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What people are saying about


We Hear Only Ourselves


First, this book is the beautiful breakthrough of an enormously gifted young philosopher. Then, an original elaboration of the aporias affecting the concept of utopia, after Marx, Bloch, and Jameson. Above all, it demonstrates how decisive the ‘narration of blackness’, as cast by Fred Moten and Saidiya Hartman, will be for energizing an actual resistance to our catastrophic actuality. On all three accounts, I highly recommend it.”


Étienne Balibar, author of The Philosophy of Marx
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We hear only ourselves.
For we are gradually becoming blind to the outside […] But the note flares out of us, the heard note, not the note itself or its forms. Yet it shows us our way without alien means, shows us our historically inner path as a flame in which not the vibrating air but we ourselves begin to tremble, and throw off our coats.1
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FOREWORD


This book is basically a work of philosophy. I hope that at least one reader is drawn to it not because of a specific interest in philosophy but perhaps because they, like me, think that thinking about our own world requires thinking about a world that goes beyond it. If one thinks this, then a book on utopia may stand out, and perhaps you are that reader. Much of the rest of the book is written with philosophers in mind, so I address this foreword to the reader who I would be most pleased to hear had picked this book out, one whose concerns are not primarily philosophical. Perhaps, even, you are sceptical of works of philosophy and were hesitant to read beyond the first sentence.


The idea for this book comes from three long-standing moral and political commitments of mine. The first is that we are living in the wrong world, and we ought to change it. A lot of philosophy, particularly that which dominates universities in the English-speaking world, has spent a lot of time and effort thinking about what claims about “wrongness” mean. Perhaps that is interesting to some people, but it isn’t particularly interesting to me, and this isn’t that sort of philosophy. Instead, what I tried to do by writing this book is articulate a way we can think about both the wrongness of our own world and the historical possibility of a better one.


I suppose that is all reliant on my second commitment, a stubborn belief that there are things we ought to do. A lot of philosophy is extremely sceptical of these sorts of claims, and it’s a scepticism that I share to a degree, but it seems clear to me that there really would be no point in anything if there were not some things that we ought to do. Equally, we would have no need to think about politics if there were not ways things ought to be. There is a lot of philosophy — and a lot of philosophy I like — that I find a little too shaky on this commitment. In some ways, this book is an exasperated attempt to hold onto this commitment while making room for the third one. 


This third commitment is that we are all thoroughly and completely part of this world. About a decade ago, it became fashionable to talk about “the Outside”, something that we could access, or, in certain formulations, something that could access us. One potentially liberating thing about this is that we can look at our world, the wrong world, and feel relief that this is not all that there is, that another world is possible. I do not think this ends up being helpful: the moment we would access something outside of our world, it would become connected to it and thus be just as much a part of this world as we are. If we’re going to escape this world, we’re going to have to break out from the inside, having been thoroughly formed by that which we attempt to escape.


Those are the stakes. I hope, therefore, that the fact that I tend to think and write in a certain philosophical register will not deter the non-philosophical reader. I should, briefly, say something about why I do choose to write in this way rather than in the more informal mode of address, which I am now using. Broadly, it’s that the words we use in everyday life are rather less specific than what is generally required in order to say exactly what we mean in philosophy. We could, instead, try and build that specificity by spending a great deal of time and effort clarifying that we are using rather everyday words in extremely specific ways. That, in my view, ends up being just as confusing and much, much longer. Therefore, in what follows, there is an abundance of technical language, most of which will be unfamiliar to most readers. Immanuel Kant wrote that if the length of books is judged by the length of time it takes to read them rather than the number of pages, then there are certain books that would be shorter were they not so short.2 I think that this is, in fact, true of almost all works of philosophy.


But I am not just trying to make excuses for what is, probably, a frustratingly inaccessible style of writing that I have inherited from spending too much time in libraries. I want to dispel the idea that your job, as a reader, is to understand what I am getting at, or indeed what any other author is getting at. The experience of not knowing what an author is getting at is perhaps the primary philosophical experience. Surely, no one in the history of reading philosophy has picked up a book and felt that every word made sense with what they already knew. Such an ideal of philosophy is not only a fantasy but also a rather damaging fantasy: unless one thinks that the primary goal of philosophy is articulating, in more specific terms, what “we” already thought, the fact that a work of philosophy does not immediately make sense is necessary if a work of philosophy is to say anything at all. Quite a lot of philosophers do actually think that philosophy is just the refinement of everyday intuition. In fact, if you study philosophy as an undergraduate in the UK, you are likely to hear that “if your writing doesn’t make sense to someone who knows nothing about philosophy, then it isn’t good writing”. I should add that, generally, the sort of person that says this will write in a completely inscrutable fashion about topics that few care about outside of Anglophone academia. In short, this is the idea that philosophy is fundamentally meant to be comprehensible. But if philosophy is to serve any radical political purpose whatsoever (as Marx wrote, to change the world rather than merely interpret it), then the initial experience of reading such work must, in fact, be incomprehension. 


There is also much to be said about exactly what kind of person is imagined as being able to comprehend all good works of philosophy despite knowing nothing about them beforehand. Here, I am instead more interested in the necessarily accompanying assumption that the aim of reading philosophy should be comprehension. Sure, comprehension is an important part of studying philosophy, especially if one is studying for some kind of examination. But we should not be reading with the possibility of an examination in mind, and it is a shame, to say the least, that this impulse seems near-unavoidable. Reading philosophy, just as much as reading fiction, ought to elicit any number of responses. Philosophy is often highly emotional, and there is no good reason to say that an emotional response is a less legitimate response to philosophy. Good philosophy ought to make us do something, or not do something, because it transforms the way we relate to the world. The demand that when we read philosophy we thereby attempt, primarily, to comprehend it, to distill its arguments and conclusion into a “position” that might be compared to other such positions, is a symptom of a culture of reading that requires all its objects to be comparable, exchangeable. It cannot be all that there is to philosophy.


So, if you are approaching this text without familiarity with its terms or, indeed, with any work of philosophy, I would encourage you to resist the student’s impulse to comprehend. Of course, it will be helpful to understand the basic story being told, but you don’t need to catch all the references as if you were writing an end-of-term paper. Equally, we are used to being assessed alone, that one day we will have to sit down, as individual students, and be tested on our knowledge. Resist the temptation to think this way: bother your friends about what you are reading, and think together, even if it’s just in sentences exchanged while waiting for a kettle to boil or a pint to be pulled. Most of what I wrote here began that way, and I’d prefer if it were received as such.


I do hope that there is something here for those who are either unfamiliar with or sceptical of philosophy. Ultimately, this book is about always trying, always in vain, to live the right way in a wrong world, and how we could think about a world that would be better. If you can catch even a glimpse of that here, then I will have succeeded in what I set out to do.









INTRODUCTION


This book investigates and attempts to argue for the importance of the idea of utopia in liberatory political philosophy. This is driven by a desire to respond to a rather old question, though one that does not receive direct attention in the course of my argument. This is the question of the possibility of the formation of an agent of liberation in an actuality that appears to be increasingly determined by that which liberation should overcome. One consequence of reading my argument, I hope, will be that it convinces the reader that the idea of utopia is an appropriate candidate for an idea around which to construct a liberatory political theory that is adequate for our situation. As such, though this question is not directly answered, this book may provide a contribution to this most central of challenges in political philosophy.


Why, then, choose utopia as the object of my investigation? It is, after all, almost universally denied: it is always the other who is utopian, in contrast to one’s own much more sober, practical political analysis. My thought, basically, is as follows. We live in an increasingly determined, administered world. So the imperative for our thought to remain at extremes, to get as far away from this world as we can, is stronger than ever. As such, utopia, the thought of an entirely other world, is more than appropriate as an object of thought in our theorisation. Indeed, this attempt to revive the idea of utopia is nothing new: the investigation of Bloch’s work by Peter Thompson and others in the early twenty-first century was an attempt at such a thing.3 However, my approach to the problem is rather different from this, since the concept of narrative has not yet been brought to bear on utopia, at least not to the degree that I do so here.


I will not try to convince a sceptical reader that the idea of utopia lacks the problems one might suspect it has. In fact, my argument is based around three argumentative moves which accept that the idea of utopia is fraught with aporia and contradiction, but I attempt to work through these aporias rather than show them to be false. Therefore, my argument in some ways follows the structure of Paul Ricœur’s Time and Narrative, which illustrates the aporetic nature of an idea and, through the concept of narrative, argues that these aporias can receive a response, even if not resolution. By the end, I will show that utopia’s contradictions grant it its political force. This world is constantly rippling with negation; trying to find a point of stability would be like trying to keep a boat stationary on the open ocean. So, my strategy is to steer a course that works with, rather than against, the contradictions that make us who we are.


Therefore, Chapter 1 involves an account of the history and vicissitudes of the idea of utopia, tracking its Marxist critique and its reappearance in the twentieth century after Bloch’s seminal work. I follow Jameson in dividing utopia’s history into two tendencies of program and impulse. However, I show that Jameson’s own thought appears to be caught in a contradiction between these two, at one moment appealing to the impulse, at another, to the utopian program. I argue that this contradiction is, in fact, inescapable and unanswerable in the speculative thinking of the idea of utopia. Having made this argument, I argue that the concept of utopian narrative, where narrative is understood through Ricœur’s concept of threefold mimesis, can respond to this aporia of program and impulse.


However, the problem only deepens after this response to the first aporia. Chapter 2 therefore attempts to work through the normative aporia of utopian narrative, which is the opposition between utopia’s now apparently merely narrative content and its nonetheless necessary normative content. I argue that the concept of utopian memory will be sufficient to respond to this aporia. Having rejected accounts of utopian memory from Ernst Bloch and Herbert Marcuse, I turn to Walter Benjamin’s concept of memory. When thought through threefold mimesis, I argue that this will adequately respond to the aporia. I then draw upon Adorno’s concept of the shudder in order to account for the refigurative capacity of utopian narrative in the present.


Chapter 3 responds to the final and arguably most problematic aporia for the idea of utopia. In short, this is the claim that utopian narrative must continue to somehow represent utopia’s separation from actuality, but can only do so in terms of actuality itself. At this point, the literature I turn to for my argument shifts, as I argue that a concept of utopia has emerged in black radical thought which is apt to answer this aporia. Therefore, I draw on more recent work, from Fred Moten and Saidiya Hartman in particular, to argue that not only is their epistemological problematic of black studies parallel to mine here, but also I am, in fact, attempting to describe much the same thing. I thus argue that there is a tradition of utopia as resistance in black radical thought, and this is the tradition of blackness itself as identified by these two authors. Through the reading of the utopian no-place onto the concept of nothingness found in Moten’s work, I argue that utopian narrative can respond to the aporia of actuality and non-actuality only by the testimony to its own non-reconciliation, expressing itself as an impossibility within actuality. Here, I return to Adorno’s theory of the artwork in order to argue that utopian narrative will, in fact, be the resistant speech of the object.


In this final account, I hope to have shown that, not merely in spite of but because of its perpetual aporias, the idea of utopia ought to have a place in radical political theory.


Notes


[1] Ernst Bloch, The Spirit of Utopia, (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1918 [2000]), p. 34.


[2] Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1781 [1998]), Axix.


[3] Peter Thompson and Slavoj Žižek, The Privatization of Hope: Ernst Bloch and the Future of Utopia, SIC 8 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013).









1. THE PROBLEM OF UTOPIA: A PASSAGE THROUGH APORIA TO NARRATIVE


a. Utopia’s History: Program and Impulse, Program or Impulse


I begin with the distinction that Fredric Jameson draws between the two opposing traditions that descended from Thomas More’s Utopia.1 This chapter’s argument is structured around that opposition; so an initial, if abstract, typification of the two is in order. The first is the “utopian program”, which attempts to formulate a plan for a future society that, if implemented, would eliminate the ills of the present. On this view, utopia is an elsewhere that is not-yet. The second is the “utopian impulse” toward a liberated future which is deemed unknowable at the present moment, but whose traces can be found in a host of our existing practices. Jameson, perhaps rightly, highlights the “obscurity” of this branch of utopian thought, though we will see that this obscurity is essential to the idea of the utopian impulse.2


Jameson seems to suggest that these traditions originate in More, because he calls them “lines of descendency” from his text.3 However, it is not clear what Jameson means by this common origination: the programmatic element is much clearer in the description of the Utopians’ society than is any kind of impulse. I argue that we ought to locate the origin of this split within the idea of utopia in the polysemy of the term invented by More. As Miguel Abensour argues, while we know that topia is drawn from τόπoσ, a place (so utopia is always a location), there is an ambiguity in our reading of the U.4 It might, first, refer to ευ (good), so that utopia is ευτόπoσ (the good place); alternatively, U might mean “the Greek adverb oυ, which in front of a single word (τόπoζ) forms a sort of unique negative, […] Ou-topos, the non-place”.5 This latter sense relates closely to the utopian program, insofar as the adverbial nature of the negation oυ secures the radical separation of this place from actuality, thus this is a complete negation of our actuality. So, Utopia is to be imagined and, later, implemented. The former, eu-topia as the good place, corresponds to the utopian impulse, where the goodness of utopia means that our striving in actuality toward goodness is, in a sense, a striving toward this good place. This correspondence is not simple; one cannot straightforwardly read outopia onto program and eutopia onto impulse. Rather, the correspondence lies between two oppositions: that of outopia and eutopia, and that of program and impulse. Each opposition relates something outside of actuality (outopia or program) to something within actuality (eutopia or impulse). The individual terms in each opposition do not correspond to one another except in their parallel opposition.


More’s ambiguity here is not a fault, since the idea of utopia gains its critical purchase on actuality in this oscillation between these two possible meanings. The fact that Utopia is a good place that is radically not-here tells us that our society is not the good one. If Utopia was simply the good place, then there is nothing to stop one from writing a book claiming that we already live in Utopia. Similarly, if Utopia were not-here and not also the good place, then there would be nothing to distinguish Utopia from Dystopia. Indeed, the Utopians can only make their society free from the ills that More wishes to criticise because they have their own history, radically separated from ours. The critical potential of the idea of utopia is thus necessarily dependent upon the term’s polysemy. Given that utopia must always have a critical meaning, lest it become a mere apology for the existent, the very meaning of utopia depends on its polysemic oscillation.


Therefore, since the opposition between the utopian program and the utopian impulse originates in the term’s constitutive oscillation, we can say that the two traditions originate not just in More’s text but also in his neologism, Utopia, itself. Jameson identifies these two traditions though attempts no historical reconstruction of them, as I now will. This reconstruction will show that the aporia of the idea of utopia, not merely the polysemy of the term, is inescapable throughout its history.


i. The Utopian Program and Its Critique


There are two distinctive formal qualities of all utopian programs, which are two sides of the idea of totality. We might, somewhat abstractly, call these external and internal totality. The former secures the “closure” of the utopian program that allows its radical separation from actuality, which Jameson sometimes calls the “great trench”.6 This refers to the “channel” that More says the founder of the civilization Utopus had “cut fifteen miles wide where the land joined the continent, and thus caused the sea to flow around the country”.7 This closure makes this a self-sufficient totality relative to what exists outside of it; hence my calling it external totality. In contrast, internal totality is a feature of the program that one draws up: it is the total description of the features of these societies. For example, the description of More’s Utopia tells us the exact size of the island, the nature of the houses every Utopian lives in, the structure of families, the treatment of criminals, and much more.8 This feature of the utopian program is essential to it, for if there were not a utopian equivalent of each of our current institutions, we would not have discovered this utopian program in its totality. This is an “internal” totality, since it shows how every aspect of the utopian society works together with every other aspect.


In the radical tradition, this understanding of utopia is most associated with the “Utopian Socialists” named by Marx and Engels: Saint-Simon, Fourier, and Owen. I do not dwell on their utopias here, as their contributions are not, I suggest, to the formal structure of the idea of utopia that is at issue here. Instead, their contribution is to utopia’s content insofar as they attempt to present a society that could achieve ideals of radical equality under specific historical conditions, namely, rapid industrialisation. Fourier’s utopia, for example, simply tells us of several “social revolutions” which our world must undergo to establish the utopian society.9
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