts of 
New York, picking up apparently random and useless objects -a broken umbrcl la, a dol I's 

head, a black glove - and making notes in a book. As this goes on, Quinn begins to worry 

about whether he may simply be following a madman who has completely forgotten his 

son, or whether he may be missing something (the theme of the impossibility of total 
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attention is raised on several occasions), and indeed whether one can in any way proceed 
from observation of someone's behaviour to any statement about the existence of a 

coherent underlying self. 
After nine days of this, Quinn is considering giving up, until he idly decides to plot 

out Stillman's routes on a map, and discovers that his path through the city spells out the 

words THE TOWER OF BABEL. This convinces him that Stillman is probably plotting 

something, and leaves him horrified by the opacity and torturous complexity of Stillman's 

motives. 

Quinn concludes that the only thing to do now is to talk to Stillman, and accounts 

of the three meetings between Quinn and Stillman follow. The first meeting takes place in 

Riverside Park (Auster 1985: 73), and Quinn discovers that Stillman is working on a 

project which he believes will change the world. Stillman argues that our language names 

objects in terms of their usefulness and practical relevance, but that such a language cannot 

cope with the fractured modem world. Stillman's project involves collecting broken and 

obsolete objects, and finding words to name them, words that more truly reflect their 

essence. And thus it is that, from the fragmentary and chaotic, a new unity between 

language and nature will arise. 
In the second meeting, Stillman confesses that he invented Henry Dark to purvcy 

his own views, and that the initials HD come from Humpty Dumpty. Ilumpty Dumpty is 

obviously of relevance vis a vis the idea of a shattered world (Stillman's job is to put him 

together again), but Stillman stresses another aspect. Humpty Dumpty is an egg, and as 

such he expresses the nature of humanity as alive but not yet born, as pure potentiality. And 

for Stillman, the key to this completion is the mastery of language, which must be made 

wholly answerable to human needs (Auster 1985: 82). 

The third meeting, Quinn tells Stillman that he is his son, to gauge his reaction. 

Stillman seems glad that he has recovered from his incarceration, and Quinn begins to fccl 

that Stillman may not harbour harmful intent towards his son. 

The next day, Quinn goes to pick up Stillman at the hostel where he is staying, only 

to discover that he has left. Completely lost for ideas, he goes to visit Paul Auster, only to 

discover that the only one in the phone book is in fact an author and can be of no help. This 

chapter is occupied mainly by a discussion of Auster's project on constructing a fictional 

history of the authorship of Don Quixote, which posits that the original author of the text 

which Cervantes claimed he had translated was in fact Don Quixote himself, and that, 

furthermore, he was the translator (the relevance of this discussion will become clear later). 
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Finding his meeting with Auster to be of no help (although Auster agrees to cash Quinn's 

pay-cheque for him), Quinn spends the rest of the day wandering the city (the course of 
these wanderings is described in some detail). At the end of this period, Quinn decides that 
he will stake out the Stillman building to prevent Stillman getting near his son. 

There follows an account of Quinn's sojourn outside the Stillman building, detailing 

the effects of his solitude and his obsession with Stillman. It begins by stressing the 

problems of giving any such account, for at this point the information in Quinn's notebook 
becomes unreliable. It nevertheless states that this period lasts for several weeks, perhaps 

months (this is the first point where the voice of the third-person narTator speaks explicitly 
in the novel, and this has important and destabilising effects which I will discuss later). 

During this time, Quinn camps outside the Stillman building, sheltering in a waste disposal 

, 
bin and living a solitary existence, concerned only to stay as alert as possible (once again 

the problem of the impossibility of total attention is raised, particularly in terms of the ever 

more stringent economies of sleep which Quinn imposes upon himself). This cycle is 

broken when his money runs out. He gets in touch with Auster, only to discover that 

Stillman has committed suicide. Quinn wanders home, and finds that his apartment has 

been ]eased to someone else, and all his possessions thrown away, leaving him homeless 

and stripped of all vestiges of his past life. 

In the final stage of the story, Quinn enters the Stillman building, and falls asicep in 

a room. When he wakes up, someone has left a meal for him, and the door is closed. As the 

days go by, Quinn begins to notice that the hours of daylight are getting shorter and shortcr 

(as if someone is using shutters to progressively cut down the hours of light). During this 

period, Quinn spends his time taking notes in his red notebook, till it begins to run out, 

forcing him to economise more and more, as if trying to stretch it to infinity by moving 

asymptotically towards the end (another example of the recurrent theme of economy). The 

last entry reads What will happen when there are no more pages in the red notebook' 

(Auster 1985: 131). 

At this point the authorial voice re-enters the story, saying that he heard the story 

from Auster, wanted to investigate, found the notebook in the Stillman building, and it is 

from the notebook that the story has been reconstructed. 

The second novella, Ghosts, is also written in the third person, but is further 

complicated by being written entirely in the present tense. The text is extremely sparse, the 

characters anonymous, and this is emphasised by their names, all colours, creating a vcry 

one dimensional effect. A plot outline is difficult to provide since very little happcns. 
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Blue is hired by White to watch Black, and to write weekly reports, collected 
anonymously from a post office box. He is to have no further contact with Black or White. 
Blue holes up in an apartment opposite Black's, with a view of his window. He watches 
Black reading and writing and speculates on what Black might be doing, on why he has 
been hired, but gets nowhere. He follows Black to the grocery and back. As things wcar on, 
he becomes increasingly frustrated, making up stories to try to account for Black's (utterly 
innocuous) actions, but soon realises that, 'there is no end to the stories he can tell. For 
Black is no more than a kind of blankness, a hole in the texture of things, and one story can 
fill'this hole as well as any other' (Auster 198: 145). At the end of the week, Blue comes to 

write his report. He is, we are told an old hand at such things, sticking to outward facts, 

using words as a transparent window on reality. Here, however, he has great difficulty 

writing, given the almost total lack of anything to report: 

There is the notebook, of course, but when he looks through it to see what he has 
written, he is disappointed to find such paucity of detail. It's as though his words, 
instead of drawing out the facts and making them sit palpably in the world, have 
induced them to disappear... when he tries to imagine what will replace these 
things, he gets nowhere. 

Austcr (I 986a: 147). 

, 
The plot seems to shift gear, to finally get going when Black goes for a long walk in the 

city, meeting a woman in a restaurant. Blue thinks this may be a marriage case, and, when 

the woman becomes upset, feels that something is finally happening. Then Black leaves the 

restaurant and we hear nothing more about the woman. Blue is cast - along with the reader 

- back into the interpretative vacuum. 
The case drags on for months, Blue becoming increasingly isolated. He now 

alternates between feeling so close to Black that he can second guess his actions, and 

feýling totally alienated and cut off. Blue notices how it is the former state in which he 

feels more free, since this closeness means he no longer has to retain Black as an object of 

attention (Auster 1986a: 158). 

This period ends when Blue runs into the woman who was to have been his wife, 

finding that she is with another man. Shattered, Blue resolves to break out of his situation, 

going to the post office to confront White when he collects the report. White, however, 

appears with his face hidden behind a child's mask, and manages to give Blue the slip, later 

sending a word of warning that there is to be, 'No more funny business' (Auster 1986a: 

167). 

It is now that Blue begins to recognise the complexity of his situation: 
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For almost a year now, he has thought of himself as essentially free... Now, after 
the incident with the masked man and the further obstacles that have ensued, Blue 
no longer knows what to think. It seems perfectly plausible to him that he is also 
being watched, observed by another in the same way that he has been observing 
Black. 

Auster (1986a: 168). 

Unsure of his position, Blue decides to talk to Black, initially disguised as a tramp. It is 

their second meeting, in a restaurant, which provides some clues as to what is going on. 
Blue poses as a salesman, and Black as a private detective. Blue is shocked by the mocking 

effrontery of this, as Black deliberately reveals his grasp of Blue's situation. Black 

bemoans his current case, watching a man who doesn't do anything, but concludes - 

perhaps significantly - that this other must be writing the story of his life. Blue decides to 

force the issue: 

It all boils down to one question, then, doesn't it? says Blue... looking Black 
straight in the eyes. Does he know you're watching him or not? 

Black turns away, unable to look at Blue anymore, and says with a 
suddenly trembling voice: Of course he knows. That's the whole point, isn't it? 
He's got to know, or else nothing makes sense. 

Why? 
Because he needs me, says Black, still looking away. He needs my eye 

looking at him. He needs me to prove he's alive. 
Auster(1986a: 181). 

After this discussion, Blue realises that White was always Black in disguise. and that hc 

has wasted a year of his life doing nothing, trapped into immobility by this 'poor blighted 

no one' (Auster 1986a: 182). He wants to walk away from the case, perhaps move to the 

country, but feels that he could never be free of the haunting fear of Black (Auster 1986a: 

186-187). He then considers extending his hand to Black, in friendship: 

That would certainly turn the tables, Blue thinks, that would certainly stand the 
whole business on its head... Just look at him, Blue says to himself Ile's the 
saddest creature in the world. And then, the moment he says these words, he 

understands that he's also talking about himself 
Auster(1986a: 191). 

Blue accepts that he has become like Black, is trapped in the same paranoiac lack of sclf- 

certainty, and is incapable of offering Black the recognition of friendship. Things have 

gone too far. In the end, Blue accepts his fate, or destiny. He goes to Black's apartmcnt, 

where Black intends to murder Blue before killing himself. In the ensuing struggle, 
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however, Blue kills Black. He stops to read Black's manuscript, which we are told he 

already knows by heart, and then walks out of the story. 

Narrative and Presence 

These novellas are interesting on several counts. To begin with their narrative structure. we 
find, as with the work of Ackroyd, an interrogation of the nature of presence, mediated 

through their person and tense structures. 
We have already remarked that City of Glass is written in the third person. This 

observation is not trivial, since the role of the author and the nature of the third person arc 

central concerns. The position of the third person narrator is not that of a displaced first 

person, and cannot be. The positive, conventional act of removing ones-self from the 

narrative constitutes a transcendental non-position, a position beautifully formulated by 

Auster in terms of fate: 

Fate in the sense of what was, of what happened to be. It was something like the 
word 'it' in the phrase 'it is raining' or 'it is night'. What that 'it' referred to 
Quinn had never known. A generalised condition of things as they were, perhaps; 
the state of is-ness that was the ground on which the happenings of the world took 
place. He could not be more definite than that. But perhaps he was not really 
searching for anything definite. 

Auster(1985: 111). 

Third person utterances evoke a transcendental axis, as we have already seen in Chaptcr 4 

in our discussion of Kant and the distinction between intuition and experience. 

City of Glass can be read as a disclosure and interrogation of the conditions and 

assumptions underlying this impossible fiction. The conventions of third person narrative 

are disclosed and undermined through the interjection of the voice of the narrator in the 

first person. This exposes him as a situated individual and attempts to locate him within the 

story, threatening the implosion of the entire narrative. 

This first happens at the opening of chapter 9, when Quinn camps outside the 

Stillman building, with the following: 

A long time passed. Exactly how long is impossible to say... The account of this 

period is less full than the author would have liked... Since this story is based 

entirely on fact, the author feels it his duty not to overstep the bounds of the 
verifiable, to resist at all costs the perils of invention. Even the red notebook. 
which until now has provided a detailed account of Quinn's experiences, is 

suspect. Auster (1985: 113). 
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The above quote severely compromises the novelistic economy of truth. It situates the 

placeless narrator within the story, telling us that the author has reconstructed this story 
from Quinn's notebook, and staking its claim to truthfulness on the reliable reporting of 

evidence and renunciation of fabrication. The text, however, is written largely in the third 

person, where the narrator effectively is transcendent. How else can we account for the 
detailing of Quinn's thought processes and motives, and how to account for the narration of 
Quinn's dreams, which, we are told, 'he later forgot' (Auster 1985: 9,72,106). 

The authorial ambiguities of City of Glass have led Sorapure (1995) to speculate on 

the multiple possibilities concerning the identity of the anonymous author of the 'book 

within the book', drawing on Quinn and Auster's discussion of Don Quixote. All she 

succeeds in showing, however, is the multiple impossibilities of the author's idcntity. The 

narrative integrity of City of Glass is shattered beyond hope of repair. It not so much raiscs 

the question of who the author might be as undermines the very idea of a situated author as 

such. 
At the beginning of City of Glass, Quinn reads from Marco Polo's Travels: 

We will set down things seen as seen, things heard as heard, so that our book may 
be an accurate record, free from any sort of fabrication. And all who read this 
book or hear it may do so with full confidence, because it contains nothing but the 
truth. 

(in Auster 1985: 6). 

The novella seriously problematises this passage. It raise questions concerning how we can 

get from first person accounts of observed evidence to statements about truth. It also 

implicitly answers it, in a way which undermines Polo's reliance on the senses and 

renunciation of fabrication upon the basis of sensuous intuition. 

Fundamentally, the idea that the third person is an extrapolation from the first is 

rejected. Grammatically, the third person refers not to the presence of the narrator in the 

text, but to the subject of a sentence. Statements about how things are are by dcrinition 

constructed in the third person, and assume a transcendental status which must be 

fabricated in some sense. This fabrication, however, is not on the basis of something that 

might be calledfirst person observations. The idea that the third person involves writing 

oneself out of the account could thus be countered with the opposite assertion -first person 

statements involve an equally conventional act of writing the self in. 

For example, the statement, 'The cat is on the table', could be rendered in the first 

person by 'I see the cat on the table', since the subject of the sentence is now '1'. All this 
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does, however, is introduce a new thing -T- into the sentence which becomes the 

subject, replacing the cat. What is predicated of the I is that it sees 'the cat on the table'. 
The transcendental axis is thus as much a part of first person as third person utterance, as 

pointed out by Kant. We simply cannot refer to our sensuous intuition - as opposed to 

universalised experience - since the terms we might try to use, 'red patch', 'brown square' 

are already categorised. They are no closer to - and in this instance, arguably a good dcal 

further from - some fundamental sensuous truth than 'the cat is on the table'. 

City of Glass is a sustained investigation of the nature of authorship and narrativc, 

which casts doubt on many traditional assumptions about presence and truth, confronting 

us with both the conventionality and transcendence of language. 

Ghosts also constitutes a meditation on presence and recognition. The central thcmc 

of the desire for self-certainty is explored through the figure of Black, who needs to be 

continually watched and sent reports, to support his continually threatened sense of his own 

existence. Black seeks self-certainty in facticity and presence, and the story explores the 

contradictions, and ultimate futility, of this paranoid, alienated desire. 

The theme of the insubstantiality and insufficiency of presence is recurrent 

throughout, as in the case of Gray/Green, whose 'living comfortably in the present' (Austcr 

1986a: 140) is a product of amnesia. The experience of Blue, trapped in a realm of solitudc 

and brute facticity, is of the dissolution of presence, as the facts, deprived of significancc, 
become increasingly insubstantial. Trapped in this state, Blue becomes increasingly like 

. 
Black, incapable of recognising an other or of receiving such recognition, and this makes 
him incapable of extending his hand to Black in friendship. 

The style and narrative structure of Ghosts reinforces this theme. The extreme 

sparsity of description and withdrawal of meaning from the events of the text lend it an air 

of unreality. The dominance of the present tense further amplifies this sense of unreality, its 

denial of temporality emphasising the opacity of the present: 

... the present is no less dark than the past, and its mystery is equal to anything the 
future might hold. Such is the way of the world: one word and then the next. 

Auster (1986a: 136). 

The effect is amplified by Auster's deliberate undermining of the present tense, playing 

with temporality to illustrate the contradictions of presence. Early in the story, Blue is 

speculating about what the case may involve: 
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So Blue begins to think he was wrong, that the case has nothing to do with 
marriage. But he gets no farther than this, for White is still speaking to him, and 
Blue must concentrate on following his words. 

Auster (1986a: 135-136). 

Not was still speaking to him, but is. One word and then the next. The interjection of 

simultaneity, which this tense is not usually called upon to handle, yet which remains its 

most basic assumption, reveals its conventionality and internal temporisation. The present 

tense account is not something coexistent with the events of the text, and so is not founded 

on presence. This conceit repeats at the end, where we literally have to wait for Blue to 

walk out of the text, in a paragraph which begins by informing us that these events arc long 

past - the interruption of the narrator's voice again disrupting the text's coherence. It 

emphasises its conventionality, and the conventionality of presence itself. 

Both texts exhibit concern with the nature of authorship and narrative, in a way 

which works to highlight and problematise the transcendental assumptions underlying 

authorial presence. This concern with the ecstatic dimension of presence is also connected 

with the themes of self-certainty, solitude and recognition. 

Auster's characters are trapped in their own solitude, a realm of facts and the 

infinite possibilities of interpretation, condemned to a paranoid regress of misrccognition. 

It is hard to see how anything could be different, as Auster's concerns with the narrativity 

of experience and the ubiquity of solitude seem to inscribe absence and misrccognition at 

the centre of subjectivity. 

The City 

These themes are not simply a matter of narrative convention, however, but are playcd out 

at various levels in Auster's work. Played out, most often, against the backdrop of the city, 

which figures as a powerful trope for understanding many of the themes of Austcr's 

writing. I will t herefore I turn to the place of the city in his work, using this as a basis from 

which to examine other figures of solitude and misrecognition which he invokes. 

Beginning with the city as a space in which people walk. Quinn and Blue are 

compulsive walkers, their routes often traced by Auster in meticulous detail. Stillman's 

walks spell out the words 'Tower of Babel', in a writing which leaves no trace -a 

reference, perhaps, to Certeau, especially considering his remarks in 77te Invention of 

Solitude, on urban walking as an analogue of thinking (Auster 1982: 122). 
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This walking, at least for the most part, is not as Woods (1995a) would have it, 

about the subversion or appropriation of space. It is characterised as an experience of flux, 

anonymity and placelessness: 

New York was an inexhaustible space, a labyrinth of endless steps, and no matter 
how far he walked, no matter how well he came to know its neighbourhoods and 
streets, it always left him with the feeling of being lost... he felt as though he were 
leaving himself behind, and by giving himself up to the movement of the streets, 
by reducing himself to a seeing eye, he was able to escape the obligation to think, 
and this... brought him a measure of peace, a salutary emptiness within... By 
wandering aimlessly, all places became equal, and it no longer mattered where he 
was. On his best walks, he was able to feel that he was nowhere. 

Auster (1985: 34). 

In Ghosts, this experience is exemplified through the relegation of descriptive detail to an 
inessential afterthought (Auster 1986a: 136). This accompanies a sense of the city as flux, 

and as loss, expressed thus in In 7he Country of Last 77iings: 

A house is there one day, and the next day it is gone. A street you walked down 
yesterday is no longer there today. Even the weather is in constant flux... When 
you live in the city, you learn to take nothing for granted. Close your eyes for a 
moment, turn around to look at something else, and the thing that was before you 
is suddenly gone. Nothing lasts, you see, not even the thoughts inside you. And 
you mustn't waste your time looking for thern. Once a thing is gone, that is the end 
of it. 

Auster (1987: 1-2). 

The city comes to resemble a labyrinth, an involute space, coiled in on itself, mirroring - or 

grounding - the isolation of Auster's protagonists. This is often emphasised in Austcr's 

writing through the use of tropes, particularly the figures of rubbish and urban waste. This 

is particularly obvious in In the Country of Last Things, where Anna gets a job hunting 

waste objects for recycling. Nothing gets made anymore - what can be saved is recycled, 

while dead bodies and garbage are burned in the power plants. The city's cconomy is 

completely turned in on itself, and the result is a slow, entropic tendency towards dccay. 

... nothing is really itself anymore. There are pieces of this and pieces of that, but 

none of it fits together. And yet, very strangely, at the limit of al this chaos, 
everything begins to fuse again. A pulverized apple and a pulverized orange are 
finally the same thing, aren't they?... At a certain point, things disintegrate into 

muck, or dust, or scraps, and what you have is something new, some particle or 
agglomeration of matter that cannot be identified. It is a clump, a mote, a fragment 

of the world that has no place: a cipher of is-ness. 
Auster (1987: 35-36). 
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This sense of enclosure is emphasised further in a scene where Anna encounters the 
cannibal-butcher (Auster 1987: 125), complimenting the self-cannibalisation of the cit 

Slowly and steadily, the city seems to be consurning itself, even as it remains. 
Auster (1987: 21-22). 

This entropy affects the city's inhabitants as much as it affects urban space. The habits and 
beliefs of the city-dwellers have been affected by the lack of external bearing, becoming 
increasingly distorted and self-referential, as in the death cults and weather cults. The lattcr 
ýelieve that our behaviour influences the weather, and Anna gives two examples. Thus the 
Crawlers believe that rain can only be avoided by crawling around the city on one's belly in 

an act of penance, while the Smilers believe that bad thoughts cause bad weather, and their, 
solution is to maintain a steadfast cheerfulness, no matter how dismal the conditions 

around them' (Auster 1987: 26). 

Writing on In the Country of Last Things, Woods (1995a) argues that: 

The novel functions as a series of cognitive exercises, attempting to investigate the 
ongoing production of the world, its structural apparatuses, and how these function 
to shape one's perception of the world... Auster's exploration of place is also a 
description of the epistemological maneuvers whereby categories of knowledge 
are established and fixed. 

Woods (1995a: 127). 

Nothing could be further from the case. The novel depicts the city as completely turned in 

on, and consuming, itself, a world in decay. A condition of alienation in which social 

relations are unthinkable. Crystalline objectivity veering towards self-annihilation, and a 

solipsistic subject in the course of disappearance: 

Let everything fall away, and then let's see what there is. Perhaps that is the most 
interesting question of all: to see what happens when there is nothing, and whethcr 
or not we will survive that too. 

Auster (1987: 29). 

The theme of self-containment and decay is also central to City of Glass. It manifests in the 

stringent, self-defeating economies which Quinn imposes upon himself, such as writing in 

the red notebook in an ever smaller hand, in an effort to avoid the end (Austcr 1988: 130). 

Like Country, City of Glass continually returns to the theme of garbage and dccay. 

Stillman spends his days walking through the city collecting junk, while Quinn ends up 

64 See our discussion of Prendergast (1995) in chapter 2. 
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living in a bin. Stillman's New York resembles the city through which Anna Blumc 

wanders: 

... it is the most forlorn of places, the most abject. The brokenness is everywhere, 
the disarray is universal... The broken people, the broken things, the broken 
thoughts. The whole city is a junk heap. 

Auster (1985: 78). 

New York is the epitome of a world in fragments (Auster 1985: 76), and it is no 

coincidence that Stillman associates this with the spread of a civilisation which dominates 

the globe, has devoured its other. This is the attainment of God's commandment to 'Be 

fertile and increase, fill the earth and master it', but also a process of involution and 

dissolution. It is responsible for the decay of language, for the rupturing of the comfortable 

fit between words and things. It aggravates and highlights our fallen state while, for 

Stillman, providing the conditions for its transcendence. 

City of Glass is a parable of the fall and of the confusion of Babel. The fall of 

language mirrors Benjamin's Origin of German Tragic Drama, in its theme of alienation 

from infinite configuration. For Stillman, this is to be resolved in the construction of a ncw 

Babel, which will reunite language and the world, restoring the shattered essence of 

humanity. In the end, however, this escape into sublime unity is an illusion, a fetish which 

leads Stillman to suicide. His 'crime' was that of the original builders of Babel, the bclicf 

that a rationally constructed human language could replace the language of God. In 

Benjamin's terms, this makes 'the language of man' the measure of all things, and can only 

exacerbate our estrangement, our fall into designation and judgement. 

Self and Self-Certainty 

This vision of the city, closed in on itself, in a process of decay, is an analogue of the 

condition of Auster's characters. Faced with the overwhelming contingency of urban 

exýperience, their lives appear meaningless, the mere outcome of a series of chance events. 

This fragmentation of the self is related to the experience of anonymity, and to the 

idea of solitude. Solitude refers, not to a condition of being actually alone, but to, 'the 

solitude in which a man comes to make decisions about himself' (Auster 1982: 11), an 

existential alone-ness. Exploring this theme, Auster's characters muse on the impossibility 

of knowing another person, questioning the idea that, 'human behaviour could be 

understood, that beneath the infinite fagade of gestures, tics, and silences, there was finally 

a coherence, an order, a source of motivation' (Auster 1985: 67). 
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No-one, however, is really alone. Auster's characters resemble the author himsclf in 
his autobiographical Invention of Solitude (Auster 1982). The first section of this book, a 
study of Auster's relationship with his father, is full of a mourning for the impossibility of 
knowing another. And yet, as Rubin (1995) notes, when Auster look inwards, he: 

... discovers not some core sense of self, but his past: memories of the people, the 
books, the events, and the places in his life that make up this self, and from which 
he had felt so detached. 

Rubin (1995: 66). 

The self is caught in a double bind, torn between its sociality and solitude. The more it is 

subjected to scrutiny, the emptier it appears, a fragmented constellation of roles played and 
events experienced, lacking any organising centre. 

Solitude and isolation are central to Auster's concern with self-certainty. His 

characters alternate between the paranoid fear that their actions are externally determined 

and the equally disabling anxiety, that events may be no more than their own projection. 
The anxiety is worked out, most clearly in Ghosts, through the dialectic of master and 

slave, the tension between recognition and the primitive desire to destroy or ingest the 

other. 
This dialectic is perhaps the central motif of Auster's writing, and his greatest debt 

to Beckett. As with Beckett, however, the effect is static; Auster's characters remain 
doomed to misrecognition. Desire - crucial to the dialectic in motivating the attempt to 

coerce recognition - wins out. This can never lead to sclf-ccrtainty, but only to isolation 

and the neurotic drive to self-sufficiency. Hence the final confrontation between Blue and 
Black, devoid of any possibility of reconciliation. 

The fundamental motor of the dialectic of master and slave is, as we have seen, the 

labour process, the slaves making themselves as they make the world through their own 

labour. Although missing from Ghosts, the theme of work is touched upon in Country, and 

is central to The Music of Chance (Auster 1990). Consonant with Austcr's stress on 

misrecognition, the emphasis is on the alienating and self-defeating nature of estranged 

labour. 

Thus, in Country, Anna Blume discusses the dilemma of the garbage collectors, 

who must save in order to buy a cart: 

There is a deadly equation buried in all this. Since the work brings in so little, you 
rarely have a chance to put anything aside - and if you do, that usually means you 
are depriving yourself of something essential: food for example, without which 
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you will not have the strength to do the work necessary to earn the money to buy 
the cart... The harder you work, the weaker you become... 

Auster (1987: 32). 

Work, under such conditions, is self-defeating, and this deprivation has the effect of 
imposing an equally self-defeating bodily economy upon the inhabitants of the city. Thus, 

Anna wams that it is important to eat as little as possible to stave off hunger, for, 'By 

wanting less... the less you need, the better off you are' (Auster 1987: 2). Survival, life 

itself, becomes the process of self-estrangement, so that, 'In order to live, you must make 

yourself die' (Auster 1987: 20). 

This theme is explored in greater depth in The Music of Chance. Woods (1995b: 

148), sees the thrust of the novel as a movement from freedom (the road) to slavery, as 

Nashe and Pozzi are forced to work on the wall. While there is some truth in this, the 

situation is more ambiguous. Nashe's period of wandering is aimless, motivated only by 

his need to run from the breakdown of his marriage and his responsibility towards his 

daughter. He is described as no longer in control of himself (Austcr 1990: 6). The straight 

line of the open road reduces him to a passive observer of a landscape which flits past. 

Auster sums up Nashe's situation thus: 

It was a dizzying prospect - to imagine all that freedom to understand how little it 

mattered what choice he made. 
Auster (1990: 6). 

The note of irony is hard to miss. Nashe is anything but free. 

Nashe's relationship to the task of building the wall is correspondingly complex. Ile 

resents being forced into this position, of course, but nevertheless begins to take some pride 

in his work: 

All of a sudden, the stones were turning into a wall, and in spite of the pain it had 

cost him, he could not help admiring it. Whenever he stopped and looked at it 

now, he felt awed by what he had done. 
Auster (1990: 202). 

Further, in a conversation with Pozzi, he compares the time spent on the wall with that 

spent on the road: 

"I promised myself I'd see it through to the end. I'm not asking you to understand 
it, but Fmjust not going to run away. I've done too much of that already. and I 
don't want to live like that anymore". Auster (1990: 166). 

258 



The implication is that Nashe's work on the wall offers some possibility of substantial 
freedom after the meaningless emptiness of the road. 

Ultimately, however, Woods comes close to the mark, as the redemptive potcntial 

of this labour is inverted, casting it as slavery and alienation. Flower and Stone, the lottery 

winners cum venture capitalists who entrap Nashe into building the wall, enforce their 

authority through Murks, the foreman, whose friendly demeanour is compromised by the 

gun he wears. This episode confirms to Nashe his lack of power and sel f-determi nation, 

and the complete absence of trust: 

He did not mention the gun, and that silence was finally more troubling to Nashe 
than the gun itself. It meant that Murks felt he had a right to carry it - and that he 
had felt that right from the very beginning. Freedom, therefore, had never been an 
issue. Contracts, handshakes, goodwill - none of that had meant a thing. All along, 
Nashe and Pozzi had been working under the threat of violence. 

Auster(1990: 144). 

Other events emphasise the alienation of Nashe's labour, its inversion and transformation 

into something self-defeating. Nashe and Pozzi are not trusted with a motor vehicle to 

transport the stones for the wall, but must make do with a child's hand-cart. Nashe had 

seen this labour as an opportunity for personal growth, to make himself, with the wall, 

stone by stone: 

Still, there was something ridiculous about having to use such a thing, and Nashe 

resented the weird, infantilizing effect it had on him. The wagon did not belong in 
the hands of a grown man. It was an object fit for the nursery, for the trivial, make- 
believe worlds of children, and every time he pulled it across the meadow, he felt 

ashamed of himself, afflicted by a sense of his own helplessness. 
Auster (1990: 130). 

Later, when Nashe and Pozzi have worked off their debt, they realise they have no money, 

and decide to stay on voluntarily to earn some. Nashe's assertion of the autonomy of his 

decision is met with harsh, but honest, scepticism from Murks (Auster 1990: 150). 

Regardless of their motives, 'it comes down to the same thing' - Nashe and Pozzi need the 

money. 

In this light, Woods's overtures towards a Marxist reading of 77te Alusic of Chance 

are not misplaced, even if they are compromised by a tendency to foist events into 

unambiguous sociological compartments. The alienating role of commodificd labour, and 

the abstracting effect of money and commodity fetishism, are key aspects of the novcl, and 
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are discussed elsewhere in Auster's work (see Auster 1982: 52). The main concerns of his 

writing, however, are more general, focussing on the tension between recognition and 
desire, self-certainty and paranoia. This is more consonant with the young-Hcgelianism of 

the early Marx than with Marx's later forays into economic sociology. 

The Desert 

Auster's work raises the question of where we go from here. Unlike Ackroyd, who 

suggests the possibility of transcendence through an engagement, however ironic, with 
tradition, Auster seems to offer no consolation. He merely asks the question, stripping the 

subject of its privilege and its substance, wondering whether we will survive when there is 

nothing. 
As Finkelstein (1995) notes, in an essay on Auster's poetry, Auster's writing is 

influenced by, but also subverts, the principals of objectivism. The objectivist poets aimed 

to achieve clarity and precision through the presentation of subjectivity as object. Their 

study of subjective apprehension and of the language of objectification presents a subject 

which finds itself alienated as a condition of its existence. This, however, is seen as 

ultimately dependent upon the language of objectification - it depends on a shared 

language, and is a social, a communal, achievement. 

Auster adopts the same approach as the objectivists, but undermines their optimistic 

communitarian resolution by focussing on what language leaves out, what bleeds away 

through the white spaces of the text. Language is based on negation; the actuality of 

subjective experience and of materiality must escape it. Language can never really know, 

express, or recognise the Other, and so the objectivist community becomes, for Austcr 'thc 

monstrous sum / of particulars' (in Finkelstein 1995: 55). Oppen's concern with 

multiplicity, the escape from 'the shipwreck of the singular', is thwarted. But whcrc to go 

next? 

he who would learn to breathe 
will learn that there is nowhere to go 
but here. 

in Finkelstein (1995: 56) 

Auster's poetry resignedly takes up residence in the fan-ffliar; for it has nowhere 
else to go. 

Finkelstein (1995: 56). 

Auster's response seems to mirror the narrator of Beckett's 77ze Unnameable: 'I can't go 

on, I'll go on'. The self, society, the possibility of knowing another: all may seem bankrupt, 
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but there is nowhere else to go. We return to what we are familiar with, but disillusioned; 

no longer at ease in the old dispensation. 

,. I am not so sure, however, that this vision is completely pessimistic. Or rather, like 

Boris Stepanovich in Country, it shows 'a pessimism so deep, so devastating, so fully in 

tune with the facts, that it actually made him cheerful' (Auster 1987: 147). 

I want to illustrate this by looking again at Stillman's project to construct a unitary 
language, and the analogy with Tower of Babel. Stillman, like the builders of the towcr, 

feels the pain of exile, and wishes to recover the prelapsarian unity of Eden. His failure 

confirms our fallenness. 

However, the story Babel is more ambiguous. The destruction of the city by 

violence is neither described nor suggested. Rather, God descends and scatters the people 

over the earth. The tower, we are told, is called Babel because it was here that God 

confounded the single tongue of the people, condemning them to confusion (Genesis 11: 9). 

The Hebrew version of Genesis, however, is more detailed. Quoting from a heavily 

literal French translation, Derrida gives the following account: 

YHWH disperses them from here over the face of all the earth. 
They cease to build the city. 
Over which he proclaims his name: Bavel, Confusion, 
for there, YHWH confounds the lip of all the earth, 
and from there YHWH disperses them over the face of all 
the earth. 

in Derrida (1991: 248-249). 

Auster himself tells us that El was the Hebrew word for God (Auster 1988: 72); Bab-cl 

means God the Father. The Biblical name for Babylon is the City of God the Father, 

because this is where God appeared and spoke his name. 

The confusion is not accomplished by the forcible scattering of the people, but by 

God's utterance of his name, which is equated in the text with 'Confusion'. How are we to 

interpret this? Firstly, YHWH is not God's name, but, unique among nouns, signifies the 

name of God, since to know his name would require mastery of the Sephirot, the language 

of the creation. It is the utterance of God's name which brings about the confusion of 

tongues and the fall of Babel. This name, which could never be appropriated by its hearers, 

is a circumcision, severing the people from their illusory plenitude. The inhabitants of 

Babel, like Peter Stillman, have created a fetish. They have made Benjamin's 'language of 

man' the measure of all things, have fallen further from the mimetic language of the world. 
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God's utterance brings home to the people their alienation, forcing them to 

recognise their fallenness, which is disalienating. The fall into multiplicity and exile is 

disalienating and brings the people closer to God, insofar as it enables them to recognise 
their distance. The fall into translation, highlighting the problematic and often inadequate 

nature of a language which must always be composed of a finite number of linguistic units. 
is a precondition for the recognition of transcendence, of a reason and a humanity which 
transcends its meagre material bearer: 

In seeking to 'make a name for themselves', to found at the same time a universal 
tongue and a unique genealogy, the Semites want to bring the world to reason, and 
this reason can signify simultaneously a colonial violence (since they would thus 
universalize their idiom) and a peaceful transparency of the human community. 
Inversely, when God imposes and opposes his name, he ruptures the rational 
transparency but interrupts also the colonial violence or the linguistic 
imperialism... in a stroke with his translatable-untranslatable name he delivers a 
universal reason (it will no longer be subject to the rule of a particular nation), but 
he simultaneously limits its very universality... 

Derrida (1991: 253). 

In a vision similar to that of Benjamin's The Taskof the Translator65, the task of 

translation brings us closer to the original text - the text of the world - which constitutes 

the ground of translatability itself (Benjamin 1992a). 

As Rubin argues, Auster, a third-generation American Jcw, is the inheritor of a long 

Jewish literary tradition informed by the experience of exile. The theme of exile, and a 

concern with scripture, language and translation are all crucial aspects of Auster's writing. 

This tradition is not simply pessimistic. The flight from Egypt, and the exile from 

Israel, mir-ror the fall, with the crucial distinction that this exile is chosen. It is chosen in 

recognition of our fallenness, and its effect is disalienating. It affirms that spirit does not 

live in the stones of a city but in the people. While experienced as loss, it also serves to 

bring the community of believers back to itself rather than live in dependence upon 

something external and profane. Exile and community are bound together inextricably. 

Uke Certeau, Auster's City of Glass constitutes a 'negative theology', a vision of 

the subject, and of community which is apprehended negatively, through the recognition of 

alienation and solitude. The double-bind of solitude becomes, like the exile of the Jews, the 

promise and the precondition of recognition and community. Only by accepting our 

homelessness, and choosing to live among the stones of the desert, can we accede to the 

- 65 It may be worth noting here that Auster himself has translated several volumes of French poetry (Auster 

1995: 101). 
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universality which defines human being. In Auster's fiction, the city, crucible of alienation, 
becomes the desert, where human beings, deprived of everything extraneous, are at their 

most human. 

Drawing on the parable of the Tower of Babel, Auster's writing serves, perhaps, as 

a warning about the fetishism of a 'community' which does not recognise its own 
fallenness, and cannot embrace the other. The other cannot be met in the language of 

community, as the objectivists hoped. Our solitude puts us beyond any single tongue - 
interpretation begins an infinite regress of language which points to nothing but its own 

inadequacy. It is this gap, the impossibility of knowing another, like the gap which 

inscribes translation, which allows our accession to something which remains transcendent. 

Recognition requires that the other be allowed to remain other. 

Where does recognition, which implies a duty of care and not avoidance or 

disregard, stem from? From the admission, ultimately, of our mutual dependence, and 

vulnerability in the eyes of the other. Without vulnerability no advantage can be forgone, 

no sympathy felt for another's suffering. It is, as Hegel recognised, an absolute 

precondition for trust. And it is here that the possibility of a community of exiles begins. 

Richard Sennett has expressed a similar argument, in terms of the recognition of the 

importance, and unavoidability, of pain: 

... bodily pain requires a place in which it can be acknowledged, and in which its 

transcendent origins become visible. Such pain has a trajectory in human 

experience. It disorients and makes incomplete the self, defeats the desire for 

coherence; the body accepting pain is ready to become a civic body, sensible to the 

pain of another person, pains present together on the street, at last endurable - 
eventhough... each person cannot explain what he or she is feeling, who he or she 
is, to the other. But the body can follow this civic trajectory only if it 

acknowledges that there is no remedy for its sufferings in the contrivings of 

society, that its unhappiness has come from elsewhere, that its pain derives from 

God's command to live together as exiles. 
Sennett (1994: 376). 

Conclusion 

At the end of this chapter we have not simply returned our focus to the representation of 

the city. Nor could we, for within the confines of the novel, the city and the self are bound 

together inextricably. The city gains meaning and texture from the tensions and 

contradictions of a subjectivity for which it is both backdrop and source. The engagements 

of Auster and Ackroyd with spatial form make no sense outside the context of the urban 
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experience, and this experience is not simply -nor even primarily -the experience of the 

urban topos. It concerns a complex and dilemmatic subjcctivity", with formal and mimetic 

properties exceeding the rather limited representation of the urban landscape. 

Both writers are, we have seen, concerned with the classical urban tropcs of 

alienation, solitude, anonymity and lack of closure. The experience of urban life as 
inauthentic, and the desire for a real sense of community. a desire for recognition, 

permeates their writings. These concerns are all subjective and experiential as much as 

spatial, and their different representations of the city arc tied to their figurations of the 

subject and of what recognition might mean. 
Thus, Ackroyd's work is intimately concerned with the concrete spatiality of 

London, and with its history. These rind expression in a concept of a 'primal' city, an 

obsession with place which does not figure in Auster's writing. Austcr stays closer to the 

surface of the city, stressing the elements of anonymity and flux. In distinction to Ackroyd, 

he produces an idiom which presents the city as placeless. Nicaningful engagements with 

place usually take the form of individual childhood memories, cmphasising the melancholy 

and solitude of a city where affect lies largely outside the language of collective experience. 
These differing representations of the city cannot be separated from their differing 

views of the subject. Ackroyd's subject inherits a tradition, albeit playful and flexible, and 

recognition, disalicnation, involves the recognition and creative appropriation of this 

tradition. Ackroyd's relation to this tradition is, as we have seen, complex and 

contradictory, and more than aware of its own fictitiousness. In the end, however, this 

concept of a tradition which incorporates its own playful appropriation and subversion is 

central for Ackroyd, and resembles in many ways I lcideggcr's concept of tradition as 

something fundamentally open and alive. Ackroyd's representation of the spirit of primal 
London is the incarnation, and condition of possibility, of such a tradition. One cannot 

simply grant precedence either to Ackroyd's concept of the subject, or to his representation 

of the city. They arc interwoven, and mutually sustaining. 

Similarly, Austcr's placeless cities arc the backdrop for his placeless subjects. The 

ccntre of the self, for Austcr, is not tradition, but the anonymity that stcms from solitude. 

He does not seek to deny the social, stressing indeed that the self is nothing but the product 

of its social interaction. Tradition and community have their part, but they are not 

66 The city. in this scn%c, serves the function of Sholter's 'scrisory topos', cxcept we can no longcr talk alxvjt 

this topos as if it wcre prior to the Imaginary universal of the utban self. 
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conceived in the spirit of play, and cannot provide, within their own terms, the basis for 
67 

going beyond themselves . Ultimately, community involves a loss, an alienation, and the 

move to recognition of the other is always a line of flight. 

67 This idea of a tradition which is capable of embracing the other in its own terms -a tradition which can 

accommodate play - can be seen as a reworking of the Hegelian notion of Sittlichkeit (Taylor 1995: 376), 

compromised, however, by Ackroyd's own insistence that the absolute remains essentially formal (Ackroyd 
1993b: 149). 
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Conclusion 

Much of what appears in these pages may not really seem to constitute an urban study at 

all, but a formal investigation of the nature of subjectivity, albeit interpreted through an 

urban lens. The aesthetic analysis posits a linkage, but its precise articulations are never 

explicated. I am not sure, however, that much more is possible, without repeating the same 

error that I ascribed in my introduction to the theory of identity. I have tried to use the city 

as a topos, showing the implication of the subject in the objective spaces it inhabits. But 

this implication renders a neutral apprehension of these spaces impossible, precluding any 

synthetic account of the structuring influence that the city has on our modes of experience. 
Our critiques of the theories of alienation and of everyday life illustrate the radically 
indeterminate nature of the implication of subject and city, and this is something we cannot 

simply set aside. 
The aesthetic analysis of the sublime and the uncanny in urban experience does, 

however, reveal something critical to this thesis. The ascendancy of the uncanny, I hope to 
have shown, is intimately connected with the rise of the modem city, William's urban 

sublime degenerating under the very pressures and contradictions which inspired it. The 

highpoint of the Kantian aesthetic becomes infected with the anti-aesthetic of the uncanny, 

undermining the transcendental subject in the process. The rise of the city, the capitalist 

economic system, abstract legality and the political individualism of the modem nation- 

state, come to reveal, in lived, material form, the contradictions of a form of subjectivity of 

which they nevertheless constitute the ideological realisation and which they sustain. Our 

decaying urban cores and megalopolitan sprawls embody the decay of the centred, unified 

subject. 
This thesis has engaged with responses to this crisis of subjectivity, from the 

traditions of Marxist thought, phenomenology, and the theory of everyday life, which, in 

differing ways, posit the implication the subject in its world. Throughout, I have sought to 

expose the moments when these theories fall back upon ideas of originary presence and 

unmediated identity, and to demonstrate that sublime images of pure process constitute a 
lapse into the language of identity, albeit disguised as a radical break. In response, I have 

emphasised the claim to independence made by objects and subjects, and have stressed the 

objective moments of a mediation conceived as radically impure, never going into itself 

without remainder. This has implications for writing on practice and embodiment, for it 

renders the idea of an ontology of practice unsustainable, exposing the idealism of its drive 

to reduce the multiplicity of the world to pure substance. Such an approach is tom between 
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empty holism and arbitrary reduction and is incapable of thinking the implication of subject 

and object. It either conceptualises both as emergent from pure practice, reducing 

everything to the human (at the cost of depriving the idea of the human of any 
determination), or it speaks of assemblages of objects, bodies and processes without any 

regard for its own constitution. Either way, it reproduces the transcendental subject - in a 

crude, pre-Kantian form - even as it denies it. 

Rather than attempting to deny the subject, I have stressed the contradictory nature 

of subjectivity and its indeterminate implication with objects and experience. This 

dialectical approach is exemplified in the work of Benjamin and Adomo, which starts from 

the separation of object and subject, highlighting the importance of the speculative concept 

of mimesis as that which brings them together and reveals their implication. Not itself 

amenable to positive representation, mimesis is always that which is left over from the 

formality of our linguistic accounts, the elective affinity which makes them possible. 
These ideas were important influences for Lefebvre and Certeau. While criticising 

the latter writers for their recourse to sublime imagery, I have also tried to highlight their 

contributions to dialectical thinking in this area, and to stress the value of their focus on 

narrativity, which gives us another angle from which to approach the interrelation of the 

subject and the city. The subject, constituted and disclosed through objective practices in a 

particular environment, ties motives and action, subject and object together and ]ends them 

positive determination through the complex narrativity of practice. This narrativity, which 
dwells as much with the objects, cannot be the construction of a subject which is perfectly 

present to itself. 

Narrative, then, provides another approach to questioning the nature of presence 

and subjectivity. Benjamin's account of epic narrative, stressing the importance of 
intersubjectivity and of history, undermines the idea of a self-sufficient subject, or of a 

universally full and adequate account of the world, divorced from any historical 

orientation. The result is not a demand that this orientation be pinned down - for that is 

impossible - but a focus on the indeterminacy of our relation to a world and a history 

which are always disclosed in a situation, a moment of danger. Certeau, similarly, disrupts 

the smooth flow of history with the archaeological implication of historiography, 

constructing formal accounts which call into question their own conditions of existence. 
Benjamin's analysis of the decline of the story, the rise of the novel, and of the 

supercession of the novel by critical epic narrative, relates these shifts to the need to find a 

poetic and critical purchase amidst the increased pace of a city in which the shock 
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experience predominates. My analyses of the writing of Peter Ackroyd and Paul Austcr 

have attempted to put these insights together in a specifically urban context, to try to get at 
the relationship between the city and subjectivity by examining the narrativities of fictional 

writing on the urban experience. Ackroyd and Austcr highlight the jarring nature of life in 

the city, its anonymous and at times almost placeless aspect, while exploring the emotional 

and historical investments we make in the environment around us. The city is imbued with 

a furtive significance just beyond the range of expression. 

At the same time as this discourse at the level of experience, we have seen how 

both writers deploy tropes which represent the plight of the city and the plight of the 

subject as one and the same, city and self as isomorphs of each other. Such tropes 

accompany an ur-typical use of juxtaposition, images of authenticity and originality 

rubbing against emblems of urban decay and cultural impoverishment. These images are 

used by both writers to explore the contradictions of the modem subject, tom between 

abstract autonomy and a need to belong. Their resolutions differ, Ackroyd emphasising a 

real, if ironic, embeddedness in place, poised against Auster's solitude and homelessness. 

Yet a homelessness which, for all that, is an absolute pre-requisite for any kind of 

community. Rather than side with one against the other, I think that Ackroyd and Auster 

present different sides of the same coin. Neither is absolutely right, neither strictly wrong - 
and yet they remain irreconcilable, pointing to the contradictory nature of subjectivity and 

the indeterminacy of implication. 

One problem with this study has been the fictional status of the work under 

consideration. It would, after all, have been perfectly possible to write about the city in 

another way. Hard-boiled detective fiction offers a very different vision, yet remains 
intensely urban, while literary realism often stresses the illusory and ideological aspects of 

urban experience while criticising the production of this illusion - for example, in 

Sinclair's The Jungle, or many of the texts which Williams examines. 

If what I have argued about narrativity is correct, however, we must accept that all 

writing and all accounting has a fictitious and generic aspect. Neither literary realism nor 
the realism of the social sciences escapes this conventionality. What the writing of Ackroyd 

and Auster does, that most realism fails to do, is engage knowingly with its own narrativity 

and fictitiousness. In so doing, they problcmatisc the transcendent authorial position from 

which the detective novel and literary realism pronounce on truth and the sources of 
illusion, implicitly exempting itself. This reflexivity prevents either writer from positing a 
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causal connection between metropolitan living and mental life. This is why the city and the 

subject appear as ur-forms, implicated in one another beyond hope of disentanglement. 

This self-questioning narrative, which casts so much doubt on the nature of 

presence and subjectivity, does so by putting its own status in question. The implicit 

transcendental moment of narrative is not denied, but revealed as a necessary condition of 
its existence. At the same time, the conventionality of narrative is thrust to the fore. 

Between genre and author, narrative reproduces the contradictions of a subject torn 

between embodiment and transcendence. If it reconciles these moments as Ricouer 

suggests, it does so in the way that life does. The formal analysis of narrative does not 

resolve the contradictions of subjectivity, but highlights its narrativity in a way which 

throws those contradictions into sharper relief. 

Narrativity as it is lived for the most part is characterised by its adjustment to its 

objects and purposes, and the nature of this adjustment is complex and variable. It stems 
from the indeterminate implication of naffative and subject in the world which they 

'address', a world which is constitutive of a narrative which produces effects. And yet the 

transcendental moment, as we have seen from Adomo's writing, is real, stemming from 

the very indeterminacy of implication. We cannot account for the fabrication of narrativity 
in a way which does not take motives and subjects into account, and we cannot evaluate 

narrative's adjustment according to any extemally applicable criteria. This retums us, in a 

way, to the crisis of truth with which this thesis opened. For if the truth of any account is a 

matter of narrative adjustment, the substance of naffative adjustment falls under the rubric 

of truth. 
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