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The eight technologies of otherness is a bold and 
provocative re-thinking of identity, politics, 

philosophy, ethics and cultural practices- a book 

which journeys amongst and through the very unholy 

groundings of corrupted surfaces, shot through with 

strange time, space, matter, and speed. Old 

essentialisms and binaric divides collapse 

under the weight of a new and impatient necessity, 
which is itself nothing more nor less than the various 
everyday strategies and technologies of making 
meaning 'stick'. 

But as sue golding asks in her Word of Warning, what 
would happen to the so-called 'postmodern' if we were to 
stop sterilizing the wounds? If we were to take seriously 
political freedom; cultural revolution; fear; disease; trash; 
flesh; multiple ethics; homeless ness; rhythm; violence; 
virtual bodies; computing sciences; boredom; anger; 
light; experimentation; art- and all the myriad joys and 
fears that come from a refusal to be comforted by the easy, 
neat, and clean? The short answer: we would be playing 
with fire. 

The longer answer, in all its tactile rawness, spins out 
in the eight technologies: curiosity, noise, cruelty, 

appetite, skin, nomadism, contamination, and 
dwelling. These technologies stand, in a way, on their 

own; and yet are not fully resolved in and of 

themselves. But why only eight technologies? And 

why these eight, in particular? The thirty-three artists, 

philosophers, film-makers, writers, photographers, 

political militants, and 'pulp-theory' practitioners 

whose work (or life) has contributed to the re-thinking 
of 'otherness' to which this book bears witness throw 
out a few clues. We might wish to say: the 

unbearable lightness of necessity, suspense, 
horror ... 
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[Anyone who does not 

understand why we talk 

about these things must 

feel what we say to be 

mere trifling. ] 
Wittgenstein 1974, 174, no.
125 
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We are at a pecul iar  moment. Sudden ly and  without p roper  co unsel ,  th is  
erstwh i le th ing cal led ' po l it ical ph i losophy' tu rns strange.  No  longer do 
the o ld clothes fit, and  there a re many amongst i ts  fo llowers who 
advocate i ts  ann i h i lati on ,  havi ng, fo r at least the last fifteen to twenty-five 
postmodern ist years tr ied the second -hand  shops and recycl ing b ins  once 
too often .  Navel-gaz ing has a lways had its sho rtcom ings, one  has to say, 
desp ite its popu la rity in the ha l lowed ha l ls of  academe and  aesthet ic 
angst, a l ike .  

But what  i f  we were to stop steri l i z ing the wounds? 

What if it were to be adm itted that the usual ,  em pty ph rases - l ike the so­
cal led 'deep and  v io lent cut' of mean i ng, truth, death,  i ndeed identity 
itse lf: the 'who a re we' and  'what are we to become' of sc ience and  of l i fe 
- have col lapsed under  the i r  own b lood less, sexless weight of self­
reflexive reason? For though the very cun n i ng  of d ia lect ical logic 
(h istorical, metaphysical ,  o r  otherwise) has a l ready p rod uced many 
i nterest ing po l it ical da l l iances with empowerment, necessity and change,  
it has,  more often than not, s imp ly recast, o r  (worse) s imp ly rep rod uced, 
the very p ract i ces it is  seeki ng  to overcome - the usual e ither/o r 'deep 
cut'  posturi ngs noncha lant ly taki ng  as given a b inari c  d ivide :  male as an 
ent ity d isti n ctly 'opposite' to female ;  o r  b lack as opposed to wh ite, J ew to 
Musl im ,  gay to stra ight, and so on  right d own the p roverb ia l  l i ne .  Usual ly 
in the name of margina l ity, excess and  d ivers ity, but now, more freq uent ly 
st i l l ,  i n  the name of otherness itse lf, we sad ly, annoy ingly, are often left 
with a kind of 'shopp i ng  l ist' of  so-called subjective 'other' i dentit ies - be 
it woman, Jew, imm igrant, person of co lour, s/m dyke, whore, etc .  ­
gathered together  i n  opposit ion to the so-cal led objective 'dom inant­
power' forms of identit ies, often named male ,  wh ite, heterosexual ,  m i dd le 
or ru l i ng class. 

There is someth i ng  not qu ite right with this p i cture . . .  

Yes, yes: d ifference, m u lt ip l i city, excess, i ndeed (an d  especial ly) otherness 
'exist' ; yes: racism and other forms of hate - sexism,  class ism, 
homophobia ,  war ,  gangland  target ing aga i nst an  x or  a y - run rampant. 
Even so,  there is someth i ng  not q u ite right with the identity po l it ics ,  
'shopp i ng  l ist  of opp ressions'  p i cture .  

Perhaps it was the mere fact of witness ing. Of beari ng  witness to the 
savage meanness of H IV- re lated i l lnesses p laying  v io lent-nasty with the 
bod ies of  friends .  Over fifty dead (and  th is  utterly m i n ima l  next to 
someone e lse's sto ry) - m ovement po l it ics as ide,  one  fee ls l i ke stand i ng  
on  street corners ,  so bereft, except with a photo i n  hand ,  fi na l ly red uced 
to grabb ing  anyone in pass ing  and aski ng:  d i d  you know David? or  Br ian? 
or Jam ie? o r  Alexander? or  Lorne? let me tel l  you what he  was l ike,  the 
m us ic  he  loved,  the n ightclubs he  freq uented, the type of funera l  he  
chose, the ki nd  of b reakfast he  loved to eat ,  the humour, the anger, the 
past iche i n  which he  would engage, aga inst the d rug barons ,  the tab lo ids ,  



su 

the emp loyer; aga i nst the n ightmare of memory o r  the fea r  of fo rgetti ng. 
Agai nst the movement itself. 

Perhaps it was the mere fact of p leasure-seeki ng. Of taki ng  seriously 
the right to happ i ness and fun ,  l iberty, sexual  freedoms;  of  engaging, 
wrestl i ng, jousti ng with a l l  fo rms of knowledge from the carnal to the 
ce rebra l  and  back aga in .  Of the d raw to the city, to the u rban .  A ki nd  of  
l ight  joy one m i nute, but the next : unexpected assau lt, b roken noses and 
b ruised body parts by hate-b rood ing sta lkers or  mo ra l-autho rity 
gatekeepers or, worse st i l l, by those with ' no  reason'  at a l l :  utte r caprice, 
bo redom.  

Perhaps it was the mere fact of the web-site surfi ng. Of donn i ng  
d i fferent personas (o r even non -personas) with other tech no-nerds and  
cybe rp unk  'offic ianados' .  Trans-mov ing, t rans- lat i ng, trans- locating  over a 
v i rtual  ske in  whose po rosity b roke the p rom ise, at least for a nanosecond  
or  two, of an estab l ished o rder, whatever that order  m ight be ,  without, i n  
its wake, estab l ish i ng  another. 

Perhaps it was the mere fact of G rego rian  chants - and  H i ldegard von 
B ingen i n  part icular, with her  twe lfth-century 'Voice of  the B lood'  and  
'Cant icles of Ecstasy'. Or  of her  pecul iar  t ime  and  her, even more pecul iar, 
ti m ing. Or  maybe it was Elvis. Or  Warho l .  Or metamorphos ing from Daddy­
boy to dada-borg i n  twelve less-than -easy steps. 

Perhaps it was al l  these th i ngs o r  someth i n g  else a ltogether. But 
Reader :  beware! For whatever it was, and whatever it is ,  and whatever it 
wi l l  be, the bitty, natty, everyday p ieces and po i nts of what constitutes 
' ident ity' in all its s ingular and  p lu ra l  shad i ngs and  tones, turns on a very 
d i fferent not ion of 'otherness' than that o ld bugbear of eterna l  deep 
d iv ide,  of the 'that' and  i ts  ' not' .  At  i ts  most bas ic  understand i ng, 
otherness is s imp ly and  on ly a cosmetic wo und ;  a very th i n ,  v i rtual ,  and  
i n  t h i s  sense ' im possi b le' l im i t .  I t  can  never be a person ,  o r  a th i ng, 
an ima l, vegetab le or m ine ra l .  It is ne i ther  v io lent no r  cruel, no r  fo r that 
matte r lov ing and joyous. For th is  'cut' is on ly and a lways j ust a 
superfi c ia l  d imens ion :  a surface. But it is 'su rface' - superfi c ia l  (though 
not in the s l ightest 'tr ivia l') - not in the sense of  be ing the ' last layer' or 
'top' of say, a table o r  a body. On  closer i nspecti on ,  i t  is the ' is' - the  '/' 
- between the e i ther  and  its o r. And yet th is  p laned not ion of surface is 
rather  vamp i ric .  For i t  requ i res a certa i n  k ind of  blood and food,  a certa i n  
ki nd  of someth ing, necessary fo r it t o  'make sense' and ,  i n  its turn,  give 
mean ing  'back'. That certa i n  'someth i ng' or someth i ngs a re p recisely the,  
i n  th is case,  e ight tech no logies which a re themselves n oth i n g  more o r  less 
than re lat ions,  'tech n iq ues', or techne (i n Foucau lt's sense) : the everyday 
strategies we use, witti ngly o r  no ,  to make a l l  the we-selves i nto 
me-se lves. 

These tech no logies, all e ight of them (curios ity, no ise, crue lty, 
appetite, ski n ,  nomad ism,  contam ination  and  dwel l i ng) ,  stand ,  in a way, 
'on the i r own ' ;  and  yet a re not fu lly resolved in and  of themselves. 
Taken together  or apart, they fo rm a ki nd  of sp ider  leg to the 'sp ider' 
of otherness - itself a lso noth i ng  but a k ind of gaseous b lob (one  
searches fo r the most access ib le 'p i cture' ava i lab le) that  d isappears the  

a word of warning SUE GOLDING far greater thinker and poet, freely
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moment  it is  nearest at hand .  A corrupt ion of  the l im it, wh i lst l im it ing 
none  the less. 

The eight technologies skates a long this very tact i le and rest less su rface 
and  its - sometimes perverse and  iconoclast ic  - techn o logies. In fact, the 
book is  i tself  a construct ion  of  otherness;  the very a rti cles i n  it a re not 
s im p ly p reoccupyi ng  a certa i n  set of  themes ,  values,  eth ics, 
pornograph ies, etc. Rather, they a re,  a lso,  fi ctive, b ut n o  less ' real ' ,  
i ngred ients, wh ich create (as do  the named tech no logies to wh ich they a re 
attached) long- legged sp ider-tropes con necti ng, i n  fo rm as we l l  as 
content, the cybernetics of the everyday. A ki n d  of rhythm ic  beat-beati ngs 
of an  'otherness' wh ich is noth i ng  b ut a p lu ral ised 'surface', whose 
tech no logies give it l i fe,  and whose l i fe b leeds i nto unconta inab le or 
d ifferent ly conta inab le identit ies. 

And there in  l ies their spel l ;  their sed uctio n  and repu ls ion and  
bor ingness of the 'that' wh ich makes mean i ng  'stick' . 

But why on ly eight tech no logies? And why these and n ot other ones? 
I ndeed.  Why o n ly Ten Commandments,  and  not, say, eleven or even two 
thousand? In search i ng  for the answer to the 'why q uestion ' ,  the earnest 
students in my fi rst year Mean i ngs and  Mora lit ies class ki nd ly offered th is  
as an i n it ia l  response :  'God had o n ly two tab lets, and  it would have been 
im poss ib le to have sq ueezed any more on  to those stones. '  ' B ut i t  was 
God!' I countered .  'Cou ldn 't God have found ,  or even made on spec, 
la rger tab lets, o r  written who le sol i loq u ies in the sky o r  all over the 
un iverse, had he  so wanted?' 

A tough series of questions  to be sure .  

The th i rty-th ree a rt ists, ph i losophers, fi lm-makers, writers, photographers, 
po l it ical m i l itants and ' pu lp -theory' p ractitioners whose work (or l i fe) has 
contri buted to a who lly d ifferent concept - and techn i que/use/pract ice - of 
otherness th row out a few clues. 

We m ight wish to say: the un bearab le l ightness of necessity, suspense,  
ho rro r . . .  

But i n  any case, and  sudden ly and  without p roper  counsel ,  th is  
e rstwh i le th i ng  cal led ' po lit ical  ph i losophy' tu rns strange.  
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4 and ANDREW BENJAMIN fascination: 

1 All references a re to 
Baudelaire Oeuvres completes 
(Robert Laffot, Paris, 1980). 

• Je serai curieux de te revoir. 

• Returning will indicate the impossibility of a final separation and thus an 
exacting moment of freedom. The hold offasdnation, the lingering that marks 
curiosity will give rise to another freedom. 

• There will have to be a place in which coming back, returning, brings with it 
what for some will be a certain emptiness, but for the one held by curiosity, 
longing within fasdnation, the return is the moment in which fasdnation and 
curiosity will be able to figure. They will have effected a movement of return 
eschewing recovery. 

• To have allowed for a certain interest. 

• Without the determining will to know, to master, and yet without the 
indifference that marks having yielded to complacency, there exists a possibility 
of entry. A way in still allowing for the hold of a certain negativity. 

• There will be the joy of abandoning oneself-giving up myself-to another 
form of knowing. A knowledge without knowledge and therefore of taking the 
path of another pursuit. 

• What comes to be held in place is allowing for a certain threat; holding to a 
form of seduction; a holding yielding an engagement, even another passion. 
Curiosity sustains attention. Its sustaining attention is the founding mark of the 
curious. 

• Writ ing of C. G. (Constant in  G uys), writ i ng  of h is a rt, Baudela i re 
substitutes the exp ress ion homme du monde for the word artiste. 
Artists, i n  th is  fo rm u lation ,  rema in  restri cted ,  he ld i n  p lace, by havi ng 
the menta l ity of the v i l lage, the ham let. I n  contrast to th is  p lac ing there 
is the 'citoyen spirituel de l'univers [sp i ri tual  cit izen of the un iverse]' . 
It wi l l  be i n  terms of th is  geography that Baudela i re wi l l  i ntroduce 
curiosity: 

Ainsi pour entrer dans Ia comprehension de C. G prenez note toute 
de suite de ceci: c'est que Ia curiosite peut etre consideree comme le 
point de depart de son genie. (794)1 

[Th us, i n  order  to begin to understand  C. G . ,  the fo llowing shou ld 
im med iately be noted :  that curios ity should be cons idered as the 
start ing po int  of h i s  gen i us.] 

• I n  th is  com p lex passage, and  th us i n  how curiosity comes to be 
worked out i n  Le Peintre de Ia vie moderne, speed has to be taken as a 
po int  of departure .  (Baudela i re's own form u lation  demands it; 'prenez 
note toute de suite'.) Curiosity is  ne i ther de liberative nor  i ntentiona l .  
Whatever com p l i cations may be i ntroduced by the term genie, i ts  rea l  
force l ies i n  its open i ng  up the  space of i m med iacy. Curiosity w i l l  be an  
a l ready p resent re lation  to the world. 

• It was not knowing how not to look. Fasdnation was a holding of the eye that 
forced it there. 

far greater thinker and poet, freelyfar greater thinker and poet, freely
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• My eye. Whatever had made it mine, what power the possessive may have had 
slipped away. Mine, though no Longer mine. 

• The eye, in being held, is a Limited presence. Here the eye can no Longer exert 
an absolute hold. Even in the depth of seeing, within fascination, the eye's work 
remains partial, necessarily, productively, incomplete. 

• Partiality could have been a Limit to have been overcome or effaced. The eye 
could have needed to have been opened or, and this would be the other 
possibi lity, its closure recognized. Within this setting blindness would have to 
have been seen for what it was. And yet, it is here that the eye has a different 
opening. Fascination and curiosity displace this setting. They will force a 
repositioning of the eye; freeing it by holding it to another form of vision. 

• Writ ing in the same text th ough this t ime of Poe, Baudela i re charts the 
p roject - the specifi city of  a part icu lar recherche. The tem ptation  wi l l  be 
that the search fo r an un known i nd iv idua l  (un inconnu) m ust reta i n  that 
state of be ing. The unknown can n ot come to be known . Describ i ng  the 
act ions  of the observer, the com ing  parti c ipant - the 'man'  of L'homme 
des foules - Baudela i re descri bes his com pu lsive decis ion  in a way that 
d raws upon havi ng  to secure the status of the unkn own.  

it se precipite a travers cette foules a Ia recherche d'un inconnu dont 
Ia physionmie entrevue /'a, en un clin d'oeil, fascine. La curiosite est 
devenue une passion fatale, irresistible. (794) 

[ he  rushes out into the crowd i n  search of an  un known i nd iv idua l  a 
gl im pse of whose face had ,  i n  the b l i nk  of an  eye, fasc inated h im .  
Curios ity has  become an i nevitab le,  fatal, i rres isti b le pass ion . ]  

• I ns ist ing here are q uestions  to do  with the body, the in terp lay of t ime 
and  speed 'en un clin d'oeil'  [ ' i n  the b li n k  of an  eye'], of an  i nhe rent 
part ia lity of  see ing and  the necessity to ho ld to the p resence of an 
i rres ist ib le though none  the less fatal pass ion .  H ow do  they come to be 
l i nked to curios ity and fasc inat ion? I n it ia lly they seem to be p laced with i n  
t he  ambit  of death . And  yet, here t he  fatal ity of  pass ion ,  b reaks t he  ho ld  
of death - the i nterd i ct ions yie ld i ng  retri but ion - by l i nk ing fatal i ty to a 
form of re lease. A ho ld  wi l l  have been broken ,  as the ho ld of the 
i rres ist ib le takes over. 

• Curious i n  the p lace of death . 

• I cannot help but Look. However in Looking my gaze cannot be returned with 
any form of full acknowledgement. 

• The object of curiosity-equally that which fascinates-will complicate 
alterity. Demanding a different other will be the demand that it sets in play. 

• There need not have been a response. I could have been drawn -my hold held 
-by that which would otherwise have refused being seen. Part of the complexity 
at work within fascination is its Link to the abject. Once curiosity and 
fascination are drawn together then the abject potential inhering within 
fascination can be named, not just as curiosity's other dimension, but as its 
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potential. The mark of the curious is the place of the unsettled, the unsettling, the 
aberrant, that which resists assimi lation, what will endure as the curious. With 
enduring time figures. 

• To be curious, to be fascinated is to have been positioned. What fascinates, 
what engenders curiosity, positions. Between the positioned and that which 
positions a space will be held open. Time and space come to be linked. Enduring is 
as much a spatial relation as it is temporal. 

• Baudela i re's own fasci nation  with Poe sho uld not be the central 
concern .  And yet with i n  the conti n u ity of his writi ngs on  Poe - two major 
p ieces between 185 2 and  185 5  - there endu res a comp lex cons ideration  
of Poe's own  aesthetic. Poe  and  Guys were creators of the m inor. With 
Poe it was Ia Nouvelle. The force of th is  work, i n  part l i nked to its size, 
lay i n  its capacity fo r intens ity 'sa brievete ajoute a l'intensite de l'effet' 
[ ' its b revity adds to the intens ity of the effect'] . The l im it of Ia Nouvelle 
lay in the l i nk  Baudela i re wi l l  establ ish between rhythm,  beauty, and truth .  
Wi th  i t ,  poetry emerges as superio r. (I n 186o Baudela i re s igned a contract 
fo r four  books. One was to be entit led Curiosites esthetiques.) 

• The presence of intens ity is ma inta ined with i n  the pursuance of the 
l'inconnu with i n  (perhaps a lso as) the unmasterab le crowd . What wi l l  
ident ify the p lay of minor  is the deferra l of beauty because of the 
retent ion of intens ity. L'amoureux de Ia vie universelle entre dans Ia foule 
comme dans un immense reservoir d'electricite [ 'The lover of un iversal  l i fe 
steps into the crowd as into an enormous reservoi r  of e lectricity'] (795). 
Aga in ,  it is the lover of Ia vie universelle who,  i n  be ing held apart from 
the artist, a l lows fo r the poss ib i l ity of creati ng  an i rreparab le open i ng. Its 
consequence m ight be that Baudela i re's demand that the transitory and  
the eterna l  work together wou ld  no  longer  be tenable .  As  such 
Baudela i re's own concept ion of modern ity wi l l  have become im poss ib le .  
Modern ity's poss ib i l ity, what  defi nes i ts  p resence, demands another  
enactment and  therefore a d i ffe rent descri pti on .  

• With the poss ib le abeyance of the eterna l , speed and  t ime may come 
to defi ne  the p lace of the modern and th us the work of modern i ty. 

• I turn towards that which cannot be assimilated. It is not a question of 
whether it could be taken in, or even when it will be, it is positioned outside, 
refusing incorporation. Not wanting to look, perhaps wanting not to look, 
I continue to turn to that which cannot be assimilated. 

• The space allowing for distance may be traversed by hand or the fingers. What 
fascinates perhaps that which yields to the caress will be an element, a part. And 
yet it could never be, as long as it fascinates, part of the whole. Neither metonymy 
nor universality figure with fascination. 

• My fingers were held at this opening; this giving forth that will always, and of 
necessity be held back. What was held back remained unnoticed, it did not figure, 
such is fascination's insistence on particularity. 

• The particular of fascination is almost self-defined. It need not reach beyond 
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itself- demanding a form of actual or potential incorporation -in order that it be 
what it is. Here particularity will announce itself. 

• Part of the particular, part of what holds it in place, is space. However, the 
space in question is not that which would otherwise be defined as an absence 
which came to be filled; space as empty. Here, space is an activity. Spacing is 
required in order that the unassimilated remain in a relation of distance. Spacing 
holds the object in place by defining and maintaining a place in which fascination 
can reign. 

• Spacing allows for fascination. Curiosity demands the impossibility of a 
completing knowledge. Completion can be defined as an elimination of a 
productive and sustaining spacing. 

• Speed has been given in re lati on  to the eye : 'en un clin d'oei/' [ ' i n  the 
b l ink of an eye' ] .  The eye wi l l  come to open up .  Curios ity and fasc inat ion 
arise. They can n ot be summoned .  Poe d id not grad ual ly become 
fasci nated .  Fasci nation  - fo r Poe's man i n  the crowd - was not the 
conseq uence of reflect ion .  I t  was i rres ist ib le ;  thus a fatal pass ion .  

• Not to be ab le to resist, is not passi on  tout court? Not bei ng  ab le to  
resist defi nes passion  i n  terms of  t ime .  Immed iate pass ion .  Eq ual ly, it i s  
defined i n  terms of  speed .  Speed and  t ime a re i ntertwined .  That re lation  
is announced thus - 'en un c/in d'oei/' [ ' i n  the b l i nk  of  an  eye' ] .  

• Modern ity, fo r Baudela i re, wi l l  have become the constant i nterp lay of 
the eterna l  and  that wh ich des ignates the p lace of the p resent. The 
trans itory and  the fugitive - the two defi n i ng  q ua l it ies of the 
presentness of the modern - have to endu re, otherwise a l l  that  would be 
left is the em pt iness of abstracti on .  What has to be reta ined is 'Ia 
memoire du present' [ ' the memory of the p resent']. What fo rm, however, 
wi l l  th is  memory have? Baudela i re wi l l  have a l ready addressed its 
necessity. 

presque toute notre originalite vient de l'estampille que le temps 
imprime a nos sensations. (798) 

[ Nea rly a l l  ou r  origi na lity comes from the stamp  that ti me imp ri nts 
upon our  sensat ions]  

The imp ress ion of t ime wi l l  have to be set aga inst beauty. Writ i ng  i n  ' Note 
Nouvelle sur  Edgar  Poe' ,  Baudela i re has to d istance the concerns of Poe 
from the activity of poetry. The latte r has on ly one  end, namely, the idea 
of beauty. Rhyth m  is essent ia l  i n  o rder  that th is  idea be atta ined .  Poe had 
language. H owever fo r Baudela i re such resources were a lmost the 
repudiat ion of poetry and the refusal of beauty. Rhyth m rema ined 
necessari ly absent.  And yet, it may be that  another way of  constru ing  
rhythm wi l l  have fa l len with i n  the p rovi n ce of  Poe. 

• There will have been a type of continuity. Once the moment had begun, there 
was a withdrawal, something no Longer pertained. Addressing this absence does 
not demand the recall of the structure of melancholia. What is absent is the hold 
of discrimination. 

far greater thinker and poet, freely
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• I encounter that which repels. I am held by repulsion. 

• Allowing what would otherwise have caused the eye to close- otherwise if it 
had been a written or spoken explanation, 'this is what you will see'- now, with 
the hold of sight, there is the demand that the eye no Longer decide. 

• Be it mere object, or the insistent presence of the abject, an almost fatal 
fascination will continue to endure. 

• What held Baudela i re ,  what a l lowed fo r the  ho ld  of the m ino r, may 
have been the i nstabi l ity of  the eterna l .  I t  may have been, moreover, the 
growing im poss ib i l ity of l i nk ing rhythm to the poet ic act and on ly to that 
act. Crowds move. They may a l low for their own rhythm.  Not rhyth m as 
the sti rri ng  of the sou l  but the i rregular changing of  p lace - the 
d isappearance and the reappearance - that marks the ho ld of the crowd.  

• Once intens ity began to p lay a determ i n i ng  ro le ,  once speed,  the 
brevity that he ightened the  p lace of writi ng  and  th us the gri p i t  exercised , 
figured as that which i ntrod uced the poss ib i l ity of other l iteratures, there 
wi l l  have been an  open i ng. Furthermore,  once it becomes possible to l i nk  
speed  and  t ime to the p lac ing and  th us the unfo ld ing  of the body  with i n  
t he  crowd , t hen  its written equ iva lent w i l l  force as ide t he  p lace of  the 
eterna l  because of i ts  - the eternal 's - i nsistence on  the very movement  
of p rocess and  th us of  writi ng. I n  other  words, as the eterna l  takes p lace 
i n  writi ng its ho ld on  eterna l ity begins  to s l ip  because of its p resentat ion 
i n  and  as writ i ng. 

• The eterna l  - Baudela i re's ' i dea of beauty' - must resist the h o ld of 
abstracti on ;  the red ucti on  to pu re beauty at the expense of the modern .  
Pu re though im poverished .  Movi ng  from the p lace of abstract ion wi l l  
demand havi ng  to i ntrod uce that which the eterna l  may not be ab le to 
control. Counteri ng  the p lace of  the eterna l  - its p layi ng  itself o ut in the 
movement  of  poetry - is i ntens ity. 

• I n tens ity wi l l  have become another  way of  ident ifying the part icu larity 
of fasc ination  and  with i t  the ho ld  of  curios ity. 

• The th reat will have a l ready been there .  What will have to be 
mainta ined is a certa i n  harmony - the shocki ng  harmony -and  an 
adm i ration  for ete rna l  beauty. Mainta i n i ng  it wi l l  occur  at the same t ime 
as the tumu lt of  Ia /iberte humaine [ h uman freedom] begins  to exercise its 
own p ressure .  One m ust be seen in the other. On the one hand there 
would be the th reat of pu re chaos if they - the eterna l  and  the trans itory 
- were n ot located i n  re lation  to each other. And yet, on the other  hand ,  
there is the poss ib i l ity that  once the tumu lt is  a l lowed its p lace, then what 
wi l l  van ish  is its counter-posit ion i ng  to the eterna l .  The tumult wi l l  have 
been freed.  Electricity, its rhythm ic  power will have d i ctated another  
possi ble o rder; perhaps, a minor  o rder. 

• H ow could th is  poss ib i l ity have been excised? Any answer wi l l  need to 
com mit itself to the necessity of  wri ti ng  to secure the eterna l :  to have 
become its home .  Writ i ng, the p ractice that wi l l  be at work in poetry, may 

far greater thinker and poet, freely
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br ing a rhythm and  an  i ntensity into p lay, wh ich ,  rather  than securi ng  the 
eterna l ,  wi l l ,  i n  fact write it . The idea of beauty, Baudela i re's cont i n ua l  site 
of retu rn - a site in wh ich the p resence of the eterna l  contro ls by 
orchestrati ng all activity - may be there because of the activity of writ ing. 
What it tr ied to contro l  is that wh ich i n  i nscrib i ng, p laci ng, its p resence 
r ids it of control by givi ng it the object of contro l. Eterna li ty would emerge 
therefore as havi ng  been stri p ped of the counter measure of the transitory 
by havi ng  become the resu lt of writ ing. 

• Eternal ly written ;  the trans i tory p lace of writ ing. 

• Might there have been a reason restricting the play, the movement, of that 
which fasdnates? Is there a morality that will check its hold? Will it come to 
restrict the place of curiosity? 

• With the question of morality both curiosity and fasdnation may well have 
been checked. Once the nature of the object -of that which holds the eye -arises 
as a question; once it becomes possible to delimit the object's quality; once it is 
necessary to identify that quality thereby restricting its force and Loosening its 
hold -the eye fades -then, rather than the determining hold of the moral  being 
central, there will be the possibi lity that curiosity and fasdnation could come to 
exerdse their own hold on the question of morality. 

• What must be questioned is the place of curiosity and fasdnation. With that 
questioning space and time will return. Arising with that return is the difficult 
problem of Linking the necessity of space -spadng as the precondition for 
curiosity and fasdnation -time, enduring as that which is produced by spadng, 
and the emergent obligation of having to attribute a spedfic quality to the object. 

• At first glance the attribution of quality will close the indsion, yielding 
fasdnation and curiosity. 

• Freedom as given by a response to an object where the response while owned 
shakes itself free of the hold of real possession. A freedom from which another, 
this time a different freedom will have emerged. Freedom will have come into 
contact with the possibility of anonymity. Not the anonymity of freedom but 
freedom as the release of the anonymous. 

• Once possession begins to Lose its hold -my eye though no longer strictly 
mine -I maintain myself but in its-this my- dispersal into the practice, the 
activity of seeing. 

• I will have reached back -attained myself-by allowing for a repositioning in 
which my having been dispersed -Lost, Lingering within curiosity-will itself have 
been Lost. This second Loss is intentional. The former could never have been. 
Freedom as having become free. Again the complex presence of differing types of 
freedom. 

• Poe, even with i n  the sett ing p rovided by Baudela i re ,  had given to the 
'man i n  the crowd' a type of  freedom .  I t  was n ot the freedom that would 
have absolved h im from respons ib i l ity; an unfettered - though on ly 
putative ly - freedom to act. I t  was the more com p lex freedom i n  wh ich 
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the loss of control - the re lease of the contro l l i ng  mine - engendered the 
freedom into wh ich he was given .  I n  givi ng  h imself - re leas ing  h imself 
from h imself was his becom ing  enmeshed with i n  fasci nation .  He  has 
become subject to it ;  thus he had become its subject. 

• Release, here -the subject of fasdnation -has become the correlate to the 
threat that will work away at the eternal. 

• Freedom is connected to the unknown; thus to what cannot be known. 
Accepting the determining place of anonymity enjoins the necessity to hold to a 
distance in which the unknown can figure. Allowing for distance and thus the role 
of an ineliminable spadng is to yield to the place of writing. Writing fasdnates to 
the extent that spadng is maintained. Baudelaire's own fasdnation with Poe 
generates such an aesthetic. Poe endures not as the unknown but as the writer of 
the unmasterable; allowing writing to be guide of, to be guided by, the necessity 
to maintain the unknown. Known yet unknown will have become the practice of 
writing. Writing out the eternal by stripping it of its necessity even if its place­
the eternal's place -is subsequently written back in. What is subsequent -its 
quality -enacts the eternal's presence. 

• The eternality of writing practises the eternal not as idea, but as the 
constant interplay of the finite within the infinite; thus as writing. 

• Freedom; my having been dispersed. As a part of what is mine, apart from what 
is mine, my presence is constructed by the hold of curiosity and by the lines of 
fasdnation. Having been freed from myself another obligation holds sway; it is 
still mine. 

• Allowing for spadng, holding distance in place, opens up the insistent reality 
that my presence, thus my own possibility, is no longer merely mine. Being held 
yields a me that is not just mine. 



1 1  curiosity SU E GOLDING 

How to describe a world that evades us, not because it  is 
ungraspable but, on the contrary, because there is too much 
to grasp? ( B lanchot 1982 ,  24) 

I want to ta ke issue with (or perhaps, better put, I want to re-issue) th ree thi ngs :  
the  problem of  negation understood often as void or lack (and the abyssal logics 
therei n imp lied) ;  the privi legi ng  of temporality (and with it the so-called 
subordi nation of space) ; and ,  fina lly, the question of the [a-] mora l  interregnum  
and  t h e  possibi lity o f  a (contingently exi led)  ethica l g round. Sha ll we, maybe for 
the sa ke of brevity - thoug h ,  maybe not - say that the i ntersection of these th ree 
axes creates a pecu liar  sort of land ,  a desert land ,  a la nd  I sha ll name :  curiosity? 

As with every investigation ,  this 'curious' prob lem can best be situated with a n  
echo from t he  past; i n  this case by  begi n ni ng  with Rica rdo's now infamous 
suggestion  of ta ki ng  as a given the 'supposi ng  that ... ' of science and  of life.1 
Supposi ng  that we a re interested i n ,  for examp le :  change;  not just for the sa ke of 
it, of course, but rather, because the democratic world towards which we strive 
and  wish  to partake, conti n ua lly, happi ly, and  in perpetuity, j ust does not seem to 
be quite ' here', at least, not yet. Supposi ng  that, moreover, i n  thi n ki ng  the 

1 See a lso, Golding,  1992,  
56.  
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possibi lity of  such a radica l politica l  space ca lled 'democracy', we start re-thi n king  
the  imp li cit assumptions  i n herent i n  what  it is (and  what  it is not) to  be human  or, 
for that matter, what this 'bei ng  human '  cou ld conceivab ly become.  Immediately 
we a re struck by the (not so subsidiary) problem of objectivity and ,  more to the 
poi nt, of this seeming ly s li ppery s lope, offhanded ly ca lled 'the truth' -an 
objective/truth so very s lippery especia lly when wanting  to i nclude (in that 
beingness of human )  this fancifu l thi ng  ca lled imagination .  

Supposi ng  that, fina lly, we a re struck by  the paradox that the very world i n  
which we  dwell does not a t  a ll resemble our  pictu re o f  it - not because we  have yet 
to discover or trace it properly, but because its boundaries elude the very land­
scape of our framework. If asked at poi nt b la n k  range, 'show me the edge of the 
earth , the precise p reci pice, the abso lute moment at which it goes otherwise i nto 
space', we could never poi nt exactly to it and  say 'look over here; here is where it 
is ' .  This does not, for a si ng le min ute, prevent us from having  a pictu re of our  
world or, i ndeed, of  our  universe. 

LeJeune Mendiant. 
Bartolome Muri llo 
(1617-82), Musee du 
Louvre, Paris. © Photo: 
RMN - Jean .  



Taking up the void 

As we know from readi ng  our  H egel, particula rly the H egel  of the Encyclopedia 
and ,  more to the poi nt, of The Phenomenology, the immediate presence of a thi ng  
i s  a lways-a lready 'im-mediate' .2 That is ,  it is a lways-a lready mediated by the  
division between the here and  the not-here, i . e . ,  the this and  its other. Or, to  put 
it s li ghtly differently, whatever one  understands by the 'is' m ust a lways, of 
necessity, be set i n  re lation to the that which is its ' not' . At once we have at 
our  disposa l the concept of the 'this' as somethi ng  which m ust a lways be 
understood as a unity, a self-differentiating  unity, whose tota lity exhausts the 
enti rety of the rea l, i n  a ll its possib le and  impossib le perm utations .  But at the 
same  ti me,  we a re a lso confronted with the i rritation that this positivejnegative 
relationsh ip  - which ,  taken together, i ncludes a ll that might or cou ld be thi n kab le 
- remains abstract, neatly grounded as it is (up  to this poi nt) on ly i n  the tauto logy 
of that which is its not. Enter the Hegelian  dia lectic. 

Without repeating  a ll the profound and subtle intri cacies of this particula r  
logic, suffice i t  to  say that i n  deepeni ng  (or  wideni ng)  the scope - that i s ,  i n  
contextua lizi ng  any self-differentiati ng  unity as a synthetic unity, made 
mean ingfu l o n ly on  the basis of a teleological/dia lectica l synthesis ,  i .e . ,  on the 
basis of a becoming-ness from which it emerges and  to which it poi nts - we grasp 
the very relation a round which identity, and therewith meaning ,  is itself 
produced.  It is on this basis that we come  to understand  that there can be no 
idenāty, and  therewith no  meani ng ,  without a (relationa l) separation ,  a 
distinction ,  between the 'this '  a nd  its negation ,  unified and  plunged as it must, 
of necessity, be in the very movement of its immanent rea lization .  

And yet, despite the i nsistence, logica l or  otherwise, on  the immediacy of  the  
split-shift, a whole set of  worries emerges. It  is a set of  worries that can ,  
partia lly, be sum med up  by  the  very different uses o f  one  word : negation .  For, i s  
i t  not t he  case that often i n  leapi ng  from theory to  p ractice (and back and  forth 
agai n ) ,  we fi nd  in the very concept of identity a whole seri es of oppositiona l  
relations which ,  taken as a unity, a re supposed to  exhaust the enti rety of  the  
field ;  i . e . ,  differentia l  unities claiming ,  say, woman as that which is  disti nct and  
opposed to  man ;  or  gay as that which is  disti nct and  opposed to  straight; or  
person of colour  as that which is disti nct and  opposed to white; or  Jew as 
that which is distinct and opposed to Ch ristian  - a ll of which, i n  the unity of 
thei r  self-differentia lity a re supposed to ci rcumscribe the whole of the field .  
Indeed, h a s  not woman or gay o r  b lack or  Jew or working  class often been 
understood as Other or Lack or the Not-of-the-Somethi ng ,  a lways-a lready 
estab lished as such? 

Adorno was probab ly not the first, but he  certai n ly was one  of the more 
articulate, of the worriers a round  this very p roblem .  For him ,  negation cou ld 
never be subsumed under  the rubric  of a positivity, be it dia lectic, synthetic, 
or otherwise.  Indeed, negation was precisely the 'not-is' of the somethi ng ,  
and therewith cou ld not possib ly be p resented as i f  a homogeneous repository, let 
a lone staged as the 'equiva lence' of a ny category, be it woman or b lack or Jew or 
worki ng  class or  the Other or  person of colour  or  void ;  i .e . ,  as the fema le 
'castrated' contai ner (as it were) of so-ca lled otherness, a lways-a lready pitted 
agai nst and  utterly subsumed i n  terms of the 'pha llic' rea l itself. ' Against this', 

2 See for example Hegel, 
1977 ,  104-1 1 .  
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3 My emphasis and brackets. 
Indeed, and continuing  with 
this argument, Adorno says, 
'The force that shatters the 
appearance of identity is the 
force of the thi ng :  the use of 
'it is' undermines the form of 
that appearance, which 
remains i na lienable just the 
same. Dia lectica lly, cognition 
of nonidentity lies a lso i n  the 
fact that this very cognition 
identifies - that it identifies 
to a g reater extent, and in 
other ways, than identitarian  
thi n king .  This cognition seeks 
to say what something is, 
whi le identitarian thi n king  
says what somethi ng comes 
under, what it exemplifies or 
represents, and what, 
according ly, it is not itself. 
The more relentlessly our 
identita ria n  thi n king  besets 
its object, the farther wi ll it 
take us from the identity of 
the object (Adorno, 1966b, 
149}. 

says Adorno,  'the seriousness of unswerving  negation lies in its refusal  to lend  
itself to  sanctioning thi ngs as they are' (Adorno, 1966a ,  159 ,  my emphasis) . 

So, on the one  hand ,  negation ought not to be understood as if standing  
outside, opposite, or  apart from the  'is'; nor, on the other hand ,  does negation 
cleverly disguise itself as affirmation ;  nor, fina lly, does it seek to rep lace it ,  to 
become,  that is to say, a positivity. Reflecting  on the problem in his Negative 
Dialectics, Adorno cla rifies it li ke this:  

We can see th rough the identity pri n ci p le ,  but we cannot thi n k  without 
identifying .  Any definition is identification [ . . .  ] But [ . . .  ] Non-identity is 
the secret telos of identification. It is the part that can be salvaged. The 
mistake in traditional thinking is that identity is taken for the goal. 
(Adorno,  1966b,  149)3 

[And yet the] nonidentica l is not to be obtai ned di rectly, as somethi ng  
positive on its part, nor  is i t  obtai nab le by  a negation of  t he  negative. This 
negation is not an affirmation itself, as it is to Hegel. The positive which ,  to 
his mind ,  is due to the resu lt from the negation has more than  its name i n  
common  with t he  positivity he  fought i n  his youth . To equate t he  n egation of 
negation with positivity is the qui ntessence of identification ;  it is the forma l 
pri nci p le i n  its purest form . What thus wins  out i n  the i nmost core of dia lec­
tics is [actua lly] the a nti-dia lectica l  pri n ci p le :  that traditiona l  logic, which 
more arithmetico, takes minus times minus for a p lus .  It was borrowed from 
that very mathematics to which H egel  reacts so idiosyncratica lly e lsewhere. 
[ But i f] the whole is the spell, if it is the negative, [then] a negation of 
particularities- epitomized in that whole- remains negative. 
(Adorno,  1966a ,  158) 

Not on ly, then ,  does this  mean to say that objectivity cannot be 'static'; 
it a lways recruits its meaning within and i n  terms of a process of synthesis, a 
synthesis whose identity - and  thus,  whose subjectivity - is estab lished p recisely 
i n  terms of its (i n this case, dia lectic-teleo logica l) negativity. So we find ,  
conti n ui ng  with the  heterogeneity of  the  negative logic thus imp lied,  that there 
must a lways exist some ki nd  of 'excess' which s lips past the mi rrored reflection  
of  a positivity netted point-for-poi nt agai nst its oppositiona l  disti nction .  
And whi le th i s  excess cannot be understood as a 'somethi ng' ,  neither can i t  
be understood as abso lute ether or void .  Indeed, this very concept of  the 
excess-as-negation has but a fami ly resemb lance to its more vacuous cousi n ,  
l'abysme. 

Why m ust this be the case? And,  more to the poi nt, what is imp lied, 
politica lly, ethica lly, not to mention  theoretica lly, by claiming that it m ust 
be so? 

Let's un ravel these questions li ke this :  If truth i s  no  longer objective (or, 
perhaps more efficiently stated, if objectivity is  no  longer 'static' o r  'fixed' ) ;  if, 
that is to say, we have indeed gone beyond Good and  Evi l as ci rcumscri bi ng  the 
enti rety of the field - precisely because there cannot be a poi nt-for-poi nt 
mimetic re lation of fixed identity (si nce, without some ki nd  of differentiation ,  
identity wou ld either become meani ng less or one  b ig  i ndistinguishab le lump ,  
which i n  rea lity squares to  the same  thi ng)  - then  there must exist somewhere 
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(logically, reasonably) a 'someth ing '  which is a 'not' (and hence, an excess) of 
that very identity relation .  This ,  then ,  i s  to say, fu rther and on  the other hand ,  
that this 'somethi ng-which-is-a-not' i s  utterly part and  parcel of  the is ,  stand ing 
neither outside nor  i n side .  But it is to  say, also (though  not as 'addendum' ) ,  that 
because of this peculiar  relation to the space (and time) of the outside or the i n ,  
which both contai ns t he  'somethi ng-which-is-a-not' while sim ultaneously noting  
its necessary 'excessiveness' (to the very thi ng  to  which it's bound) ,  this strange 
ki nd  of  negation situates a ny identity, indeed constitutes and  establi shes its 
meani ng .  

Thi n k  of  a melody, a ny melody either real or  imagi ned .  The  notes a re a rra nged 
li ke so and so along  the scale. Thei r  distinction from one  another i s  q ualified i n  a 
number of ways, say for exam ple with notes c and  d, cast perhaps i n  a minor  key of 
g .  However complex or sim ple we wish  to make our  melody, none  of it i s  
meaningful ifthe breadth and  width and  timing does not at once also i n clude the 
not-spacings  between and  amongst the notes i n  question ,  which ,  i n  all thei r  
multiple excessiveness, 'contour' and ,  i n  that sense, (de-)limit, our  song .  But 
also, and  even though ,  this is a 'limiting '  or 'contouring '  - a 'defining '  - it bears 
no self-reflexive interiorization ,  no  i ndubitable certainty of a n  ego-If self. 
Nevertheless, it 'ma kes sense' .  Wittgenstei n cha racterizes it li ke this: 

2 16 .  'A thi ng  is identical with itself. ' - There is no  finer example of a useless 
proposition . . .  Does this spot =*= 'fit: i nto its white surrounding?  

- But that is just how it  would look if there had at  fi rst been a hole i n  its 
place and  it then fitted i nto the hole. But when we say 'it fits' we a re not 
sim ply describi ng  this appearance; not simply this situation. 

' Every colou red patch fits exactly i nto its surrounding '  is a rather 

specialized form of identity. 


523 .  I should like to say 'What the picture tells me is itself. ' That is, it's 
telli ng  me somethi ng  consists in its own structure, in its own li nes and  
colou rs .  (What would i t  mean  to  say 'What this musical theme  tells me  is  
itself?) 

524. Don't take it as a matter of course, but as a remarkable fact, that 
pictures and fictitious narratives give us pleasure,  occupy our minds . . .  

5 27 .  U nderstanding  a sentence i s  m uch more a ki n  to understandi ng  a theme 
i n  music than one  may thi nk. What I mean is that understanding 
a sentence lies nearer than one  thi nks to what i s  ordina rily called 
understanding a musical theme.  Why is just this the pattern of variation i n  
loudness and  tem po? One  would li ke to say ' Because I know what it's all 
about. ' But what is it all about? I should not be able to say . . .  
(Wittgenstei n ,  n . d . ,  84-5 , 142 ,  143)4 

To put the same poi nt differently (and therewith perhaps say another thi ng  
altogether) ,  this 'somethi ng-which-is-a-not', stand ing outside and  i n side  exactly 
at the same time,  all the time,  i n  all time's varyi ng  dimensions ,  corruptions  and  
decay, saddles also (and without taming)  the  disparate and  oppositional 
distinctions ;  and  it does so, whether hoveri ng  around a fi rst, second ,  thi rd , o r  
fourth dimension (or more) or  somewhere i n  between .  But this is to  say, also 

4 Compare Nietzsche's 
remark: '255 .  Conversation 
about music- which, among 
other th ings makes "pictures" 
or rather "sees" m usic; knows 
its colour, etc. '  (Nietzsche, 
n .d . ,  145 ) .  
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5 See, for example, where 
Batai lle writes: 'Nothi ng 
exists that doesn't have this 
senseless sense- common to 
flames, dreams, uncontrol­
lab le laughter - in those 
moments when consumption 
accelerates, beyond the desire 
to endure. Even utter 
senselessness u ltimately is 
a lways this sense made of the 
negation of a ll the others. 
(Isn 't this sense basica lly that 
of each particular being who, 
as such, is the senselessness 
of a ll the others, but on ly if 
he doesn't ca re a damn about 
enduri ng  - and thought 
(phi losophy) is at the li mit of 
this conflagration,  li ke a 
candle b lown out at the limit 
of a flame)'  (1991 ,  20) .  

6 See, for example, B lanchot 
(1978, 5 1 )  where he writes of 
the connection between the 
'outside'/ excess (as that of 
terror/dread) with the 
problem of 'memory' and 
'forgetting' - a connection we 
wi ll excavate more thoroughly 
in our text: 'So she came into 
this room ,  and what did she 
meet up  with here? From me, 
the motions of a madman who 
did not recognize her; for her, 
a feeling  of dread which had 
forced her outside with the 
thought that she had seen 
something  she had no right to 
see, so that my name was the 
one she would most happily 
have banished from her 
memory. I wi ll add that when 
she answered the question I 
asked - "Why have you 
come?" - by saying ,  "''ve 
forgotten ,"  that answer was 
much more exact and more 
important (i n my opinion) 
than the one this story holds. '  

7 This conceptual 
in-between-ness is  precisely 
the 'path ', as it were, the 
'distance' necessary to 
create/sustai n any livi ng  
(e .g . , 'non-fixed') identity. 
Indeed, as Foucau lt puts it, it 
rna rks/ contours/ resuscitates 
the relation of the 'self to the 
self. In his The Care of the 
Self, volume III of The History 

then ,  that i n  this ki nd  of examp le there is no  temporalityto the grammar  of the 
'that', i .e .  to the paradigm to which it poi nts .  ' [ For] that connexion ,  a connexion  
of the paradigms and  the names,  is set up i n  our  Language', says Wittgenstei n ,  
'And [so] o u r  proposition  is non-tempora l  because i t  on ly expresses the 
connexion of [i n an  exa mp le he  uses Later a round  co lours to appropriate 'the 
fit'] the words "white", "b lack", "Lig hter" with a paradigm' (Wittgenstei n ,  1983,  
76 ;  no .  105 ) .  

We wi ll return to  this Last remark i n  a moment. But  for now, Let us j ust say that 
with this strange Little 'excess', we have here, then ,  an  'im possi b le' concept, 
existi ng  and  not existing  exactly at the same  tim e  (or at a different time) a ll (or 
none) of the ti me i n  the a-radicality (the a-rootedness) of its spatia l  
configurations .  It  is one  which must, of  necessity, escape the very sameness to 
which it is confined,  and ,  i n  so escapi ng ,  contour  - and ,  therefore, yes - 'define' 
the identity of the 'this', whatever that 'this' may come  to mean .  

But let u s  Look  at this 'escape' a bit more carefu lly. For i f  there i s  neither i n side 
nor  outside per se; if that is to assert, i n stead ,  that we have before us a ki nd  
of  m utant negation which s lithers out  from the Land  of  the ' neither/nor' rather 
than  from that of the 'either for', how do we trace the spedfidties of its 
wanderings  or movement, especia lly if that escape is cast as an excessive relation 
to  that which has never existed 'as  such '  (or rather, as that which on ly exists i n  
relation to an  im possib le negativity)? How do we  express t he  particu la rity o f  this 
ki nd of negation ,  especia lly if it is configured neither as a n  eterna l  ' nothi ngness' 
stretchi ng  off to infi nity and beyond nor as some form of nomadic  positivity? 
Burdensome questions ,  to be sure .  

Severa l political ph i losophers, writers , a rtists and  the Li ke have attempted an 
answer. Batai lle ma rks it as a ki nd  of 'senseless sense' ( Bataille, 1991 ) ;5 Blanchot, 
as 'dread' (Later as 'passion' )  ( B lanchot, 1978) .  6 And Foucau lt, in a pretend 
dia logue he  never had with either, as 'thought from outside', as a 
quasi-somethi ng (or quasi-nothi ng)  

setti ng  its Limits as though from without, articulating  its end,  maki ng  its 
dispersion sh ine  forth , taki ng  in on ly its i nvi ncib le absence . . .  not in order 
to grasp its foundation or justifi cation ,  but in order to regai n the space of its 
unfo ldi ng ,  the void servi ng  as its site. ( Foucau lt, 1990,  1 5-16) 

In each case, it marks (by re-marking )  the death of the Other - rep laci ng  what 
wou ld have been cast as an  infinite void contrasted to the Somethi ng  - now, 
rather, cast in terms of a contingent relation ,  a contingently negative relation ,  
a relation contouring-yet-constituted-by the distance between the not and its 
other. Foucau lt names it as a relation between the self and the se1f(self, as 
futurejpast: other; and  self as the present: and  hence, impossible)/ A ki nd  
of 'not-not-of the Other', or, as Derrida would say, an  'i neluctab le' m ultiplicity, 
a series of differences, the de-de-negation ,  desistance or 'supplementary 
re-doubli ng  of negation '  ( Derrida ,  1989,  4) . 

It is a fun ny sort of excess, this not-not negativity, this multi plicity of the 
i n-between (i . e .  the negative 'between-ness' of the not and  its other) . A kind  of 
spi ra lli ng  (or, anyway, dizzyi ng)  i nteriority which regurgitates right outside the 
Li mit, and  i n  that wake, constitutes it :  neither/nor. Indeed, it is ,  precisely, a 
surface, or even a strategy of surfaces . 
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If w e  ho ld out for the negative a long  these configurations ,  th ree thi ngs 
become obvious - or, if not obvious,  at least problematized . The fi rst i s  that 
there exist severa l ki nds of negation ,  the dia lectica l version of said negation 
bei ng  but one of many. The second is that confin ing  it to a teleo logica l (or, for 
that matter, a tra nscendenta list) dia lectic i nfri nges on the very suppleness of 
the ki nd  of excess en listed above, one  that tends to smuggle i n  a whole set 
of assum ptions a round mora lity, politics and  change,  and  i n  so doi ng  tends to 
obfuscate rather than  cla rify the very problem (of identity/difference) it aims  
to  resolve. It  is precisely this (dia lectica l) version of  negation  wh ich  m ust be 
rejected ,  a lbeit (as G ramsci wou ld say) 'with a ll honours d ue'. The thi rd point 
is that, i n  g ropi ng  awkward ly - maybe even b li nd ly - towards some other 
a-systematic systemizi ng  of negation ,  a pecu liar  e li sion  comes to be estab li shed 
between the metaphoric  and  the metonymic, one  that is a ki nd  of 'strugg le', as 
Kundera once said ,  'of memory against forgetting'  ( Kundera, 1978/80, 3) .  Let us 
now detai l, more exactly, where these last few remarks may lead and why. 

A time of forgetting/a space to remember 

As shou ld be relatively clea r by this poi nt in our  story (the story of negation ) ,  
we have en listed a ki nd  of  determinancy-of-the-not, that i s  to  say, a n  
in-determinant excess, as that which provides mean ing  and ,  therefore, as that 
which 'grounds' (as it were) any, and  every, truth-game.  Moreover, this i s  an 
i ndeterminancy which exceeds the very notion  of eterna l  infinity; for it no  longer 
adheres to a concept of homogeneous time  nor  one  of empty space.  Indeed, it  
cou ld be said that it has more to do with a relation between some discrete, even 
dead ly, form of rumi nati on - i . e . ,  a n  odd,  purposeless wanderi ng - and  the 'not' 
of that existence; a journeyi ng  somewhere different from with in  (or  against) a 
metaphysics of the present; a strayi ng  on some other path neither i nside nor  
outside the oppositiona l  bi naries of  a positivity and  its Other. Nietzsche 
characterizes it i n  one  word : forgetti ng .  'Consider the cattle, g razi n g  as they pass 
you by', he  says i n  his second untime ly meditation ,  'On the U ses a nd  
Disadvantages o f  History for Life', 

they do not know what i s  m eant by yesterday or  today; they leap about, eat, 
rest, digest, leap about agai n ,  and  so, from morn ti ll n ight and  from day to 
day, fettered to the moment and  its pleasure or displeasure [they a re] 
neither melancho ly nor bored . . .  A human  bei ng  may well ask an an imal: 
'Why do you not spea k to m e  of your  happiness but on ly stand  and  gaze at 
me?' The an ima l  wou ld li ke to answer, and  say: 'The reason i s  I a lways forget 
what I was goi ng  to say' - but then he forgot this answer too, and  stayed 
si lent: so that the human  bei ng  was left wonderi ng  . . .  

[ Now] imagi ne  the extrem est possi b le examp le of a man who did not 
possess the power of forgetti ng  at all and  who was thus condemned to see 
everywhere a state of becoming :  such a man wou ld no  longer believe in his 
own being ,  wou ld no  longer believe i n  h imself, wou ld see everythi ng  flowi ng  
asunder  i n  a moving  poi nt a nd  wou ld lose himself i n  this stream of  becoming :  
li ke a true pupi l  of  Heraclitus, he  wou ld i n  the end hard ly dare to raise h is  
finger [ . . .  ] Thus :  it is possib le to live a lmost without memory, and  to live 

of Sexuality, com pare 
Seneca's remarks to Luci lius, 
quoted therei n :  'I do not wish 
you ever to be deprived of 
g ladness. I would have it born 
in  your house; and it is  born 
there, if on ly it is  inside you 
. . .  for it wi ll never fail you 
when once you have found its 
source . . .  look toward the 
true good, and rejoice on ly in  
that which comes from your 
own store [de tuo] . But what 
do I mean by "your own 
store"? I mean your very self 
and the best part of you. ' 
( 1988, 66-7). 
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8 Compare Nietzsche's sixth 
remark (within  the same 
second 'untimely' meditation) 
regarding this point: 'Ifyou 
are to venture to interpret the 
past you can do so only out of 
the fullest exertion of the 
vigour of the present . . .  Li ke 
to Li ke! Otherwise you wi ll 
d raw the past down to you . . .  
When the past speaks it 
a lways speaks as an  oracle: 
on ly if you are an  architect of 
the future and know the 
present wi ll you understand it' 
(1983,  94) .  

9 Compare Nietzsche's (now 
not so cryptic) remark on the 
importance of a rule in 
Daybreak, where he writes: 
'442 .  The rule. - I a lways find 
the ru le more interesti ng than 
the exception - he who feels 
Li ke that is fa r advanced in the 
rea lm of knowledge and is 
among the initiated' 
(Nietzsche, n . d . ,  187 ) .  

happi ly moreover, as the an ima l  demonstrates ;  but it is a ltogether im possib le 
to live at a ll without forgetti ng .  (N ietzsche, 1983,  60-1) 

In short, i n  addressi ng  this  particula r  form of negation ,  we have landed in 
the un-dead rea lm of the present, that impossib le - indeterminate and 
contingently negative - terrain which disappears at the very i nstant of its 
access and  yet without which 'meaning ' ,  itself, cannot be sustai ned.  Its 
'un-historicality', as Nietzsche ca lls it i n  a later fragment, both sidesteps and  
absorbs a past and  future tense; and ,  at the  sam e  time,  makes that past or future 
'decipherab le', 'graspab le'; that is to say, ma kes it 'possi b le' .8 Indeed, in that 
sense, one cou ld mai ntain that forgetting  contri butes to the maki ng  of 'what is' 
and becomes,  part and  parcel of an inventive process, of the process - or rather 
processes (after a ll, there is no  reason to assume that forgetti ng  or i ndeed the 
paths to which it poi nts remain a nyth ing other than mu lti p le) - of making  the 
'that' a live, rea l. 

In a pecu liar  way, then ,  and  i nasmuch as 'forgetting'  i s  constitutive, it 
' re-members'. But what exactly i s  remembered? It cannot be experience: for i n  
t h e  la nd  o f  the un-dead there is clearly no  room for that. And  i t  cannot be rooted 
in an experimentation of any sort, for this wou ld imp ly a sense of discovery, a 
sense of revelation (or a revea ling)  of some hidden truth or thi ng .  But as we a re 
speaki ng  specifica lly of a (mu ltip le) i n-determinancy as the basis for a truth , 
there is nothi ng  that can be concea led i n  here. Or, to put this on a s li ghtly 
different register, one can never discover the content of what has been 
forgotten .  This i s  precisely what it is to forget; what has been forgotten has in 
its p lace: nothi ng .  This does not mean to suggest or imp ly that forgetting can be 
identified with 'vacuum' .  

As we p lay upon a n  im possib le terrai n of an  indeterminate nothi ng ,  
what i s  it that i s  able to  be re-membered? It  can on ly ever be the use  of  a 
thi ng ;  its tech nique; its custom,  though we a re speaki ng  of use or technique or 
custom in  terms other than ' lyi ng  to hand' .  ' Does this  mean' ,  asks Wittgenstei n ,  
'that I have to say that t h e  proposition " 1 2  inches = 1 foot" asserts a ll those 
thi ngs which give measuri ng  its present poi nt? No. [It si mp ly means : ]  
The proposition is grounded i n  a tech nique [its use] ' (Wittgenstei n ,  
1983 ,  355 ;  part VII, no .  1 ) .  But wou ldn 't this imp ly, we  mig ht want to  ask, that 
there very well cou ld exist someone who wished to use the proposition 
i n  some other (wrong)  way, and  that, therefore,  a re li ance on  something  as  
seeming ly flimsy as the use of it might on ly encourage a chaotic ni h i lism 
(of sorts)? The possibi lity is enti rely there:  but the probabi lity is not. For if 
there were no  genera l  com mona lity, no  rule - a rule, in this context, 
meani ng  somethi ng  quite different from dictum or dogma- the paradigm itself 
wou ld disi nteg rate . 'The app li cation of the concept "fo llowing  a ru le" presup­
poses a custom .  H ence it wou ld be nonsense to say', says Wittgenstei n ,  'j ust 
once i n  the history of the world someone fo llowed a rule (or a signpost; p layed 
a game, uttered a sentence, or  understood one ;  and  so on) '  ( 1983,  322-3; 
section VI, no. 2 1 ) . 9  

Cou ld one  say, t hen ,  that inasmuch as t he  ( re-) mem bering  of 
tech nique/app lication of a said rule has to do with estab lishi ng  (i nventing)  the 
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paradigm/framework o f  a ny  truth game,  that this [ re-] memberi ng  p lays a double 
function ,  a lbeit, let us not forget, i n  a ll its negative indeterminancy? For on the 
one hand, it cou ld p rovide for a rep roduci ng  ( repetition/imitation  th rough 
difference) - of any proposition and ,  therefore, of  a ny paradigmatic structure; 
whi lst on the other hand ,  it cou ld p rovide for a ki nd  of ground - now estab li shed 
without depth or width or speed or length and  yet encompassi ng  a ll of that and  
more .  We wou ld have i n  front of  u s ,  then ,  no  greater (more securi ng  or  deeper) 
g round  to the ground than the i n determinate surface of the that; a surface 
'i ndetermi nate', but not, however, 'i ndefinitely homogeneous' or 'i nfinitely 
vague' .  In part VI of his Mathematics, Wittgenstei n puts it li ke this :  

3 1 .  [ . . .  ] The difficult thi ng  here is not to d ig  down to the g round ;  no ,  it is to 
recognize the ground that lies before us as ground .  For the g round  keeps 
givi ng  us the i llusory image of a greater depth , and when we seek to reach 
this, we keep on finding ourselves on the o ld level. Our disease is one of 
wanting  to exp lai n .  

[ But] once you have got ho ld o f  t h e  rule, you have t h e  route traced for 
you .  (Wittgenstei n ,  1983,  333 ,  part VI) 1° 

In short, what seems to ' li e  before us' is the possibi lity of accepti ng  a 
non-existent 'excess' of i ndeterminancy (now p laced i n  terms of an  impossib le 
p lace: to wit, the present) as the g round  to a ny paradigmatic truth-game  - a 
ki nd  of fiction ( rather than a lie) as Foucau lt wi ll put it; a superficia lity (of sorts ) ,  
says Mauri ce B lanchot - one that has less to  do with g rammar  (and the rhetoric 
thus imp lied) than it has to do with techne, custom,  'the way i n  which it is 
used'.U We a re recoveri ng ,  then - in the fu llest sense of that word (sa lvagi ng  
and  accepting  its i nvisibi lity) - the radica lity of  a fiction ,  a fictitious space herei n 
epitomized by a contingent, anti-positivistic and  non-affirmative 'excess'. 
Indeed, we a re recoveri ng ,  perhaps more interesti ng ly still, a n  'excess', an 
'outside', a n  ever-effacing  'present' that seems to requi re not one whit of a 
dia lectica l logic or transcendenta l  tem pora lity to secure (as i n  'i nvent') the 
horizon of its truth . Foucau lt says : 

Not reflection ,  but forgetti ng ;  not contradiction ,  but a contestation that 
effaces; not reconci liation ,  but d roni ng  on  and on; not mind in Laborious 
conquest of its unity, but the endless erosion  of the outside;  not truth fina lly 
shedding  lig ht on itself, but the streaming and  distress of language that has 
a lways-a lready begun .  ( Foucau lt, 1990,  22)  

A sh udder of disbelief! For  who has not read thei r  Marx, let a lone  thei r  
H eidegger! Who wou ld wish  to  abandon time - and  (seeming ly) therewith 
history, not to mention ,  quite possibly, politics !  Indeed, and  i rrespective of 
where one  might stand  on the question ,  who amongst us cou ld fail to see the 
beauty i n h erent i n  the logic of the Latter's Identity and Difference, precisely on  
this poi nt (about forgetting  and  concea lment, and  the present and  
transcendence, not to  mention  time  itself) ,  wherei n ,  amongst many, many other 
thi ngs,  he  reaches precisely the opposite conclusion :  'i nasmuch' ,  says H eidegger 
i n  his 'Onto-theo-o logy', 'as we a re thin ki ng  of unconceali ng  and keepi ng  

10 Compare Nietzsche's 

remark on the error of 

dia lectica l logic: '474. The 

only ways. - Dia lectics is  the 

on ly way of attaining . . .  

being  and getting  behind the 

vei l of appearance, - this is 

asserted by Plato as solemn ly 

and passionately as 

Schopenhauer asserts it of the 

anti-thesis of dia lectics - and 

both a re wrong .  For that to 

which they want to show us 

the way does not exist: 

(Nietzsche, n .d . ,  196-7 ) .  


1 1  On t he  question o f  t he  ' lie' 

versus 'fiction'  i n  Foucau lt and 

B lanchot, see especia lly, 'I 

Lie, I Speak' and 'Reflection,  

Fiction', i n  Foucau lt, 1990, 

9-13 and 2 1-6. 
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12  O n  this point, see, for 
example, Ernesto Laclau's 
crucia l  intervention on the 
matter, i n  his 'Dislocation and 
Capita lism',  where he says in  
part, ' Let us begin by 
identifying  th ree dimensions 
of the relationship of 
dislocation . . .  The first is  
that dislocation is the very 
form of temporality. And 
temporality must be 
conceived as the exact 
opposite of space . . .  [Now) If 
dislocation involves 
contingency, and contingency 
power, the absence of 
dislocation leads in the 
Platonic schema to a radica l 
comm unita rian essentia lism 
that eliminates the very 
question of power and thus 
the possibility of politics . . .  
[On the other hand) . . .  
history's u ltimate 
unrepresentability [e .g . ,  its 
dislocation ,  temporality] is  
the condition for the 
recognition of our radica l 
historicity' ( Laclau ,  1990, 
41 ,  69,  84) . 

concea led ,  of transition (transcendence) and  of arriva l (presence)' ( H eidegger, 
1969 ,  67)?  For we have, with H eidegger, the posi ng  an  ontology rooted precisely 
i n/on difference - a difference, of course, quite dis lodged from its metaphysica l 
suppositions - but one  which nevertheless requi res (or  better put, must of 
necessity requi re) a re-thi n ki ng  of the present as entai li ng  or, rather, as bei ng  
equiva lent to, a transcendent tempora lity. 

The outward evidence of this (though of cou rse it i s  , merely outward 
evidence) is the treatment of Bei ng  as 1tapouoia or ouoia, which signifies, 
in ontologica l-Tem pora l  terms, 'presence' [Anwesenheit] . Entiti es a re 
grasped i n  thei r  Bei ng  as 'presence'; this means they a re understood with 
rega rd to a definite mode of time - the ' Present: . . .  [ Bei ng  is equal to no  
class or  genus of  entities, i t  pertai ns  to  every entity.] . . .  Its 'universita lity' 
is to be sought h igher  up .  Bei ng  and  the structure of Bei ng  Lie beyond every 
entity and  every possib le cha racter which an entity may possess. Being is the 
transcendus pure and simple. And the transcendence of Dasei n 's Bei ng  is 
destructive i n  that it imp lies the possibi lity and necessity of the most radica l 
individuation. Every disclosure of Bei ng  as the transcendens is  
transcendental knowledge. Phenomenological truth (the disclosed ness 
of Being) is veritas transcendentalis. ( H eidegger, 1967 ,  47 ,  62 ;  'II. The 
Two-fold task  i n  worki ng  out the Question of Being ,  Method and  Design  of 
our  Investigation') 

This is to say, then,  that to capture the movement - i . e . ,  the non-fixity, 
dis located, a-stasis of truth (identity, objectivity and  so forth as radica l 
i ndividuation)  - clearly, says H eidegger, there m ust be the faci lity to re-present 
the p resent, a ( re) presentation ,  which is ,  at one and the same time,  u ltimately 
'im possible' and  necessari ly 'transcendent'. Its dislocation ,  'movement', 
underwrites precisely what it is to be 'free'; a freedom no Longer bound (if ever 
it was) to the exigencies of the spatial (why? because we are spea ki ng  here of a 
'not' - Location ,  a dislocation ) ,  which ,  given the a rgument, can therefore on ly 
ever and  by definition be estab lished with respect to time and  the 
(transcendent) (de-)structuration of the present. Or, to say the same  thi ng  
differently: i f  t he  possibi lities of  freedom a re to  be fully rea lized, they must 
primari ly be estab li shed a long  the frontier or horizon of time,  a frontier that 
wou ld ,  ipso facto, maintai n Little or  no  room for the immovable, wholly sutured 
'fixities' of Life - a fixity (non-freedom) that wou ld of necessity come  under  the 
rubric of, not surprisi ng ly, and i n  a word : space . 12 

A di lem ma .  For we seem to be caught i n  the ( not-so-deli cate) web of an  
either/or division  cast now i n  terms of  a tempora lity quite disti n ct (i n its 
oppositional  ro le) from that of the spatia l. Which is it to be, then :  tempora l  
over t he  spatial  or  spatia l  over t he  tempora l? And does this requi re ( i n  either 
case) some form of transcendence or  not? These are not id le q uestions ;  to 
quote de Man ,  'It turns out that i n  these i n nocent-Looki ng  didactic exercises, we 
are in fact p layi ng  for very sizeab le stakes' (de Man ,  1979 ,  1 5 ) .  And,  i ndeed, 
we are .  

I submit that there very well may be a way out of this  impasse. And that i s  
to take seriously the problem - no ,  the necessity - of p lu ra lism itself. This 
requi res , at the very mi nimum ,  an  acknowledgement that 'i ndeterminacy' (and 
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a ll w e  have said about i t  up to this poi nt with respect to negation ,  forgetting ,  
impossibi lity and so forth) is ,  i n  its most radica l sense, paradoxica l.13 That is to 
say, this excess ' negation '  - or, more to the poi nt, its root, its 'division '  or  
'slash '  ('/') - expresses that division (of difference) as a lways-a lready 
incommensurably plural. In any proposition ,  i ncluding  that of contradiction ,  
there is no  fundamenta l  unity (between a not and  its other) o r  an  ontologica l 
fi rst, either as poi nt of departure or as one  of arriva l.14 We a re speaking  of a 
heterogenei c  unity of the s lash ('/') itself; not the heterogeneity of that which 
fa lls on  'either side' of the cut. This i s  a radica l  com position ,  a radica l 
m u ltip licity i n  a ll its negative di mensionalities; and  it is precisely u n-th in kab le, 
inasm uch as it i s  neither paradigmatic  nor  syntigmatic; neither metaphori ca l  
nor  metynomic; neither time  nor  space; neither true nor  fa lse .  It is  a ll o f  the 
above (and probab ly more) i n  a ll its fictitious,  un-thin kab le cohesive 
im possibi lities. We return to Wittgenstei n :  

200. Rea lly 'The p roposition i s  either true or  fa lse' on ly means that i t  m ust b e  
possib le to decide for or  against it. B u t  this does not say what t h e  g round  for 
such a decision is li ke. 

205. If the true is what i s  g rounded, then the g round  is  not true, nor yet 
fa lse .  (Wittgenstei n ,  1974,  27e-28e) 

28 . . . .  [or to put it this way] That I can assume  what i s  p hysica lly fa lse and  
reduce it ad absurdum gives me  no  difficulty. But how to  thi n k  the - so to 
speak  - unthin kab le? . . .  

29  . . . .  [where geometrica l  i llustrations cease to be applications of Analysis, 
they can be wholly misleadi ng ]  . . .  The i dea of a 'cut' i s  one  such dangerous 
i llusi on .  (Wittgenstei n ,  1983 ,  285; section V) 

4 . . . .  [ Rather] It might be said :  imagination tells it. And the germ of truth 
i s  here; on ly one  m ust understand  it rig ht. (Wittgenstei n ,  1983,  2 24;  
section IV) 

All rig ht then ,  let us use our  imagination .  Let us imagi ne  a different reading  
of  t he  cut ('/') as somethi ng  other t han  the  (seeming ly) deep and  ceaseless 
s lash ,  dividi ng  the somethi ng  from its other. It no  longer demarcates a site of 
departure (or  a rriva l) with respect to any truth or certainty, dialectical or  
otherwise, and  yet despite its fiction (or because of  it) , rewrites a truth . It  i s  
closer i n  descri ption to a 'forgotten '  homeland ,  a b leeding  land  as it were, 
whose very landscapes ci rcumscribe the nomadic  dislocation of the 
neither/nor - the mu ltip licities of which a re wholly unthin kab le without a radica l 
rei nvention/re-memberi ng  of space (as the de-de-negation)  and  of time  (as its 
dis-placed movement) . We have here a paradigm shift, axiomatic at the point of 
a non-dia lectics. And yet, it is one  that ma nages to address, as centra l, the 
problem of 'change', 'movement', and the 'probabi lity of certainty', a long  the 
axes of an im possib le g round ,  without recourse to a teleologica l  unfo lding  or  

13 Apart from t h e  texts cited 
above, de Man speaks at 
Length about the importance 
of the paradox. See especially 
his 'Conclusions:  Wa lter 
Benjamin 's "The Task  of the 
Translator"' (de Man,  1986, 
83ff.) 

14 Compare Wittgenstein's 
remark, part IV, of the 
Mathematics, where he  says, 
'56 .  Contradiction . Why j ust 
this one bogey? That is surely 
very suspicious' (1983, 
25) .  
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1 5  This 'escape' of time from 
Time (whose route is aided 
and abetted by the imaginary 
'not-space' of space) runs as a 
theme, certai n ly throughout 
the work of Proust (where 
time is invented/described as 
dead-time,  rea l-time,  livi ng­
time, memory-ti me and so 
forth )  in  his well-known and 
loved Remembrance of Things 
Past ( Proust, 1983 ) .  But it is 
a lso taken up quite 
systematically by Walter 
Benjamin in  Illuminations, 
particula rly in 'The Storyteller' 
( Benjamin ,  1969, 97-106 ) .  
But  I am a lso thi nking  about 
different dimensionalities of 
time:  as in the ti me of virtua l  
'a lmostness'. See for example 
The Lost Dimension (Vi ri lio, 
1991) and Staffords, 'The 
Aesthetics of Almost' (1996,  
465-79) .  

16  On the  mu ltiple uses of 
'error' as a politics of 
journeying ,  see de Man,  
'Wa lter Benjamin's "The Task 
of The Translator'" (de Man ,  
1986, 9 1-105) 

transcendenta list logic. Instead we have here an a lways-a lready fragmented web 
of journeying ,  of exi le, conti ngent at its very li mit; one whose 'existence' is ,  in 
a ll the p lura lity of a finite i nfinity, opposite to nothi ng .  

If we  accept this proposition ;  i f  we  accept that 'what tests the  what' (to 
paraph rase Wittgenstei n )  is precisely the use of the ru le itself and ,  therewith , we 
re-en list the fiction of an i ndeterminate negation  in the fu llest sense of its 
mu lti p licity; then we may very well have managed to rescue (a not-)space from 
the ravages of time,  without privi legi ng  one  over the other. Indeed time itself 
may have, fi na lly a lso, been un hinged from the fixity of an  eterna l  Time;  
re-configured i n  'the now' as radica lly heterogeneic  and  i n  dispersion . 15 But have 
we, i n  so accepti ng  this radica l neither/nor, space-time proposition  - this 
pluralism of the 'roof- have we been ab le to avoid certain well-known problems 
of metaphysics (particu la rly a round those that would seem to eradicate a ll forms 
of politica l  strugg le)? Moreover, i n  accepti ng  what may appea r to be a pure 
relativity of the rule (or i ndeed, of custom) ,  have we not forfeited our  abi lity to 
demarcate an ethica l proposition - any ethica l  proposition - managing  to escape 
from metaphysics, dia lectic or  otherwise, on ly to fa ll prey to a ki nd  of chaotic 
meani ng lessness, a ki nd  of ' radica l ni h i lism' ,  that 'whatever is '  is ,  ipso facto, 
good? 

The longer rep ly fo llows i n  the next section .  
But the  shorter one to  both these questions is :  no .  For i n  re-thi n ki ng  the 

problem of identity and difference i n  terms of a radica l plura lism of i ndeterminate 
negativity at its 'core' (one that is to say that, in its very 'exi le', escapes and  
doubles [tri p les and ,  perhaps, quadruples] back to. ( re-)i nvent a contingent 
objectivity as such) i n  this movement, there is no  collapse i nto a n  a lways-a lready 
given 'truth', nor  one that concea ls or  revea ls or revels withi n an ethica l void . 16 
This is precisely because political strugg le, and  i ndeed the political itself, 
becomes enti rely centra l, p laced exactly at, on ,  beside, over, and  i n  terms of an  
(i maginary) 'ground' .  A ground of  b leedi ng  land ;  a diaspori c  g round  of  space­
ti me;  a stai n .  

The a-moral interregnum 

I felt determi ned to transform the most si mp le detai ls of life i nto so many 
i nsignifica nt words, that my voice, which was becoming the on ly space 
where I a llowed her  to live, forced her to emerge from her  si lence too,  and  
gave her  a sort of  physical certai nty, a physi ca l solidity, which she  wou ld 
not have had otherwise. All this may seem chi ldi sh .  It does not matter. 
This chi ldi shness was powerfu l enough to prolong an i llusion that had 
a lready been lost, to force somethi ng  to be there which was no  longer  
there .  It  seems to me  that i n  a ll th is  i n cessant ta lki ng  there was the 
gravity of one si ng le word , the echo of that 'Come'  which I had sa id to her; 
and  she  had come,  and  she  wou ld never be ab le to go away agai n .  
( B lanchet, 1978,  73 )  

The interregnum of  th i s  proximity and  distance. It  is fi leted with the pathos of  an  
imagi nary begi nni ng  and ,  with it, the  pathos of  begi n ni ng  an  imagi nary. We 
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cou ld have sta rted our  story anywhere :  though j ust because there never has 
been, is, and  never wi ll be a 'fi rst', shou ld not imp ly that there never was a 'once 
upon a time' (as the storyteller might say) or a 'supposing  that' (as the politica l  
economy va riation  on storytelli ng  might say) . No fi rst-causes; j ust 
begi nn ings/any begi nnings/truncated begi n nings :  thei r  weave produces the 
horizon (or is that a p lateau? or a 'ground'?) of the sta rt. In a way, it cou ld be 
described as a tenuous weavi ng ,  th readi ng  together bits of memory, both dead 
and a live and somewhere i n  between,  with the forgetting ,  the forgotten ,  the 
forgettab le .  We ta ke from 'what lies a round us', to echo Wittgenstei n ,  and  we use 
it; we use the dreams, the nightmares, the i ncidenta l  di nners ,  the laundromats, 
to form our 'that'. 

Indeed, and more specifica lly put, this struggle between and amongst 
memory and  its forgetting  produces the weave of a start - of a that - which has 
a lready begun .  There is no horizon of the either/or; no  identity invented 
'agai nst' the Somethi ng  per se. We have instead the creating  of the imaginary, 
creating  the imagi nary 'as if rea l; produci ng  the curve a round which the present 
movement unfo lds - a curve which is no  more (or less) o r  shorter or  fatter than  a 
series of dots or maybe just one long dot stretched to infi nity. Imagi nation .  No 
li e (nor  truth ) :  on ly the radica l geography of a fiction ,  conti n uous i n  a ll its 
dis-contin uity. 
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Is it so difficult, then ,  to see how every 'as if a lways-a lready re-presents a 
way of life, selecting  a bit of this and  a bit of that; re-presenti ng  one's code of 
existence exactly at the same time  as i nventing  it anew, and  doing  so 'as if it 
were a lways eterna lly there 'beforehand' (or, at least rememberi ng  it as though 
it had been ) ,  i n  order to make the case that it now and  for ever a lways ought to 
be so? Foucau lt names this 'as if' as a popula r  memory; Derrida bri ngs it forwa rd 
(i n honour  of de Man 's death ) as a mourningfu l one ;  in either case its function i s  
precisely to constitute the i mpossib le terrai n of  the 'to be '  i n  a ll its present and  
future tenses. Indeed, it cou ld be said that every fi rst-yea r  student of  politics 
knows about this ki nd  of 'as if: for without some kind  of 'picture' of 'what ought 
to be' based somehow and  i n  some way i n  terms of the 'what have beens '  of life ­
in  a ll thei r  varyi ng  memories, myth-makings and  decay, turni ng ,  as they must of 
necessity so do,  between , with and  agai n st the exi led mu ltipli cities of the 'what 
is' and the 'what lies before us' - that without that picture, one has at l:iest on ly 
a recipe for disaster, one  that is out of reach , out of touch and  utterly unsustain­
able .  

But this  i s  a lso to say, simu ltaneously, that i magi nation ,  as powerful  as it i s  
(although or  perhaps because its p rofundity remai ns  but ski n  deep ) ,  i s  on ly ever 
able to be 'i nscribed' - to become, that is to say, 'i nstitutionalized', a long  the 
surface of an  impossib le ground - on the basis of immense politica l  strugg les to 
make it so.  It i s  a risk  that we take, a risk  we must take, i n  order to make change 
'stick'. A risk  taken at the very surface of the 'that'. 

And yet, if we fo llow the logic th rough ,  we a re left with a not-so-baffli ng ,  but 
for some a conceivab ly d readfu l, conclusion .  By i n sisting  on  the radica l political 
contingency of any socia l  imaginary and the paradigmatic 'b leeding  homelands' 
a round  which they turn , it i s  a lso to say, then ,  that the codes of existen ce - and ,  
more to  the  poi nt here, the mora l  and  ethical truths imp lied by  those codes - a re 
on ly as soli d  as a re the hegemonic expressions  from whence they spri ng .  For i n  
exchangi ng  a transcendenta l tem pora lity (mixed metaphors and  a ll) for the 
surface of the risk,  we fi nd  at the end of the day that the very ethics of the socia l  
have been exi led to  the margi ns  of  an  i mpossib le spatiality; the measure of  its 
truth journeying  p recariously (it might seem) a long  the soi led i nterregnum of 
the imagi nation ,  attempting  to fight the good fight on the ever s li my battlefield 
of the political. 

The H obbesian  nightmare (sans the Leviathan )  returns to a postmodern 
world in a ll its stunn ing  bruta lity! And we, who have not the energy to struggle, 
a re condem ned to stand  at the shore of a civi lized Truth,  forever wavi ng  a tearfu l 
fa rewell to the Good Life, our  mora l  fibres cast away and  adrift. 

But I say: 'there is somethi ng  wrong with this picture. '  
For this re-i nvention ,  this imagination ,  a ll born and  b red and  sustai ned 

precisely i n  the space of that i ndeterminate pause,  i s  a sodal ensemble .  It  no  
more falls from out  of  the s ky than does  language itself erupt from on ly one  
mouth . Indeed, this imagination  marks by  re-marki ng  the history, custom ,  
traditions of  the  im mense variety of  identities to  which i t  i s  a part and  from 
which it is most distant. Consequently, i n  that sense, not on ly does it ( re-) mark 
the relation of itself to itself i n  a ll the ways we have described up  to now; its 
meaning is established in the same way, exactly in the same way, as any socia lity 
or law is established - be it scientific, civi l, p hysical, theoretica l  or  make-believe: 


