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pancratism: foucault’s grand narrative

“Humanism is everything in Western civilization that
restricts the desire for power: it prohibits the desire for
power and excludes the possibility of power being seized.” 

—Michel Foucault

Nous devons à Bataille une large part du
moment où nous sommes”—with these words Michel Fou-
cault attests to his own and to post-structuralism’s intellec-
tual indebtedness to Bataille. Foucault was first and
foremost a self-confessed Nietzschean; he was also a Sadean
and Artaudian, and a Bataillean to boot. From Bataille, Fou-
cault inherited the themes that preoccupied him throughout
his intellectual life and that gave his theorizing of modernity
its peculiar air: transgression, limit-experience, madness, vi-
olence, cruelty, the denigration of reason and of its agent,
subjectivity, with the concomitant extolling of unreason’s
sovereign enterprise; his focus on corporality and his so-
matic materialism; his aversion to liberal democracy; and,
above all, the centrality of sovereignty and power as the key
terms of theorizing modernity. Much of this derives ulti-
mately from Nietzsche and de Sade; yet it was Bataille who
decisively shaped the poststructuralist reception of both. 

True to the postmodern incredulity towards metanarra-
tives, Foucault rejected the totalizing grands récits, con-
demning “the tyranny of globalizing discourses” and “the
inhibiting effect of global, totalitarian theories.”1 He de-
voted himself to the petits récits of specific discourses and of
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local, particular critiques. His various concrete archéologies,
histoires, and généalogies (of knowledge, the human sci-
ences, the clinic and modern medicine, madness and psychi-
atry, sexuality) attest to this. Yet his Discipline and Punish 2

is something else. Ostensibly a petit récit, as the subtitle The
Birth of the Prison modestly suggests, it is his most Niet-
zschean work, sold on Nietzsche’s notion of the will to
power, whose operation it sets out to discern in modernity’s
social and political institutions. While it is indeed about the
birth of the prison and the penal process, it grows, propelled
by the Nietzschean tenor of its discourse, into the grand nar-
rative of modernity as it is shaped by the novel conception of
the power-knowledge régime. It then evolved into the even
grander narrative of pancratism: the metanarrative of the
ubiquity and omnipresence of power that rivals its model,
Nietzsche’s quasi-metaphysics of the will-to-power. My ar-
gument focuses almost exclusively on Foucault’s discourse
on power, generally taken as his principal and most signifi-
cant achievement.3

modernity’s power-knowledge régime

foucault’s point of departure was Nietzsche’s genealogical
unmasking of the disinterested quest for knowledge and
truth as an unavowed and camouflaged form of the will-to-
power. From this Foucault derived the specifically modern
form of power as the power-knowledge régime. The inextri-
cable intertwining of the will to power and the will to
knowledge is modernity’s hallmark: in modernity, “power
and knowledge directly imply one another; there is no power
relation without a correlative constitution of a field of
knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose
and constitute at the same time power relations” (D&P 27).
Witness the twofold usage of the term discipline: the scien-
tific disciplines furnish power with the knowledge needed
for the social and political discipline by which it exercises
control and domination over individuals, groups, and whole
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populations. This twofold discipline originated in institu-
tions such as the asylum, the hospital, and the prison—the
sites where, through the nexus of knowledge and power, the
mad, the sick, and the delinquent “became objects of knowl-
edge and at the same time objects of domination.” This has
produced a

new type of power, which can no longer be formulated in terms of
sovereignty . . . one of the great inventions of bourgeois society. It
has been a fundamental instrument in the constitution of industrial
capitalism and of the type of society that is its accompaniment.
This non-sovereign power, which lies outside the form of sover-
eignty, is disciplinary power.4

Sovereignty exists in modernity as the ideology of popular
sovereignty. But as “this democratization of sovereignty was
fundamentally determined by and grounded in mechanisms
of disciplinary coercion” (ibid.), it turns out to be a faux
sovereignty—one of Foucault’s frequent Nietzschean-Batail-
lean barbs at democracy.

The Grand Narrative of Pancratism operates as the sub-
text in the ostensibly petit récit of Discipline and Punish. In
prisons, hospitals, asylums, and schools, disciplining micro-
techniques developed for the organization, control, manage-
ment, surveillance, constraint, coercion, and domination of
ever growing numbers of prisoners, patients, lunatics, and
pupils. As the disciplinary institutions, chief among them the
prison, grew in size, scope, and importance, their disciplin-
ing techniques and practices combined to be integrated into
“global macrostrategies of domination”5 forming a
“carceral network” (D&P 304). No longer exercised by a
sovereign, a ruling class, an oppressive state, or the military,
modern power as power-knowledge is hidden in the institu-
tional systems of modern society. It operates in the forms of
the legal, administrative, educational, penal, scientific, med-
ical, and psychiatric systems as well as political and social
formations such as parliamentary democracy or the welfare
state; in the forms of ideologies such as popular sovereignty,
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human rights, rule of law, liberalism, social democracy; and
it becomes capillary and diffuse, by disseminating into a plu-
rality of everyday micro-practices, in the form of “micro-
power” as exercised by janitors, physicians, teachers, judges,
trade union officials, psychiatrists, nurses etc. What gives
unity to the “polymorphous disciplinary mechanism”6 of
power is normalization, i.e., judging and classifying all and
everything in terms of normal / abnormal: thus disciplinary
power is also “normalizing power,” which, “borne along by
the omnipresence of the mechanisms of discipline, basing it-
self on all the carceral apparatuses, . . . has become one of
the major functions of our society” (D&P 304). Beneath
Foucault’s denunciation of normalization lurks Bataille’s
derogation of homogeneity. 

Through its entwinement with knowledge, modern power
becomes exceedingly productive and self-amplifying in the
process of its exercise. It is quite extraordinary what Fou-
cault attributes to it: “The carceral network constituted one
of the armatures of this power-knowledge that has made the
human sciences historically possible. Knowable man (soul,
individuality, consciousness, conduct, whatever it is called) is
the object-effect . . . of this domination-observation” (D&P
305). The claims made for power’s productivity are at times
exorbitant. The individual, Foucault writes elsewhere, is
“one of its prime effects. The individual is an effect of
power, and at the same time, or precisely to the extent to
which it is that effect, it is the element of its articulation. The
individual which power has constituted is at the same time
its vehicle.”7 Even the modern soul is a creation of
power/knowledge (interestingly, in the Nietzschean anti-Pla-
tonic vein, as the “prison of the body”):

This is the historical reality of this soul which . . . is born . . . out
of methods of punishment, supervision, and constraint. This real,
non-corporal soul is not a substance; it is the element in which are
articulated the effects of a certain type of power and the reference
of a certain kind of knowledge, the machinery by which the power
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relations give rise to a possible corpus of knowledge, and knowl-
edge extends and reinforces the effects of this power . . . A ‘soul’ in-
habits him (sc. man) and brings him to existence , which is itself a
factor in the mastery that power exercises over the body. The soul
is the effect and instrument of a political anatomy; the soul is the
prison of the body” (D&P 29–30; emphasis added).

Thus the gaze of Foucaultian genealogy and cratology de-
tects and identifies power and ‘effects of power’ behind
every bush: one wonders what is not power or an effect of
power.8

Being ubiquitous, omnipresent, omnipotent, and all-en-
compassing, power is inescapable: by stepping out from one
set of power relations, one enters another one. No exit. In
combating totalizing logocentrism, Foucault’s power-dis-
course arrives at a totalizing cratocentrism. 

“the invisible hand of power”: 
foucault’s modernity

one of the most important aspects of modern power is its
masquerade. “Power is tolerable only on condition that it
mask a substantial part of itself. Its success is proportional to
its ability to hide its own mechanisms.”9 It’s more than that:
it is “necessary for power to be self-effacing, for it not to
show itself as power”—“to a certain extent, this is how the
democratic republics have functioned, where the aim was to
render power sufficiently invisible and insidious for it to be
impossible to grasp, to grasp what it was doing or where it
was.”10 The “invisible hand of power”11 is treacherously at
work everywhere in democratic societies down to their capil-
laries as micro-power. Permeated by a deceitfully masked and
self-effacing power, the society of modernity’s democratic re-
publics emerges from Foucault’s Metanarrative as “discipli-
nary society” and “carceral society,” its paradigm being the
prison: “Is it surprising that prisons resemble factories,
schools, barracks, hospitals, which all resemble prisons?”
(D&P 228). Foucault is lavish with the use of the epithet
“carceral” in D&P (a whole section, entitled “The Carceral,”
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is devoted to it): the disciplinary society of modernity has a
“carceral texture” (D&P 304) and forms a “carceral net-
work” (D&P 298, 305); there is a “great carceral contin-
uum” (D&P 297, 303), a “subtle, graduated carceral net”
(D&P 297); and there is talk of the “universality of the
carceral” (D&P 303). Foucault’s denunciation of modernity’s
democratic society culminates in calling it a “carceral archi-
pelago” (D&P 298), insinuating, not too subtly, that the to-
talitarian Gulag is just around the corner. Thus, far from
modernity’s self-understanding as the rise of freedom through
its creation of the constitutional state that subjects the exer-
cise of power to norms and the rule of law, Foucault’s power
discourse reads it as the “rise of unfreedom.”12 In the train of
Nietzsche’s repudiation of modernity and liberal democracy,
Foucault defines modernity in terms of the self-effacing, thus
invisible and therefore not combatable, disciplinary power,
engaged in subjection, subjugation, and domination. It is even
said to succeed in fabricating the illusion of freedom on the
part of the subjected, subjugated, and dominated. To such in-
sidious power Foucault calls for resistance.

“the desire for power”: 
the hidden normativity of good versus bad power

foucault’s critics, like Charles Taylor, Jürgen Habermas,
Michael Walzer, and Nancy Fraser, have noted a “normativ-
ity-deficit” in his discourse on modern power; Fraser even
calls it “normatively confused.”13 The criticism is, in short,
that Foucault never states the normative framework within
which one can dub, as he does, modern power as domina-
tion that has to be resisted; nor does he state what a suc-
cessful resistance would set in place of the repudiated
disciplinary society and carceral archipelago. 

So what are the norms and criteria by which power is to
be judged and, if need be, to be resisted?

Those who fault Foucault’s power discourse as norma-
tively deficient or confused usually incur the charge of the
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Foucauldians that they are attempting to subject Foucault to
a discourse he is trying to subvert. There is something to this
charge: for Foucault normativity leads to normalization, a
technique of the disciplinary power he detests and combats.
When he and his Groupe d’Information sur les Prisons (GIP)
attacked the prison system of France, the intention was not
“to extend the visiting rights of prisoners to thirty minutes
or to procure flush toilets for the cells, but to question the
social and moral distinctions between the innocent and the
guilty.” Procuring flush toilets, he sneered, one leaves to the
humanists; the revolutionary “seeks to obliterate the deep
division that lies between innocence and guilt”: “we wish to
attack an institution at the point where it culminates and re-
veals itself in a simple and basic ideology, in the notions of
good and evil, innocence and guilt”; “we attack the rela-
tionships of power through the notions and institutions that
function as their instruments, armature, and armor.”14 Thus
away with it all: with normativity itself, along with its no-
tions of innocent and guilty! Decriminalize crime! Bizarre as
it may sound, but this is what Foucault’s discourse amounts
to. One discerns here the influence of de Sade, whose anar-
chism advocated a society that would have overcome all
normativity, starting with the de-criminalization of murder. 

Yet Foucault’s harsh critique of disciplinary power as giving
rise to the “universality of the carceral” strongly suggests that
a hidden normativity is at work in his power-discourse. The
whole debate has been obscured because it is predicated on
his critics’ assumption that Foucault’s is an anti-power dis-
course. Yet nothing could be more patently erroneous. How
could so pronounced a Nietzschean (and Sadean and Batail-
lean) as Foucault be anti-power?! “Foucault’s imagination of
power is largely with rather than against it,” as his disciple
Edward Said puts it in a remarkably understated way.15

As a matter of fact, Foucault was a voluptuary of power.
Detestable to Foucault is only that kind of power that wraps
itself insidiously in the language of truth, rationality, science,
knowledge, jurisprudence, democracy, popular sovereignty,
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humanitarianism, and morality; that effaces itself in order to
be able to rule with an invisible hand, so that it cannot be
combated—detestable is, in short, the power/knowledge
régime, the disciplinary power prevalent in the democratic
republics. That’s the kind of power Foucault urges resistance
to. When calling it, as he occasionally does, productive and
creative, Foucault is referring primarily to its ability to in-
vent ever more, and more sophisticated, forms of camou-
flage and vehicles for its hidden hand. 

Yet power is for Foucault also creative and productive
when, for instance, it gives rise to limit-experiences in sado-
masochism, a relationship the core of which is sexually
charged power—and to Foucault that’s a desirable thing.
This hints at the hidden normativity in Foucault’s power-dis-
course. How to disclose it? I propose a new avenue. Let us
seek the criterion for judging and evaluating power within
his power discourse, so that we cannot be accused of forcing
extraneous norms on it that would subject him to a dis-
course he disowns. Foucault does have a criterion by which
to evaluate, judge, and condemn the modern power-knowl-
edge régime. It is, quite simply, power—unadulterated,
undisguised, self-asserting, authentic power that is. In Fou-
cault’s Grand Narrative there lurks the unreflected and un-
stated normativity of good and bad power: power precious
and desired versus power ugly and detested. For a starter,
here is a passage reminiscent of Batailles’s affective politics:

Power has an erotic charge. . . . How do you love power? Nobody
loves power any more. This kind of affective, erotic attachment,
this desire one has for power, for the power that’s exercised over
you, doesn’t exist any more. The monarchy and its rituals were cre-
ated to stimulate this sort of erotic relationship towards power.
The massive Stalinist apparatus, and even that of Hitler, were con-
structed for the same purpose. But it’s all collapsed in ruins and ob-
viously you can’t be in love with Brezhnev, Pompidou or Nixon.16

There is an air of regret in this. The culprit for the “collapse
in ruins” is quickly identified:
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Humanism is everything in Western civilization that restricts the
desire for power: it prohibits the desire for power and excludes the
possibility of power being seized. The theory of the subject (in the
double sense of the word) is at the heart of humanism and this is
why our culture has tenaciously rejected anything that could
weaken its hold upon us. But it can be attacked in two ways: either
by a “desubjectification” of the will to power . . . or by the de-
struction of the subject as a pseudosovereign.17

Like Nietzsche, Foucault admired the age of the sophists—
the age prior to Plato’s inauguration of Western metaphysics
that forced the will to power to efface itself and masquerade
as the disinterested pursuit of truth. Nietzsche had invoked
the “culture of the sophists” (“Sophisten-Kultur”) as “the
invaluable movement amidst the moral and idealist swindle
of the Socratic schools which was then breaking out in all di-
rections.”18 In that culture, Foucault holds, arguing in the
same vein, “effective, ritual discourse” (rhetoric that is),
“precious and desirable,” is “linked to the exercise of
power,” “charged with power and peril,” and “respond[s] to
desire or to that which exercises power.”19 In short, in the
discourse of the sophists, the overt, undisguised, self-assured
will to power was operative. Through rhetorical discourse,
as the sophist Polos in Plato’s Gorgias (466b11–c2) un-
abashedly holds, one can, like a tyrant, have one’s personal
and political enemies in the city-states put to death and thus
enhance one’s own power. No self-effacement here! It’s the
kind of desirable power that humanism prohibits.

Thus it is overt authentic power that provides Foucault’s
Grand Narrative with its criterion for indicting disciplinary
power on the charge of establishing the carceral in moder-
nity’s democratic societies. The implication of its crypto-nor-
mativity is somewhat disconcerting. It appears that any
regime, any society, any social formation where the will to
power is exercised freely, assertively, and overtly, without
masking itself as some form of non-power, is preferable to
liberal or social democracy. Foucault has never stated this di-
rectly, but one can tease out the crypto-normativity of his
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power-discourse by discerning five distinct vignettes of au-
thentic—i.e., good—power in Foucault’s oeuvre. 

five vignettes of authentic power

The First Vignette: The Display of Sovereign Power in the
“supplice.” Discipline and Punish opens with the juxtaposi-
tion of two extremes: a contemporary description, meticu-
lous in all the horrifying details, of the spectacular botched
torture-execution (supplice) of the would-be regicide Damien
in Paris in March 1757; and a drawn-up time-table for the
House of Young Prisoners of 1838, equally meticulous in the
details of regulating prison-life down to the last minute of
the day. It is the prelude to Foucault’s genealogy of moder-
nity as the disciplinary and carceral archipelago. Both docu-
ments are repugnant; yet to Michel Foucault only the second
one was, whereas the first one greatly excited him.

Foucault liked to refer to his texts as fictions. There is
more to this than the standard postmodern fare asserting
that ultimately every text is fiction. In the Foucauldian dis-
course a strong force of literary and rhetorical stylization
operates, to which it subjects its material and evidence: it is
through the deployment of his vigorous eloquence that Fou-
cault chiefly makes his point. Discipline and Punish is an ex-
emplary case in this regard. It is the most forceful of
Foucault’s books, whose sweeping rhetoric is most fervidly
employed in his own presentations of various supplices of
the ancien régime. To his close disciple, ally, and friend,
Gilles Deleuze, they amount to Foucault’s “Divine Comedy
of punishment,” with the details of the torture-executions—
the burning and tearing of flesh, the hacking and cutting of
sinews and joints, and finally the quartering by horses—
“lovingly rendered.” These presentations have Deleuze dis-
cern in Foucault’s book “a joy or jubilation that blends in
with the splendor of its style and the politics of its content.”
Foucault “always managed to illustrate his theatrical analy-
ses in a vivid manner”: “the red on red of the tortured in-
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mates contrasts with the grey on grey of prison.”20 There is
ecstatic poetry in describing the magnificence of the sup-
plice, and austere prose in presenting the drabness of
carceral penality. The whole chapter of D&P on the sup-
plice, entitled in the English version “The Spectacle of the
Scaffold,” has the air of an exhilarating Nietzschean
Schreckensästhetik, an esthetics of horror, which is patent in
the telling title of the French original: l’éclat du supplice,
“the splendor of the torture-execution.” The supplice turns
into a veritable Artaudian theatre of cruelty, described and
celebrated by Foucault as “magnificent theatre,” a “theatre
of terror,” and a “liturgy of torture and execution”—call it
the ‘Foucauldian sublime’. In extolling the supplice as “an
art of unbearable sensations,” Foucault applies the language
of the Bataillean limit-experience.21 The joy and jubilation
noted by Deleuze are quite palpable; as is the disgust and
contempt in the description and analysis of the reformed hu-
manized penal system. 

Yet Foucault was even more fascinated by the ostentatious
display of sovereign power that the lurid splendor of the
supplice furnished—the overt expression of the sovereign’s
will to power. For the public torture-execution “is to be un-
derstood not only as a judicial, but also as a political ritual.
It belongs, even in minor cases, to the ceremonies, by which
power is manifested.” The aim of the public execution “is
not so much to re-establish a balance as to bring into play, at
its extreme point, the dissymmetry between the subject who
has dared to violate the law and the all-powerful sovereign
who displays his strength.” Thus “the public execution did
not re-establish justice; it reactivated power.”22

With their humanitarian reforms of the penal régime, the
humanists of the Enlightenment, as Foucault notes to his
chagrin, soon put an end to the magnificent theatre of terror
and the splendid display of sovereign power: public torture
disappeared; incarceration became the predominant penal
form; and in time, even the executions ceased to be public.
Again the Grand Narrative of Pancratism finds humanism
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guilty of sinning against power and the desire for it: its re-
forms of the penal system signaled the end of sovereign
power and the beginning of disciplinary power. Foucault’s
regret at this development is again tangible in the manner in
which he applies his eloquence—it is celebratory for the for-
mer, contemptuous for the latter. The logic and rhetoric of
Foucault’s Grand Narrative of pancratism reveals his prefer-
ence by highlighting the splendor of the absolutist ancien
régime’s display of sovereign power, and by stressing the
drabness of the disciplining power of a liberal society.

The Second Vignette: Revolutionary Popular Power. Not
that Foucault’s imagination is exclusively siding with the
power of the sovereign, when describing the various sup-
plices: on the contrary. Authentic power could be exercised
and displayed also by the populace—the crowd that attended
the executions. Depending on the circumstances and the
character of the condemned man, these crowds would occa-
sionally turn the spectacles of the public torture-execution
into “momentary saturnalia”: “there was a whole aspect of
the carnival, in which rules were inverted, authority mocked
and criminals transformed into heroes” (D&P 60–61). The
attending crowd would at times intervene in various ways: by
attacking the executioner and the attending magistrates; by
trying to free, occasionally with success, the condemned man,
if the punishment was regarded as unjust or class-biased; or
by creating disturbances of all kinds, even rioting. 

This is popular power in its embryonic state. Popular
power was the topic of the debates Foucault held with
Noam Chomsky on “Human Nature: Justice versus Power,”
and with militant fellow-Maoists on “Popular Justice.” Here
Foucault elaborated on fully-fledged popular power, espous-
ing in the process an extreme form of political violence. In
the debate with Chomsky, Foucault first disposed of the no-
tion of human nature: “Mao Tse-tung spoke of bourgeois
human nature and proletarian human nature, and he con-
siders that they are not the same thing”; then put a Maoist

the enlightment gone mad (ii)78



spin on his cratological reduction of justice to a tool of
power: “if justice is at stake in a struggle, then it is as an in-
strument of power . . . Rather than thinking of the social
struggle in terms of ‘justice,’ one has to emphasize justice in
terms of the social struggle.” Thus “the proletariat doesn’t
wage war against the ruling class because it considers such a
war to be just.” Far from it: “the proletariat makes war with
the ruling class, because, for the first time in history, it wants
to take power. And because it will overthrow the power of
the ruling class it considers such a war to be just.” A stunned
Chomsky couldn’t believe what he was hearing; in reacting
to his protest, Foucault did one better, raising with great
gusto Chomsky’s hackles with even stronger stuff. Here is
Foucault at the height of his Nietzschean Maoism: “When
the proletariat takes power, it may be quite possible that the
proletariat will exert towards the classes over which it has
just triumphed, a violent, dictatorial, and even bloody
power.”23 And for good measure he adds: “I can’t see what
objection one could make to this.” 

In the same vein, Foucault gave short shrift to the Maoists’
proposed revolutionary tribunals for dealing with the de-
feated class enemy—not because these would amount to kan-
garoo courts (which they would), but because of their
institutional form.24 As a model of popular justice he cited
the September Massacres of 1792, when a revolutionary mob
stormed the prisons of Paris and slaughtered the incarcerated
members of the aristocracy and the clergy. Popular justice
manifests itself as popular power—raw, pure, and simple,
with all the sanguinary violence and cruelty that go with it.
The revolutionary people must exercise their newly-gained
power without institutional props—directly, spontaneously,
vigorously, violently, turning it into a Sadean-Nietzschean-
Bataillean festival of cruelty: “a certain number of ancient
rites which were features of ‘pre-judicial’ justice, have been
preserved in the practices of popular justice”—one of them
being the practice of parading the severed heads of the class
enemy on stakes, as was indeed done during the September
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Massacres.25 This revolutionary exercise of the will to power
is the plebeian answer to the sovereign’s ostentatious display
of power through the torture-executions under the ancien
régime. Here authentic power takes the form of revolution-
ary lynch mob violence.26

The Third Vignette: The Condemned Man as Hero. Foucault
found yet another thrill in the supplice: it served the display
not only of the sovereign’s power and occasionally of em-
bryonic popular power, but also, potentially, of that of the
condemned man: if he was one of the great criminals, one of
the daring and indomitable rogues, he would, having “noth-
ing more to lose, curse the judges, the laws, the government
and religion”: “under the protection of imminent death,” as
Foucault put it paradoxically, he “could say everything and
the crowd cheered” (D&P 60). Then the condemned man’s
glorying in his transgression of the law and his challenge to
the sovereign’s power would manifest his power: subjected
to the “art of unbearable sensations” without giving in, he
would turn the supplice into his great hour. 

The story of a young murderer in the nineteenth century,
Pierre Rivière, convicted in 1835, provides a case of the con-
demned man as a tragic hero:27 having asserted his power
through a Sadean acte gratuit by slaughtering his mother
and his siblings at a time when the new penal regime was al-
ready in force, he was declared a delinquent in need of treat-
ment, not punishment; so his death sentence was commuted
to incarceration, and he became the object of the discipli-
nary and normalizing professions. He got his day in court,
but was deprived of his hour on the scaffold, Foucault notes
with deep regret: tragically, his glorious crime was not, as he
had planned, crowned by a glorious death. 

What fascinated Foucault and made him fall “under the
spell of the parricide with the reddish-brown eyes,” was not
only that an impoverished peasant succeeded in arrogating
power to himself through an enormous crime, but that he
also wrote a memoir discoursing on his murder. “The mur-
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der and the narrative of the murder were consubstantial,”
Foucault writes, and then speaks of their beauty and of a
“sort of reverence . . . and terror for a text which was to
carry four corpses along with it.” 

The Fourth Vignette: Fascist Power. In contrast to his con-
stant denigration of democratic societies, Foucault comes up
with some very startling things to say about totalitarian
regimes when discussing the films Lacombe Lucien by Louis
Malle and The Night Porter by Liliana Cavani: 

Nazism never gave people any material advantages, it never handed
out anything but power. You still have to ask why it was, if this
regime was nothing but a bloody dictatorship, that on May 3rd,
1945, there were still Germans who fought to the last drop of
blood; whether these people didn’t have some form of emotional
attachment to power. —You have to bear in mind the way power
was delegated, distributed within the very heart of the population;
you have to bear in mind this vast transfer of power that Nazism
carried out in a society like Germany. . . . A crucial characteristic of
Nazism [is] . . . its deep penetration inside the masses and the fact
that a part of the power was actually delegated to a specific fringe
of the masses. This is where the word ‘dictatorship’ becomes true in
general, and relatively false. When you think of the power an indi-
vidual could possess under a Nazi regime as soon as he was simply
S.S. or signed up in the Party! You could actually kill your neigh-
bor, steal his wife, his house. . . . In this kind of regime the most re-
pulsive (but in a sense the most intoxicating) part of power was
given to a considerable number of people. The S.S. was that which
was given the power to kill, to rape.28

As an analysis this might be arguable. But the implied evalu-
ative comparison in terms of self-effacing disciplinary power
and overt authentic power renders it profoundly disconcert-
ing: Bataillean influence is unmistakable in this evaluation. It
is particularly disconcerting in light of a Russian film of
1965, The Ordinary Fascism by Michael Romm, which ex-
hibits photographs found on fallen German soldiers that
showed them amusing themselves with the brutal slaughter
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of civilians (decapitation with an axe, etc.). Note well that
these were ordinary soldiers of the Wehrmacht, enjoying the
intoxicating power that Nazism had delegated to them.

The Fifth Vignette: The Political Spirituality of the Iranian
Revolution. In 1978, Foucault acted as a special correspon-
dent of Italian and French journals in Teheran, reporting on
the Iranian Revolution.29 Here he quickly assumed, with
ever-growing enthusiasm, the role of the panegyrist. This
came as a surprise, if not as a shock, to friends and foes
alike. But it shouldn’t have: it was all vintage Foucault. 

Foucault discerned in the Iranian revolution a “political
spirituality” informing and invigorating popular power; and
by extolling “political spirituality,” he continued his deni-
gration of Western democracy for lacking it due to its secu-
lar culture. He vigorously argued for an “Islamic
government,” for fear that otherwise the revolution might
end up, as some forces within the revolutionary movement
under the influence of Western ideas were intending, with a
liberal-democratic system and its legalism. Quelle horreur!
The Iranian revolution is the “insurrection of men with bare
hands who want to lift the fearful weight, the weight of the
entire world that bears down on each of us . . . It is perhaps
the first great insurrection against global systems, the form
of revolt that is the most modern and the most insane.” In-
sane, to be sure, is laudatory with the author of Madness
and Civilization, because it is directed against Western rea-
son; as is, for once, the term modern, here used to charac-
terize the Islamic government as “something very old and
also very far into the future, a notion of coming back to
what Islam was at the time of the Prophet, but also of ad-
vancing toward a luminous and distant point where it would
be possible to renew fidelity rather than maintain obedi-
ence.” (Thus “modern” should really read “postmodern.”)
This renders, by comparison, Western modernity a dead
weight and modernization an “archaism”; and that’s why he
admired in Shi’ite Islam a “religion of combat and sacrifice.”

the enlightment gone mad (ii)82



Postmodern death-cult, in turn, had Foucault grow fasci-
nated with the mourning rituals for the dead martyrs: these
became powerful demonstrations, from which, under the at-
tack by police and military, new martyrs would arise. He
identified a “collective will,” “perfectly unified” whose “fo-
cal point” is Ayatollah Khomeini—a collective will fired by
a universal love for the “old saint” which “everyone indi-
vidually feels for him.” 

All this reads like the description of a Bataillean ecstatic
community. Its elements and components are all there: the
sacred; death and sacrifice; collective self-immolation of
masses of subjects; myth and ritual, especially death rituals;
insanity extolled as rejection of rationality; the perfectly uni-
fied collective will; affective politics expressed in the masses’
universal love for the Ayatollah, the sovereign “almost
mythical leader.” Transgression and heterogeneity abound.
As in Bataille, it is a totalitarian regime that exemplifies the
ecstatic community; it, too, is extolled by being played off
against liberal democracy. Foucault’s celebration of the Is-
lamic revolution coincided, right under his eyes, with its giv-
ing rise to a totalitarian theocracy, announcing itself through
summary executions of homosexuals, the persecution of
Jews, and the oppression of women. It was like a return of
the ancien régime with its public executions (hangings from
cranes) and torture-executions (stonings). 

Different though they are, these vignettes of power have a
common denominator: they are associated with Foucault’s
aversion to societies of liberal or social democracy and their
régimes of self-effacing power with its invisible hand. Such
aversion seems to be the ineluctable heritage from Nietzsche
and Bataille. Needless to say, yet stated all the same, Fou-
cault, as the creative thinker and writer that he was, could
live and work only in societies that he was in the habit of de-
nouncing, with his notorious flamboyance, as carceral arch-
ipelagos. Foucauldians view all this as a fascinating
paradox, but it is simply a lived incoherence.
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FROM ICONOCLASM TO MESSIANISM: 
THE GRAND NARRATIVE OF DECONSTRUCTION

“What remains irreducible to any deconstruction, what
remains as undeconstructible as the possibility itself of
deconstruction is, perhaps, . . . an idea of justice—which we
distinguish from law or right and even from human rights. . . .
And deconstruction is mad about this kind of justice. Mad
about this desire for justice.”

—Jacques Derrida

DECONSTRUCTION REVEALS itself as a totalizing metanarrative
in several modes. Through its “axial proposition . . . that
there is nothing outside the text,”30 it presents itself as a
pantextualism (à la “all the world’s a text, and all the men
and women merely readers”). Thus, what ordinarily passes
for extra-textual reality, say, historical events such as wars
and revolutions, are declared by Paul de Man to be “texts
masquerade[ing] in the guise of wars and revolutions,”
while “death is a displaced name for a linguistic predica-
ment.”31 Asserting that writing is prior to speaking as the
condition of its possibility, it sets itself up against logocen-
trism as a grammatocentrism—as totalizing as it accuses lo-
gocentrism of being. Designed to subvert the claim of any
text and discourse to an adequate ground—to a logos that
enables it to produce a stable, determinate, decidable, and
coherent meaning or truth—deconstruction operates as a to-
talizing negative hermeneutics. As a negative hermeneutics,
patent in poststructuralism’s wholesale assault on Western
rationality, its grand narrative is in its origins largely icono-
clastic. 

ICONOCLASTIC DECONSTRUCTION

ITS CHIEF NARRATOR, Jacques Derrida has been dubbed by a
Swiss journal Herr der Brüche, “Lord of Ruptures.” The so-
briquet is apt, as iconoclastic Deconstruction’s aim is indeed
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the exposure of ruptures and their subversive force in texts
and discourses. To savor its Grand Narrative one has to go
along, counter-intuitively, with a certain topsy-turviness in
its main tenets. The priority of writing over speaking is one
of them; reality equaling textuality, another. A third one de-
rives from deconstruction’s idiosyncratic reading of Saus-
surian linguistics,32 according to which the material
elements of language (phonemes, signifiers) and of its con-
ceptual meanings (the signifieds) are constituted through op-
position to, and difference from, other phonetic and
semantic elements. The deconstructionist reading has the lin-
guistic sign (= signifier + signified) attain its identity from
differential relations as the condition of its possibility: hence
its bizarre and mind-boggling tenet of the priority of differ-
ence over identity. 

Now, the linguistic sign, arising as it does out of such a
differential matrix, is said to connote all the differences from
which it sprang as the basis of its identity. This makes the
determination of meaning problematic: so much so that
meaning is declared indeterminate, or rather its determina-
tion deferred indefinitely. Thus it is not just difference that is
operative in the production of linguistic signs and their
meanings, but difference cum deferral. Both terms are fused
in Derrida’s neologism différance, exploiting the double
meaning of French différer (‘to differ’/’to defer’). Différance,
then, denotes both the production of meaning from differ-
ence and the simultaneous deferral of its determination.
Hence the Grand Narrative’s postulate of the fundamental
indeterminacy and undecidability of meaning in all linguistic
entities: every linguistic entity, by virtue of its being embed-
ded in a polysemic network of differential/ ‘differantial’ rela-
tions, has an overabundance—a surplus, an overload—of
signification whose various elements are at odds with one
another, thus preventing univocal meaning from being deter-
mined and decided. As a result, the determination of mean-
ing is postponed to the Greek Calends. (Obviously, the
meaning of deconstructionist tenets is exempted from funda-
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mental indeterminacy and undecidability; for they are
treated as determinate self-evident truths and eternal veri-
ties: a deconstructionist ceases behaving as a deconstruction-
ist, as much as Nietzsche ceases acting as a perspectivist and
skeptic, when they are advancing their own philosophical
enterprises.)

Différance, then, is deconstruction’s principal and origi-
nary (and yes, Derrida’s protestations notwithstanding, foun-
dational and unifying)33 force, inscribed in the very tissue of
language—quaking, quivering, and reverberating in each and
every one of its textual and discursive productions. Univer-
sally operative in all texts and all discourses, différance both
generates effects of meaning and truth and, by holding their
determination in interminable abeyance by the play of differ-
ences, undermines them at the same time. In this way, the
movement of différance is said to impart to language and dis-
course a Dionysian turbulence and disorder, and, what is the
same, inscribe in them deconstruction as an inherent force (of
which more below). As Roland Barthes remarked in an
obiter dictum: poststructuralism seeks to show not the order
but the disorder of a text. Or, as the Herr der Brüche would
have it, not the coherence of a text but its ruptures.

Nevertheless, the texts and discourses of the Western intel-
lectual tradition are generally assumed to make the rightful
claim that there is at their center a grounding and control-
ling logos in one form or another, giving rise to an intelligi-
ble textual order; and that they arguably do express and
constitute a degree of semantic stability in the form of de-
cidable and determinate meanings and truths. The Grand
Narrative of deconstruction concedes this, but it hastens to
add that this is all a phantasmagoria fabricated through a
ruse of logocentrism: ever since Plato, we are told, Western
logocentrism has been, and still is, attempting, with appar-
ent success, to arrest or, if you will, freeze the movement of
différance. By forcing a freeze on its Dionysian turbulence, it
is extracting from, or forcing on, texts determinate meaning
and decidable univocal truth, eclipsing in the act the differ-
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ential tissue that is the origin of all signification. In the
process Western logocentrism, so the grand narratives goes,
either coercively assimilates and homogenizes, or, failing
that, excludes, marginalizes, and represses all that which
does not fit the conceptual order and determinate meaning it
is said to have arbitrarily extracted from, or forced on, texts
and discourses. In short, by freezing the movement of dif-
férance (and suppressing the inherent self-deconstruction) in
texts, logocentrism does violence to all that is other than it-
self. It stands accused of wholesale repression of alterity. But
différance does not take it lying down. This core force of
language strikes back by mobilizing the army of deconstruc-
ters to unfreeze differance, by re-activating the inherent de-
construction of texts and discourses: it has the repressed
Other return in the form of paradoxes, aporias, incoher-
ences, illogicalities, and contradictions that subvert the
seemingly stable meaning of the texts and turn their appar-
ent logocentric order into Dionysian chaos. The “decon-
struction of all the significations that have their source in
that of the logos,” and “particularly the signification of
truth,”34 is to restore the reign of différance. Différance ex-
acts merciless vengeance from logocentrically ordered texts
for having tried to escape it. In the end these texts, hitherto
merely indeterminate and undecidable as to their meaning,
are determinately and decidedly reduced to clusters of para-
doxes, self-contradictions, and aporias—and predictably so,
as this is deconstruction’s routine. With every deconstructive
operation, Logocentrism takes a whacking—but hey, didn’t
it ask for it? 

As deconstruction is said to be inscribed in all texts and all
discourses, the procedure of Derridean–de Manian decon-
struction is simply to lay bare the inherent self-deconstruc-
tion in texts and discourses against the imposed logocentric
order, meaning, and claimed truth.35 As Derrida puts it for
the areas of law, politics, and history, for instance, “the very
movement of deconstruction [is always already] at work in
law and history of law, in political history and history itself,
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before it even presents itself as the discourse that the acad-
emy or modern culture labels ‘deconstructionism.’”36 Here
is, in a nutshell, this inherent deconstructive process, pithily
articulated by North America’s paramount deconstructer of
literary texts, J. Hillis Miller:

The deconstructive critic seeks to find, by [the] process of retracing,
the element in the system studied that is alogical, the thread in the
text in question which will unravel it all, or the loose stone which
will pull down the whole building. The deconstruction, rather, an-
nihilates the ground on which the building stands by showing that
the text has already annihilated the ground, knowingly or un-
knowingly. Deconstruction is not a dismantling of the structure of
a text but a demonstration that it has already dismantled itself. Its
apparently solid ground is no rock but thin air.37

The strikingly raw negativity is patent in the verbs that de-
scribe the deconstructive operation: “unravel,” “pull
down,” “annihilate,” “dismantle”. There are the occasional
affirmative claims: that deconstruction is bearing witness to
the repressed Other and aids its re-assertion, restoring in the
process the vibrant life of a Dionysian turbulence and liber-
ating anarchy to language that logocentrism is said to stifle.
But the forms in which deconstruction has the Other assert
itself belie this claim: paradox and aporia, by their very na-
ture, effect in texts and discourses not turbulent life, but the
opposite—paralysis, death.

Equally striking in Miller’s concise description is the inad-
vertent disclosure that deconstruction’s conclusions are al-
ways already built into its premises—thus its routine
procedure amounts to one huge petitio principii. Feed any
text, any discourse into the preprogrammed interpretative
machine called deconstruction, and you know in advance
that it will inevitably come out at the other end, with de-
pressing regularity and predictability,38 as an ensemble of
undecidable aporias and paradoxes—as a text or discourse
turned against itself, with hidden ruptures laid bare, its
structure collapsed, its meaning imploded. Miller’s decon-
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structive reading of Wordsworth’s poem A Slumber Did My
Spirit Seal39 is a paradigmatic case in point. By smuggling
into it all sorts of thematic and referential contraband, the
deconstructive critic turns the poem into a cluster of contra-
dictory significations. The overall experience is to be, in
Miller’s description, that of “an aporia or boggling of the
mind.” It is an arbitrary procedure that is to make sure that
the outcome is always what the totalizing grand narrative of
deconstruction has postulated and known all along: namely,
that all texts will turn out to be self-lacerating, aporetic, self-
contradictory, full of fissures and internal ruptures—in
short, self-deconstructive. 

This negative hermeneutics is innocuous as long as it is
confined to study and classroom, and concerns literary and
philosophical texts: these are robust enough to recover, once
the shock of being subjected to a deconstructive mauling has
worn off. But as a totalizing (and “potentially totalitar-
ian”)40 Grand Narrative, deconstruction has set its sights on
the whole of the metaphysical foundations of Western
thought and all its discourses. In domains such as ethics,
politics, and the law, deconstructive subversion is anything
but innocuous: there its acid proves downright toxic. When
applied to political, ethical, and juridical discourses, it cre-
ates a normative void. Then deconstruction’s latent nihilism
comes to the fore. In fact, deconstruction in legal studies
goes proudly by the names of “legal nihilism” and “legal ir-
rationalism,” celebrating the “disappearance of the Rights
of Man with Man’s own disappearance,”41 while trashing
the law and its rule without offering anything in its place. 

“hyper-politicizing deconstruction”

to counter the charge frequently brought against decon-
struction that it is antipolitical and interested in ethics and
politics only as objects of its deconstructive acid, thus para-
lyzing the moral and political will—in short, to counter the
charge of sheer negativity and nihilism—Derrida decided to
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reposition deconstruction towards a constructive purpose.
And so the Grand Narrative of deconstruction changed reg-
ister. There arose talk of an ethical turn, also of a political
turn—the word turn implying that formerly said charges
were well founded. Deconstruction’s ethical-political turn
was twofold: one was the appropriation of the guardianship
over the memory of the Shoah (on which more below). The
other was the enunciation of an ethically-grounded politics
of deconstruction. 

Derrida had always insisted that deconstruction, contrary
to all appearances, was not anti- or apolitical—it’s quite the
opposite, he asserted with his usual bravado: deconstruction
is “hyper-politicizing,” though “in following paths and
codes which are clearly not traditional.”42 He also asserted:
“Deconstruction has never had any sense or interest, in my
view at least, except as a radicalization, which is to say also
in the tradition of a certain Marxism, in a certain spirit of
Marxism.”43 It hasn’t been possible hitherto to enunciate the
politics of deconstruction, Derrida explained, because “the
available codes for taking such a political stance are not at
all adequate to the radicality of deconstruction,”44 hope-
lessly metaphysical and logocentric as these codes are. But
once a non-metaphysical, non-logocentric code would be
available—after the necessary dismantling of the logocentric
discourses of politics and political philosophy—then, the
Grand Narrative suggests, a politics of deconstruction could
be articulated in terms of its inherent hyper-politicizing rad-
icality. But how in the world would deconstruction, hard-
wired as it is to find in all texts and discourses (and
everywhere else) rupture, aporia, paradox, incoherence, dis-
order, slippage, indeterminacy, undecidability, self-lacera-
tion—how would deconstruction ever succeed in developing
a code adequate to its vaunted political radicalness? Should-
n’t one conceive of its politics in terms of disorder in which
deconstruction luxuriates when it creates it in texts and dis-
courses? Shouldn’t one therefore expect a transfer of textual
chaos to the political domain, resulting in some sort of anar-
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chism informed by Legal Nihilism’s declaration of the death
of law and its rule? Alternatively, and more ominously,
shouldn’t the political radicalness of deconstruction be
gleaned from Derrida’s occasional apocalyptic invocation of
the monstrous, when foreshadowing a future for decon-
structionist free-play? Deconstruction intends, the Lord of
Ruptures had once announced, “a violent production of
meaning” that “emerges at a given moment as a monster, a
monstrous mutation without tradition or normative prece-
dent”;45 one that “tries to pass beyond man and human-
ism,” as he proclaimed in his quasi-manifesto “Structure,
Sign and Play” of 1970: deconstruction has set its sight on a
future, “as yet unnamable which is proclaiming itself and
which can do so, as is necessary whenever a birth is in the
offing, only under the species of the nonspecies, in the form-
less, mute, infant, and terrifying form of monstrosity.”46

Terrifying indeed: it gives one the creeps. 

“MAD ABOUT JUSTICE”: MESSIANIC DECONSTRUCTION

yet in the end the Lord of Ruptures decided not for the
monstrous but for the ineffable.47 To the bewildered surprise
of followers and critics alike, he decreed: “Deconstruction is
justice.”48 He presented the politics and ethics of decon-
struction as the “infinite idea of justice” and the concomi-
tant idea of a “democracy to come.”49 But had not both
justice and democracy been deconstructed long ago, belong-
ing, as they do, to logocentric codes, and thus rendered un-
usable? How, then, could they buttress deconstruction’s
claim to political radicality? Answer: Derrida did not have in
mind the justice and democracy of ordinary parlance, in-
fested as they are with logocentrism. What he did have in
mind were concepts of justice   and democracy, kept strictly
separate from our logocentric notions of justice and democ-
racy that are associated with law, right, and human rights.
Deconstruction’s notions are messianic: 
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Well, what remains irreducible to any deconstruction, what remains
as undeconstructible as the possibility itself of deconstruction is,
perhaps, a certain experience of emancipatory promise; it is perhaps
even the formality of a structural messianism, a messianism without
religion, even a messianic without messianism, an idea of justice—
which we distinguish from law or right and even from human
rights—and an idea of democracy—which we distinguish from its
current concept and from its determined predicates today.50

A “messianic without messianism”—vintage Derrida! Here is
the decisive passage elaborating on deconstruction as justice: 

We can already see . . . that the deconstruction of all presumption
of a determinant certitude of a present justice itself operates on the
basis of an infinite “idea of justice,” infinite because it is irre-
ducible, irreducible because owed to the other, owed to the other,
before any contract, because it has come, the other’s coming as the
singularity that is always other. This “idea of justice” seems to be
irreducible in its affirmative character, in its demand of gift without
exchange, without circulation, without recognition or gratitude,
without economic circularity, without calculation and without
rules, without reason and without rationality. And so we can rec-
ognize in it, indeed accuse, identify a madness. And perhaps an-
other sort of mystique. And deconstruction is mad about this kind
of justice. Mad about this desire for justice. 

Note the Bataillean echoes. Derrida goes on:

This kind of justice, which isn’t law, is the very movement of de-
construction at work in law and history of law, in political history
and history itself, before it even presents itself as the discourse that
the academy or modern culture labels “deconstructionism.”51

“Justice as the possibility of deconstruction; the structure of
law (droit), the foundation of the self-authorization of law
(droit), as the possibility of the exercise of deconstruction.”
Derrida adds archly: “I’m sure this isn’t altogether clear.”52

Which indeed it isn’t. The Lord of Ruptures speaks in post-
structuralist tongues, and with a mystical-messianic accent
at that.

Let us try to translate it into ordinary parlance. The key-
word here is singularity, irreducible singularity, that is, and
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its claimed right to the integrity of its uniqueness. As the eth-
ical base of its politics, deconstruction claims that its notion
of justice is able to open itself to the “otherness of the
Other” and to “singularity that is always Other.” Logocen-
trism, bound up as it is with generality and universality, is
not able to do that: it cannot accommodate the Other qua
singularity without robbing it of its uniqueness. For it would
perforce turn singularity into particularity; that would sub-
sume it under, and assimilate it to, the general and universal,
and thus destroy it as singularity. That’s why Derrida “will
consistently try to distinguish law (droit) from justice” (i.e.,
deconstructible law from indeconstructible justice): decon-
struction’s infinite idea of justice “isn’t law,” it is “outside or
beyond law.”53 Law (droit, loi), then, is and remains for ever
a logocentric ass: it is singularity-destroying; and its rule can
give rise at best to legality but never to justice. It’s the stink
of generality that is attached to the logocentric notion of jus-
tice, based as it is on law and its rule, and in need of being
enforced through various institutions (hence “force of law”
in Derrida’s title, instead of “rule of law”). 

Deconstruction’s equation with the infinite idea of justice
as messianic promise furnishes its negative labor retroac-
tively with an affirmative telos. It consists in preparing the
advent of messianic justice and its democracy à-venir by de-
constructing the impediments to it—namely the logocentric
notion of justice and democracy along with the discourses of
legality, legitimacy, and legitimation. One could perhaps
read all this as Derrida’s oblique retroactive repudiation of
legal nihilism.

derridean decisionism

the negative labor of deconstruction, then, is designed to
clear the ground for indeconstructible “justice as the experi-
ence of absolute alterity.” It is their postulated indecon-
structibility that deconstruction and its “infinite idea of
justice” have in common and that actually makes them one
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(“deconstruction is justice”). Yet this postulate arbitrarily
exempts both from universal deconstructibility that decon-
structive doctrine decrees. More importantly, why “decon-
struction is justice,” Derrida does not and cannot say, given
that deconstruction is the discourse of the undecidable (un-
decidable, that is, on rational grounds): with all rationality
and normativity deconstructed, he can only arbitrarily posit
it by way of a kind of decision—a decision that “becomes in-
stantly independent of argumentative substantiation and re-
ceives an autonomous value”; and that, “looked at
normatively, . . . emanates from nothingness.”54 These last
two citations are not the words of Derrida but those of Carl
Schmitt, chief theorist of Decisionism: a doctrine of political
existentialism, as we recall,55 replacing ratio by voluntas and
being thus unencumbered by any logical, ethical, and legal
norms. It centers on the pure sovereign decision: “The deci-
sion frees itself from all normative ties and becomes in the
true sense absolute.” Schmitt’s words aptly describe Der-
rida’s decision: in fact, decisionism is inscribed in decon-
struction inasmuch as it is the discourse of the undecidable
that only allows, nay requires, the arbitrary decision.56 De-
cisionism, in turn, can be described as a form of politico-le-
gal deconstruction avant la lettre, the sort of “legal nihilism”
and “legal irrationalism,” which the deconstructers in legal
studies take pride in. One discerns in it the anti-universalist
bent of deconstruction: decisionism valorizes and prioritizes
the sovereign decision ex nihilo over normativity; the excep-
tion over the rule; the state of exception (Ausnahmezustand)
over constitutional normalcy. It is in the state of exception
that the sovereign decision is most pronounced; witness
Schmitt’s lapidary definition of sovereignty that forms the
opening paragraph of Political Theology: “Sovereign is he
who decides on the state of exception.” The deconstructive
nature of decisionism comes clearly out in Schmitt’s paean to
the exception: “The exception is more interesting than the
rule . . . In the exception the power of real life breaks
through the crust of a mechanism that has become torpid
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with repetition.” Most pronounced is Schmitt’s deconstruc-
tive tenor when he proclaims: “the norm is destroyed in the
exception”; while the decision on the state of exception
“confounds the unity and the order of the rationalist
scheme” (aka deconstruction’s bête noire: logocentrism). 

However, Derrida’s decisionism differs from Young-Con-
servative decisionism in one very welcome respect. The
Young-Conservative decisions had always opted for power,
force, violence, dictatorship, and had sided with totalitarian-
ism. What counts in decisionism is making a decision re-
gardless of why, and for what, the decision is made:
decisionism’s pure decision, decision as such, indeterminate
as to any content, meaning, direction or purpose, could be
for anything. Thus, theoretically, it would not exclude a de-
cision for constitutional order, normativity, rule of law, jus-
tice, freedom, or democracy. But such choices went
decidedly against the grain of decisionism’s intellectual
framers and its Young-Conservative espousers. With Der-
rida, however, the decision is for justice and democracy, al-
beit—embedded as they are in the mystical and
messianic—his justice-to-come and his democracy-to-come
belong to the realm of the ineffable. Necessarily so, for oth-
erwise they would become language, thereby subject to dif-
férance and to deconstruction; and would thus lose their
blessed status as indeconstructibles. 

Conceived as a messianism, deconstruction remains true
to its principle of interminable deferral: the fulfillment of the
messianic promise of an infinite justice and democracy-to-
come is, like linguistic meaning and truth, forever deferred,
postponed ad Kalendas Graecas. Instead of fulfilling his
promise of a concrete politics of deconstruction, Derrida has
made deconstruction promise a justice and democracy,
which, marked as the “experience of the impossible,” re-
main perpetually à-venir, as is the way of the messianic:
“Justice remains, is yet, to come, à venir, it has an, it is à-
venir, the very dimension of events irreducibly to come. It
will always have it, this à-venir, and always has . . . Justice
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as the experience of absolute alterity is unpresentable, but it
is the chance of the event and the condition of history.”57

Likewise democracy:

For democracy remains to come; this is its essence in so far as it re-
mains: not only will it remain indefinitely perfectible, hence always
insufficient and future, but, belonging to the time of the promise, it
will always remain, in each of its future times, to come: even when
there is democracy, it never exists, it is never present, it remains the
theme of a non-presentable concept.58

There is no escape from speaking in tongues. What, then,
does the hyper-politicizing radicality of deconstruction
amount to? Answer: to deconstruction affiliated with Marx-
ism and its inherent messianism. But it is a voided Marxism—
”Marxism without Marxism,” as Eagleton puts it59—and an
equally voided Messianism—”Messianism without religion,”
“a messianic without Messianism,” as Derrida himself puts it.
True to type, deconstruction’s messianic politics has indeter-
minacy written all over it. Derrida’s messianic justice and
democracy, mired in paradox and aporia, do not make for a
viable politics—it is not of this world anyway. To transcend
the negativity of deconstruction Derrida has made the deci-
sionist leap into messianism, while its tenet of indeterminacy
has remained intact. That renders it, as Terry Eagleton com-
ments, a “curiously empty, formalistic messianism”: there is
“a perpetual excited openness to the Messiah who had better
not let us down by doing anything as determinate as com-
ing.”60 He won’t, as an Israeli 2001 hit tune has it: “the Mes-
siah is not coming—and He’s not even going to call.”61

Instead of an ethico-political turn, the metanarrative of de-
construction has taken a religious-mystical turn. 

poststructuralism and the shoah

the hyper-politicizing that the deconstructive Grand
Narrative offers may not amount to much of an ethics and
an ethically grounded politics. But poststructuralism deems
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itself to be holding an ethico-political trump-card at a site
where one would least expect it: the Shoah. In Paul de Man’s
version of deconstructive textualism, Auschwitz would be,
like wars and revolutions, a text masquerading in the guise
of a genocide. But to say that Auschwitz was a masquerad-
ing text, or to say even more provocatively, that death in the
gas chamber was a “displaced name for a linguistic predica-
ment”62 wouldn’t fly. It would be frivolous and offensive in
the extreme. Consequently, where the Shoah is concerned,
poststructuralism acts quite out of character: gone are the
notorious insouciance and irony, with playfulness yielding to
a grave solemn air and a reverent tone of voice. Deconstruc-
ters go out of their way to concede that the Shoah was a his-
torical fact “outside the text” and that there is a truth about
it without the queasy quotation marks. In the case of the
Shoah, textualist doctrine seems to be suspended. 

Poststructuralism has, or thinks it has, sewn up the holo-
caust as its very own theme, claiming to represent the most
profound response to it. It has usurped it as its exclusive do-
main; and has in the process appointed itself the custodian
of its memory; the overseer of the proper labor of mourning;
the possessor of its truth. In The Holocaust and the Post-
modern, Robert Eaglestone takes up all these claims and en-
hances them by asserting “that postmodernism in the West
begins with thinking about the Holocaust, that postmod-
ernism—understood as poststructuralism . . . is a response to
the Holocaust”; and then reiterates poststructuralism’s ex-
traordinary claim that it “marks the most profound attempt
to do this.” He is fully aware that

this point of view will raise hackles with those who understand
postmodernism as being centrally concerned with, on the one hand,
playfulness, pastiche, irony, a superficiality beyond caring about
truth and falsity, and so on, and on the other hand, academic ob-
scurantism and elitism, removed from wider, more worldly con-
cerns. It will raise worse than hackles with those who see
postmodernism as an excessive valorization of irrationalism or
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overburdened with the legacy of Martin Heidegger and his strong
philosophical connections to Nazism. Indeed, sometimes in good
faith and sometimes not, the Holocaust has been invoked as a “test
case” for postmodern ideas.63

Those whose hackles are raised are in for a surprise: “these
understandings of the postmodern,” Eaglestone assures
them, “fail to take into account both its central and consis-
tent commitment to ethics and its rigorous, rational side:
that is, postmodernism does not reject rationality, but is
aware of the limits and the processes of rationality.”64 So the
pronounced and constantly advertised misology of postmod-
ernism is in truth and in fact only some sort of unexception-
able Kantian critique of reason! But how does the glib
deconstruction of ethics and morality; its perpetual denigra-
tion of reason and rationality as logocentric totalitarianism,
disguised power, terror, and torture; its total contestation of
Western civilization as incurably infested with logocen-
trism—how does all this jibe with postmodernism’s alleged
“central and consistent commitment to ethics and its rigor-
ous, rational side”? Well, it doesn’t. In view of postmod-
ernism’s notorious deconstructive dismantling of ethics,
truth, and rationality, Eaglestone’s sanitizing apologetics
sounds like a frivolous joke whose point it is hard to discern.

One of those uses of the Holocaust as a “‘test case’ for
postmodern ideas” is poststructuralism’s forging of the
Shoah into the main weapon of its anti-Enlightenment strat-
egy and its war on logocentrism. Nazism’s extermination of
the European Jewry represents the epitome of irrationalism.
In essence, Nazism is the extremist translation of the anti-En-
lightenment discourse into political practice. Arising, as it
did, from its notorious irrationalist blood-and-soil ideology
with its inherent racialism as well as from fascism’s affective
politics of blind hatred and fear of demonized Jews, Nazism’s
anti-Semitism culminated in genocide. At the same time,
Nazism’s misology was fused with a radical anti-humanism
and anti-subjectivism. The Nazis did not merely kill the hated
and feared Jews: prior to depriving them of their lives, they
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deprived them of their subjectivity and their humanity, by re-
placing their names with numbers tattooed into their flesh—
the most drastic deconstruction of the self imaginable. As
postmodernism incessantly tries to dismantle the modern self
by unmasking it as a “self,” namely as a mere linguistic or so-
cial construction, the question arises: what was it that the
Nazis deprived their victims of, when at Auschwitz they re-
duced them to tattooed numbers—a self or a “self”? 

Poststructuralists have been at pains to paint Nazism as an
Enlightenment phenomenon, as a logocentrism and a hu-
manism; and have passed off Auschwitz as the ultimate crime
of Enlightenment humanism and reason. Poststructuralism
understands itself as a guard that will do its utmost to pre-
vent Enlightenment reason from repeating its crime. The
poststructuralist slogan “Nazism is a humanism”65 is a
patent absurdity. The talk of the alleged rationality of
Nazism is hardly less preposterous. Its rationality is said to
lie in the efficiency of its logistics, with which it organized the
genocide. If one wants to call this rationality, it is at most in-
strumental reason: a subaltern form of rationality that can be
deployed for rational as well as irrational ends. There can be
method in the madness; and sane means can serve mad ob-
jects: “All my means are sane,” says Melville’s Captain Ahab,
“my motive and my object mad.” But not even in the modest
terms of instrumental reason did Nazism behave rationally:
its mad motive and object, the extermination of the Euro-
pean Jewry, made it divert from the war effort necessary re-
sources for which the Wehrmacht was desperately clamoring
in order to secure victory; and without a victorious Wehrma-
cht the genocidal project could not be completed. So much
for Nazism as the progeny of Enlightenment reason!

Yet this is not all. As anti-Enlightenment thinkers, post-
modernists are attracted to the prominent anti-Enlighten-
ment authors of the twentieth century: Heidegger, Schmitt,
Caillois, Artaud, Jünger, Bataille, Blanchard, Céline, de Man
et al. are all thinkers, shaped in their thought by Nietzsche
and tainted by their flirtations, in some cases by sustained li-
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aisons and even lasting marriages, with Fascism and
Nazism.66 In various ways and in different degrees, these au-
thors have provided philosophical, ideological, legal, or po-
litical aid to the perpetrators of the crime of Auschwitz.
They all are also, to a man, saints in the postmodern calen-
dar. It takes a lot of nerve to hold the Enlightenment, along
with its past thinkers and its present defenders, responsible
for the worst crime of the twentieth century and at the same
time extol, and draw on the thought of, the Enlightenment’s
modern enemies who were ideologically complicit with the
perpetrators of this crime. In the light of this, it is the height
of effrontery that poststructuralists complacently set them-
selves up as the most profound thinkers on the Shoah and,
preposterously blaming this crime on Enlightenment reason,
pose as the only authentic guardians against its repetition.
With a slogan such as “Nazism is a humanism,” postmod-
ernists surely know how to dish it out. But can they also
take it, when the tables are turned? In view of its death-cult,
its anti-humanism, and its hostility to reason as well as to
the rational subject, it would be more apt to view Nazism as
a postmodernism—a postmodernism avant la lettre. All
that’s missing, since Nazism was of a deadly seriousness, is
the irony, the insouciance, and the playfulness of the current
postmodernists.

“OF AN APOCALYPTIC TONE RECENTLY ADOPTED IN PHILOSOPHY” 
ABOLITION FANTASIES IN POSTMODERN METANARRATIVES

in these grand narratives of Postmodernism one can discern
a shared pattern and tenor. At some point in the past some-
thing went wrong and Western civilization arose, hopelessly
infested with logocentrism. It is a sort of fall from grace. The
Grand Narratives of Postmodernism describe this in various
ways: as Socrates’ fusion of rationality and morality, resulting
in the destruction of Dionysiac life and the rise of the rule of
metaphysics, logocentrism, and Widernatur; as the “invention
of man” and humanism’s negation of power; as the suppres-
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sion, marginalization, and elimination of the Other of reason;
as the corruption of the will to power, the degeneration of in-
stinct, and the loss of natural rank amidst the rise of slave-
morality; as the waning of sovereignty with homogeneity
superseding heterogeneity. They all seem to agree that the
malaise became acute in modernity with Cartesianism, the
rise of subject-centered reason, culminating in Hegel’s system
in which substance was conceived as subject. Their shared
tenor is strangely religious. It’s the same old story: the attack
on reason always makes room for religion and faith, whether
it is Nietzsche’s pagan Dionysianism, Bataille’s quest for the
atheological sacred, Foucault’s espousal of Islam’s political
spirituality, or Derrida’s mystical messianism. 

A more interesting and ominous feature is the apocalyptic
tone that is pervasive in all postmodern grand narratives.
Here the discourse of postmodernity is at its most dismal. In
the Grand Narrative of Nietzsche, the apocalyptic tenor is
most pronounced in its political component, Grosse Politik.
The powerful Nietzschean current in Postmodernism has im-
parted this apocalyptic tenor to its grand narratives. It is most
palpable in the interminable death-sentencing we noted at the
outset, the declarations of the end of all that constitutes West-
ern civilization, amounting to its total contestation.67 Der-
rida’s essay on the prevailing apocalyptic tone, already cited in
this context, focuses on the general postmodern tendency of
“going-one-better in eschatological eloquence” in proclaiming
the end of almost anything.68 In the notorious ludic manner
Derrida has found so congenial, his essay comes down to the
standard paradoxes in which poststructuralism so delights
and of which it never tires of tiring us: “an apocalypse with-
out apocalypse, an apocalypse without message and destina-
tion, without revelation,” culminating in “a closure without
end, an end without end.”69 As we have seen, Derridean de-
construction, before it took the messianic turn, had had its
own apocalyptic visions, invoking a future in terms of the
“formless, mute, infant, and terrifying form of monstros-
ity.”70 The tone of amused irony notwithstanding, Derrida’s
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essay does call attention to postmodern apocalyptic abolition
fantasies, patently an inheritance from Nietzsche. 

A case in point is Derrida’s earlier celebration of Artaud’s
théâtre de la cruauté for the radical boldness of its destruc-
tive enterprise:

Artaud undertakes neither a renewal, nor a critique, nor a new in-
terrogation of classical theatre; he intends the effective, active, non-
theoretical destruction of Western civilization and its religions, the
entirety of the philosophy which provides traditional theatre with
its groundwork and décor beneath even its more apparently inno-
vative forms.71

The apocalyptic theme takes an outright violent form in
the abolitionist fantasies of Michel Foucault. In that fero-
cious, feverish, and largely enigmatic Conclusion to Mad-
ness and Civilization, Foucault invokes the “sovereign
enterprise of unreason,” taking his starting point from the
most famous of Goya’s Caprichos, “The Sleep of Reason
Giving Birth to Monsters.” Goya’s art, Foucault avers, por-
trays “the night of classical unreason”; in it 

madness has become man’s possibility of abolishing both man and
the world . . . this madness, so foreign to the experience of its con-
temporaries, does it not transmit—to those who receive it, to Niet-
zsche and Artaud—those barely audible voices of classical
unreason, in which it was always a question of nothingness and
night, but amplifying them now to shrieks and frenzy? But giving
them for the first time an expression, a droit de cité, and a hold on
western culture that makes possible all contestations as well a total
contestation? But restoring their primitive savagery?

For de Sade as for Goya, Foucault goes on,

unreason continues to watch by night; but in this vigil it joins with
fresh powers. The non-being it once was now becomes the power
to annihilate. Through Sade and Goya, the Western world received
the possibility of transcending its reason in violence, and of recov-
ering tragic experience beyond the promise of the dialectic.72
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Needless to say, this anti-Enlightenment exegesis is forcing a
tendentious Foucauldian spin on Goya’s Capricho. Goya
was of the Enlightenment party: reason’s sleep sets free the
monsters, which a wakeful reason would hold at bay.

Postmodern destructive abolition fantasy culminates in a
truly monstrous Grand Narrative dubbed “anthropofugal
philosophy,” concocted by a German follower of Nietzsche
and Foucault. Foucault’s “possibility of abolishing both man
and the world” gives rise to advocating an anthropofugal
project that invokes Nietzsche, Klages, Cioran, and Foucault
as its intellectual authorities: it espouses an entirely nonthe-
oretical antihumanism—as nontheoretical as Artaud’s advo-
cacy of the destruction of Western civilization that Derrida’s
account found so exciting. Yet it goes one better: it advo-
cates the instant annihilation not only of mankind but of the
organic world as well, on the grounds that the available ar-
senal of nuclear weaponry provides the unique opportunity,
not to be missed, for returning the planet to the “beauty and
freedom of the inorganic.”73 This is so over the top that one
is inclined to view it in the satirical tradition of Swift’s Mod-
est Proposal; yet the author is not a British satirist but a deep
German thinker with nothing so frivolous as satire on his
mind.

FINALE. THE TOPSY-TURVY WORLD OF THE DISMAL DISCOURSE

“the word turned upside down” is the title of John R.
Searle’s New York Review of Books essay on deconstruc-
tion, adorned by David Levine’s delightful cartoon of
Jacques Derrida standing on his head.74 Searle’s witty title is
regularly misquoted as “The World Turned Upside Down.”
But this doesn’t matter a great deal: the misquotation,
though ruining Searle’s fine witticism, amounts to the same.
It is a marotte of postmodernism’s dismal discourse to pun
by way of typographical gimmicks, which, given postmod-
ernism’s exorbitant metaphysics of language, attain the sta-
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tus of ontological assertions. The master gimmick is
“wor(l)d,” expressing in a nutshell the basic tenet of post-
modernism’s linguistic ontology: that what is held to be re-
ality is in fact and in truth text; that “it is the world of
words that creates the world of things” (Jacques Lacan);
that “le fait n’a jamais qu’ une existence linguistique”
(Roland Barthes)75—in short, that the world is word. “The
Wor(l)d Turned Upside Down” offers the full picture of
postmodernism’s vertiginous confusion. 

No doubt, postmodernism’s wor(l)d is pronouncedly
topsy-turvy: here the written word is prior to the spoken
word, as writing is prior to speech; the signifier creates the
signified; cause follows effect; the marginal is the true center;
truth is a form of fiction; the real a linguistic illusion, as
there is “nothing outside the text”; the literal a form of the
figurative; philosophy a subdivision of literature; logic a
form of rhetoric; sanity a kind of neurosis; madness a liber-
ation from the tyranny of reason; and postmodernism is the
nascent state of modernism. In this world Nazi-collabora-
tors turn out to be in fact antifascists, while the critics of
Nazi-collaboration are convicted of applying “Nazism’s ex-
terminating gesture”; Nazism figures as a humanism; theo-
rists of liberal democracy are the true totalitarians, while the
theorist of plebiscitary dictatorship and the total Führerstaat
serves as the philosophical guide to true democracy.
“Nazism is humanism” and “liberalism is totalitarianism”
seem to be coming right out of the paradox-mill of the Min-
istry of Truth in Orwell’s 1984. 

In his satirical novel Small World, David Lodge has his
formidable character Morris Zapp characterize deconstruc-
tion as “the last intellectual thrill left—like sawing through
the branch which you’re sitting on.” Jonathan Culler, the
most lucid and eloquent doxographer of poststructuralism,
welcomes Zapp’s trope as an “instance of Nietzsche’s in-
junction in The Gay Science to ‘live dangerously’” and as
“an apt description” of deconstruction’s procedure and of
the antifoundationalism of its practitioners: “if they fall
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there is no ‘ground’ to hit.”76 “Sawing through the branch
which you’re sitting on” is a popular metaphor for plain stu-
pidity. In postmodernism’s dismal discourse, it serves as a
metaphor for poststructuralism’s sophistication and existen-
tial daring. Topsy-turvy indeed! This suggests that the time
has come for postmodernism to fade into an embarrassing
memory in the life of the humanities. Failure to do so could
only confirm the suspicion of many natural scientists that
something is rotten in the republic of letters. 
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