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Jordan Peterson as a Symptom of...What? By Slavoj Žižek





  The art of lying with truth




  The wide popularity of Jordan Peterson is proof that the liberal-conservative ‘silent majority’ finally found its voice. His advantages over the previous anti-LGBT+ star Milo Yiannopoulos are obvious. Yiannopoulos was witty, fast-talking, full of jokes and sarcasms, and openly gay—he much resembled, in many features, a representative of the culture he was attacking. Peterson is his opposite: he combines common sense and (the appearance of) cold scientific argumentation with a bitter rage perceiving a threat to the liberal basics of our societies—his stance is that of, ‘Enough is enough! I can’t stand it anymore!’




  The cracks in his advocacy of cold facts against politically-correct dogmas are easy to discern. His big image is that of a radical leftist conspiracy: after communism failed as an economic system and there was no revolution in the developed-West, Marxists, he claims, decided to move to the domain of culture and morality, marking the beginning of ‘Postmodern neo-Marxism’. Its goal is to undermine the moral backbone of our societies and thus set in motion the final breakdown of our freedoms...But this kind of easy criticism avoids the difficult question: how could such a weird ‘theory’ find such a wide echo? A more complex approach is needed.




  Jacques Lacan wrote that, even if what a jealous husband claims about his wife (that she sleeps around with other men) is all true, his jealousy is still a pathological phenomenon: the pathological element being the husband’s need for jealousy as the only way to retain his dignity—identity, even. Along the same lines, one could say that even if most of the Nazi claims about the Jews were true (i.e. that they exploit Germans, they seduce German girls, etc.)—which they are not, of course!—their anti-Semitism would still be (and was) a pathological phenomenon, because it repressed the true reason why the Nazis needed anti-Semitism: to sustain their ideological position. In the Nazi vision, with their society construed as an organic Whole of harmonious collaboration, an external intruder is needed to account for divisions and antagonisms.




  The same holds for how, today, the anti-immigrant populists deal with the ‘problem’ of the refugees: they approach it in the atmosphere of fear, of the incoming struggle against the islamization of Europe, and they get caught in a series of obvious absurdities. For them, refugees who flee terror are equated with the terrorists they flee from, oblivious to the obvious fact that, while there may be among the refugees also terrorists, rapists, criminals etc., the vast majority are simply desperate people looking for a better life. Likewise, causes of problems immanent to today’s global capitalism are projected onto an external intruder. Here, we find ‘fake news’, a term which cannot be reduced to a simple inexactitude: if they (partially, at least) correctly render (some of) the facts, they are all the more dangerously false or misleading. Thus, anti-immigrant racism and sexism is not dangerous when it simply lies—it is at its most dangerous when its Lie is presented in the form of a (partial) factual Truth.




  The alt-right obsession with Cultural Marxism (Peterson’s ‘postmodern neo-Marxism’) signals its rejection of the fact that the phenomena they criticize as effects of the Cultural Marxist plot (moral degradation, sexual promiscuity, consumerist hedonism, etc.), are actually the outcomes of the immanent dynamics of late capitalism itself. (In The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (1976), Daniel Bell describes how the unbounded drive of modern capitalism undermines the moral foundations of the original ‘Protestant ethic’ that ushered in capitalism itself. In a new afterword added in 1996, Bell offers a bracing perspective on contemporary Western society from the end of the Cold War to the rise—and fall!—of post-modernism, revealing the crucial cultural fault-lines we face as the twenty-first century (then) approached. The turn towards culture as a key component of capitalist reproduction, and, concomitant to it, the commodification of cultural life itself, is precisely what enables capital’s expanded reproduction (think of today’s explosion of art biennales: Venice, Kassel, etc.): although they habitually present themselves as a form of resistance towards global capitalism and its commodification of everything, they are, in their mode of organization, the ultimate form of art as a moment of capitalist self-reproduction.




  The term ‘Cultural Marxism’ thus plays the same structural role as that of the ‘Jewish plot’ in anti-Semitism: it projects (or rather, transposes) the immanent antagonism of our socio-economic life onto an external cause: what the conservative alt-right deplores as the ethical disintegration of our lives (feminism, attacks on patriarchy, political correctness, etc.) must have an external cause—because it cannot, for them, emerge out of the antagonisms and tensions of our own societies.




  Before we blame some foreign intruder for the troubles of our liberal societies, we should always bear in mind that the true shock of the twentieth century was the First World War—all horrors that followed, from Fascism to Stalinism, are rooted in it. This war was such a shock for two reasons: First, it exploded after over a half-century of continuous progress in Europe (no large-scale wars, rise of living-standard and human rights). There was no foreign agent fomenting it; it was a pure product of the immanent tensions of Europe. Second, it was a shock but not an unexpected one—for at least 2 decades prior to it, the prospect of war was a kind of public obsession. The catch was that precisely this incessant talk about it created the perception that it cannot really happen: if we talk enough about it, it cannot take place. This is why, when it exploded, it was such a surprise.




  Unfortunately, the liberal-leftist reaction to anti-immigrant populism is often no better than the way it is treated by its opponents. Populism and PC (the left-liberal political correctness) practise the two complementary forms of lying which follow the classic distinction between hysteria and obsessional neurosis: an hysteric tells the truth in the guise of a lie (what it says is literally not true, but the lie expresses, in a false form, an authentic complaint), while what an obsessional neurotic claims is literally true, but it is a truth which serves a lie. Populists and PC-liberals resort to both strategies: First, as obsessional neurotics, they both resort to ‘factual lies’ when they serve what populists perceive as the higher Truth of their Cause. For instance, religious fundamentalists advocate ‘lying for Jesus’ in order to prevent the ‘horrible crime of abortion’: one is allowed to propagate false scientific ‘truths’ about the lives of foetuses and the medical dangers of abortion; or, in order to support breast-feeding, one is allowed to present as a scientific fact that abstention from breast-feeding causes breast-cancer, etc.




  Today, common anti-immigrant populists shamelessly circulate non-verified stories about rapes and other crimes of the refugees in order to give credibility to their ‘insight’ that refugees pose a threat to our way of life. All too often, PC-liberals proceed in a similar way: they pass in silence over actual differences in the ‘ways of life’ between refugees and Europeans, since even mentioning them may be seen to promote Eurocentrism. Recall the Rotherham case in the UK where, 3 years ago, police downplayed the nationality of the perpetrators in case anything in the case could be interpreted as racist.




  The opposite strategy—that of lying in the guise of truth—is also widely practised on both poles. If anti-immigrant populists not only propagate factual lies but also cunningly use bits of factual truth to add the aura of veracity to their racist lie, PC partisans also practise this ‘lying with truth’: in its fight against racism and sexism, it mostly quotes crucial facts, but it often gives them a wrong twist. The populist protest displaces onto the external enemy the authentic frustration and sense of loss, while the PC-liberals use its true points (detecting sexism and racism in language and so on) to reassert its moral superiority and thus prevent true social change.




  And this is why Peterson’s outbursts are so efficient, although (or, perhaps, because) he ignores the inner antagonisms and inconsistencies of the liberal project itself: the tension between liberals who are ready to condone racist and sexist jokes on account of the freedom of speech, and the PC regulators who want to censor them as an obstacle to the freedom and dignity of the victims of such jokes, is immanent to the liberal project and has nothing to do with an authentic Left. Peterson addresses what many of us somehow feel goes wrong in the PC universe of obsessive regulation: the problem with him does not reside in his lies, but in the partial truths that sustain his lies. If the Left is not able to address these limitations of its own project, it is fighting a lost battle.




  A reply to my critics




  Just a couple of remarks in reply to numerous critiques of my comment on Jordan Peterson. I see two levels in his work. First, there is his liberal analysis and critique of PC, LGBTQ+ issues etc., with regard to how they supposedly pose a danger to our freedoms. Although there are things I disagree with in it, I also see in it some worthwhile observations. My difference with him is that—while critical of many stances and political practices of PC, identity politics, or LGBTQ+ positions—I nonetheless see in them an often inadequate and distorted expression of very real and pressing problems. Claims about women’s oppression cannot be dismissed simply by referring to interests in Fifty Shades of Grey, the story of a woman who enjoys being dominated (as one of my critics claims); and the suffering of transgender people is absolutely all too real. The way racist and sexist oppression works in a developed liberal society is much more refined (but no less efficient) than in its direct brutal form, and the most dangerous mistake is to attribute women’s inferior social position to their own ‘free’ choice.




  Second, I find Peterson’s fixation on political correctness and other targets as the extreme outgrowth of ‘cultural Marxism’ (a bloc which, in its ‘postmodern neo-Marxist’ form, comprises the Frankfurt School, the ‘French’ poststructuralist deconstructionism, identity politics, gender and queer theories, etc.) to have numerous problems. He seems to imply this ‘postmodern neo-Marxism’ is the result of a deliberate shift in Marxist (or communist) strategy: after communism lost the economic battle with liberal capitalism (waiting in vain for the revolution to arrive in the developed Western world), its leaders, we are told, decided to move to the domain of cultural struggles (sexuality, feminism, racism, religion, etc), systematically undermining the cultural foundations and values of our freedoms. In the last decades, this new approach proved unexpectedly efficient: today, our societies are caught in a self-destructive circle of guilt, unable to defend their positive legacy.




  I see no necessary link between this line of thought and liberalism. The notion of ‘postmodern neo-Marxism’ (or its more insidious form, ‘cultural Marxism’), manipulated by some secret communist centre and aiming to destroy Western freedoms, is a pure alt-right conspiracy theory (and the fact that it can be mobilized as part of a ‘liberal’ defence of our freedoms says something about the immanent weaknesses of the liberal project). First, there is no unified field of ‘cultural Marxism’—some of today’s representatives of the Frankfurt School are among the most vicious denigrators of the ‘French thought’ (poststructuralism, deconstruction); and many ‘cultural Marxists’ are fiercely critical of identity politics, etc. Second, any positive reference to the Frankfurt School, or the ‘French thought’, was prohibited in socialist countries—where the authorities were much more open towards Anglo-Saxon analytic thought (as I remember from my own youth)—so to claim that both classic Marxism and its ‘cultural’ version were somehow controlled by the same central agent has to rely on the very suspicious notion of a hidden master who secretly pulls the strings. Finally, while I admit (and analyse in my books) the so-called ‘totalitarian’ excesses of political correctness and some transgender orientations which bear witness to a weird will to legalize, prohibit and regulate, I see in this tendency no trace of ‘radical Left’ but, on the contrary, a version of liberalism gone astray in its effort to protect and guarantee freedoms. Liberalism was always an inconsistent project ridden with antagonisms and tensions.




  If I were to indulge in paranoiac speculations, I would be much more inclined to say that the politically-correct obsessive regulations (like the obligatory naming of different sexual identities, with legal measures if one violates them) are rather a left-liberal plot to destroy an authentic radical-Left movement—suffice it to recall the animosity against Bernie Sanders among some LGBTQ+ and feminist circles (who had no problems with big corporate bosses supporting them). The ‘cultural’ focus of PC-liberalism and MeToo is, to put it in a simplified way, a desperate attempt to avoid the confrontation with actual economic and political problems, i.e., to locate women’s oppression and racism in its socio-economic context: the moment one mentions these problems, one is accused of vulgar ‘class reductionism’. Walter Benn Michaels and others have written extensively on it, and in Europe, Robert Pfaller wrote books critical of this PC patronizing stance, and has now started a movement called ‘adults for adults’. Liberals will have to take note that there is a growing radical-Left critique of political correctness, identity politics and MeToo.




  A note on my debate with Peterson




  I cannot but notice the irony of how Peterson and I, billed in the publicity for our debate as the big opponents, are both marginalized by the official academic community. If I understand it correctly, I was supposed to defend, at this duel of the century, the left-liberal line against neoconservatives...really? Most of the attacks on me are now precisely from left-Liberals (Chomsky; the outcry against my critique of LGBTQ+ ideology; etc.), and I am sure that if the leading figures in this field were asked if I’m fit to stand for them, they would turn in their grave even if they are still alive. It is typical that many comments on the debate pointed out how Peterson’s and my position are really not so distinct, which is literally true in the sense that, from their standpoint, they cannot see the difference between the two of us: I am as suspicious as Peterson. So as I saw it, the task of this debate was to at least clarify our differences.




  Let me begin with a point on which Peterson and I seem to agree: problematizing the notion of happiness as the goal of our lives. What if, to have a chance of happiness, we should not posit it as our direct goal? What if happiness is necessarily a by-product? Yes, a human life of freedom and dignity does not consist just in searching for happiness (no matter how much we spiritualize it) or in the effort to actualize one’s inner potentials—we have to find some meaningful Cause beyond the mere struggle for pleasurable survival. (One should introduce here the distinction, elaborated by Kierkegaard, between genius and apostle: a genius expresses its inner creativity while the apostle is a bearer of a transcendent message.) However, two qualifications should be added here.




  First, since we live in a modern era (ed. note: not to be confused with the post-modern cultural condition within it), we cannot simply refer to an unquestionable authority to confer a mission or task on us. Modernity means that yes, we should carry the burden, but the main burden is freedom itself—we are responsible for our burdens. Not only are we not allowed cheap excuses for not doing our duty, duty itself should not serve as an excuse or something to be exploited (say, when I know someone will be hurt if I do my duty, I should never say ‘sorry, I have to do it, it’s my duty’). So yes, we need a story which gives meaning to our life—but it remains our story: we are responsible for it; it emerges against the background of ultimate meaninglessness.




  Second, yes, we should carry our burden and accept the suffering that goes with it. But a danger lurks here, that of a subtle reversal—don’t fall in love with your suffering: never presume that your suffering is in itself a proof of your ethical value, or your authenticity. In psychoanalysis, the term for this is ‘surplus-enjoyment’: enjoyment generated by pain itself (that is, renunciation of pleasure can easily turn into pleasure of renunciation itself). For example, white left-Liberals love to denigrate one’s own cultural background and blame ‘eurocentrism’ for our evils—but it is instantly clear how this self-denigration brings a profit of its own: through this renouncing of their Particular roots, multicultural liberals reserve for themselves the universal position, graciously soliciting others to assert their Particular identity. White multiculturalist liberals thus embody the lie of identity politics.




  This brings me to my next critical point. What I sincerely don’t get is Peterson’s designation of the position he is most critical about (not as the usual ‘cultural Marxists’, but): ‘postmodern neo-Marxists’. Nobody calls himself or herself that, so it’s a critical term—but does it hold? Peterson seems to like to give precise references, he mentions books, etc., so I would like to know his precise references here. I think I know what he has in mind: the politically-correct multicultural, anti-Eurocentric, etc. mess. But, where are Marxists among them? Peterson seems to oppose ‘postmodern neo-Marxism’ to the Western Judeo-Christian legacy. I find this opposition weird.




  First, post-modernism and Marxism are incompatible: the theory of post-modernism emerged as a critique of Marxism (in Lyotard and others). The ultimate post-modernists are today conservatives themselves (editor’s note: as extensively written-upon by our Matt McManus). Once traditional authority loses its substantial power, it is not possible to return to it—all such returns are today a post-modern fake. Does Trump enact traditional values? No! His ‘conservativism’ is a post-modern performance, a gigantic ego trip. In this sense of obscenely playing with ‘traditional values’, of mixing references to them with open obscenities, Trump—not Obama—is the ultimate postmodern president. If we compare Donald Trump with Bernie Sanders, Trump is a post-modern politician at its purest, while Sanders is an old-fashioned moralist. Yes, when we make political decisions, we should carefully think about possible non-intended actual consequences which may turn out to be disastrous. But I would worry here about the Trump administration—it is now Trump who wages radical changes in the economy, international politics, etc. The very term ‘postmodern neo-Marxism’ reminds me of the typical totalitarian procedure of combining the two opposite trends into one figure of the enemy (like the ‘Judeo-Bolshevik plot’ in fascism).




  Second, can one imagine anything more ‘Western’ than post-modernism or Marxism? But which Western tradition are we talking about? In Europe today, I think the greatest threats to that worth saving in a European tradition are precisely those populist ‘defenders’ of Europe, like Salvini in Italy or le Pen in France. (No wonder they are joining hands with Putin and Trump, whose shared goals are to ruin European unity.) As for me, that is why I am unabashedly Eurocentric—it always strikes me how the very leftist critique of Eurocentrism is formulated in terms which only have sense within the Western tradition.




  Third, Peterson condemns historicist relativism, but a historical approach does not necessarily entail relativism. The easiest way to detect a historical break is when society accepts that something (which was hitherto a common practice) is simply not acceptable. There were times when slavery or torture were considered normal, now they are considered unacceptable (except for torture in the US in the last decade or so). And I see MeToo or LGBTQ+ as part of this same progress—which, of course, does not imply that we should not ruthlessly criticize eventual weird turns of these two movements, however. And, in the same way, modernity means you cannot directly refer to the authority of a tradition—if you do it, it’s a comedy, an ego trip (if not something much worse, as in fundamentalism).




  Another oft-repeated Peterson-motif is the idea that, according to the ‘postmodern neo-Marxists’, the capitalist West is characterized by ‘tyrannical patriarchy’ (with Peterson here triumphantly mocking this claim, enumerating cases of how hierarchy existed not only in non-Western societies—but also in nature!). Again, I sincerely don’t know which ‘neo-Marxists’ claim that patriarchy is the result of the capitalist West. Marx says the exact contrary: in one of the most famous passages from The Communist Manifesto, he writes that it is precisely capitalism itself which tends to undermine all traditional patriarchal hierarchies. Furthermore, in ‘Authority and Family’, an early classic of the Frankfurt School (the origin of ‘cultural Marxism’), Max Horkheimer is far from just condemning modern patriarchal family—he describes how the paternal role model can provide to a youngster a stable support to resist social pressure. As his colleague Adorno pointed out, totalitarian leaders like Hitler are not paternal figures. (And I am well aware of the obsession of post-colonial and feminist theorists with patriarchy, but I think this obsession is a reaction to their inability to confront the fact that the predominant type of subjectivity in the developed-West today is a hedonist subject whose ultimate goal in life is to realize its potentials and, as they say, re-invent itself again and again by changing its fluid identity.) What annoys me are theorists who present this type of subjectivity as something subversive of capitalist patriarchal order: I think such fluid subjectivity is the main fork of subjectivity in today’s capitalism.




  Let me now briefly deal with what became known as ‘the “lobster” topic’. I am far from a simple social constructionism and I deeply appreciate evolutionary thought: of course we are [also] natural beings, and the fact that our DNA shares around 98 per cent with that of some apes means something—it sets some coordinates. Maybe I just focus on different authors, here: my references are Stephen Jay Gould, with his notion of ex-aptation (as opposed to adaptation), or Terrence Deacon with his notion of incomplete nature. Nature is not a completely determinist order; it is, in some sense, ontologically-incomplete, full of improvisations; it develops like French cuisine: is the origin of many of its famous dishes or drinks not, that, when they wanted to produce a standard piece of food or drink, something went wrong, and then they realized that this failure can be re-sold as success? They were making cheese in the usual way, but then the cheese got rotten and infected, smelling bad, and then they found this monstrosity (measured by the usual standards) charming in its own way; or, they were making wine in the usual way, when something went wrong with the fermentation, and so they began to produce champagne, and so on...




  The same goes for tradition. Let me quote T.S. Eliot, the great conservative, who wrote, ‘what happens when a new work of art is created is something that happens simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded it...the past should be altered by the present as much as the present is directed by the past. And the poet who is aware of this will be aware of great difficulties and responsibilities.’ This holds not only for works of art but for the entire cultural tradition. Let’s take the radical change enacted by Christianity (yes, I define myself as an atheist Christian). Does Christianity not break radically with the traditional order of hierarchy? It’s not just that in spite of all our natural and cultural differences, the same divine spark dwells in everyone, but that this divine spark enables us to create the Holy Spirit, a community in which hierarchic family values are abolished. Democracy extends this logic to the political space: in spite of all differences in competence, the ultimate decision should stay with all of us—the wager of democracy being precisely that we should not give all power to ‘competent’ experts. It was communists in power who legitimized their rule by posing as (fake) experts. And something of the same order is implied by our judicial systems: a jury means that not only experts, but our peers, should be the ultimate judges. I mention these well-known facts only to point out how far they are from any hierarchy grounded in competences. And I, it is well known, am far from believing in ordinary people’s wisdom: we often need a master-figure to push us out of our inertia and (I am not afraid to say this) force us to be free. Freedom and responsibility hurt, they require an effort. But the highest function of a true master is precisely to awaken us to our freedom.




  So, what about grounding hierarchy in competence? Do men simply earn more because they are more competent? I think that social power and authority cannot be directly-grounded in competence: in our human universe, power (in the sense of exerting authority) is effectively something much more mysterious, even ‘irrational’. Kierkegaard put this nicely when he wrote: if a child says he will obey his father because his father is competent and good, this is an affront to his father’s authority—and Kierkegaard applies the same to Christ himself: Christ was justified by the fact of being God’s son—not by his capacities (and every good student of theology can put it better than Christ). Here I simply claim that there is no such authority in nature: lobsters have hierarchy, but the top lobster among them has no authority; he rules by force, but he does not exert power in the human sense. Again, the wager of democracy is that power and competence or expertise should keep some minimal distance apart—this is why, already in Ancient Greece, popular vote was combined with lottery. In principle, capitalism abolishes traditional hierarchies and introduces personal freedom and equality; but are financial and power inequalities really grounded in different competences? (Liberal economist Thomas Piketty, in his Capital in the Twenty-First Century, provides an immense amount of data here...)




  Another Peterson-motif is that, when an individual (or, presumably, a society) is in crisis, one has to offer it a mythic narrative, a story that enables it to organize its confused experience as a meaningful Whole. However, problems lurk here, too—Hitler was one of the greatest story-tellers of the twentieth century. In the 1920s, many Germans experienced their situation as a confused mess: they didn’t understand what was happening to them, with military defeat, economic crisis and what they perceived as moral decay. Hitler provided a story, a plot (which was precisely that of the ‘Jewish plot’): we are in this mess because of the Jews. And, incidentally, we should not forget here, that—as Freud already pointed out—the paranoiac construct is also a perverted attempt at healing, a story by means of which we try to organize our universe. We are telling ourselves stories about ourselves in order to acquire a meaningful experience of our existence. However, this is not enough. One of the most stupid wisdoms is: ‘An enemy is someone whose story you have not heard.’ There is, however, a clear limit to this procedure: is one now ready to affirm that Hitler was an enemy simply because his story was not heard?




  Furthermore, ideological stories always locate our experiences into a social field. From what I know about Peterson’s clinical practice, I fully appreciate what he’s doing, his focus on bringing his patients to assume responsibility, self-reliance and purpose in life. But when he says: ‘Put your house in order before you want to change the world,’ my reaction is: OK, but why the choice? What if, in trying to achieve the first, you discover that your house is in disorder because of what is wrong in the world? Let’s take Peterson himself: isn’t he so active publicly (and in this sense trying to change the world) precisely because he realized how the predominant liberal ideology prevents individuals to put their houses in order? This is evidently true if you live in Congo or North Korea, but also with the extension of digital control in our world, etc. (In the old communist countries, those in power would love to see you focusing on putting your house in order—and leaving their power in the world undisturbed.)




  The ultimate big story that guarantees meaning is, of course, religion. Is religion still the opium of the people? This, Marx’s formula, needs to be seriously rethought today. Religion (that is, certain fundamentalist versions of it) is still an opium of the people. It is true that radical Islam is an exemplary case of religion as the opium of the people: a false confrontation with capitalist modernity which allows those Muslims to dwell in their ideological dream while their countries are ravaged by the effects of global capitalism—but exactly the same holds for Christian fundamentalism. Mike Pompeo recently said it is ‘possible’ that President Donald Trump was sent by God to save Israel from Iran: ‘I am confident that the Lord is at work here,’ he added. The danger of this stance is obvious: if you oppose US politics in the Middle East, you oppose the will of God...If and when God will judge Pompeo, we can guess what his defence will be: ‘Forgive me, father, for I knew what I was doing!’ – I knew I was acting on your will.




  However, apart from ‘neutral’ expertise (the evocation of experts to justify choices which are clearly ideological), there are two other main opiums of the people at work today: opium and the people. When we think of opium, our first association may be evil Mexican cartels. But there will be cartels as long as there is big demand for drugs in the US and other developed countries. Maybe here also, then, before ridding the world from drug traffickers, we should put our house in order? Remember the horror of the two Opium Wars fought (not only) by the British empire against China: statistics show that, until 1820, China was the strongest economy in the world. From the late eighteenth century, the British were exporting enormous amounts of opium into China, turning millions of people there into addicts and causing great damage. The Chinese Emperor tried to prevent this, prohibiting the import of opium, and so the British (together with some other Western forces) intervened militarily. The result was catastrophic: China’s economy decimated to half. But what should interest us is the legitimization of this brutal military intervention: free trade is the basis of civilization, therefore China’s prohibition of opium import was a barbarian threat to civilization. Imagine such a similar act today: Mexico and Colombia acting to defend their drug cartels and declaring war on the US for behaving in a non-civilized way by preventing free opium trade.




  But is schematic egalitarianism also not ideological? Yes—but is Marxism really egalitarian? Marx mostly mentions ‘equality’ only to make the point that it is an exclusively political notion, and, as a political value, that it is a distinctively bourgeois value. Far from being a value that can be used to thwart class oppression, Marx thinks the idea of equality is actually a vehicle for bourgeois class oppression, and something quite distinct from the communist goal of the abolition of classes. Marx even makes the standard argument that equal right ‘can consist only in the application of an equal standard; but unequal individuals (and they would not be different individuals if they were not unequal) are measurable only by an equal standard insofar as they are brought under an equal point of view, are taken from one definite side only’.




  So what about the balance between equality and hierarchy? Did we recently really move too much in the direction of equality? Is there, in today’s US, really ‘too much equality’? Does a simple overview of the situation not point exactly in the opposite direction? We recently learned that South Africa is the world’s most unequal country—25 years of ‘freedom’ have failed to bridge the divide. Far from pushing us too far, the Left has gradually lost its ground for decades. Its trademarks—universal healthcare, free education, etc.—are continuously diminished. Look at Bernie Sanders’ programme: it is just a version of what was, half a century ago in Europe, the predominant social democracy, but is today decried as a threat to the American way of life. Furthermore, I see no threat to free creativity in this programme—on the contrary, I see free healthcare and education etc. as absolutely essential to focusing one’s life on more important creative issues (where, of course, we are not at all equal, where differences abound). Equality can also be a creating-of the space for as many as possible individuals to develop their potentials.




  To conclude, allow me to just indicate how I see the fact (which bothered many ‘Leftists’) that the exchange between Peterson and myself was relatively peaceful and polite. The reason is not just that there are definitely aspects of his work which I appreciate (above all his clinical work, but also his critique of political correctness, his claim that white supremacism is identity politics appropriated by the Right, etc.). The basic difference between us was so evident that there was no need in that context to reassert it violently. And, ultimately, this difference is in our view of the present constellation of humanity: the way I see it, Peterson is much too optimistic—he thinks that capitalism will be able to manage its problems, while I think that we are approaching a global emergency-state, and that only a radical change can give us a chance.




  To explore the importance of that difference without hyperbole is, I think, of renewed significance. Expressed with such symbolic efficiency, we find in this book a true violence impressing itself.
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