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INTRODUCTION


It is 2023, and we have lived through a recent history rife with disillusionment and horror. We are aware of the pernicious nature of optimism, more increasingly attuned to the paradoxes and the contradictions of the positivist outlook within the cultural arrangement of postmodern capitalism, and we are increasingly sceptical of happy endings. Hopelessness, the shrug of disaffection and frustration are now evermore present on our collective horizon. This shared, disappointing experience confirms that, now more than ever, the strategies of resistance and the optimism that so often characterises radical discourse seem increasingly doomed to failure, as we are resigned to a slow and painful descent into the meat-grinder that is capitalism. This short book, however, is not a lament on hopelessness — despite what presumptions may be drawn from its title. This book presents, instead, a speculative rumination on how the Left might re-enthuse its own critical toolkit, how it might provoke — revive even — a sense of urgency, via a more welcoming engagement with pessimism, as new utopian alternatives and paradigms are sought.


By wielding pessimism as a critical device, this book implores a rethinking of the experiential narrative (of how we experience the world around us, the stories we tell ourselves about how life is or can be, and the meaning that we give our actions and thoughts within this paradigm) by offering a critical mirror against life lived under the hegemony, power and machinations of modern-day capitalism. As the pages that follow suggest, to think speculatively and critically against modern-day capitalism is also to individually and collectively disavow the perverse optimism which sustains it. Through the pessimistic position (one that does not shy away from the full scale of the predicament facing us), we can begin to think about different alternatives. Whether found in quiet acts of naysaying to the world, in nihilistic, self-destructive or self-effacing radicalism, or in wider-ranging renegotiations of the acceptable and the possible at the limit of reason, pessimism beckons forth the possibility for alternatives or destinations that — though perhaps disconcerting or antithetical — reveal, to some degree, the utopian dream of the impossible place.


By questioning the extent to which optimism should be dispensed of in favour of a pragmatic and critical pessimism, eschatological fantasies of escape and alterity can be explored, and their possibilities adopted in our collective lament and response to the present. In this vein, the ideas which follow stem from a particular question (or more accurately, a fragmented series of questions): How can we fake optimism any longer? To what extent can pessimism be recuperated in purposeful gesture or praxis? Then, finally, in a world devoid of ‘rational’ or ‘viable’ alternatives, to what extent does the pessimist reveal a radical or speculative version of ‘utopian’ alterity in the twenty-first century?


In anticipation of and in response to some of these questions, I explore the extent to which pessimism is compatible with a radical utopian goal  — namely, the desire for an escape or an inoculation from the horror of modern existence — and highlight how pessimism inspires critical interventions against the system in the form of utopian ideas and radical projections. As this book speculates, in a thoroughly hopeless world devoid of rational or viable alternatives, it is time now to turn to the disconsolate, to the pessimist, for a glimpse of utopian alterity, or as Slavoj Žižek states: ‘It is only when we despair and don’t know any more what to do that change can be enacted — we have to go through this zero point of hopelessness’.1


Debunking the synonymous correlation that presently exists between neoliberal capitalism and cultural/societal progressivism, I critique the intolerable, optimistic delusion that the steer and drive of capitalism (and its political apparatus) leads to a utopian better future. In so doing, I consider pessimism as a pragmatic, galvanising starting point for the reconsideration of utopia as an engendered negation and utopianism as a call for disentanglement, escape or change, rather than the extension or completion of existing neoliberal capitalist hegemony. In so doing, I show that pessimism does not void utopianism — on the contrary — it clears the way for its conception and emergence; it necessitates it.









1. A NOTE AGAINST OPTIMISM


To be clear from the outset, the arguments contained in the following pages follow a central conceit: that optimism is a charade, its true beneficiaries being those in power, such as the political, economic and spiritual demagogues of the twenty-first century, in whose sole interest it remains to uphold the façade of a world being capably steered toward a brighter tomorrow. Optimism is void as a means of coping with the tangible, experiential nightmare of the lived experience for the majority of those not in power. The notion that positivity equates to an enlightened rationality is exposed on a scale ranging from perverse naivety to downright sadistic and callous disregard. The optimist takes no responsibility for the present and future. Indeed, optimism is a sedative, nulling the pain and horror of existence with an illogical deferral to an unsubstantiated, brighter future. By contrast, the pessimist is inherently engaged in the business of exposure and critique. As such, if we at all claim to be interested in utopian visions of alterity or anti-capitalist action (which should go hand in hand), then we must disentangle the inaccurate and synonymous links between optimism and utopia, redeem pessimism as more than a shallow, callow and miserabilist temperament, and ultimately dispense of the optimistic outlook for a pragmatic and radical pessimism.


Eugene Thacker calls pessimism ‘the philosophical form of disenchantment’, and as a philosophical frame through which to view and participate in the world, admittedly, pessimism is not always ideal.2 As the critics Stoneman and Packer argue:




Even if pessimists found an audience willing to entertain their ideas, they would still face another significant hurdle, namely, that the denial of existential significance is at some odds with the affirmative function of rhetoric to preserve a world of meaning, one in which material reality is not blindly cruel and indifferent but welcoming, reassuring and kind.3





However, it is conspicuous that today some of the most apocalyptic and reprehensible aspects of social and political coercion come wrapped in or justified by a rhetoric of optimism and progress — all of which neglects to address or knowingly obfuscates an underlying malicious intent. Lauren Berlant, Slavoj Žižek and Terry Eagleton have each, over the past decade, presented differing but provocative and noteworthy additions to the ever-expanding library of anti-optimistic discourse. For each of these critics, optimism is lambasted as a cruel staple of social and political experience that is an obstacle to your flourishing, as the ideological scaffold of an enforced neoliberal capitalist hegemony and, perhaps most damningly, as a barrier to radical action.4 In recent years, each has launched an attack on the core principles of optimism that errs towards the side of a recuperation of pessimism as the logical and pragmatic, radical or inevitable ethical direction.


Slavoj Žižek, in The Courage of Hopelessness (2017) articulates his own preference to be a pessimist: ‘not expecting anything’ mean that ‘here and there [one is] nicely surprised’, rather than the perpetual witness to one’s hopes and dreams being dashed all of the time.5 Žižek proceeds to describe a world in which catastrophe and terror are renormalised so that the possibility they can stimulate and motivate any cathartic, radical response is negated. The result is, then, tragically, the cultivation and forceful application of the neoliberal capitalist consensus and the further attrition and denigration of the Left. ‘The power edifice’, he argues, has ‘demonstrated an extra-ordinary ability to use movements of contestation as a source of its own renovation’, resulting in a hopeless situation when the optimist’s so-called better future masks the descent towards catastrophe with small acts of ‘modest reformism’.6 Modest reformism might be better for PR than impending annihilation, but it certainly does stifle any rational, pragmatic and serious debate or the implementation of threatening and rigorous structural improvement. By this narrative, optimism accepts those small, marginal, token gains as proof that a better future is on its way. But, in doing so, it defers the necessity of real, tangible action that threatens this. Reform, or working within a system to better or improve it, is for Žižek the truest sign of the Left’s failure and, he argues, is even more perilous because it detracts from the pursuit of a full-blown revolutionary break. For Žižek, neoliberal capitalism utilises a perverse mechanisation and application of utopian ideology to project itself as the pinnacle of human socio-political organisation. For those interested in maintaining this pretence, it is only the lack of total commitment to this ideal that is the cause of imperfection, and final-form utopian capitalism is the remedy to human social and cultural imperfection. What Žižek alludes to, however, is that this is not utopian thought at all, but a violent perversion, as (a particular projection of) utopia becomes the ideological scaffold legitimising and holding up neoliberal hegemony, and that this can only be overcome through a turn to ‘communism’, which in Žižek’s work resembles a speculative exercise in utopian negativism precisely because it is not the design of a tangible structure that holds, but an abstract disruption that collapses the perverse pretence into nothingness.


As Žižek argues, we must accept (and encourage) the challenging of optimistic idealism as a necessity. Threat, he offers, is our unavoidable fate within our current inescapable hegemon. Though we can attempt to mitigate risk, choose to be careful and strive to make little steps toward marginal improvements, we are ultimately doomed: fated to destruction within the capitalist system. His solution, then, in typically bombastic style, is ‘not to be very careful’, (as such care supplants us as unwitting participants on the road leading to disaster) but to abandon any predilections or presumptions of a better tomorrow, and ‘become fully aware of the explosive set of interconnections that makes the entire situation dangerous’.7 Only in doing so, in opening our eyes critically to the damaging and catastrophic nature of idealism and faith in the social, economic, political and even moral codes and structures under which we live our lives, can we begin to embark on the really difficult work of undermining, changing or escaping the coordinates of this world.


Such damaging idealism, likewise, for Lauren Berlant, in her influential and provocative study Cruel Optimism (2011), is a position (or thought trap) that needs to be overcome or recast in order for the human to thrive going forward. Ultimately, for Berlant, optimism is a cruel fantasy and an ‘obstacle to your flourishing’.8 Optimism is undesirable as it serves to maintain an impossible relation — that of the subject to a fantasy or idealism, which is itself inherently tied to cultural and political ideals of capitalism in Western European and North American culture and society  — that ultimately frays into, amongst other things, depression, dissociation and cynicism as ordinary life and the ‘good life’ fantasy becomes overwhelmed and denigrated from each crisis to the next.9 Whether it be the belief in a utopian political project or the harbouring of idyllic values pertaining to the promise of upward mobility, equality, security and intimacy or real human connection, the mechanics and manifestation of the positivist attachment we hold to and invest in these kinds of fantasies becomes attritional; it impedes us, grinds us down. Cruel optimism reflects the relation between fantasy (the life we aim for and project towards) and futility (the life/lives we live) in which our experience (specifically, for Berlant, within American and Western European societies) is one of a dependency, necessitating the drive towards the nebulous fulfilment of the abstract fantasy — or, to speak its name, the continuity of neoliberal capitalism. It is a fantasy which is irrational, affective (plays on feeling rather than meaning and judgement), and its cruelty stems from the fact that it inhibits and prevents any rational, critical dialogue with self and society that may be more beneficial to your own and a wider societal sense of compassion, fulfilment or betterment.


Optimism, for Berlant, binds subjects to ideas with deleterious consequences. While optimism suggests the ultimate realisation of the ‘satisfying thing’ is possible, the cruelty of this suggestion becomes apparent when we realise the fallacy of realising this in actuality or come to recognise the full extent or cost of this attachment within a specific ideological, cultural or relational context. Cruel optimism, then, is the name given to represent the intricate synthesis of desiring attachment and existential insecurity weaponised and deployed to further tie us up within, in a masochistic, unending, relational bind within the parameters of social convention or a power-structure, wherein humans are condemned to live out their lives in a perpetual cycle of striving and frustration. And with each failure or disappointment comes not a questioning, refusal or detachment, but a more determined investment in the fantasy (and system) itself: ‘I lost my house because I did not work hard enough...’, ‘I am not happy because I do not have all the expensive nice things...’, and so forth.


Cruel optimism, in this sense, recalls the Marxist notion of false consciousness, whereby exploitative capitalist ideology creates self-sustaining myths and fantasies that demarcate the parameters of what is possible within its illusory reality, whilst masking the privitisation of power and rampant abuses that sustain this. Optimism, similarly, manipulates sensation and emotion to provoke movement or continuity within a system or culture, whilst simultaneously obfuscating the fact of our real impasse within the inescapable parameters of the cultural-economic capitalist hegemon. Berlant’s charting of cruel optimism as an affective, relational force in how the subject interacts with and participates in the world demonstrates how utopian notions of ‘the good-life fantasy’ are underpinned by a cycle of attachment, disappointment and subsequent recalibration of our commitment to the fantasy-idea or object that is cruel: first, in cultivating the conditions of our own disappointment as we inevitably fail to meet utopian ideals within the neoliberal context; and secondly, in further binding us to this nefarious relationship, wherein our satisfactions, accomplishments, value and worth are valid only within the context of the fantasy-system that provides their meaning.
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