









	
 Home

	 Add Document
	 Sign In
	 Create An Account














[image: PDFKUL.COM]






































	
 Viewer

	
 Transcript













Journal of Political Ideologies (June 2004), 9(2), 139–157



Hegemony after deconstruction: the consequences of undecidability ALETTA J. NORVAL Department of Government, University of Essex, Colchester CO4 3SQ, Essex, UK



ABSTRACT Hegemonic decisions institute and shape the ideological terrain in which politics occurs; different forms of decision will structure the terrain in different ways. This article explores the decisions inaugurating specifically democratic forms of hegemony. It analyses this question by investigating the conditions under which such decisions emerge. Its starting-point is Laclau’s account of hegemony as a decision taken in an undecidable terrain. However, by utilizing a morphological approach, I argue that undecidability cannot be understood and its consequences for politico-ideological analysis cannot be developed to the full, unless the other terms giving sense to undecidability are taken seriously. In particular, I give attention to Derrida’s account of responsibility and democracy-to-come, linked to a very specific understanding of the subject and the decision. I argue that once we understand undecidability in this context, it can no longer be regarded as a mere propadeutic to hegemony per se. Rather, it contains important insights into the institution of democratic political orders. Deconstruction, I have insisted, is not neutral. It intervenes.1 No deconstruction without democracy, no democracy without deconstruction…2



The relevance and significance of deconstruction for politics has long been the subject of extended debate.3 Initially, the drive to rehabilitate marginalized terms and concepts, reverse and re-inscribe subordinate terms, made deconstruction compatible with political practices of the left.4 However, while his early work was suggestive of its possible wider implications,5 Derrida remained silent on numerous political issues, most notably his relation to Marxism, arguing that his was ‘a sort of withdrawal or retreat (retrait), a silence with respect to Marxism’ which was, nevertheless, ‘a perceptible political gesture’ to avoid contributing to the ‘anti-Marxist concert’ of the post 1968 period.6 Since the early 1980s, there have been repeated calls for a clearer positioning of deconstruction with respect to politics. Nonetheless, even following the publication of Specters of Marx,7 it was still possible to argue that the ‘introduction of politics as a specific concept ISSN 1356-9317 print; ISSN 1469-9613 online/04/020139–19  2004 Taylor & Francis Ltd DOI: 10.1080/13569310410001691187
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in a deconstructive style of thinking is not self-evident’.8 Indeed, Derrida himself has continued to question the demand that deconstruction ought to make political judgements, asking whether it is not intimidation ‘to think that to be serious and to be taken seriously in a public space we must address political examples’.9 His more recent work has, however, increasingly sought to engage explicitly with political themes, ranging from an exploration of hospitality in the context of the issue of immigration, to extended reflections on terror and the post-September 11th world.10 This response itself alerts one to the need to think carefully and systematically about the possible relationship between deconstruction and politics. In particular, sensitivity is needed with respect to how each of the terms is characterised, and to their conceptual connection. Situated in this context, this article takes as its starting-point the work of an influential contemporary political theorist who has developed a distinctive reading of the relation between deconstruction and politics. Ever since the publication of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Ernesto Laclau has constantly engaged with deconstruction, both as a specific mode of thinking and as a more substantive focus.11 Of particular interest is the way he uses Derrida’s account of undecidability to theorise a concept of hegemony. In this article I propose a clearer sense of the consequences of the infrastructure12 of undecidability for a post-structuralist account of hegemony and democracy. A hegemonic account of politics and ideology focuses attention on the logic of articulation,13 emphasizing the way in which social practices systematically form the identities of subjects and objects by linking together a series of signifying elements. This provides us with theoretical and methodological tools to break with topographical and essentialist assumptions about identity formation and dissolution. It also makes visible the non-necessary, that is, contingent nature of identity. The import of this claim concerning the non-necessary, articulatory nature of politics cannot be understood without a reference to the impact of deconstruction on the theorisation of hegemony. Laclau’s general argumentative strategy relies on an engagement with deconstruction. Nevertheless, it is my claim that in order for Laclau’s new grammar of political analysis to come to full fruition it is necessary to explore the infrastructures of deconstruction more systematically. Even more so, I will argue that deconstruction brings more to political analysis than just a foregrounding of contingency, crucial as that insight continues to be. As Derrida points out, if ‘totalization no longer has any meaning, it is not because the infiniteness of a field cannot be covered by a finite glance or a finite discourse, but because the nature of the field—that is, language and a finite language—excludes totalization’.14 Thus, against attempts to ground philosophy by recourse to strategies of totalization, Derrida focuses on the structural multipliticity of originary phenomena. His reading of philosophical texts makes visible a multiplicity of infrastructures, including iterability, supplementarity, remark, arche-trace and undecidability. These could be thought of in terms of a ‘chain’ of infrastructures, in that they all share certain characteristics. However, I will argue that each of them also has to be treated singularly since how much one may learn from them beyond very general assertions depends 140
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entirely on their specific characteristics. The infrastructures of supplementarity and iterability, drawn from Derrida’s readings of philosophical texts, are a case in point. Both have been usefully deployed in political analysis. Smith and Howarth in their respective analyses of new racism and Black Consciousness ideology explore the consequences of particular deconstructive logics for thinking about the formation of racialized political identities.15 In each of these cases, what is most productively drawn from deconstruction is that it enables a form of analysis that does not depend on fully constituted identities.16 This article focuses on the precise consequences of another Derridean infrastructure, that of undecidability, for a hegemonic theory of politics. At least one of the reasons why this is both interesting and important for political theorists is because it offers a distinctive contribution to our understanding of a specifically democratic form of hegemony and subjectivity. In order to develop these arguments in full, it is my contention that the very structuring of the debate on the relation between deconstruction and politics needs to be rethought.17 As Patrick comments, posing the relation between deconstruction and politics in terms of the significance of the former for the latter is already problematic.18 Framing the question in this fashion separates deconstruction and politics in ways that might be problematic. I argue that it sets up a false ‘bridging’ problem. This article provides a reading of deconstruction that addresses this problem. By emphasizing the a-temporal character of infrastructures I am able to provide an alternative account of the relationship between undecidability and hegemony. The argument is developed through a re-reading of the logic of undecidability. I argue that a systematic investigation of the multiple dimensions of this logic is needed, and this entails an engagement with its morphology. Thus, I offer a critical interpretation of Ernesto Laclau’s work, which provides an account of undecidability as a mere preparatory moment to hegemonic politics, ignoring the specificity of this infrastructure.19 One of the key general claims I develop is that attention needs to be given to different forms of the decision, which may inaugurate different forms of ideological ordering of society. In particular, drawing on a rereading of Derrida I argue for an understanding of undecidability as necessary, though not sufficient, to thinking the institution of a democratic form of hegemony. Approaching undecidability from a morphological perspective allows me to draw out the importance of the other philosophemes that form part of its morphology20, most notably, that of its relation to ‘democracy to come’21 and the specific form of subjectivity arising from the experience of the undecidable. Emphasizing this experience foregrounds the moment of subjectivity, in opposition to the more ‘structuralist’ reading of undecidability provided by Laclau. This emphasis on the exposure to constitutive difference does not allow for a simple transition to just any form of hegemony. On the contrary, the morphology of undecidability sets limits to what may follow from it. It not only rules out the institution of certain sorts of regime, but also contours the decision in a democratic direction given the account of the subject as responsible. Thus, my reading also problematizes two further claims in 141
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Laclau’s writings: that nothing follows from undecidability, and that openness to the other is impotent in discerning between different others. Contra Laclau I argue that the experience of undecidability marks the subject constitutively, such that a relation to an other is constituted which encompasses an awareness of contingency. In my view, this relation stands at the core of a democratic ethos. I start by clarifying the key conceptual morphologies under discussion, beginning with an analysis of Laclau’s conceptualisation of the relation between undecidability and hegemony. Here I discuss Laclau’s account of the undecidable terrain, the decision and the subject, all concepts that are closely interrelated in his account of hegemony. The re-examination of Derrida’s writings then clears the ground for an alternative account of the logic of undecidability. In particular, I situate this discussion of undecidability in relation to Derrida’s account of the decision, responsibility, the experience of the undecidable and democracy to come. The third part of the article recasts the discussion of a democratic form of hegemony and evaluates how much we can expect of deconstruction in relation to the theorising of a radical form of democracy. The morphology of hegemony Three models Laclau’s seminal work on hegemony, developed over some three decades, defies easy summary. Here I wish only to draw out some of the key features of his treatment of hegemony as political logic,22 and to focus on a number of the central concepts that co-define this logic. Of particular interest is the extent to which the conceptual development of the category of hegemony displays a progressive extension of articulatory logics into different areas of the social. The radicalization of ‘hegemony’ consists in conceiving, first, of key signifiers, then of political projects and, finally, of social structures themselves as incomplete and thus open to political articulation.23 These models of hegemony, whose development one can locate in different stages of Laclau’s oeuvre, each takes the thought of ‘openness’ a step further. The most radical point is reached in the third model, where Laclau develops his argument by drawing on the Derridean infrastructure of undecidability. Two adjacent concepts are reformulated in this process. In the first place, hegemony is now thought through the category of ‘the decision’, which is understood as the repression of some structural possibilities and the actualisation of others. The sedimented terrain resulting from such decisions is that of the ideological proper.24 Second, the subject is now theorized as the distance between the undecidable structure and the decision: if the structure is dislocated and thus incomplete, an intervention by a subject is needed to re-suture it. This is the role of the subject. These key insights are further developed by drawing on Derrida’s account of undecidability, to which I now turn. 142



HEGEMONY AFTER DECONSTRUCTION



Undecidability and hegemony For Laclau, the issue of the relation between deconstruction and hegemony arises in the context of undecidability and the need for the stabilisation of what is essentially unstable.25 He holds that a deconstructive approach is highly relevant to two dimensions of the political. The first is the notion of the political as the instituting moment of society and the second is the incompletion of all acts of political institution. In other words, what makes politics possible—the contingency of acts of institution—is also what makes it impossible. Ultimately, no instituting act is fully achievable and, as a result, no ideology is ever completely totalizing. In short, deconstruction widens the field of structural undecidability, thus clearing the field for a theory of the decision taken in an undecidable terrain.26 On this reading, hegemony requires deconstruction, because without the radical undecidability that the deconstructive intervention brings about, many strata of social relations would appear as essentially linked by necessary logics and there would be nothing to hegemonize. Conversely, deconstruction requires hegemony since it needs a theory of the decision taken in an undecidable terrain.27 Given this formulation, three key areas need to be addressed: the nature of the undecidable terrain, the decision taken in this terrain, and the nature of the subject of the decision. I address each in turn. i) The undecidable terrain As is clear from the brief introduction above, for Laclau the undecidable terrain amounts to nothing more and nothing less than a destructured social field, one in which previous political logics have been put into question by a dislocatory event.28 As he puts it, Undecidability should be literally taken as that condition from which no course of action necessarily follows. This means that we should not make it the necessary source of any concrete decision in the ethical or political sphere.29



In taking up the logic of undecidability, Laclau’s main concerns are to question two prevalent, though quite distinct, tendencies in political theorizing today. The first rejects anything that we might learn from deconstruction and holds that there are certain social logics that predetermine and structure all possible political decisions in a situation of crisis. The second, proceeding from within the horizon of deconstruction, suggests in not dissimilar fashion that the destructured terrain is already shaped by a certain ethical demand.30 Both these positions have the consequence of putting into question the primacy of the political, a central tenet of Laclau’s work and a key influence on his theorizing of the decision. ii) The decision The passage between undecidability and the decision is conceptualized as an act of politics through and through. Drawing on Schmitt, and refusing to ground the 143
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decision in an ethical moment, Laclau posits a conception based on power. For him, a decision taken in a terrain of structural undecidables means that the decision is self-grounding; that it consists of ‘repressing possible alternatives that are not carried out’ and that it is internally split (this/a decision).31 The terrain of the decision, on this account, is the terrain of the political proper: there is nothing in the dislocated structure that determines the decision. If it did, it would not be a decision at all: A true decision escapes always what any rule can hope to subsume under itself … in that case, the decision has to be grounded in its singularity. Now, that singularity cannot bring through the back door what it has excluded from the main entrance—i.e. the universality of the rule. It is simply left to its own singularity. It is because of that that, as Kierkegaard put it, the moment of the decision is the moment of madness.32



Thus, for Laclau, to take a decision ‘is like impersonating God’33 since this act cannot be explained in terms of any underlying rational mediation. This moment of the decision is then, simultaneously, that of the subject.34 iii) The subject As against his earlier account of the subject in terms of Foucaultian subject positions, Laclau now offers a psychoanalytic-inspired account of the subject as the distance between the undecidable structure and the decision.35 Since the structure is dislocated, the subject cannot be presumed to have a positive identity. Instead, it can only construct an identity through acts of identification. Three consequences relevant to our discussion follow from this. First, if the emergence of the subject is the result of a ‘collapse of objectivity’, it means that ‘any subject is, by definition, political’.36 Second, since the structure with which it may identify is dislocated, any act of identification will be partial and incomplete. Third, this means that the act of identification is simultaneously a hegemonic act through which the fullness of the community is constructed in its absence, and in which an articulation (rather than a mediation) between the universal and the particular becomes possible: We, ‘mortal gods’ … have to fill the gaps resulting from the absence of God on earth, simulating being Him and replacing with the madness of our decision an omniscience that will always elude us.37



Despite the decisionistic and voluntaristic tones of these passages, Laclau tempers his account by finally emphasizing that a decision is always taken in a context. Thus, it is not entirely free: [W]hat counts as a valid decision will have the limits of a structure which, in its actuality, is only partially destructured. The madness of the decision is, if you want, as all madness, a regulated one.38
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Together these elements—the undecidable terrain, the decision and the subject— complete the morphology of Laclau’s conceptualization of hegemony as a political logic. Undecidability contra structural incompleteness I now turn to an investigation of the extent to which Laclau’s account rests upon a strict logic of undecidability. In what follows, I will contend that there are several dimensions of this account and of the relation between deconstruction and hegemony or, to be more precise, between undecidability and the decision, which are in need of further clarification and elaboration. On each of these dimensions, I will argue, the accounts offered by Laclau and Derrida differ in important respects. Of particular relevance here is the fact that, contra Derrida, Laclau depicts undecidability as a generalised logic, at times co-terminous with the practice of deconstruction, rather than as a specific infrastructure. This, I will show, has serious consequences for what could be held to follow the experience of the undecidable. Before going into the detail of the morphology of undecidability, it may be useful to reflect on what, in principle, Laclau needs for his argument to succeed. More precisely, we need to be clear on what is required by the conceptualization of hegemony as political logic. Already in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy Laclau and Mouffe drew on insights from deconstruction to develop their argument concerning the impossibility of any discourse and any discursive structure to implement a final suture or closure. As they argue: On this point, our analysis meets up with a number of contemporary currents of thought which—from Heidegger to Wittgenstein—have insisted on the impossibility of fixing ultimate meanings. Derrida, for example, starts from a radical break in the history of the concept of structure, occurring at the moment in which the centre … is abandoned, and with it the possibility of fixing a meaning which underlies the flow of differences.39



Following Derrida’s decentring of the structure,40 Laclau and Mouffe argue that an ineradicable excess, which escapes it, marks the representation of a positive and fully present societal unity.41 Two conclusions follow. The first concerns the ultimate impossibility of fixing any meaning and the second the fact that any attempt to stabilise meaning will take the form of an act of hegemonization, that is, a partial and incomplete act of articulation of the excess of the social. Laclau argues that this holds not only for the identity of society but also for identity tout court. In other words, every identity is constitutively marked by non-closure. The later argument concerning hegemony discussed above requires nothing in excess of these seminal insights. What the logic of undecidability does add to the theorization of hegemony is a new theoretical language—that of the decision—in terms of which hegemony can be cast. The potential of this new grammar, however, remains untapped in Laclau’s work. In particular, it is my contention that more attention needs to be given to the character of the decision, both in relation to the terrain in which it 145
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is taken and in respect of the form of hegemony instituted as a result of the decision. Both of these points are taken up in relation to a more nuanced account of undecidability developed below. Moreover, there are several other facets of the morphology of hegemony that do not rest on an engagement specifically with the logic of undecidability or even deconstruction in general. The important argument concerning the subject is drawn from psychoanalytic, Lacanian-inspired works, though its insertion into the theoretical vocabulary developed by Laclau makes it distinct from the works of other theorists such as Butler and Zˇizˇek.42 Similarly, Laclau’s key insights into the mutual entanglement of universality and particularity shows the extent to which his thought is deeply permeated by a deconstructive style of thinking, but not by the specific logic of undecidability. The morphology of undecidability We must not hasten to decide.43



Undecidability entails more than a mere specification of the impossibility of closure. I will argue that that which exceeds this general claim concerning non-closure also makes it possible to develop an argument for a closer articulation between the logic of undecidability and that of democracy, something which is foreclosed in any analysis treating undecidability as propaedeutic. Undecidability and indeterminacy A more detailed focus on the infrastructure of undecidability is indispensable here. Any such specification of undecidability must distinguish it from ‘indeterminacy’, as Derrida does: Undecidability is always a determinate oscillation between possibilities … These possibilities are themselves highly determined in strictly defined situations … They are pragmatically determined … I say ‘undecidability’ rather than ‘indeterminacy’ because I am interested in relations of force, in differences of force, in everything that allows, precisely, determinations in given situations to be stabilised through a decision of writing (in the broad sense I give to this word, which also includes political action and speech).44



Several implications follow from a focus on this distinction. Of particular concern here is the distinction between structural openness (the essential nonclosure of identity in general) and undecidability. Structural openness points to the essential contestability of all identity and the ultimate impossibility of closure. Undecidability, by contrast, designates a terrain, not of general openness and contestability, but of a regulated tension and of a suspension in the ‘between’. Derrida’s textual practice makes it clear that undecidability is not caused by some enigmatic equivocality, or by some inexhaustible ambivalence (excess of meaning in terms of Laclau’s earlier work) of a word in natural language.45 What 146
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counts are the formal or syntactical practices of composition and decomposition, and the relations of force that either disrupt or allow determinations to be stabilised through a decision. The moment of undecidability thus arises between multiple, but determinate possibilities as a result of forces operating within the syntax of the text, and undecidability acquires its force precisely as a consequence of the suspension of decidability.46 Thus, undecidability refers to the holding in abeyance of the decision and to the effects of such abeyance. More concretely, it follows that while the textual labour47 of deconstruction shows the impossibility of a final closure of identity, the logic of the undecidable also makes visible a field of regulated but unrealised possibilities. On this reading, a deconstructive political analysis attempting to locate moments of ‘undecidability’ in a political discourse will consist of an operation quite different from that of only making visible the non-necessity of any instituted order. It will entail an analysis that aims to locate those points within a politically determined discursive context48 where there is a regulated interplay between multiple discursive strains/relations of forces, such that the tension between them is retained. In this sense, undecidability should not simply be opposed to a theory of hegemony—as its condition of (im)possibility—since hegemonic politics may often find expression in contexts in which decidability is suspended.49 i) Undecidability and the im/possibility of the decision It is, thus, crucial not to pass too quickly from undecidability to the decision. Instead, one must consider the nature of the site of the ‘between’, in which decidability is suspended. In this interval, what Derrida calls the logic of the palisade, a logic premised upon the fullness of two poles, is suspended in favour of a logic at work ‘at the edges of being’, which outwits and undoes all ontologies and dialectics, a ‘between’, without a full meaning of its own. If, however, one of the characteristics of the terrain of the undecidable is that it resists closure, as we have seen, it is also that which inaugurates the need for a certain ‘decision’, for it marks an irreducibly plural terrain, a terrain in which identity is still at stake waiting to be inscribed. Derrida first introduces the term ethico-theoretical decision in order to be able to capture the moment in which a ‘decision’ has occurred.50 Thus, while undecidability has a revolutionary and disconcerting sense, it can be thought only in so far as it remains essentially haunted by the telos of decidability—whose disruption it marks. The telos of decidability, for Derrida, refers to the logic of necessity operative in Western metaphysics. There is only an already decided, essential and necessary path which philosophical discourse can follow, a path determined by the teleological demand for truth. Much, however, depends upon how the moment of ‘decision’ is to be understood. Deconstruction shows the ultimate ungrounded character of the decision. Thus, one should not be mislead to expect a rational passage from one point to another. As Derrida argues: 147
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A decision can come into being in a space that exceeds the calculable programme that would destroy all responsibility by transforming it into a programmable effect of determinate causes.51



Indeed, it is questionable whether one can talk here of decision and the choice it implies at all. Leavey, for instance, holds that infrastructures such as diffe´rance or dissemination must be thought in terms other than that of choice.52 According to him, the logic of non-choice runs through Derrida’s texts. Choice is indicative of a situation in which there is a subject who chooses and is free to choose. However, in the endeavour to lay bare the non-unitary presuppositions of the logic of identity, Derrida opts neither for a notion of freedom of choice, nor for full determination, and he does not subscribe to a conception of the subject commensurate with either. Rather, it is the case that there is no simple possibility of choosing since every ethico-theoretical decision is always already partially determined. Only retroactively could it be said to have constituted a ‘decision’ since through it other possibilities are ruled out.53 In another sense, however, there is no possibility of choice arising at all, for the nature of the philosophical enterprise is such that alternative possibilities are foreclosed and, as a consequence, are not visible as alternatives.54 This, as I will argue in more detail below, is the reason why Derrida is so careful to avoid any attempt to constitute the moment of the ethico-theoretical decision as a moment of Cartesian subjectivity, for it is precisely not a choice faced by a self-present subject conscious of different alternatives. In essence then, the work of deconstruction is to make visible possibilities ruled out or not taken up. But, this is always a matter of work: an operation in part at least productive of those possibilities which simultaneously tries to elaborate the effects of what would have occurred were different possibilities not closed off by the tradition. Thus, the analysis of undecidability sets clear parameters to the question of the ‘decision’. It is not the case that simply anything is possible, or that we are confronted here with a general incompletion. While the decision—if it has taken place at all—could be characterised as absolutely ungrounded madness de jure, de facto it is limited by the terrain of the given. This limitation, for Derrida, arises from the nature of the philosophical enterprise as such.55 However, this does not rule out the presence of alternative possibilities on the margins of philosophy. In other words, it is precisely as a result of the impossibility of philosophical discourse to rule completely and absolutely, that the space for ‘unheard of thoughts’ is opened up by a deconstructive intervention. Moreover, this ‘if’ also shapes what is possible in the ‘aftermath’ of undecidability. As I argued above, this account of the relation between undecidability and the decision not only suggests the impossibility of theorising the decision (bringing it under a rule), but also puts into question its very possibility. This account stands at some distance from a hegemonic approach as outlined by Laclau, which posits a strong theorisation: even though we cannot know the decision or its contents in advance, we do know that it is a result of power; that it takes place is not in question at all. It could, of course, be argued that these 148
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two approaches are supplementary: one emphasises a certain hesitation, the other the necessity of imposition.



ii) Undecidability and responsibility I have alluded to what Derrida, following Kierkegaard, calls the ‘madness of the decision’. It is in that precise context that the question of responsibility—something only mentioned in passing by Laclau—appears since a decision can only take place once a calculable programme has been exceeded. As Derrida puts it elsewhere, I am in front of a problem and I know that the two determined solutions are as justifiable as one another. From that point I have to take responsibility which is heterogeneous to knowledge. If the decision is simply the final moment of a knowing process, it is not a decision. So the decision first of all has to go through a terrible process of undecidability, otherwise it would not be a decision, and it has to be heterogeneous to the space of knowledge.56



Responsibility for a decision thus arises from the fact that the decision is heterogeneous to knowledge. The fact that there is no determination of the decision means that responsibility has to be taken for it. Three further important aspects of this feature should be noted. First, though no decision comes into being as a result of a calculable programme, decisions do not take place in a vacuum. Derrida gives extensive attention to the question of the ‘context’ in which a decision may be said to have occurred: ‘Not knowing what to do does not mean that we have to rely on ignorance and to give up knowledge and consciousness. A decision, of course, must be prepared as far as possible by knowledge, by information, by infinite analysis’.57 To the objection that this will lead one to abstain from action, Derrida responds that ‘political, ethical and juridical responsibility requires a task of infinite close reading. I believe this to be the condition of political responsibility: politicians should read. Now, to read does not mean to spend nights in the library; to read events, to analyze the situation, to criticize the media … that’s close reading, and it is required more today than ever’.58 Second, the subject of the decision is not a self-present individual. To quote Derrida again: ‘Not only should I not be certain that I made a good decision, but I shouldn’t even be certain that I made a decision. … “I” never decide, … “I” never make a decision in my own name, because as soon as I claim that “I” have made a decision, you can be sure that is wrong’.59 Thus, the subject responsible for the decision cannot be thought in terms of the ‘liberal individual’ bearing responsibility for his/her own acts and decisions.60 Third, one needs to go through the ‘experience’ of the undecidable for a decision to have taken place and for responsibility to be assumed. The latter two aspects in particular need further elaboration. 149
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iii) Experience of the undecidable and the question of subjectivity According to Derrida, to take a decision, and to assume responsibility for it, one needs to go through the experience of the undecidable. Now, it is clear, given Derrida’s writings on the topic, that experience here does not refer to that which is immediately and naively given to a self-present subject.61 If so, experience would have to be placed under erasure, and in Derrida’s later writings he fails to do so.62 As Wood notes, Derrida refers regularly to ‘the experience of writing’, ‘the experience of mourning’, ‘the experience of the undecidable’, and so on. This appropriation of experience, Wood argues, strongly resembles Hegel, for it seeks to denote a process productive of a certain kind of insight, one in which there is an ‘encounter with the forces of difference constitutive of any and every identity or presence’.63 Such experience reactivates constitutive difference/ differance. The experience of the undecidable is thus not a moment of an easy wavering, or simply weighing up different possibilities or directions that may be taken. Derrida emphasises, repeatedly, that it is a terrible experience, a terrible and tragic situation.64 But, without it there would be no decision.65 Given this, I would argue that the subject of this experience could not escape from it unmarked. What is at stake in interpreting such experience is ‘the formation of certain dispositions, of ways of remembering, [and] bearing witness to’.66 Not only does the subject not escape unmarked, but the demand for a response, to be accountable, and of bearing responsibility, also has further consequences. If undecidability enables an engagement with constitutive difference then such an engagement can be thought in terms of a call to respond, and to be responsible for one’s responses.67 This would capture both dimensions of the term response-ability.68 Here works on ethics and responsibility in relation to deconstruction are relevant, for they pose the question of the experience of the undecidable explicitly in the context of a relation to the other. Bernasconi, for instance, holds that what is at stake in the discussion of ethics and deconstruction is ‘an attack on good conscience’, an abhorrence of complacency and morality, which takes the form of an interruptive logic ‘in which what interrupts the order of being is “impossible, unthinkable, unsayable”’.69 Similarly, Critchley argues that the ‘responsibility of deconstruction is to maintain the vigilance of the critical stance’, to ‘interrupt the argumentative process that results in consensus’.70 However, what is important here is the specificity of the responsibility invoked in the wake of the discussion of undecidability and, in particular, the fact that it is transformed from an attribute of the subject, to an openness ‘that makes being a subject possible’.71 In this respect, Wood’s suggestions on the interconnection between responsibility as excessive and as calculable, are particularly relevant. He argues that responsibility as openness to the other may guide us in the way we deal with and understand the finite (calculable) responsibilities we take on.72 Viewing our situatedness, our exposure to the other as a willingness to live in and endure uncertainties, may thus be argued to structure our actual, finite responsibilities. 150
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As against Laclau’s reading, which provides us with an important picture of the subject as such but does not provide us with anything beyond these general insights, this account drawn from Derrida suggests a way of bridging the gap between the institution of hegemony tout court and the institution of a democratic hegemony. This depends upon emphasizing those dimensions of the morphology of undecidability that opens up a space for the emergence of a form of subjectivity proper to democracy. The experience of the undecidable, on this reading, already entails a certain contouring of the relation to the other and, thus, could serve as a minimum, negative delimitation from which a democratic form of subjectivity could be said to arise. To explore this in full, one needs to turn to Derrida’s account of democracy to come. iv) Democracy to come Against Schmitt, Derrida argues that it is only insofar as the polarity of the subject/object relation is problematized that questions of ethics and politics arise. For Derrida, these questions relating to the structure of the ‘perhaps’, have distinct implications for our understanding of subjectivity, politics and democracy. As outlined above, it is the specific structure of the ‘self’ that opens the relation to an other: I have the experience of ‘myself’ as a multiplicity of places, images, imagos, there are others in me … there is more than one other, we are numerous in ourselves, and there are a number of singularities over there, and that is why there is a perhaps, and why there are questions of ethics and politics.73



And it is here where one needs to begin to think another, futural politics: a politics, a friendship, a justice which begin by breaking with their naturalness or their homogeneity, with their alleged place of origin. Hence, which begins where the beginning divides (itself) and differs, begin by marking an ‘originary’ heterogeneity that has already come and that alone can come, in the future, to open them up.74



This politics is essentially linked to the to-come: the effectivity or actuality of the democratic promise … will always keep within it, and it must do so, this absolute undetermined messianic hope at its heart, this eschatological relation to the to-come of an event and of a singularity, of an alterity that cannot be anticipated.75



Democracy to come is thus the exposure that opens itself ‘to what arrives or happens, to the event’.76 For Derrida, the inherited concept of democracy embodies ‘the possibility of being contested’ and it presupposes its own perfectibility, and thus its own historicity. That is, Derrida argues, the ‘aporia or the undecidability on the basis of which … this regime gets decided’.77 With this, we have the key elements of Derrida’s account of democracy to come: it is futural, it has the structure of a promise; and it is marked by an originary heterogeneity and constitutive incompleteness. This incompleteness marks both the project and subject of democracy: the in principle impossibility 151
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of closure suggests a conception of democracy, which is never to be achieved fully and which takes disagreement and critique, rather than the achieving of consensus, as its primary ethos of engagement. Similarly, the subject of democracy cannot have a fixed identity, but its identity is a result of his/her engagement in the multiple practices of democracy and, as discussed above, is always already marked by a relation to the other. It is, however, crucial not to proceed too quickly here, since much depends upon the precise characterisation of the relation between the infrastructure of undecidability and democracy to come. There are two paradigmatic responses to the conceptualization of democracy-to-come. The first demands a strong normative link between ‘openness’ and democracy, and argues that Derrida fails to produce such a normative justification. The second, a position exemplified by Laclau, holds that democracy-to-come should be understood as equivalent to the structure of the promise ‘which is inherent in all experience’. Since it lacks all content,78 Derrida is not justified in his ethico-political ‘injunction’ that leads to the project of a democracy to come. Neither of these positions is tenable on my reading of Derrida. Both the demand for a normative justification and the argument that nothing follows from the elaboration of the thought of undecidability commits the error of separating what is interweaved, so creating a version of what I have called the ‘bridging’ problem. For Derrida, the undecidability cannot be conceived without reference to responsibility, which in turn, as I have argued above, is intermeshed with a specific conception of a marked subject. To repeat, the consequences of undecidability are far-reaching and go all the way down: it affects the manner in which one conceives of the decision as well as of subjectivity. The effect is one that contours the subject and his/her engagements in a democratic direction. That is, it does not determine that all subjects aware of their own contingency and relationality would act in democratic fashion. Derrida, however, has never claimed anything of this sort. Nothing follows of necessity and by determination from the field of undecidability. However, it would be equally misjudged to assume that since nothing follows by necessity, the experience of undecidability has no consequences. Undecidability and its related philosophemes establish what I would argue are the minimum conditions for the thought of democracy: in principle openness to an other and a demanding conception of responsibility, conceived in terms of taking responsibility and of responding to, or being accountable to, an other or others. Thus, while I would hold that Laclau is correct in his reading of the general principle of structural openness – nothing follows from it – this is not applicable to the logic of undecidability, which sets it own limits to questions relating to subjectivity and the decision. Hegemony after deconstruction, democracy after undecidability We now are in a position to return to the thinking of hegemony inspired by a (re)reading of undecidability. A general theme emerging from my reading of Laclau and Derrida respectively is that of the need to draw a distinction between 152
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general logics—of deconstruction and by extension of the subject—and the specific logics that are related to and can be drawn from the thought of undecidability. As I have begun to indicate, these different logics also inform political analysis in different ways. I conclude by recapitulating my main arguments with a view to make clear their consequences for thinking about politics in general and democratic subjectivity in particular. The whole of this reconceptualisation starts from questioning the temporal separation between undecidability and the decision. Such a separation—first undecidability then the decision—sets up a false bridging problem. Following Gasche´ I propose that the a-temporal character of the infrastructures makes this particular form of separation wholly implausible. Ignoring this exposes all the problems associated with the putting together of two separate moments; taking it on board allows one to work through the complex interweaving of themes demanded by the general logics of deconstruction. Several consequences follow from distinguishing between the general argument concerning openness and indeterminacy and the specific logic of undecidability. As I have argued above, once it is clear that undecidability exceeds mere openness, an account of the decision based purely on imposition and power is no longer a plausible one. Exposure to, and awareness of, constitutive difference in the context of the experience of the undecidable does not allow for a simple reassertion of closure, or the institution of just any hegemony. An emphasis on the experience of the undecidable adds to the structure of the decision a dimension lacking from a purely Schmittian account. This allows us to rethink the relationship between the institution of an ideological order tout court, and the institution of a specifically democratic political logic. It is precisely for this reason that I have argued that the account of the experience of the undecidable and its related thematics is a necessary, though not sufficient, condition for conceptualising the institution of a democratic hegemony: while democracy (as a specific form of decision, regime) cannot be derived from the experience of the undecidable, it conforms to it in important respects. Thus, democracy could be argued to be an embodiment or institutionalisation of the experience of the undecidable. Fidelity to the experience of the undecidable then rules out certain other forms of embodiment (for instance, authoritarian political regimes). To emphasize this point it is useful to quote Derrida at some length: What’s important in ‘democracy to come’ is … a thinking of the event… It’s the space opened for there to be an event… There is no coming or event that is not, that does not imply the coming of the heterogeneous, the coming of the other… It means the space opened for the other and others to come. Nondemocratic systems are above all systems that close and close themselves off from this coming of the other. They are systems of homogenization and of integral calculability. In the end and beyond all the classical critique of fascist, Nazi, and totalitarian violence in general, one can say that these are systems that close the ‘to come’…79



Contrary to those who argue that the ‘openness to the other’ is impotent in 153
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discerning between others, the argument rehearsed here does allow for distinction between discourses that leave ‘a perspective open to perfectibility’ and those that do not.80 This articulation allows us to argue that ‘democracy as regime’ must, of necessity, and as a minimum condition, start with a relation to the other conceived in terms of accountability and responsibility to openness. It is this dimension that bridges the transition from a purely hegemonic institution to the institution of a democratic regime, and buttresses arguments for radical democratic subjectivity. As I have argued, the experience of the undecidable, as an encounter with constitutive difference, marks the subject as a subject of response-ability, and thus of accountability. In taking decisions in an undecidable terrain, the subject always already is marked in such a way that constitutive difference cannot simply be denied, and that a relation to an other is constituted which leaves the subject accountable. The subject is called upon to account for the decision. This relation to an other encompasses an awareness of difference and alertness to elements of contingency that stands at the core of a democratic ethos, necessary to its institution and maintenance. Moreover, democracy to come provides us with a specific mode of thinking about its institution and justification. Rousseau noted the paradox of institution long ago.81 The justification proper to democracy has a similar structure: it is always both retrospective and prospective. It presupposes in advance what is or should be its result. This is the nature of the democratic, messianic promise. Acknowledgements I would like to thank David Howarth, Jason Glynos, Alejandro Groppo, Sheldon Leader, Lasse Thomassen, and Albert Weale for their detailed comments on earlier versions of this article. Notes and References 1. Jacques Derrida, Positions, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), p. 93. Emphasis in the original. 2. Jacques Derrida, Politics of Friendship, trans. George Collins (London: Verso, 1997), p. 105. 3. For an early conceptualisation of the relation between politics and deconstruction, see Michael Ryan, Marxism and Deconstruction (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982). 4. Nancy Fraser ‘The French Derrideans: Politicizing deconstruction or deconstructing the political?’, New German Critique, 33 (1984), pp. 127–154. 5. Glendinning discusses the reception of continental philosophy in the UK. Simon Glendinning, ‘The ethics of exclusion: incorporating the continent’, in Richard Kearney and Mark Dooley (Eds), Questioning Ethics (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 120–132. 6. Derrida, quoted in Fraser, op. cit., Ref. 4, pp. 133–134. 7. Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx, trans. Peggy Kamuf (Routledge: London, 1994). 8. E.E. Berns ‘Decision, hegemony and law’, Philosophy and Social Criticism, 22 (4) (1997), pp. 71–80 at p. 71. 9. See Jacques Derrida with Alexander Garcia Du¨ttmann, ‘Perhaps or maybe’, Responsibilities of Deconstruction, in Jonathon Dronsfield and Nick Midgley (Eds), Warwick Journal of Philosophy, 6 (1997), pp. 1–18, at p. 12. It is notable that Derrida here equates the demand for reflection on political issues with addressing ‘political examples’. Contrary to his own deconstructive practice, this both denigrates the role of concrete examples in theorising and reflects his disregard for careful genealogies in the field of political theory.
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The present study compares problem-specific coping strategies and coping styles of European adolescents from seven nations. The sample consisted of 3031 adolescent participants, aged 11 to 20, from Croatia, the Czech. Republic, Germany, Italy, Norway
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only degrees of antagonism, never 'pure' antagonisms. Third, I will argue that it is possible to ..... police or law-enforcement operation. And, one might ask why ...
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