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    ■ Abstract


    May 68 has influenced and conditioned many current considerations on «revolution». Nevertheless history cannot be taken as an «objective» event since it always implies the time from which it is considered. In this article we propose two inflection points, two critical perspectives to interpret and transform, fifty years later, something of these events named «May of 68».
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    Historical events are sometimes taken as absolute points. Either to idealize them, or to detest them, they are considered as fixed phenomena anchored in time. If we accept this concept of «event» as a point of the past reviewed nowadays but at the same time given, it is only possible as an impossible approximation - the distance towards it always persists, it verifies the syncopated reality of our experience. 


    The events of May 68 have the peculiarity of being historical facts, but at the same time permeable. They are revolutionary facts. And because of that it is possible to carry out a criticism about them, not in the destructive sense of it, but in a sense similar to the Kantian one: what are the conditions of possibility to speak today, in the post-era era, about May 68?


    ■ 1. THEIR ‘68 AND OUR ‘68


    Now that the 50th anniversary of the May ’68 events in Paris (and elsewhere) is approaching, the time has come to reflect upon the fact that, although an immense abyss separates the revolt of the 60s from today’s protests, we are witnessing today a similar re-appropriation of the energy of protest and revolt by the capitalist system.


    One of the well-known graffiti on the Paris walls of ’68 was: «structures do not walk on the streets,» i.e., one cannot explain the large student and workers demonstrations of ’68 in the terms of structuralism (which is why some historians even posit 1968 as a date that separates structuralism from post-structuralism which was, so the story goes, much more dynamic and prone [pp. 5/106]  to active political interventions). Jacques Lacan’s answer was that this, precisely, is what happened in 1968: structures DID descend onto the streets - the visible explosive events were ultimately the result of a structural shift in the basic social and symbolic texture of modern Europe.


    The consequences of the ’68 explosion prove him right. What effectively happened in the aftermath of the ’68 was the rise of a new figure of the «spirit of capitalism»: capitalism abandoned the Fordist centralized structure of the production process and developed a network-based form of organization founded on employee initiative and autonomy in the workplace. Instead of hierarchical-centralized chain of command, we get networks with a multitude of participants, organizing work in the form of teams or projects, intent on customer satisfaction, and a general mobilization of workers thanks to their leaders’ vision. This new «spirit of capitalism» triumphantly recuperated the egalitarian and anti-hierarchical rhetoric of 1968, presenting itself as a successful libertarian revolt against the oppressive social organizations of corporate capitalism AND «really-existing» socialism.


    The two phases of this new «cultural capitalism» are clearly discernible in the change of the style of advertising. In the 1980 and 1990, it was the direct reference to personal authenticity or quality of experience that predominated, while later, one can note more and more the mobilization of socio-ideological motifs (ecology, social solidarity): the experience referred to is the experience of being part of a larger collective movement, of caring for nature and the welfare of the ill, poor and deprived, of doing something for them. Here is a case of this «ethical capitalism» brought to extreme: Toms Shoes, a company founded in 2006 «on a simple premise: with every pair you purchase, TOMS will give a pair of new shoes to a child in need. One for One. Using the purchasing power of individuals to benefit the greater good is what we’re all about. /…/ Of the planet’s six billion people, four billion live in conditions inconceivable to many. Let’s take a step towards a better tomorrow.» The sin of consumerism (buying a new pair of shoes) is paid for and thereby erased by the awareness that one of those who really need shoes got another pair for free. The very participating in consumerist activities is simultaneously presented as participating in the struggle against the evils ultimately caused by capitalist consumerism.


    In a similar way, many other aspects of ‘68 were successfully integrated into the hegemonic capitalist ideology and are today mobilized not only by liberals, but also by contemporary Right, in their struggle against any form of «Socialism». «Freedom of choice» is used as an argument for the benefits of the precarious work: forget the anxieties of not being sure how one will survive next years, focus on the fact that you gain the freedom to «reinvent» yourself again and again, to avoid being stuck to the same monotonous work…


    The 1968 protest focused its struggle against (what was perceived as) the three pillars of capitalism: factory, school, family. As the result, each domain was submitted to post-industrial transformation: factory-work is more and more outsourced or, in the developed world, reorganized along the post-Fordist non-hierarchical interactive [pp. 6/106]  team-work; permanent flexible privatized edu-


    cation is more and more replacing universal public education; multiple forms of flexible sexual arrangements are replacing the traditional family. The Left lost in its very victory: the direct enemy was defeated, but replaced by a new form of even more direct capitalist domination. In «postmodern» capitalism, market is invading new spheres which were hitherto considered the privileged domain of the state, from education to prison and security. When «immaterial work» (education, dealing with affects, etc.) is celebrated as the work which directly produces social relations, one should not forget what this means within a commodity-economy: that new domains, hitherto excluded from the market, are now commodified – when in trouble, we no longer talk to a friend but pay a psychiatrist or councilor to take care of the problem; not parents but paid baby-sitters and educators take care of children; etc.


    One should, of course, not forget the real achievements of the ’68: it opened up a radical change in how we treat women’s rights, homosexuality, racism, etc. After the glorious 60s, we simply cannot engage in public racism and homophobia the way we still could in the 1950’s. ’68 was not a single event but an ambiguous one in which different political tendencies were combined - this is why it also remained a thorn in the heel of many conservatives like Nicholas Sarkozy said in his electoral campaign in 2007 that his great task is to make France finally get over the ’68. One should, of course, not miss the irony of this remark: the fact that Sarkozy, with his clownish outbursts and marriage to Carla Bruni, can be the French President is in itself one of the outcomes of the changes in customs brought about by May ’68…


    So there is «their» May ’68 and «our» May ’68 – in today’s predominant collective memory, «our» basic idea of the May demonstrations in Paris, the link between students’ protests and workers’ strikes, is forgotten. The true legacy of ’68 resides in its rejection of the liberal-capitalist system, in a NO to the totality of it best encapsulated in the formula: Soyons realistes, demandons l’impossible! The true utopia is the belief that the existing global system can reproduce itself indefinitely; the only way to be truly «realist» is to endorse what, within the coordinates of this system, cannot but appear as impossible. The fidelity to May ’68 is thus best expressed by the question: how are we to prepare for this radical change, to lay foundations for it?


    
      

    


    ■  2. SEXUAL LIBERATION


    Half a century after the May ’68 events in Paris (and elsewhere), the time has come to reflect upon similarities and differences between the sexual liberation and feminism of the 1960s and the protest movements that flourish today, from LGBT+ to MeToo. 


    In the aftermath of ‘68, the French «progressive» press published a whole series of petitions demanding the decriminalization of pedophilia, claiming that in this way the artificial and oppressive culturally-constricted frontier that separates children from adults will be abolished and the right to freely dispose with one’s body will be extended also to children, so only dark forces of «reaction» and oppression can oppose this measure – among the signatories were  [pp. 7/106] Sartre, de Beauvoir, Derrida, Barthes, Foucault, Aragon, Guattari, Deleuze, Lyotard… Today, however, pedophilia is perceived as one of the worst crimes and, instead of fighting for it in the name of anti-Catholic progress, it is rather associated with the dark side of the Catholic church, so that fighting against pedophilia is today a progressive task directed at the forces of reaction… The comic victim of this shift was Daniel Cohn-Bendit, still living in the old spirit of the 60s, recently described in an interview how, while, in his young years, he worked in a kindegarten, he regularly played masturbatory games with young girls; to his surprise, he faced a brutal backlash, demanding his removal from the European parliament and prosecution.


    This gap that separates the ’68 sexual liberation from today’s struggle for sexual emancipation is clearly discernible in a recent polemical exchange between Germaine Greer and some feminists who swiftly reacted to her critical remarks on MeToo. Their main point was that, while Greer’s main thesis – women should sexually liberate themselves from male domination and assume active sexual life without any recourse to victimhood – was valid in the sexual-liberation movement of the 1960s, today the situation is different. What happened in between is that sexual emancipation of women (their assuming social life as active sexual beings with full freedom of initiative) was itself commodified: true, women are no longer perceived as passive objects of male desire, but their active sexuality itself now appears (in male eyes) as their permanent availability, readiness to engage in sexual interaction. In these new circumstances, saying brutally NO is not a mere self-victimization since it implies the rejection of this new form of sexual subjectivization of women, of demanding of women not only to passively submit to male sexual domination but to act as if they actively want it.


    While there is a strong element of truth in this line of argumentation, one should nonetheless also admit how problematic it is too ground the authority of one’s political demands on one’s victimhood status. Is the basic characteristic of today’s subjectivity not the weird combination of the free subject who experienced himself as ultimately responsible for his fate and the subject who grounds the authority of his speech on his status of a victim of circumstances beyond his control? Every contact with another human being is experienced as a potential threat - if the other smokes, if he casts a covetous glance at me, he already hurts me; this logic of victimization is today universalized, reaching well beyond the standard cases of sexual or racist harassment - recall the growing financial industry of paying damage claims… This notion of the subject as an irresponsible victim involves the extreme Narcissistic perspective: every encounter with the Other appears as a potential threat to the subject’s precarious balance. The paradox is that, in today’s predominant form of individuality, the self-centered assertion of the psychological subject paradoxically overlaps with the perception of oneself as a victim of circumstances.


    One cannot get rid of the suspicion that the Politically Correct cultural Left is getting so fanatical in advocating «progress», in fighting new and new battles against [pp. 8/106]  cultural and sexist «apartheids,» to cover up its own full immersion into global capitalism. Its space is the space in which LGBT+ and MeToo meet Tim Cook and Bill Gates. How did we come to this? As many conservatives noticed (and they are right here), our time is marked by the progressive disintegration of a shared network of customs which ground what George Orwell approvingly referred to as «common decency» - such standards are dismissed as a yoke that subordinates individual freedom to some proto-Fascist organic social forms. In such a situation, the liberal vision of minimalist laws (which should not regulate social life too much but just prevent individuals to encroach upon - to «harass» - each other) reverts into an explosion of legal and moral rules, into an endless process of legalization/moralization called «the fight against all forms of discrimination.» If there are no shared mores that are allowed to influence the law, only the fact of «harassing» other subjects, who – in the absence of such mores – will decide what counts as «harassment»? There are, in France, associations of obese people which demand that all public campaigns against obesity and for healthy eating habits be stopped, since they hurt the self-esteem of obese persons. The militants of Veggie Pride condemn the «specieism» of meat-eaters (who discriminate against animals, privileging the human animal – for them, a particularly disgusting form of «fascism») and demand that «vegetophobia» should be treated as a kind of xenophobia and proclaimed a crime. And so on and so on: incest-marriage, consensual murder and cannibalism…


    The problem is here the obvious arbitrariness of the ever new rules – let us take child sexuality: one can argue that its criminalization is an unwarranted discrimination, but one can also argue that children should be protected from sexual molestation by adults. And we could go on here: the same people who advocate the legalization of soft drugs usually support the prohibition of smoking in public places; the same people who protest against the patriarchal abuse of small children in our societies, worry when someone condemns members of foreign cultures who live among us for doing exactly this (say, Romas – Gypsies - preventing children from attending public schools), claiming that this is a case of meddling with other «ways of life»… It is thus for necessary structural reasons that this «fight against discrimination» is an endless process endlessly postponing its final point, a society freed from all moral prejudices which, as Jean-Claude Michea put it, «would be on this very account a society condemned to see crimes everywhere».


    So it is crucial to see how this excessive moralism is the obverse of the acceptance of global capitalist system. Oprah Winfrey’s triumphant speech at the Golden Globe awards enthralled the public so much that it brought her into the orbit as a potential Democratic presidential candidate against Trump in the 2020 elections. Her speech is a model of doing the right thing for the wrong reason in politics. The right thing was her demand to shift the focus from privileged actresses complaining about sexual harassment to millions of ordinary women who are exposed to much more vicious daily violence. Remember how many of the celebrities accused of sexual harassment, beginning with Harvey Weinstein, reacted by publicly proclaiming that they will seek help [pp. 9/106]  in therapy – a disgusting gesture if there ever was one! Their acts were not cases of private pathology, they were expressions of the predominant masculine ideology and power structures, and it is the latter that should be changed.


    The wrong reason is that Oprah as a liberal ignored the link between this great awakening of women and our ongoing political and economic struggles. At approximately the same time as the Weinstein scandals began to roll, Paradise Papers were published, and one cannot but wonder why nobody demanded that people should stop listening to the songs of U2 and Bono (the great humanitarian, always ready to help the poor in Africa) or of Shakira because of the way they avoided paying taxes and thus cheated the public authorities of large sums of money, or that the British royal family should get less public money because they parked part of their wealth in tax oases, while the fact that Luis CK showed his penis to same ladies instantly ruined his career. Isn’t this a new version of Brecht’s old motto «What is robbing a bank compared to founding a bank?»? Cheating with big money is tolerable while showing your penis to a couple of persons makes you an instant outcast?
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    ■ Summary


    Social rituals lie at the very foundation of actual social or moral practices. Ethical norms that actually and reliably influence conduct do so by becoming habitual ways of acting, habits of the heart, so that they are realized in concrete, particular, sociohistorically conditioned contexts. As a result, in actual ethical communities, it is easy to say what one should do, apart from any articulation of abstract, philosophical, or moral criteria. An ethical norm that does not find itself living in actual community practices will not endure and will lack sufficient social specificity to guide conduct reliably.


    Keywords: social ritual, ethical norms, living ethical practices.


    ■ I. Introduction: Why Social Rituals are so Important


    The practices that most reliably shape and guide conduct are those which have become integral to the fabric of actual ethical conduct in a particular social context. In appreciating and articulating this fundamental truth, G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831) contrasts morality (Moralität) with ethics (Sittlich-keit). In doing so, Hegel underscores a distinction important to an adequate account of appropriate behavior. At stake is what constitutes the difference between what Hegel characterizes as morality (Moralität) in contrast to what Hegel characterizes as ethics (Sittlichkeit). Morality for Hegel is the domain of Kantian attention:


    Kant’s further form – the capacity of an action to be envisaged as a universal maxim – does yield a more concrete representation of the situation in question, but it does not in itself contain any principle apart from formal identity and that absence of contradiction (Hegel, 1991, p. 162). [Die weitere Kantische Form, die Fähigkeit einer Handlung, als allgemeine Maxime vorgestellt zu werden, führt zwar die kon-kretere Vorstellung eines Zustandes herbei, aber enthält für sich kein weiteres Prinzip als jenen Mangel des Widerspruchs und die formelle Identität (Hegel, 1986, p. 253).]


    Addressed in ethics or ethical life in part three of Hegel’s The Philosophy of Right is what Michael Inwood characterizes as «the ethical norms embodied in the customs and [pp. 11/106]  institutions of one’s society» (Inwood, 1992, p. 92) as opposed to the more conceptually abstract character of morality, Moralität, treated in part two of The Philosophy of Right.


    The word Sittlichkeit, usually translated in Hegel’s works as ‘ethical life’, but occasionally as ‘(social or customary) morality’, etc., derives from Sitte, the native German for a ‘custom’, a mode of conduct habitually practised by a social group such as a nation, a class or a family, and regarded as a norm of decent behaviour (Inwood, 1992, p. 91).


    Hegel’s account of normative issues is built around this watershed distinction. Ethics possesses substance and a concrete orientation that frames the character of proper action. As this article argues, ethics is only fully realized through social rituals.


    Social rituals are examined in order to better take account of Hegel’s momentous distinction between Moralität and Sitt- lichkeit. What is involved is illustrated through two examples of the ethics of medicine: the rituals of informed consent and of the eschewal by physicians of sexual intimacy with patients. These practices both defend the moral integrity of the profession of medicine and secure the professional character of physicians by placing them in a matrix of concrete sustaining behaviors. These social practices function as constitutive social rituals, illustrating the ritual-framed nature of major ethical undertakings. This examination of the character and importance of social rituals provides a detailed and concrete gloss on the distinction between morality (Moralität) and ethics (Sittlichkeit). For instance, in the United States, medical informed consent and the avoidance of sexual intimacy with patients are not disembodied abstract concepts or norms, but ways of behaving that shape the concrete life of the medical profession. Only when social practices secure a habitual nature (i.e., become structured by social rituals) do they possess a taken-for-granted character and, more importantly, effectively shape how persons see and experience themselves as being, acting, and relating to others as professionals. It is such practices that constitute the socially embodied fabric of established behavior. This short article explores how ethical norms are established through societal rituals that give definition and support for reliable social deportment.


    ■ II. Beyond Abstract Moral Norms


    Behavioral rules unconnected to habits of the heart, moral rules that have not become established and habitual ways of acting do not reliably shape concrete deportment. Without being buttressed through social rituals, they remain largely social pieties. They resemble the Anglo-American norms for ethical and political deportment that were exported to the Third World, as in the case of the Philippines after they had been placed under American control beginning with the first American governor in 1904. These moral and political behaviors were realized at best piecemeal and superficially. For example, a cardinal source of the differences distinguishing the Philippines from Australia lies in the latter effectively and reliably embodying Anglo-Saxon [pp. 12/106]  political and legal norms in actual social practices (Alora & Lumitao, 2001). Anglo-Saxon norms of political conduct and ethical behavior actually live in the everyday political and ethical deportment of Australians, but they do so only in a very limited way in the Philippines, so that a large amount of what is appreciated in Anglo-Saxon terms as moral and political corruption doggedly persists, such as would not be tolerated in an Anglo-Saxon jurisdiction (Hoshino, 1997). The taken-for-granted ethical and political life of Australia thus more closely approximates, indeed embodies Anglo-American ethical and democratic ideals, than is the case in the Philippines, which realizes a quite different character of political rectitude.


    Differences in the realization of political norms usually reflect not just differences in abstract moral norms but much more so in an ethical way of life [guarded/grounded] by actually living and embodied ethical rituals that shape the legal-political norms guiding concrete behavior in a particular way of ethical life. These differences are captured in the history of the Chinese Confucian notion of social rituals, li, which identifies both the incarnation of ethical norms in habits of the heart, as well as the ways in which living ethical norms go beyond being merely abstract, moral notions (Fan, 1999). Despite a systemic and bloody attempt under Mao Zedong to eradicate the Confucian ethics, it persisted. This Confucian ethics had become integral to the lifeworld of the Chinese. We now turn to examining the lifeworld’s grounding in social rituals, as well as assessing the importance of these differences in framing the actual character of behavior through recognizing the essential role of social rituals, particular forms of Sittlichkeit. Although Hegel does not explicitly recognize the centrality of social rituals as such, the concept renders more explicit the character of the ethical life (i.e., Sittlichkeit) by underscoring its incarnation in ways of action.


    In many ways, the significance of social rituals is ingredient in differences reflected in the characteristics that distinguish Kant-ian understandings of categories in which notions abstractly impose a Verstand structure (a conceptual structure imposed by the Understanding) on content, from the Hegelian appreciation of Begriff, which possesses a rich recognition of the role in actual life of the social and moral substance which is conceptualized and categorialized. For Hegel, that which is compassed by a category shapes the category. Hegel recognizes, for example, that the cardinal categories of civil society compass concrete, ritualized ways in which particular actions are to be undertaken. Hegel appreciates that the obligation to do good includes what is concretely involved in actually doing the good, as realized in a concrete, particular, socio-historically conditioned context. In turning from Moralität (i.e., a universalist conceptual Kantian morality, which in theory is to be appreciated without reference to a concrete social and historical context) grounded in the abstract rational, moral interiority of the agent to Sittlichkeit (i.e., historically appreciated customary or social ethics), Hegel turns from what abstract moral rationality can conceptually comprehend outside of a particular socially and historically defined context to what custom has actually [pp. 13/106]  established: the ethical understandings that one acquires through being located in the thick socio-historical context of a particular community. This distinction is core to any adequate account of moral action and social structure.


    «In an ethical community, it is easy to say what man must do, what are the duties he has to fulfil in order to be virtuous: he has simply to follow the well-known and explicit rules of his own situation» (Hegel, 1965, p. 107, §150) [«Was der Mensch tun müsse, welches die Pflichten sind, die er zu erfüllen hat, um tugendhaft zu sein, ist in einem sittlichen Gemeinwesen leicht zu sagen, - es ist nichts anderes von ihm zu tun, als was ihm in seinen Verhältnissen vorgezeichnet, ausgesprochen und bekannt ist» (Hegel, 1986, p. 298, §150)]. The concrete character of the ethical life is substantively and immediately experienced and lived. In contrast, with only an abstract, conceptual, moral account, one attends only to an abstract morality that is articulated prior to attending concretely to the fabric of the moral life’s embodiment in particular socially established rituals. In this abstract context, direction can only be insufficient and underspecified. One confronts crucial ambiguities. One fails concretely and straightforwardly to see exactly how one should act. A moral norm without the concreteness given through an established social ritual located in a specific socio-historical context crucially lacks sufficient social specificity. «In consequence of the indeterminate determinism of the good, there are always several sorts of good and many kinds of duties, the variety of which is a dialectic of one against another» (Hegel, 1971, p. 251, §508) [«Um des unbestimmten Bestimmens des Guten willen gibt es überhaupt mancherlei Gutes und vielerlei Pflichten, deren Verschiedenheit dialektisch gegeneinander ist und sie in Kollision bringt» (Hegel, 1970, p. 315, §508)]. Specificity comes with a socio-historical concept and is notoriously insufficiently displayed in a purely conceptual account.
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