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  Michał Herer has written an important book, the subject of which is the late-modern crisis of friendship. Friendship, conceived here as a complex dialectical play between intimacy and distance, possesses a certain je ne sais quoi, an indefinable quality, which binds singulars in a singular manner – and because of that falls out of the charts of the modern society which now is achieving its peak of the Weberian disenchantment and rationalisation.




  This little book is remarkably well written; by avoiding jargon and going straight into the essential matter of things, it reads smoothly as a convincing argument.
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  Chapter 1




  How to Live Together




  

     For there is nothing so characteristic of friends as living together.


     Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics







  The crisis of community is one to which we have grown accustomed. And no wonder: it is, after all, one of the defining elements of modernity. The modern world provides exceedingly little space for communities based on kinship or shared religion and tradition; it is a world that yields to other forms of collective existence. These new groups are rather associations of individuals who adhere to certain formal (above all, legal) principles stemming from the social contract. A discussion of this profound transformation—the shift from the community to the association as the model of collective living definitive of modernity—would fill the shelves of a large library. The books that discuss, less directly, the psychological, existential, aesthetic, and other aspects of this process, its short and long-term repercussions, as well as the indisputable advantages and benefits it offers the modern individual, freed from the restrictive shackles of bygone forms of community life, would require even more space. Even the phenomena that have propelled us into the phase of late modernity or postmodernism, as some have argued, seem to have had little substantial effect in this regard. No neo-tribal tendencies, no re-awakenings of local cultures, and no religious revivals have managed to change the fact that we are living in an era marked by the crisis of traditional communities. Perhaps it is because this notion of the decline of the community has become so commonplace, so familiar, that we have failed to perceive the nature of another, more recent, crisis, that has already left its mark on our lives. This other crisis is even more fundamental, in that it is not so much a consequence of our abandonment of traditional forms, but a result of our struggles with modern forms of socialization. The crucial question, therefore, is no longer: What happened to the communities of the past? The problem we face is even more elementary, and at once broader, and can be summarized as follows: How do we live together?




  Yet it is surprising how little attention this problem has drawn from philosophers, especially considering the alarm and concern raised in think pieces, popular social analyses, and even self-help books, all of which repeat the same refrain: We don’t know how to live together, how to be couples, how to be married (what with the deregulation of the system of gender roles), or how to form a society (in the face of waning social trust) or a political community (now that politics and PR have become indiscernible). The title of this chapter is borrowed from Roland Barthes, who in 1977 gave a series of lectures at the Collège de France titled Comment vivre ensemble, or How to Live Together. Naturally, many analyses have been written of all types of social processes and phenomena, that is, those that pertain to humans being together. The mechanisms underlying collective entities in their myriad forms have been studied and described in academic terms, but there is something else at stake in the problem Barthes articulated 4 decades ago. It is a problem that has not been examined as often as it deserves to be, at least not in the realm of philosophy. “How to live...,” like Lenin’s famous question “What is to be done?” (posed earlier by Chernyshevsky), is a matter that is faced by a subject and at once concerns a certain subject. And yet, unlike the subjects of revolutionary literature, the subject implied in Barthes’ question isn’t one who knows the answer and proceeds to impart his strategic or tactical knowledge on the reader, with whom he shares a specific, common goal. On the contrary: Éric Marty, the French publisher of Barthes’ lecture notes,1 points out that the dominant mood among the audience was one of disappointment. “That disappointment,” Marty writes, “is not only something Barthes anticipated but also, in a certain sense, something he sought.”2 Although the title Barthes proposed does not end with the appropriate punctuation mark, it is an interrogative statement, a question whose answer he did not know; the lecture series was itself a peculiar meditation on the absence, the impossibility of a response. Instead of a utopia, a project, or at least an analysis of some specific form of being together, the renowned semiotician merely offers, in his words, a “phantasm,” one that he oddly names idiorhythmy. We will return later to this concept and to the notion of a community that is founded, paradoxically enough, on distance, thus allowing its members to retain their “individual rhythms.”3 The very fact that Barthes is forced to approach the matter of living together by using paradoxes and phantasms is itself significant.




  Why is it that, despite our increasingly profound and detailed understanding of the mechanisms underlying collective action, group dynamics, and other similar phenomena, it has become increasingly difficult for us, as living, acting subjects, to answer this question, both in theoretical and practical terms? And is this not one source of the fundamental problem that has long scuttled every political philosophy that has set out to fix the world by more or less reasonable means, but without figuring out how to construct a political subject that could pose an actual threat to the status quo? A subject that could challenge, if only in the smallest degree, the power of Monsieur le Capital? No collective political subject can emerge in a place where people have no idea how to live together, and where the very word “collective” has ominous overtones. How did we end up in this situation? To understand our predicament, we must return for a moment to the matter of modernity—or, more specifically, to the solutions modernity has always proposed for the alienation for which it was itself partially culpable. Unanchored from their traditional communities and cast into the whirl of market competition—or at least into the whirl of contractually regulated actions whose fundamental objective was the pursuit of personal gain, even in the broadest sense of the term—individuals had to receive not so much an ersatz version of their erstwhile community lives, as the chance to belong to communities that were just as strong and substantial as the ones that they had abandoned. These alternative substantial communities (that is, ones not based exclusively on voidable contracts) were ready and waiting. These were (and, to some extent, still are): the family and the nation. Both the family and monarchies existed in the pre-modern world, of course, but the nuclear bourgeois family4 and the nation state are inventions of modernity, modern forms of community in which the individual becomes more than just a vehicle for labor power and creates their own substantial ties to others, living with them, not just among them. The fact that the alienation of the individual in the economic realm or the individual’s status as an “entrepreneur of the self”5 and their affiliation with a particular family community are just two sides of the same coin is best illustrated by the famous quotation from Margaret Thatcher: “There’s no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families.” There are individual men and individual women in the market, but they still live together, in families. This concern for the existence of the family is used to justify and excuse the ruthless rivalry between individuals within the bounds of the market. And it is on the “bosom” of the family that men and women take shelter (though not invariably, and not to the same degree) from the world, which they perceive to be indifferent at best, and hostile at worst. The motto of the modern family would read: “United against the world.” At the same time, this gesture constitutes a functional element of the whole against which it is aimed. All other ways of living together—or society, to use Thatcher’s term—are nothing more than hindrances, and risk being used as grounds for further demands. As long as there exist only individuals and (their) families, and all other non-familial manifestations of common life and action are effectively suppressed or at least marginalized, everything is all right. In this sense, those who complain that modern-day capitalism is destroying the family are at least guilty of oversimplification. To be sure, the perpetual debt, precarious employment, and demands for constant availability that plague today’s workers are hardly conducive to a happy family life. It is even more tragic, therefore, that in late modernity a person may struggle against an alien, hostile world, working hard to put food on their family’s table, and be left with neither the time nor the energy to live with their husband or wife and—possibly—children. The same is true of the nation. The death of the nation state—not the nation itself—was frequently proclaimed early in the era of globalization (or perhaps at the onset of its latest, current phase). It became something of a ritual to point out that the growing might of the multinational corporation would diminish the nation state’s previous significance, and that the latter was practically incapable of regulating the flow of financial capital. All of this is true: the sovereignty of the nation, especially in the economic sense, is becoming a myth before our very eyes, and yet—or perhaps for this very reason—nations and their states are in no hurry to shuffle off the stage of history. In fact, they appear to grow more attached to their “essence,” “values,” and “traditions” even as their actual relevance shrinks. It is becoming increasingly apparent that all of Europe is being swept by a revival of nationalist sentiments or the rebirth of a cultural chauvinism that rises not to protect national values, but to defend Western “Judeo-Christian” culture from the threats of Islam, immigrants, etc.6 Multinational corporations have yet to show any concern over this resurgent strain of chauvinism, which at any rate appears to pose little threat to the unrestricted flow of capital. The latter knows no borders, unlike people, who threaten the integrity of “our” culture or some nation or other. The nation state, whose withering away was proclaimed by the prophets of the global village, is similarly alive and well, unlike the European Union, which faces the specter of more “exits.” Rather, it may turn out that Deleuze and Guattari were correct when they posited, already in the 1970s, that the nation state, with its attendant bureaucracy, police, and apparatus of violence, was a necessary condition for the implementation of the principles of the capitalist market on a given territory.7 What comes across as archaic, a relic of a bygone era, is revealed to be perfectly suited to function in our new reality.




  The family community and the community of the nation: these are the two perpetually privileged places in which modern man can feel like something more than a cog in a machine, a parameter in an equation that has not been revealed to him, a sapient animal fighting to survive in an economic jungle. This is where he can cultivate values. These places share at least one characteristic with traditional, pre-modern communities, in that they are closed, or at least they guard their borders. My home is my castle. It is not just the community of the nation but, increasingly, all of Europe that is becoming just such a castle. My family, my nation: we look after the interests of our own families and our own nations; our relations with other nations are limited to tactical alliances formed to better secure those interests. This is what sociologists and social psychologists mean when they talk about the “amoral familism.” We have no duties toward that which is not ours.




  One might respond by pointing out the existence of another space, also a modern-day invention, but one that is conterminous with neither the family nor the nation: civil society. Nor is it just another word for the market, in the economic sense. In civil society, people operate as free individuals (free also from the constraints of family ties and national or ethnic affiliations) who associate for various purposes and are capable of undertaking concerted actions of various kinds. As true as this may be, the distinctness of civil society from the economic realm in particular has always posed a certain theoretical and practical problem. This is already apparent, at the theoretical level, in the writings of Hegel, for whom civil society is, above all else, the sphere of individual interests or needs and their satisfaction, which is only possible through mediation with the universal.8 Not coincidentally, however, for Marx—who stripped the concept of its civic-civil core to reveal its bourgeois-economic character—the respectable citizen (Bürger, citoyen) in civil society (bürgerliche Gesellschaft) appeared disconcertingly similar to the regular bourgeois...One can find practical confirmation of the above by tracing the evolution, over the past decade, of non-governmental organizations. According to one increasingly popular view, NGOs, long the bedrock of civil society, have a tendency to transform into businesses—if not in the sense of entities that generate private profit, then at least in the manner in which they operate or the organizational structures they assume. Not to mention that, if we were to examine their role from a broader perspective, one can’t help but get the impression that NGOs contribute to the onslaught of neoliberalism, meaning the systematic restriction of the social services provided by the state. The responsibility of providing these services, which one might want to finance with a progressive income tax, for example, is shifted onto the third sector, where social policy is carried out by volunteers, interns, and entry-level employees who are willing to work for low pay on precarious contracts. It’s a solution that’s brilliant in its simplicity. For this and other reasons, it is becoming increasingly hard to believe that civil society will save us from the unbridled forces of the market, or that new forms of common life will emerge from there, of all places.




  In order for these to appear, we would need a space in which to experiment without being shackled by the logic of the market or limited to the confines of the family and national or cultural communities. One such space, in the 1960s, was the counterculture movement, whose reputation today isn’t particularly good. Some blame counterculture for accelerating the decline of “traditional values” by bringing about the sexual revolution and women’s liberation, while others see in it a fifth column or even a vanguard of capitalism, as it made household words out of terms like “creativity,” which were then claimed by the managerial caste, many of whose members were former rebels moving on to a new, stable stage in their lives and were trying to put their radical slogans to use in the operations of private companies.9 Both these critical approaches to counterculture overlook a few critical issues. Setting aside the question of whether so-called traditional values were worth defending, if examples of such values included the patriarchal domination of husbands over their wives, it is debatable whether a sexual revolution actually occurred. In any case, there is much evidence that the supposed revolution was immediately followed by a period of conservative backlash. Meanwhile, left-leaning critics who see the neoliberal model of management and employment as the fulfillment of countercultural demands (horizontal networks in place of former hierarchical structures, fluidity, mobility, people moving from one project to the next instead of finding lifelong employment) commit two other errors. First, they focus their critique on a narrow understanding of the economic sphere, on the counterculture’s alleged role in the transformation of the capitalist economy. Second, and more importantly, they base their arguments on an either oversimplified or overly metaphysical model of social and historical causation. The fact that countercultural slogans were adopted and exploited by marketing gurus doesn’t mean that the new spirit of capitalism simply grew out of the counterculture, or that there was a straightforward causal relationship between the two, much less that the former was, from the very beginning of the counterculture movement, its sole profound meaning. Someday, someone will write a history that does justice to the rebellion of the 1960s by portraying it as a revolt against the poverty of forms of living offered by modern capitalist society, particularly forms of common living. We smirk when we read or see the radicals of the time condemning the family as a “bourgeois superstition” and dressing up as Indians (what else are hippie clothes?) in order to emphasize their non-affiliation with the great nation or even the “white man’s” culture. This aloofness toward the family and the concept of romantic love, as well as the mistrust of the community of the nation, nevertheless made possible experiments in the realm of common living, in comparison with which today’s efforts seem completely stagnant. To be sure, these attempts weren’t always successful, but anyone who today attempts to supersede the logic of the public sphere by developing a new logic of the common10 would do well to keep them in mind and learn from them (and from their failures), if the commonwealth is in fact to be anchored in common living.




  The greatest challenges facing not only the modern West, but perhaps global civilization in general—from economic inequalities to the looming specter of environmental catastrophe—are unlikely to be overcome without first answering the following question, or at least posing it as forcefully as possible: how are we to live together? The hypothesis, or perhaps the intuition, that I develop throughout the course of this essay can be summarized by stating that in order to develop new forms of common living, we must first revive the culture of friendship. The family, the community of the nation, and civil society are all, by themselves, insufficient to counterbalance the modern (or late-capitalist) anomie. Even though these three strictly modern forms continue to undergo radical transformations that render their futures unpredictable, it seems unlikely that they will produce, by the force of their own historical logic, solutions to the problems we face today. It is likely that families are possible without amoral familism, perhaps even nations without national egoism, and civicness untouched by the instrumentalizing forces of the market, but there must invariably appear an element external to the existing mode of functioning of the family, the nation, and civil society. The element, or rather the type of relationship that could destabilize them, thereby in a sense healing them, is friendship. However, we must attempt from the very beginning to think of friendship beyond the traditional opposition between the public and the private; instead of placing it within (fundamentally apolitical) spheres of private interpersonal relations, we must see it as having a certain quality or power to permeate relations of various types. From the philosophical standpoint, one of the most interesting characteristics of friendship is that while it is not synonymous with love, fraternity, or political alliance, none of these (or many other) relationships occur without a certain measure of friendship: this is the ingredient that makes other forms of relationships more productive and less limiting, less self-centered, and less toxic. Friendship is what enables us to breathe deeply, so to speak, preventing us from withdrawing into the logic of ingroup favoritism (our family, our nation, our culture, our interests). For this reason, to overcome the crisis of modern communities and societies, to solve the crisis facing modern forms of common living, we must return to the ethos of friendship and imbue with it our mutual relationships with other humans, and perhaps with other species.




  What do we mean when we talk about “revival” or “return”? Do we suffer some lack of the culture or ethos of friendship? And if so—if our difficulty in inventing the indispensable new art of common living is in fact a sign of such a deficiency—then has there ever been a culture and an ethos, a golden age of friendship, which could serve as a model for us today? To answer this question, one would ultimately have to write something along the lines of a history of friendship, perhaps one similar to the histories written by Foucault. Interestingly, Michel Foucault himself, in an interview for the American LGBT magazine The Advocate, one of the last he gave before his death, stated outright: “One thing that interests me now is the problem of friendship...I think now, after studying the history of sex, we should try to understand the history of friendship, or friendships. That history is very, very important.”11 We can only regret that Foucault did not live long enough to accomplish his goal. All the more reason, therefore, to investigate the clues he left us in this interview and in an earlier conversation, significantly entitled “Friendship as a Way of Life.” The latter interview was also published in a periodical targeted at a largely gay readership, this time in France. This is no coincidence; in this interview, Foucault expresses the conviction that “homosexuality,” not by virtue of some essence or nature of homosexual “desire,” but by its unique position within the social fabric, provokes questions about friendship as a way of life and, by extension, about “affective and relational virtualities.”12 The point is that homosexual relationships challenge the traditional model of the couple, and must by their very nature experiment with the very form of “being together”: “How is it possible for men to be together? To live together, share their time, their meals, their room, their leisure, their grief, their knowledge, their confidences?”13 Foucault contrasts this practice of building a relationship outside the traditional couple model with the stereotype of homosexual relationships as being inherently fleeting and too impermanent to permit the creation of any form of common living. It is between these two familiar molds—between the couple, the most established form of which is the modern, patriarchal, bourgeois married couple, and the absent or insufficient relationship that defines the random, anonymous encounter between two “men meeting in the street, seducing each other with a look, grabbing each other’s asses and getting each other off in a quarter of an hour”14—that there unfolds a space for experimentation, but also for friendship, in the sense of a relationship that is unlike both romantic love and the indifferent collision of human atoms. One can of course argue whether Foucault is justified in granting special status to homosexual relationships in his discussion of the cultivation of friendships as a way of life, but his view is not an isolated one; Anthony Giddens also noted that new forms of intimate relationships are often developed today outside the boundaries of heteronormativity.15 It’s as if the exception to the rule were itself becoming the source of new, fluid rules that are gradually replacing the established models. Either way, both interviews from Foucault’s later (latest) period of activity contain certain elements of a yet-unwritten history of friendship. The first of the two elements applies more to the present day than to history per se. In the case of friendship, its ethical potential—the one tied to its ethos, its way of being, and its capacity to create new ways to live together—is strictly tied to the difference between a friendship and a romantic relationship, upon which, ambivalence notwithstanding, the idea of the modern bourgeois family is based. The other element—which is mentioned later in the interview, and which Foucault does not associate directly with the former, despite the ostensible connection between the two—is the philosopher’s recommendation that, in writing the future history of friendship, we pay particular attention to the point when, to put it colloquially, things started falling apart, when friendship, at least in “our” culture, began to be perceived as something insignificant, perhaps even as some sort of threat. Here Foucault once again raises the matter of homosexuality, noting that “once friendship disappeared as a culturally accepted relation, the issue arose: ‘What is going on between men?’”16
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