Fourth Michael Sprinker Lecture

Three “Returns” to Marx:
Derrida, Zizek, Badiou

Aijaz Ahmad
March 2012

R
fe %
(IDSK

Wm ”P

~ INSTITUTE OF DEVELOPMENT STUDIES KOLKATA

DD-27/D Salt Lake City, Sector - 1
Kolkata - 700 064
Phone : +91 (33) 23213120/21 Fax : +91 (33) 23213119

e-mail : idsk1@vsnl.net, Website : www.idsk.edu.in

Scanned by CamScanner



The moral right of the
author has been asserted

Scanned by CamScanner



Three “Returns” to Marx:
Derrida, Zizek, Badiou

Aijaz Ahmad

Your kind invitation to deliver this Michael Sprinker Memorial Lecture is
a great honour for me. Michael was my closest friend outside the subcontinent.
S0, I do this not with pleasure but in sorrow, and yet with a great sense of
privilege.

So, the first question is: why a lecture on these particular “returns” to
Marx—and to Lenin and Mao as well—in the memory of Michael Sprinker.
The primary justification is that [ wanted to cleave very close to some of his
own key interests. He taught literature and literary theory but philosophy was
his first love, which very much included what are generally known as
Continental Philosophy and Western Marxism. The few texts I shall be
engaging with today signify where Western Marxism has now arrived, after
much permutation. In his theoretical persuasions, Michael was both a Marxist
and a philosophical realist but also, much more than myself, a great enthusiast
of Althusser, about whom he did a marvellous interview with Derrida, for a
book he co-edited with his colleague Ann Kaplan.! The names of Derrida and
Badiou, very different kinds of philosophers themselves, are in fact inseparable
from that of Althusser; Badiou, of course, shared with Althusser a pronounced
partiality in favour of Maoism.

The very last book Michael completed, and which got published the year
he died, was a Symposium on Derrida’s book, Spectres of Marx,’ to which
many of us had contributed. The essay Michael showed me in manuscript
when he visited me for the last, and which got published only posthumously,
“The Grand Hotel Abyss,”*> was his final assessment of the po_litic-al
f the masters of Critical theory, Adorno and Benjamin in
particular. Derrida, Zizek and Badiou are, in some respects, heir to tlTat
particular tradition; and the eschatology of Inheritance, Event and P romise
that one finds in these three philosophers are undoubtedly related to.Ben]af’r:m s
own romantic messianism in his “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” on

which too Michael composed a commentary of great acumen in the essay |

just mentioned. In short, this is an intellectual configuration in which Michael

commitments o
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himself had great interest, and the text of this lecture can perhaps be read

virtually as an extension of his own “Grand Abyss Hotel” essay.

Beyond this

chosen for today’
most influential philosop

, there is also the substantial fact that the authors I have
s discussion are, alongside Habermas, three of Europe’s four
hers in our time. So, a question of some import arises:
why and how is it that over the past two decades, and quite explicitly in the
wake of the collapse of Soviet Union, these imposing philosophers started
advocating these various “#returns.” In their introduction to Derrida’s Spectres
of Marx, editors of the book remark that those who initiated the project wanted
to “explore the effects that the global crises engendered by the collapse of
d on avant-garde scholars.”® The term ‘avant-garde’ is, I
Badiou was politically active in French Maoism in
and is still associated with a fringe group
rty work in Slovenia as a student. For
the rest, these philosophers can hardly be identified with political activism in
general and especially with the kind of politics one broadly associates with
communism or the Soviet legacy. All three have produced voluminous work;
Zizek alone has published over 40 books in half as many years, while Derrida
and Badiou undoubtedly occupy magisterial positions in the history of
philosophy. However, their work has never been involved in the body of
thought that we generally know as historical materialism. Why, then, this
insistence on a return to the Paris Commune as the decisive event in modern
history; to Marx as the thinker of unsurpassable horizon, to the Lenin of 1917,
to Mao Zedong of the Cultural Revolution, coupled with the unconditional
denunciation of not only imperialist globalization but also, specifically, the
restoration of capitalism in China in the wake of the suppression of that great
upheaval that goes by the name of the Cultural Revolution?

Before entering into that substantive discussion I want to enter two further
caveats. First, I shall not be concerned here with the larger philosophical matrix
of these philosophers but only with those very few texts that directly address
issues of Marx and communism, in one way or another. I have referred already
to Derrida’s Spectres which was itself based on a lecture he had delivered in
California, on two consecutive evenings, in April 2003, to an audience of
thousands. Chronologically, this series of texts ends with the collection The
Idea of Communism®, which begins with an essay by Badiou and ends with
one l?y Zizek, and is itself a collection of essays by some of Europe’s leading
| 1EftWI.ng tl'.tinkers presented at a conference on that subject that Zizek had
orgarlused in L(?ndon in 2009, which was also attended by over a thousand
people. Between these two conference events, we have Badiou’s book, The

communism has ha
think, entirely appropriate.
its heyday during the 1960s and 70s
there, while Zizek was involved in pa
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Communist Hypothesis’, and two extensive essays by Zizek, from the selection
of Lenin’s writings of 1917 which he published in 2002* and from the edition

of Mao’s two essays, ‘On Practice’ and ‘On Contradiction’ that came out in
2007.°

My second caveat here is that I will later have to say things that are
highly critical of each of our authors and the way they approach the issues at
hand but it does need to be said, at the very outset, that this a body of work
that does mark a break from the kind of domestication of Marx that has been
going on in Euro-American high culture since the 1960s, as if Marx was just
another philosopher of dialectical thought, in a long line that preceded him,
from Plato to Hegel, or just a very uncanny economist with a formidable theory
of slumps and crises. This break from the fashionable and acceptable Marx is
far less clear in the case of Derrida but much more brashly pronounced in
Zizek and Badiou who insist not only on Marx but the revolutionary Marx ,
and beyond Marx, the academically scandalous figures of Lenin and Mao. I
might add that effectivity of texts have a lot to do with their contexts. None
of what these philosophers say would have much impact outside the ranks of
the marxist left if the argument came from, let us say, the Monthly Review
Press. That the intervention comes from key figures of the philosophical avante-
garde, whose writings are in their own way highly influential and fashionable
in the Euro-American academy, does amount to breaking a great silence in
the Humanities. With these caveats in hand, let me turn to some texts,
productive but also highly problematic as they are.

Let us begin, then, with Derrida’s book, Spectres of Marx, the earliest of
the texts at hand and the one much more open to getting academically
assimilated to' the image of Marx as a great thinker whose time has passed. I
lectured on Derrida’s own lecture on Marx very soon after he delivered it,
which too got published" and drew very sharp rebuke from Derrida himself,
Today, I will set aside most of those disagreements and will foreground some
other aspects of the book.

Let me begin by recalling the moment. The year is 1993. Communism
has just collapsed, in all the Warsaw Pact countries, in the midst of an
unfolding counterrevolution in China. The global left is stunned, into silence
and confusion. The capitalist West is gripped by a triumphalism it has not
known in a century. In the midst of this, Derrida, the world’s most renowned
living philosopher and an iconic figure in the Humanities, takes to the podium
on 23 April, in a little university enclave located in southern California, the
very heart of rightwing darkness in the United States, and he begins with a
dedication. Let me read you some lines from that dedication: ‘

3
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And yet, and yet, keeping this in .mind and having recourse to a CoOmmon
noun, 1 recall that it is a communist as such, a communist as COMmMmunjst
whom a Polish immigrant and his accomplices, all the assassing of Chrigﬁ
Hani, put to death a few days ago, April 10". . . .at the moment in
which, having decided to devote himself once again to a minority
Communist Party riddled with contradictions, he gave up important
responsibilities in the ANC and perhaps any official or even governmenty|
role he might one day have held in a country freed of Apartheid.

Allow me to salute the memory of Chris Hani and to dedicate this lecture
to him.

The word ‘communist’ appears in this formulation four times, ang each
time in block letters. This is, almost flamboyantly, an act of affiliation—in deeq
filiation — picking up the honour of the word" communist’ in a moment when
this word has become mud in all the discourses of Western high culture. The
phrasing that intrigues me the most, however, is “having decided to devote
himself to a minority Communist Party riddled with contradictions . . " Chyis
Hani, the great South African communist, is being admired for having made
that decision. Now, many of us here know how exacting such contradictions
within communist practice can be, and how excruciating it can be to live
through them. But Derrida? He had lived all his younger years in the miliey
of communist teachers and fellow-students, and he always complained of
having lived a solitary life because his own convictions simply did not belong
in that milieu. Within the text of the lecture, Derrida identifies himself as one
who has for forty years “opposed, to be sure, de facto “Marxism” or
“communism” (the Soviet Union, the international of Communist Parties, and
everything that resulted from them . . .)” He then goes on to say that
- Deconstruction, his philosophico-literary mode of thinking and reading, arose
in opposition to both the ideologies of liberal capitalism and, in his words, to
“the most vigilant and most modern interpretations of Marxism by certain
Marxists (notably French Marxists and those around Althusser) who believed
that they must instead try to dissociate Marxism from any teleology and from
any messianic eschatology.”

The word “teleology” here refers to the idea of causation in history, even
the idea of Progress as such and, more specifically, to the Marxist idea that
conditions for a socialist revolution arise from inside the contradictions of the
capitalism. The word ‘messianic” keeps reappearing throughout the book with
varying meanings, and I shall return to that presently. The question nevertheless
remains: if his life and convictions were so much at odds with the whole history
of communism—and even to “Marxism” (in quotation marks)— why this

e
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dedication to Chris Hani, as a communist, for Hani’s own devotion to a
communist party riddled with contradictions: a man almost completely the

opposite of Derrida himself. I think that his gesture of filiation in that moment

of general defeat and disorientation should be seen as a reaction to capitalist

triumphalism; his sense that this solidarity with the memory of Chris Hani was
a debt he owed to Marx; and his wish that he not be counted among the
phalanxes of pathological anti-communists. Something of this is indicated not
so much in the title but the subtitle of his book “The State of the Debt, The
Work of Mourning, and the New International.” It is interesting to ask: What
Debt, and to Whom? And, Mourning for What?

If the debt is to Marx, his readings of Marx’s few texts —mainly German
ideology, The Eighteenth Brumaire and at times The Menifesto— bristle
with interest as an exercise in literary-critical reading, confirming my belief
that Deconstruction, as a textual hermeneutic, is essentially a vast improvement
on the American New Criticism; for instance, he hunts down—and often
misinterprets — all the imagery of ghosts and spectres, of haunting, of
metaphysical beliefs of various sorts that pervade Marx's texts. His main
philosophical charge against Marx seems to be that Marx has not broken
sufficiently with German Idealism and Metaphysics, and in levelling that
charge Derrida remains a disciple of Heideggar. Materialism as a binary
opposite of idealism still remains, he contends, in the domain of metaphysics,
whereas the philosophical accent that Derrida seeks to restore to Marxism is
that of supersession, an endless Becoming, with no end of History, not even

an immanent design of History in sight. In Marx’s own thought, Derrida
contends, the present—any present—is haunted not only by its past but also
by the spectrality, which is to say ghostly uncertainties, of the future. Thus it
is that in the first line of Manifesto, communism appears as a spectre that
haunts old Europe. If you read this spectrality as a Hegelian teleology, you
get the ideology of the Second International whereby revolution is inevitable,
and the certainty of communism as an end of history, as the end-product of
the succession of the modes of production, is guaranteed in advance. Instead,
what Derrida wants to read into the very metaphorical language of Marx’s
writing, where ghosts and spectres, necromancy and conjurations abound, is

the idea of a radical uncertainty, stripping away the ontology and retrieving
from it the concept of a Promise which then requires an infinite labour in

pursuit of that potent thing that Derrida calls “universal friendship.” Class
struggle is, in any case, not part of Derrida’s schema.

This much is clear enough. However, when it comes to the core of
Marxian thought what Derrida says is much too fragmentary and allusive,
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partly because of Derrida’s particular way of doing Philosophy, a discipline
that famously trades in the production of propositions and axioms, not in the
rules of evidence that are so fundamental to the social sciences. Derrida’s
hallmark is to keep clear of propositions as well as rules of evidence. He writes
a significant declarative sentence only when the guard is down. So, one has
to largely infer what he means.

Derrida takes up several themes from Marx’s writings, most of which we
shall ignore, for lack of time. But I do want to briefly dwell on the issue of
commodity fetishism which he presses in an interesting direction. He reads
Marx’s linguistic deployment very closely and raises several issues of interests
to philosophers and cultural theorists, though probably not to economists. He
notes that whenever Marx talks in any detail about what Marxism calls ideology,
including capitalist ideologies of various kinds, including the fetishistic aura
with which commodities are endowed, Marx tends to punctually employ
religious imagery, gnostic and agnostic, as if ideologies functioned as some kind
of religious belief and as if of commodities was itself &« world of ritualistic magic,
suggesting that a structure of belief could be of a religious quality without
necessarily requiring belief in any particular religion per se, which, in turn, flies
in the face of the Marxist proposition that the form of alienation specific to pre-
capitalism is religious in character whereas the form of alienation under capitalism
is primarily economic. Derrida dismisses that periodisation in the forms of
alienation as too simplistic, with the provocative proposition that if the feeling
structure of commodity fetishism is essentially that of idolatry —and if the word
‘fetish’ can itself be allowed as anything more than a mere metaphor without
a meaning of its own— then you cannot say that the religious has been displaced
by the economic as a structure of feeling, in the way human beings actually live
their lives. In a related argument, Derrida also argues that the much celebrated
treatment of religion in the early texts of Marx, as ‘sigh of the oppressed creature’
etc, is too much in thrall of Feurbach, and that the whole issue of religion is
under-theorised in Marxism. It is always very difficult to quite pin down what
Detrida really means but, by all inferences, he accords a far greater role to
religion in capitalism—both to formal religions such as Christianity or Judaism,
as well as feeling and belief unattached a particular religious doctrine—than
has been historically allowed in most trends in Marxist thought, which tend to
treat religion not even in the spirit of early Marx but really in the very hard
rationalist tradition of treating religion simply as a clerical conspiracy. Derrida
seems to ask a very different question: what would the world look like without
those feelings to which a religious feeling responds— the affections and terrors
of interiority, so to speak, induced by the social world itself — and how adequate

—
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is Marxism in answering that question? This kind of interrogation and reflection
is not entirely unrelated to his advocacy of what Derrida, following Walter
Benjamin, calls ‘a weak messiansm.”

What, precisely, is “weak messianism”? In religious terms, especially of
Christian vintage, strong messianism would be the certainty of belief that a
Messiah shall come and redeem this world. In political terms, that would
translate into the idea, associated with the Second International, that socialist
revolution is inevitable, thanks to the contradictions of capitalism, and the
correct party line shall only bring it closer. In other words, no matter how
weak or defeated we. are, history is in any case on our side and revolution
shall undoubtedly come; Gramsci referred to this sort of blind faith in the
inevitability of revolution as “revolutionary fatalism.” Rosa Luxemburg
proposed, more sobetly, that there is nothing inevitable about a socialist
revolution; if the proletarian revolution does not break its logic, capitalism
may as well lead us to barbarism. Derrida’s point, and the point of many
others, is that some of this “revolutionary fatalism” is authorized by some of
‘Marx’s own writings which seem to suggest that the world is ripe for
revolution, that revolution is on the horizon, that the period of transition to
communism shall be short, etc. An optimism of the intellect, so to speak.
Derrida, writing in the post-Soviet 1990s, and Benjamin writing in the heyday
of fascism, emphasize that revolutionary horizon itself has been greatly
darkened. “Weak messianism” arises as a perseverance of hope in non-
revolutionary times, without the problematics of imminence but also without
abandoning the conviction that what you hope for might stare you in the
face as you turn the next corner. Hardly any revolution has ever been
predicted. not the Paris Commune, not the Bolshevik Revolution, not the
Fidelista walking into Havana and taking over with hardly a shot. Hence the
idea of “The Promise’ in Derrida and of ‘the Event’ in Badiou. I might add
that this idea of a “weak messianism” is taken from a Jewish rather than the
Chrisitian repertoire, and neither the religious origin of the term, nor the fact
that the conception is a matter of belief rather than science, would perturb
Derrida, even though he was not in any conventional sense a religious man.
It is always very difficult to pin down a clear-cut Derridean position but, as I
read him, he seems to suggest that if revolution is not inevitable but one’s
hopes are nonetheless attached to it, then there is always the strong element
of a faith in that hope, and this hope—this Will to keep the Promise —is ethically
far better than the postmodern idea of pure contingency.

If we translate all this back into the language of a more familiar kind .
of Marxism, what all this means is that the contradiction between the forces
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and relations of production continues to be the principal force behing the
possibility of a revolutione‘lry break, and the .accumulating contradictiong »
the base may go on creating effects on the level of the superstructure, but
the moment and form of the actual implosion is entirely unpredictable, Neithe

Derrida nor -Badiou would put it that way but their philosophical Positionr
seek to capture precisely that unpredictability as well as the hope that th:
implosion shall be revolutionary and redemptive, not reactionary and fagc; stic

What is at stake here, according to Derrida, is a wager, a belief that the righ;
thing shall happen; a hope that the outcome shall be not barbarism but
something closer to what Derrida calls “the Promise” of Marx, déliberately
keeping clear of the word socialism as the content of that “Promjge -

However, his refusal to engage with what a Marxist politics of oyr time;
would look like produces, in my view, two quite distinct effects. One is 2
philosophico-literary-critical one, that of reading the texts as texts, which he
does particularly in the latter chapters of the book. That is of course ap
academically sanctioned way of reading anything at all, from the Bible tg
the Communist Manifesto, and there is nothing politically disturbing aboyt
it. Secondly, moreover, the refusal to say —implicitly even to accept—that
spcialism and communism are the determinate kinds of politics that arise out
of any fidelity to Marx, regardless of what one might say about the past
practices of socialist and communist parties, still leaves open the question of
Derrida’s own. This question arises out of Derrida’s own repeated
exclamations, such as this one:

Inheritance is never a given, it is always a task. It remains before ug
just as unquestionably as we are heirs of Marxism, even before wanting or

refusing to be . . .

On this score, there are two basic moves. In one, there is a sharp attack
on the neolibral capitalist state system and its ideologues which tries to
conjure away its own stagnation through what Derrida alternately calls
“manic triumphalism” and “triumphalist conjuration” of the post-Soviet, anti-
communist discourse. As he puts it : “As at the time of the Manifesto, a
European alliance is formed which is haunted by what it excludes, comibats,
or represses.” What he detects in the ideological underpinnings of th‘e
European Union is a narrow-minded religious particularism which is, in his
words, “consistent with the current discourse of the Pope on the European
Community: destined to become a Christian state or super-state, this
community would still belong therefore to some Holy Allignce." Prophetic
words, in deed! Written well before the fully fledged emefgence °
Islamophobia and wars of civilization over the past decade.
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