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Shame and the Philosophical Imaginary

Shame can, and certainly does, serve as the provocation for a good deal of the philosophy that is discussed in venues such as this.  This would especially be the case for those of us who write in various veins of critical political philosophy, seeking to bend theory in the service of critical projects that query certain ideologies and institutions with which we are very much complicit.  The provocation of shame in instances such as these is as affective as it is intellectual; one can be driven to do philosophy, or to adopt a particular project, through the experience of shame, and the uncomfortable ambiguities that shame presents affectively.  In still other scenes, one can imagine that theory might appear as a lifeline for those who have been shamed unjustly. Those who have been abused by shame might turn to theory for the conjuring of a better, more livable world.  In this sense, one might write oneself out of a reality that is concretely unlivable, where shame is inflicted violently.  This relationship between shame and violence is importantly ambiguous. Shame can and does serve as a morally appropriate response when one is complicit in violence against others; it is also the case that shaming can itself constitute a grave violence.  Shame can be variably redemptive and wicked, and this ambiguity is not something that can be exorcized from an account of shame but is rather constitutive of what we take shame to be.  In what follows, I would like to think the relation between shame and the proliferation of images of violence in philosophical writing, and to suggest that something like shame is performatively enacted in philosophy’s disciplinary struggles with its own body “proper.”

“The shameful face of philosophy” is the turn of phrase that the French feminist Michèle Le Doeuff employs in reference to the “philosophical imaginary,” a term she uses to designate the constellation of images, symbols, metaphors, and allegories that pervade philosophical discourse.  The imaginary concerns the various modes of representation and rhetoric that are deployed in theory, often in ways that are largely unconscious.  Most pressing for the purposes of this paper is Le Doeuff’s designation of this imagery as a locus of shame, the site of an “inner scandal” that plagues philosophy as a discipline.  The scandal consists in the fact that philosophy can not reconcile its aspirations for abstraction and universality with the requisite recourse it must take to images in order to accomplish its task.  Le Doeuff’s claim is that this resort to images – which in some sense marks a move through materiality and finitude – is cause for embarrassment for a discourse that prides itself on its powers of abstraction and its status as a kind of meta-discourse.  Judith Butler has also recently invoked the language of embarrassment and scandal in reference to philosophy’s self-understanding in her essay “Can the Other of Philosophy Speak?” in Undoing Gender.   Butler does not invoke the notion of a philosophical imaginary, but claims that a certain embarrassment has been introduced into the institution of philosophy, or the discipline of philosophy, as it finds itself strangely expropriated by a double, dispossessed of itself, as what it is that is done in the name of “philosophy” is increasingly done across disciplines. (UG, 241) That which Le Doeuff isolates as “the necessarily incomplete nature of all theorization” has been more recently theorized by Judith Butler as an “embarrassment.”  (UG, 233)
  Butler suggests that philosophy has ceased to be in control of its own borders, its name now being appropriated well beyond the bounds of “philosophy proper” in a way that undermines that very designation.  Philosophy “wonders … whether it is not besieged, expropriated, ruined by the improper use of its proper name”  (UG, 233).    Le Doeuff’s text predates Butler’s by a quarter century, but the rhetorical invocations of shame, scandal, and embarrassment in their respective elaborations of philosophy’s self-understanding is shared in common.  Here I’d like to engage Le Doeuff’s designation of the philosophical imaginary as the locus of shame – alongside Butler’s invocation of an “inner scandal” in philosophy – to think through how shame animates the philosophical imaginary and philosophy’s own self-understanding. If the imaginary can be understood as the locus of shame, what does this imply about philosophy’s own self-definition?
 What would it mean to claim that shame is the mood proper to philosophy, a mood both perilous and redemptive?  And what would be the ethical stakes of such a claim?  How might shame be signaled in the invocation of certain images for which philosophy has a demonstrated affection?  While Le Doeuff’s work queries the traffic in the icon of the feminine, amongst others, this paper aims to think through the relationship between shame as a philosophical disposition and the ubiquity of images of violence in contemporary continental philosophy.  

One provocation for these comments lies in an interest in the uses and abuses of metaphors and images of violence particularly in recent continental philosophy.  Indeed, even a cursory survey of this corner of philosophy reveals a theoretical landscape replete with images of violence, some of which are veiled and others more overt. One can think of Levinas’ critique of Heidegger, which indicts ontology as a kind of “imperialism” or tyranny when it is conceived as first philosophy. (Levinas 1969, 44)  Deleuzian descriptions of thought frequently invoke scenes of violence.  Indeed, in Difference and Repetition, Deleuze claims that thought is “primarily trespass and violence;” his critique of the traditional image of thought is accomplished with a certain rhetorical violence, and is rife with its own images of cruelty, crucifixion, and torture. (Deleuze 1994, 139)  The early Foucault also warns that the very operation of thought can “liberate and enslave”; in this sense, he cautions, thought is always already perilous, more or less permanently menaced by violence. (Foucault 1970)  And Jacques Derrida has suggested that there is a violence embedded in phenomenality itself, such that the very appearance of a world entails a requisite exercise of force. (Derrida 1978, 125)  These invocations of violence are similarly manifest in continental feminist writings.  Luce Irigaray’s psychoanalytic critiques of various figures in the tradition frequently invoke the charge of matricide, and Julia Kristeva has also claimed that “matricide is our vital necessity” (Kristeva 1989, 27-28).  To be sure, the invocation of scenes of violence is not a strictly contemporary phenomenon.   After all, Plato sets the scene for what is perhaps the most renowned allegory in the history of the tradition with a description of men shackled in a cave.

Of course the violence to which these thinkers refer is not the same in kind.  Rather, what is relevant here is the ubiquity of the icon of violence, and its emergence in an impressive array of scenes in contemporary theory.  One must take seriously what it means to work in a discipline that invokes scenes of tyranny, appropriation, and violence with such frequency, and – crucially – in the context of discussions that are not intended to be overtly ethical or political.  I also want to take seriously what it means to work in a discipline in which the following figures are designated as “violent:” revolution, war, murder, intentionality, thought, ethics, writing, critique, interpretation, identity, sense, good sense, common sense, even morality and metaphysics (and this list is in no sense exhaustive). Whether the violence one refers to is material, revolutionary, political, ethical, pre-ethical, sexual, transcendental, symbolic, divine, linguistic or immanent to the formation of the subject, the ubiquity of this motif is provocative in itself.  Images of violence proliferate in the domains of ontology, ethics, politics, epistemology, and metaphysics.  Their expansiveness in this regard is significant.  Indeed, phenomenology, poststructuralism, psychoanalysis, and the social contract tradition have together circumscribed a theoretical terrain wherein it is all but impossible to think identity or the social bond in the absence of some mechanism of abjection, subjection, possession, or sacrifice, all of which are said to be characterized by violence.  Crucially, these various invocations of violence are not only legitimate, but in many cases vital to the critical project.
It is not simply the case that violence is one image among others in the philosophical lexicon; it is a particularly favored and prolific image, one for which recent continental philosophy has a demonstrated affection. Indeed, for those who work in recent continental thought, violence is frequently understood to be the mechanism by which there come to be other images, representations, and identities at all.  For this reason, what Le Doeuff calls an “iconographic investigation” of violence and the philosophical imaginary is methodologically complicated insofar as it involves a doubling back, a reflexivity.  Hence the investment that recent continental thought claims in the image of violence is no ordinary investment.  This is because such an investigation has to contend with the fact that a critique of images of violence is not only an exploration of the mechanics of representation and allegory; violence is not one image among others because it is coextensive with the mechanism of representation and phenomenality itself.  There is a kind of circuitry at work here that makes an iconographic investigation of violence at once more pressing and more complicated.  
Significantly, to embark on an exploration of violence and the philosophical imaginary now is to do so in the wake of what has been a significant expansion of what is thought under the rubric of “violence.”  Of interest here is not political, divine, material, or sexual violence in isolation, so much as the elasticity of the motif of violence, and particularly its expansion to those domains that lie outside of ethics.  In philosophical circles, it is now commonplace to speak of “ontological” or “metaphysical” violence, though these kinds of violence by definition lack an easily discernable ethical valence.  Hence it is not a discreet mechanism of violence that is the issue here, so much as the proliferation of the rhetoric and imagery of violence, and the way in which these figures simultaneously symptomatize and attempt to mask philosophy’s problematic relationship to the body, and, crucially, to its own body proper – or its disciplinary body.  The problematic at stake here is thus meta-philosophical in a certain sense, insofar as it is concerned with the way in which images of violence betray something about philosophy’s disciplinary self-understanding.  I suggest that it is via an imaginary that privileges images of violence that “philosophy proper” is circumscribed, and that the nature of this circumscription betrays a fundamental and constitutive impropriety in the delineation of the philosophical domain, one that might be characterized by shame. 

It is hard to come to any kind of categorical judgment regarding the legitimacy or lack thereof of philosophy’s affinity for violence.  The proliferation of scenes of violence in contemporary thought is best met with neither lament nor celebration.  Judgment would have to be reserved for particular images of violence in their singularity; one can imagine some scenes in which violence is naturalized or eroticized in a way that is objectionable, others in which the invocation of violence is altogether requisite.  So images of violence themselves cannot be thought as wholly virtuous nor wholly pernicious. This is to say that philosophy’s shame – and the images of violence that accompany this shame – are not in and of themselves either good or bad.
 

While the imaginary is not without its normative moorings, to decry the proliferation of violent images as categorically indulgent or dangerous – or conversely to uncritically herald images of violence without regard for the consequences – is in either case to respond to the ethical questions posed by violence and the philosophical imaginary with insufficient care.  Any narrative that attempted to categorically laud or denounce philosophy’s relationship to scenes of violence would have the effect of masking more meaningful questions regarding what is ethically at stake in the traffic of images of violence in philosophical writing.  The question to ask is not: Is this good or bad? Praiseworthy or blameworthy?  The more meaningful questions relate to the effect that a discourse that is so sated with images of violence has on how we imagine ethics, responsibility, and identity. What is of interest is not so much the question of legitimacy or warrant as of effect. 
If one works in phenomenology, and bends these analyses in the service of feminist, race or queer theory, what does it mean to employ in that endeavor a discourse, or a style of thinking, that has been indicted as appropriative and violent?  What does it mean to do race theory, when what frequently traffics under the label “theory” is a Eurocentric intellectual tradition that was deeply complicit in movement of colonization to begin with?  I take it that tension or strain is something that many working in contemporary continental thought must grapple with, and it is a tension born of the reflexivity evinced in these endeavors, a reflexivity that might be thought in line with shame, or more importantly in line with the ambiguities that a phenomenology of shame brings to the fore.

Occasionally, one hears the criticism that recent continental philosophy has indulged the motif of violence to the point of irresponsibility.  The intimation is that contemporary theory has employed this motif in excess, and in a way that is ethically worrisome.  Justifiable worries persist about the naturalization of violence, its emergence in a broadening number of domains, and the fear that violence as a philosophical motif will cease to be handled with the care that it warrants.  Equally as provocative is the defensive posture that is typically assumed in response to this critique.  Should one worry aloud that the expansion of the motif of violence has had the consequence of detracting from the address of more “concrete” instances of violence, one is accused of reading uncarefully, of misunderstanding the philosophy in question, or of failing to grasp the nuances of the relationship between the symbolic and the concrete.  This response strikes me as anemic, if not dangerous, insofar as epistemic competence is played against ethical sensibility in a manner that is untenable.  Room must be made to allow for the querying of the philosophical imaginary and the proliferation of scenes of violence such that these attempts are not viewed as assaults on the legitimacy of the theories themselves.   One is entitled to query the stakes of the imaginary that one inhabits without being accused of naively disengaging the imaginary itself, or of lacking philosophical rigor.  


Le Doeuff’s diagnosis of philosophy’s “shameful” investment in imagery leads her to entertain an important hypothesis regarding the motivations at play in the circulation of philosophical imagery.  She suggests that the images bear deep ambivalence in relation to the text, working both for it and against it: “For, because they sustain something that the system cannot itself justify, but which is nevertheless needed for its proper working.  Against, for the same reason – or almost: their meaning is incompatible with the system’s possibilities” (PI, 3).  Crucially, imagery emerges at those moments when a tension persists the text’s founding possibilities and that which it must disallow or conceal.  Images on her account mark a constitutive disavowal and signal moments of tension, trouble, and even incoherence.  “Imagery copes with problems posed by the philosophical enterprise itself” (PI, 5).  Images mark attempts at evasion.

It is possible to hone this insight regarding the philosophical imaginary toward an end that Le Doeuff herself did not, by probing the way in which images of violence symptomatize philosophy’s own shame regarding its finitude, which is to say shame regarding its own body.  The first chapter of The Philosophical Imaginary is entitled “The Shameful Face of Philosophy,” and it is telling that Le Doeuff invokes the body here through reference to the face.  Shame, as a structure of self-relation that ultimately opens to alterity and the Other, can be thought as philosophy’s response to its progressive but failed attempts to exclude its disciplinary others and indeed to maintain the illusion of a body proper.  Crucially, this is not to deny the importance of the philosophical work that self-consciously interrogates the limits of philosophy itself; nor is it to deny that death, materiality and finitude are indisputably favorite themes in recent continental thought.

Still and always, this ideal of abstraction continues to animate much of philosophy’s professional and intellectual self-understanding, even as the movement of abstraction is itself indicted as violent.  Why then is shame a mood proper to philosophy?  Because shame marks a requisite and entirely necessary exposure to the other, a vulnerability and an opening to others that is unchosen and constitutive of the self. It marks this exposure through what the early Levinas called a “riveting” to the self or a binding.  Affectively, shame consists in a sense of entrapment; one feels imprisoned, unable to break with oneself.  Both of these movements – an exposure to others and a riveting to the self – are performatively announced in philosophy’s anxious and frustrated policing of its disciplinary borders. 


The deconstructive logic at play in both Le Doeuff and Butler is one that implicates philosophy in a kind of disciplinary auto-immunity wherein philosophy cannot extricate itself from its disciplinary doubles without further asserting their dominance.  Shame would mark the dynamic whereby “philosophy proper” is undone in its exposure to its disciplinary others, but also riveted to itself and unable to depart from an entrenched understanding of what it is we do when we do philosophy.  If shame is marked by this tension, by an exposure to others and an inability to break with oneself, violence also marks those moments in which the other is engendered through a mechanism of disavowal.

Philosophy has not been quick to blush at the ascendance of images of violence within its borders, but if shame is normatively ambiguous – capable of being bent toward both good and evil – the same might be said for the proliferation of images of violence.   To be sure, this ambiguity is volatile, and requires vigilance, but if shame is one mood in which philosophy is accomplished, the ambiguity that resides there is productive. In this sense, what is being suggested here is a deconstruction of the philosophical imaginary such that not only its constitutive others are given their due, but such that there is also an ethical querying of what is at stake in those images and metaphors that philosophy prizes.

If there is any ethical provocation to be found in shame as the mood of philosophy, it lies in these constitutive ambiguities that shame betrays.   Philosophy can respond to shame with a furthering of its own refusal to avow its others and an increasing entrenched and confined self-understanding, or it can bend shame in the direction of a productive self-interrogation that seeks to do justice to the other.  In Levinasian parlance, it would be a question of whether philosophers choose to understand their labor as possessive gestures of comprehension or as genuine critique, where the very activity of critique renders one vulnerable to the other and interrogates one’s own privilege.  That said, it is probably not enough to simply herald shame’s ambiguity, not if shame as a disposition can be linked to the proliferation of a certain imaginary.  

It seems a fair guess that when one motif of the imaginary – in this case violence – claims such prominence, there are other ways of conceiving of the body and its ethical provocation that are being obscured.  Presently, the critical practice of imagining things differently mandates an interrogation of the images of violence that tend emerge with the body (or condition the emergence of the body) in order to ward off their domestication.  Crucially, this is not to argue that philosophical conceptions of the body or of identity more broadly construed should or can claim immunity to violence, or that the task of a feminist philosophy should be to champion only those ways of thinking that resist the domestication and neutralization of violence as the mechanism through which the body comes into view.  There are surely some circumstances in which this might be true, and others where the engagement with images of violence remains vital for thinking the relationship between ethics and corporeality.  Hence the point is not to deny that it is essential to think the ways in which the body and violence are intertwined.  It surely is.  Nonetheless, when the theoretical labors involved in thinking the body become reduced to a more or less relentless exposé of various forms of violence, critical questions must be posed regarding all that is concealed when images of violence assume such prominence.  Regarding the relationship between the body and ethics, feminists must work to secure a theoretical landscape in which the possibility of thinking embodiment without violence is protected.  Vigilance in this regard is vital; while images of violence may be requisite in some instances, there are other scenes in which these images become neutralized, domesticated, or eroticized in ways that are objectionable and that demand criticism.  The continuing diagnosis of the kinds of violence confronted by individuals and groups remains one of the most important tasks of any credible political philosophy.  That said, there is nothing necessarily subversive or virtuous in the appeal to images of violence, either as proof of the vitality of one’s theory, or as the mark of one’s sincerity or theoretical acumen, and the tendency to over-indulge a motif that has now attained such dominance is one that must be guarded against.

� Judith Butler. “Can the Other of Philosophy Speak?” in Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 2004).


� Importantly, there is no attempt to advance a singular definition of the imaginary here.  For the purposes of this essay, the term is used loosely, following Le Doeuff, to designate a certain play of images that invariably marks discourse.


� In this sense, the interpretive strategy adopted here is a genealogy in the Foucauldian sense.  It is not preoccupied with the sanctity of origins or invested in the notion that there is an evolutionary narrative that could explain and unify the appearance of various allegories of violence in contemporary philosophy.  Rather, it takes their ubiquity to itself to be of ethical import.


� Indeed, shame remains a profoundly ambivalent affect, aspirational in the sense that it can motivate promising attempts at self-examination, pernicious to the degree that it can equally inspire a turn away from others, an attempt to negate that exposure to alterity that has proven to be injurious.


� Images of violence have become visible to such an exaggerated degree that their ethical significance may be muted. The saturation of theory by scenes of violence would thus enact a kind of veiling or evasion, paradoxically accomplished through a proliferation of images of violence.
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