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The third thesis again rests on the assumption of a homogenous
social strata that itself is eminently disprovable by reference to such
examples as the Hindu caste system, the subjects of colonialism, and
the political and social upheaval of near-contemporary Britain.34
Relativism, then, by this or any similar reading, is fundamentally flawed.

Moral monism, it would stand to reason, must then have simi-
larly weak characteristics that wilt beneath the heat of systematic cri-
tique. But in the context of this study, monism is different, if only for
its close association to the project of cosmopolitanism and the over-
arching emancipatory motivation of (particularly critical) construc-
tivism. In others words, it would seem to speak more meaningfully to
the subject of this article. That is not to say that constructivism is
directed by a monist agenda, but rather that monism appears to
speak more to the holism that constructivists value.

By Parekh’s assessment,

moral monism . . . rightly argues that morality is a matter of ratio-
nal reflection, that it presupposes some conception of human
being, that at least some moral principles are universally valid
and that ways of life can be critically evaluated. However, it mis-
represents and draws wrong conclusions from these insights.
Although morality involves rational reflection, it is too complex
a system of beliefs and practices to be excogitated by reason
alone.35

Monism is equally a bias that cannot explain difference, nor can
it account for the variation in perceived experience. That is to say,
good without a conceivable opposite (be it “wrong” or “unjustness”)
is also an illusory fiction. It is also an abstraction that constructivism
can ill afford:

In short, every way of life, however good it might be, entails a
loss. And since it is difficult to say which of these values is higher
both in the abstract and specific contexts, the loss involved can-
not be measured and compared, rendering unintelligible the
idea of a particular way of life representing the highest good.36

Still, though, by definition our universal human rights must be
of a standard to be recognized and unifying. Perhaps this qualifica-
tion of the monist trap suggests more of a floating standard of fuzzy
parameters rather than a fixed level. This again, though, runs dan-
gerously close to metatheorizing in the abstract, which is at best
unhelpful for substantive, defendable theses.

The middle ground that feeds off and defines itself by the less
radical aspects of each pole is “minimum universalism.”37 It is at this
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point that the difference between how Donnelly and Parekh treat
the range of possible outcomes offered by a continuum image of
entrenched positions becomes clear. In Donnelly’s more explicitly
political rendering of universalism, human rights are “achievable”
(perhaps) in a compromised mix of the two polar opposites.
Effectively the message is: If it is not one or the other then it must be
both.

Minimum universalism, on the other hand, is not so much a way
of imagining the social configuration of people(s), but is rather a
step back—a moral foundation for imagining existence itself. As
such, with its proposed solutions of ideal types sustained by a thin
baseline, it still falls foul of the most basic objections to universals;
namely, ethnocentrism and flawed consensus.38 What Parekh does is
isolate the continuum as an ahistorical conceit, the categories of
which should not bind theorists. The key for Parekh to circumvent
this is dialogue; namely, “uncoerced cross-cultural dialogue.”39

For many of the differing shades of constructivism, particularly
those of a critical hue, dialogue is of significant importance, so at
first glance this would appear promising. The agenda for debate is to
be guided by core universal moral values, of which there are five, and
each serves to frame the whole that is the quality of being “human”;
“human unity, human dignity, human worth, promotion of human
well-being or fundamental human interests, and equality.”!

It is worth briefly noting the substance of Parekh’s categories for
the implications they have for this article. At first glance it might be
assumed that they fit the natural law tradition—that they are quali-
ties immanent to our humanity. If this was indeed the case, primacy
must be assigned to the reasons for elevating these particular quali-
ties, which in itself leads to the culturally specific origins and prob-
lematic transferability often associated with natural law. Instead
Parekh stresses that

the values are not chosen by us for that implies they exist indepen-
dently of our choice; rather we have decided for good reasons to
live by them and confer on them the status of values. They are not
specific to a particular culture or society, for they are grounded in
an interculturally shared human identity and are capable of being
defended by interculturally shareable good reasons. And they are
not derived from a transcultural conception of human nature
either for we do not abstract out the human capacities, desires,
dispositions etc., that they presuppose and instantiate.42

With particularly the first and third reason for upholding these
values, Parekh historicizes the origin and continuing context of
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rights. By doing so, this conception of why rights are valid and how
they can work in a sustained fashion joins a wider groundswell of
opinion that for rights to be properly theorized, or “brought into”
theory, then this anchor is indispensable and, indeed, inconceivable.
Examples of this include Talbott’s study of the methods of positivism
to draw out the importance and necessity of thinking in terms of mil-
lennia of accumulated experience.43

From a wider IR theory perspective, the need for a properly his-
toricized account of concepts has long been recognized by the
English school as a requirement not only for sound theory but the
discipline itself.44 This is one methodological argument for the effec-
tive integration of human rights that for constructivism is convinc-
ing, perhaps even compelling. Put most simply, human rights are the
manifestation of the emancipatory project. Currently, any alternative
is usually at best a critical response to this project, or is irrelevant to
it by sustaining a different view of what constitutes progress in inter-
national theory. For constructivism and human rights to coexist pro-
ductively, the debate must be allowed to move beyond this founda-
tion issue.

If there is to be one problem, it is the same that persists in trou-
bling the margins of similar (as yet) untested projects. That is,
Parekh expends a great deal of time and effort extolling the virtues
of dialogue without actually elucidating its practicalities. There is
brief mention of the United Nations, but otherwise the fora and
structure of such important debates are far from settled criteria.

The preceding discussion centers predominantly upon factors
immanent to human rights. It has effectively been a case study of a
norm and how its internal constitution might affect a certain aspect of
international theory. Although this correlates with the growing body
of work concerning norm dynamics,¥> this is only one-half of the
proper consideration of human rights as a vehicle for this purpose.
The following section will address how human rights has been and
could yet be treated as a political entity among more traditional forms.

Constructivism and the (Power) Politics of Rights

It is arguably reductivist but not simplistic to say that how we see the
world is how we see human rights. That is, if politics is about bal-
ancing, mutual gains, and the distribution of material/power capa-
bilities, then human rights are a peripheral concern. It also remains
at the edges of legitimate concern of state-centric, institution-driven
neoliberalism. If, on the other hand, politics is directed by and for a
social logic, then rights are correspondingly elevated. For construc-
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tivism to account for human rights in a compelling and sustainable
way, then it must effectively “match” this status and be subject to sus-
tained criticism specific to this end. To be better equipped to stand
up to scrutiny, the constructivist/human-rights relationship needs to
be critically analyzed in a way correspondent not only to its emanci-
patory purpose but also to its political locus and implications.

That is the purpose of this section. This particular analysis will
be governed by two themes. The first deals with the need for a for-
mulation of this type—be it theory or even (proto-) “grand” the-
ory—to posses the ability to explain everything within its sphere of
influence or, as a minimum standard, to coexist with apparently con-
flicting ideas that share a jurisdiction. I will label this theme congru-
ence. The second touches upon the relationship between emancipa-
tion and holism and, when the two share parity as fundamental aims,
how they together affect the functionality of the first aim. This
theme will be labeled idealism (defined as having the ideal as funda-
mental purpose).

In conceiving of an intellectual space wherein constructivism
and human rights can communicate interdependently, we are effec-
tively holding up this particular norm as containing more intrinsic
value than others. This happens in one important sense—human
rights exists contra to the tenets of traditionalist international rela-
tions. It is apparently anomalous to sovereignty and to the institutions
that sustain the neo-neostructuralism. On these matters, of course,
constructivism does have a voice. Indeed, in a face-off against con-
cepts that are somehow prejudiced by an association with orthodoxy,
precisely where opposites cite incidents of conflict rarely strengthens
one to the end of utterly defeating the other. How else would the
analysis of international relations accommodate realism, feminism,
constructivism, international political economy, positivism, post-
modernism, and so on, and still exist in any meaningful sense? What
constructivism must do is properly account for one of the underlying
and pervasive issues of international politics, shaped in this case by
the discourse of rights: power. And first we must ask: Are there any
particular elements of the relationship of human rights to power
that could have the ability to defeat the congruence of construc-
tivism?

Types of Power (1): Relevance and Consensus

The correct treatment of power in international relations has long
been a controversial matter. Even a permanent residency at the apex
of (neo)realism has done little to settle the concept—indeed, this in
itself has only fired the complexity and contention of international
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theory. Generally, it can be said that it is the formulation and use of
power that guides structural and nonstructural theorizing alike. By
this it is meant that the great body of theory that is post- (or even
anti-) realist is not trying to appropriate power as it is used in the tra-
ditional sense. Critical theorists, constructivists, postmoderns, and so
on are not primarily concerned with military capacity and the force-
ful “power” that that entails. Instead, different conceptions of power
in terms of location and meaning are assumed to be equally (if not
more so) affecting and effective within the field of practical interna-
tional relations and international theory.

Typically, more general appraisals of power in international rela-
tions assume a disciplinary starting point of Thucydides.46 What this
does is perpetuate the historiography of international relations (or
at least tacitly maintain it) to the end of sustaining the debate
wherein there is a particular “establishment,” and much, if not all
else is a reaction to it. This has the effect that the sustained critiques
that problematize the realist account of international relations are
faced not only with the task of realigning power but with reformu-
lating it also. It is within this space—constructivist in this case—that
human rights must be accounted for as a significant site of power. So,
where does human rights sit in the spectrum of power?

Power does not sit well with definitions. The reason for this, in
Steven Lukes’s words, is that “the concept of power is primitive in the
specific sense that its meaning cannot be elucidated by reference to
other notions whose meaning is less controversial than its own.”#7
Elsewhere, it has been described as a “conceptual fog.”#® But for
human rights to be significant and meaningful in terms of power, we
must at least be able to say why. Lukes goes on to say that “the con-
cept of power is intimately linked to the notion of interests.”? The
“interests” here are those of the state, and the implication is that
power serves as a leverage tool immanent to the capacity of the state
to exist and function properly. It can be said, then, that it is usable in
the sense that it is representative of status, like sovereignty, but in a
way geographically and symbolically transferable, unlike sovereignty:
“I am sovereign” and “I am powerful” are not necessarily correlative
states of being.

Lukes’s own definition extends that of Locke, so that “having
power is being able to make or to receive any change, or to resist
it.”50 Except for the first criterion, talking of human rights in these
terms does not really make any kind of logical or meaningful sense,
because the power associated with human rights is (currently) more
agentic than structural. In order to prevent a power/nonpower
binary outcome, the concept has inevitably been split into compo-
nent characteristics. David Baldwin offers a comprehensive summary
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of the “dimensions” of power, as revealed by the “relational power”
approach, to include; scope, domain, weight, costs, and means.?!
The first four of these criteria are the factors that, by a traditional
analysis, are the proper concerns of states, and it is the fifth, means,
that strikes a more immediate or accessible critical chord. If we
accept this, then means alone might well be sufficient to construct
our image of human rights as power. However, if we remove scope,
domain, weight, and costs from this specific context, it is not too
much of a conceptual leap to see that, as definable terms, they
equally apply to rights as “agent.” By doing so, it is possible to flesh
out our conception of what human rights is and can do.

Incorporating these concepts enables us to visualize human
rights as an affecting entity in terms of its ability to distort, manipu-
late, and change the given order of things. By Baldwin’s summary of
the relational-power categories, human rights must be capable of
manifesting the following conditions; the ability to influence differ-
ent aspects of the subject’s behavior—for example, in terms of mili-
tary or economic issues (scope); the ability to affect any amount of
subjects (domain); to have the necessary substance to ensure consis-
tency of influence (weight); to carry out this role defined thus with-
out affecting the integrity of its constitution, yet with regard for the
outcome for the subject (costs). Clearly, for human rights to be an
issue, and for it to be “applied” to a rogue or suspect state, there are
implications for that state in maintaining its particular constitution
and methods in the face of this challenge. This has the corollary,
however, of assuming that human rights is an intelligent, self-cor-
recting mechanism, when, in (political) reality, it remains a con-
struct, and an unsettled one at that. Excepting this troublesome last
dimension, human rights is arguably then “a power” or “powerful”
on the terms normally reserved for more traditional IR actors. This,
it must be noted, is even without taking account of the “means”
dimension.

Baldwin details four different means by which power is recog-
nizable and therefore meaningful; symbolic, economic, military, and
diplomatic.52 Of these, it is the first that demands our attention.
Symbolic means “would include appeals to normative symbols as well
as the provision of information.”® Baldwin’s examples include
reminding the subject country that “slavery is bad” or “informing
them that AIDS is caused by HIV.”54 This would work, arguably, in
one of two ways. Critics of human rights, or rather the theorizing
thereof, will claim that its success often depends to a greater or lesser
extent on a metaphysical conclusion to a flawed logic that falters in
the lacunae between reason and nature. The reactions of those sub-
jected to the warrant of rights must then be construed or governed
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only symbolically. Alternatively, and an arguably more compelling
view, is that symbolic means can be understood as the appropriate
method of translating normative theory into practical results. They
are a legitimate way of rendering tangible the language of the rights
discourse for it to resonate with the intended subject.

Attaching symbolic means to human rights is but one method of
assimilating it with power. In order to build a more rounded picture
of what such a formulation of power means for constructivism, two
other treatments of this kind of power require some analysis; Joseph
Nye’s “soft power” and Steven Lukes’s “third dimension” of power.

The notion of soft power has brought the concept of an alterna-
tive reading of power and its meaning to a wide audience. Based on
the idea of a state possessing an influencing attractiveness cultivated
by the export of its culture (both high and popular), it is maligned
for its simplistic characterization as one-half of a dichotomy along-
side traditional, “hard” power. Some of Nye’s qualifications to the
perceived generality of the concept would appear to preempt certain
criticisms (e.g., soft power is not just “influence”).55 Baldwin claims
that “Nye’s discussion confuses power resources with scope: At times,
‘the ‘tangibility’ of power resources seems to be the defining char-
acteristic; while at other times, the use of those agendas to control
agendas or preferences seems to define soft power.”>6

Nye’s reading of “untraditional” power is an extension of or
reaction to hard power. Of course, for there to be types of power that
we can speak of as radically different, then a traditional form must
exist. However, soft power as evinced by Nye is not a break from tra-
dition in an important sense. Soft power is, by Nye’s own formula-
tion, entirely dependent upon hard power.57 As such, this failure to
break with tradition is inadequate for dealing with human rights, for
one key reason. In the chapter “Wielding Soft Power,”>8 Nye arguably
limits the potential of soft power to propaganda—something that
can essentially be molded, owned, and disseminated by states with a
purely statist goal of self-preservation in mind. Although it must be
acknowledged that propaganda and ideology are coterminous as
customary tools of statehood, this is not no be confused with the sep-
arately conceived ideals invested in human rights. Soft power, essen-
tially, does not satisfactorily account for the actuality and potential of
human rights as an object or symbol of power.

This leads us toward the conclusion that as a “type” of power,
human rights is different, both intuitively and substantively, from
that which fits the framework of orthodoxy. That is not to say that
other conceptions of power are necessarily disconnected from Nye’s
particular insights. Steven Lukes’s dimensional model exemplifies
how power is at once layered, interdependent, and distinctive.
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Lukes concludes that the “first, one-dimensional, view of power
involves a focus on behaviour in the making of decisions on issues over
which there is an observable conflict of (subjective) interests, seen as
express policy preferences, revealed by political participation.”™? As we
have seen, the corpus of human rights does not fit this template, which
is more a reflection of or akin to the “first order” elements of power as
detailed, for example, by Baldwin. Pluralism requires temporal signif-
icance; that is, observable and recognizably distinct moments that are
essentially unique but that may carry a common identifying theme or
quality. Plurality also implies ownership of power.

The second dimension stems directly from a critique of the first.
Its separateness rests on a distinction between “decisions” and “non-
decisions,” the latter being a move toward incorporating an inform-
ing background field in which relevant interaction takes place. This
interaction is based on “the rules of the game”—shared values—that
still define actors by reference to a well-established relationship. In
Lukes’s words:

The two-dimensional view of power involves a qualified critique of
the behavioural focus of the first view (I say qualified because it is
still assumed that nondecision-making is a form of decision-mak-
ing) and it allows for consideration of the ways in which decisions
are prevented from being taken on potential issues over which
there is an observable conflict of (subjective) interests, seen as
embodied in express policy preferences and sub-political griev-
ances.60

The “difference” of human rights might preclude it automati-
cally from a place within this dimension of power. Certainly, Lukes
sees this second dimension as still too behavior-oriented, with an
emphasis on actuality and established issue-areas, a space wherein
“concrete decisions in situations of conflict are seen as paradig-
matic.”0! Like that of the pluralists, this is “too methodologically
individualist a view of power.”62

But does Lukes’s three-dimensional model of power account for
the full extent of the impact of human rights on constructivism? To
grossly truncate Lukes’s thesis for the sake of brevity, the original
definition of the model involves:

A thoroughgoing critique of the behavioural focus of the first two views
as too individualistic and allows for consideration of the main
ways which potential issues are kept out of politics, whether
through the operation of social forces and institutional practices
or through individuals’ decisions. This, moreover, can occur in
the absence of actual, observable conflict.63
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Lukes himself challenges the fixity of definitions by revisiting
and thoroughly reappraising his original text. This second-edition
definition of three-dimensional power is critiqued and expanded
upon at some length, but the parameters of the analysis remain fixed
within the boundaries of an actor-actor relationship and the effects
therein. Personal freedom is couched in terms of identity, but there
runs throughout the theme of focusing on the effects of how it is
molded by repression and denial. This and other elements that
might differentiate human rights as power are absorbed in an intel-
lectual space that fails to truly engage with human rights as emanci-
pation in itself.

The siting of human rights in Lukes’s third dimension remains
fundamentally problematic. The language of this space is firmly in
the third person, which strongly implies a personification of the pow-
erful—a residue of orthodoxy. Of the two possible “grand” or overar-
ching readings of human rights, only one could fit this model. If
human rights is a commodity or tool of other “powers” (defined sim-
ply as sovereign states)—which incidentally would be a dominant few
in reality—then it would be just another weapon (be it normative,
symbolic, or both) to wield in their greater political armory. But if
human rights is a morally or ethically derived vehicle, and hence one
with its own engine, then this further subverts the limits of the one-
and two-dimensional images. It shares the majority of analytic char-
acteristics of the three-dimensional model, but from a wholly oppo-
site (or even new) perspective. As such, by Lukes’s reckoning, it too
has three dimensions. But these do not account for its whole. The
dimensionality of ethics offer up a new complication, one that must
serve to fire our critical theoretical imaginations to provide a proper
description. The “intradimensionality of power” is a cumbersome
label, so for now one (perhaps contentious) suggestion is for it to be
considered a fourth dimension of power. Clearly lacking the sus-
tained treatment afforded by Lukes, it will suffice in labeling this par-
ticular aspect of the progress of our notion of human rights and,
importantly, its effects on theory.

Types of Power (2): Causal and Constitutive

The assumption is often made that the power of states causes events,
actions, outcomes, and so forth. Power itself acts almost like cur-
rency. It requires balancing and measuring and agreement as to its
worth and effects. States effectively maintain reserves, but trade at
the margins of their influence. It also maintains anarchy and the
international system. Constitutive power, on the other hand, is the
idea that a normative concept in itself can contain the necessary



412 Speaking Rights to Theory

qualities of power to affect the actions, domestically and interna-
tionally, of states. If we return momentarily to the polar image, in
situ are the opposing units of international relations; states and nor-
mative concepts.

Simplistically, then, in dealing with human rights, constructivism
is encountering something alien to the traditional schema of IR. But
of course, human rights requires states and statehood in order to
stimulate action contra to state principles. Without the state as an
entity subjected to “moral improvement,” then human rights as a
normative concept would lack the necessary mechanics for its appli-
cation. These are not new insights for theorists of IR. What it does
demonstrate, though, is that constructivism seems to rely on a par-
ticular terminology for self-definition and purpose that does account
for the relevance of states and nonstate actors. What needs to made
a little clearer are the implications that human rights as a powerful
actor has for the maintenance of these categories.

Jennifer Sterling-Folker and Rosemary E. Shinkol®4 provide a
useful example of what might happen when apparently irreconcil-
able approaches to international relations communicate with one
another over the issue of power. Taking their realist/postmodern
dichotomy as a starting point, it will be useful and interesting to add
a constructivist perspective.

They begin with the statement that “power is a fundamental con-
cept within both the realist and postmodern perspectives, and both
characterise power in essentially negative terms, with realists describ-
ing it as coercive and postmodernists describing it as disciplinary.”6>
How constructivism would characterize power depends to some
extent on which shade of constructivism we employ—be it the more
state-bound modernism or its critically inclined incarnation. Each
would arguably lean toward the polar definitions offered by realism
and postmodernism. However, it is arguably more accurate—and
certainly more productive—if we assume that constructivism would
not be bound by the type or site of power and would instead search
for the most appropriate meaning in any given circumstance. In
other words, in this context, the site of power would shift from its tra-
ditional manifestation to human rights and produce a different out-
come because of this. As regards positivity and negativity, human
rights has the capacity to display both traits: It is positive from the
point of view of its sponsors and the type of gains it can bring about
and, alternatively, is negative if the subject of its “power” is resistant
to this type of change.66

Where power is located is usually a matter of definition, regard-
less of theoretical standpoint. Geography matters, to the extent that
(military) capabilities are measurable, and being able to quantify
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variables in a cause-and-effect relationship has the added benefit to
future planning that predictive accuracy bestows. But neither the
realists nor the postmoderns, according to Sterling-Folker and
Shinko, can legitimately lay claim to establishing a fixed site of
power, precisely because of the realist conception of it. As they put
it, “the realist insistence that power is something that has a specific
location and can be possessed is precisely the problem from a post-
modern perspective.”67 Realists situate power in narrow, traditional-
ist terms. Postmoderns problematize this basic tendency as a fallacy,
preferring instead a reactive notion of power which surfaces in the
vacuums of personal self-determinacy created by the totalizing effect
of traditional power. That is to say, for there to be power there must
be resistance, and this resistance recycles the energy of the original
producer.
These spaces are characterized thus:

Doubt gives those confronted with knowledge claims pause to
rethink their presumptions, assumptions and conclusions. Such
a pause opens the space to think things anew and it also provides
a space for a multiplicity of views to emerge. Together, doubt and
multiplicity operate as political resources to resist and transgress
current modes of subjectivity.68

Yet, it is not the spaces themselves so much as the opportunities
they offer that makes the constructivist perspective such a contrast.
If, when the space for thought emerges, a multiplicity of views
results, then human rights can indeed be “brought in,” but is left
open to the possibility of plural or even relative origins and applica-
tion. The key point for constructivism is the interpretation and treat-
ment of “current modes of subjectivity.”

Sterling-Folker and Shinko touch upon modes of subjectivity,
but without any explanation or depth—they are present only as a
reflective feature of this relational discourse. The proper treatment
of these modes must inevitably play a significant role in this or any
similar thesis focusing on divergent aspects of a whole.
Constructivism treats power variously, and this impacts significantly
on the “human rights as power” thesis. Exactly how this is manifested
is more the preserve of an extended study, yet it remains to say that
if human rights is imagined as an agent in a structured system, then
the patterns of familiarity that run through the median parameters
of the critical spectrum are reinforced, with the effect of pointing to
more recognizable outcomes. If, alternatively, human rights speaks
differently to and problematizes the conventional wisdom of what an
“actor,” “agent,” or “power” should look like and behave, then what
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is required is the systematic analysis of the concepts that, through
the preceding analysis, have been shown to be significant sites of IR
theory wherein constructivism should be tested.

Congruence and Idealism

In conclusion: For constructivism to demonstrate a characteristic
that has in this context been labeled “congruence’—the ability to
account for traditional and innovative forms in a sustained man-
ner—it must as a minimum requirement be able to sufficiently the-
orize and advocate human rights as universal norm and power. In
order to lay appropriate foundations, this article has outlined key
aspects that attend to human rights as an actor or force in interna-
tional politics and international relations theory. What this ground-
clearing exercise has done is demonstrate that a polychotomous
analysis of human rights reveals the significant areas of international
politics that constructivism must properly account for.

The universality of human rights is at best only an introduction
to the aspects of universalism that matter for constructivism. There
is the opportunity to use the principles of the universals debate to
understand the linkages, actual and potential, that span the divided
space of constructivism. The genealogy (or, perhaps more accurately,
the ancestry) of current thinking gives us pause to consider how uni-
versalism is inherently structured by an orthodoxy of knowledge.
Must constructivism be so bound or is it a justifiably sustained her-
itage?

Both Donnelly’s and Parekh’s use of continuum imagery in
locating the opposing interests embedded in human rights tells us
much about the relationship between the framing of political and
theoretical problems and their possible solutions. An embedded sta-
tism governs the possibilities of the categories of traditional and
political, while a historical context for rights opens the door to some
form of dialogue.

The “human rights as power” analysis is useful in several
respects. The notion of stasis and the proprietary aspect of agenda
envelop the bifurcation that is indicative of “new” and “old” concep-
tions of power. Accommodating both appears to be a requisite of
productive ventures into this area and serves to underscore the
appropriateness of “reconfiguration” as a tool for advancement.
Other avenues for further investigation include imagining the “inter-
ests” of human rights as a power and how they might be theorized.

The geography and symbolism of human rights also impact
upon the status of the traditional constructivist base—sovereign
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states. Yet the institution remains, and significantly so. The render-
ing of human rights as a power alternative to the orthodoxy throws
open the given or assumed order of things to distortion and/or
manipulation, which in turn demands an account of modes of exis-
tence and, importantly, the efficacy of theory.
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famous essay, Spivak questions the notion of the colonial (and
Western) “subject.” She argues that European intellectuals have
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assumed that they know the “other” and can place it in the context of
the narrative of the oppressed: “[I]ntellectuals must attempt to dis-
close and know the discourse of society’s Other.” In fact, through
this act of epistemic knowing/violence, the essentialization of the
other is always the reinforcement of the menace of empire. As Spivak
writes: “There is no more dangerous pastime than transposing proper
names into common nouns, translating, and using them as sociologi-
cal evidence.”* All transcendental cultural logic is, at its heart, impe-
rialistic.

Like Said, Spivak wants to expose the complicit nature of litera-
ture and the intellectual elite, which often appears innocent in the
political realm of oppression.® The intellectual elite of the Western
(and sub-Western) academy pretends to be blameless in the arena of
colonialism. In other words, Western thought “masquerades as dis-
interested history, even when the critic presumes to touch its uncon-
scious.” The academy is both part of the problem and part of the
solution. Spivak writes, “I think it is important to acknowledge our
complicity in the muting, in order precisely to be more effective in
the long run.” Hence, the intellectual Western scholar is almost in a
Derridean paradox, setting the limits of discourse as well as
expelling the nondiscourse.

Given these limits of discourse, Spivak is always aware that “the-
ory” may have limited value to the subaltern.8 In fact, though Spivak
wants to make, for example, “feminism” more theoretical, she rec-
ognizes that the subaltern “cannot be served by the call for more the-
ory in Anglo-American (society).” Theory, though powerful, cannot
act as an elixir to the issues of the subaltern. Hence, the initial ques-
tion is what is the role of the academy, and whether there is a liber-
ating place for the intellectual desires of studying the subaltern.

This sets the intellectual in a rather bizarre position, and it is a
position where simple multicultural liberalism cannot be a solution.10
Although liberalism seeks neutrality, it actually destroys all difference.
As J. G. A. Pocock writes: “[The narrative of the oppressed] will be
part of the history of [liberalism’s capacity to absorb all difference]
and will reinforce the capacity itself.”!! In fact, on Spivak’s account,
even the radically postmodern “subject” is still colonial.!2 Yet there is
a desire, even a need, to “develop resources to begin to talk about cul-
ture as a multiplicity of trajectories.”!3

Given this desire to communicate with (and about) the subal-
tern, in this article I argue that Spivak’s landmark essay provides an
example of the limits of the ability of Western discourse, even post-
colonial discourse, to interact with disparate cultures. Yet this is an
example that can be (somewhat) overcome. Whereas most of



J. Maggio 421

Spivak’s commentators (both critics and admirers) have focused on
issues of subjectivity/difference/alterity, or, as Terry Eagleton writes,
on Spivak’s attempt to be “as obscurantist as you can decently get
away with,”14 I offer a reading that challenges the conventional inter-
pretation of Spivak’s essay. Most interpreters of Spivak have noted
that she is asserting that all claims to subjectivity, even “postmodern”
subjectivity, are at their foundation a form of neocolonialism. In this
sense, Spivak’s scholarship focuses on her reading of Marx through
the prism of Derrida, on her contention that the “native informant”
is simultaneously created and destroyed. In contrast, I contend that
Spivak’s terms of engagement always imply a liberal-independent
subject that is actively speaking.

Yet it is presumptuous to assume that all cultures speak a similar
language of “identity.” Hence, the “best” a Western critic (citizen) can
do is “open up” the way he/she listens and understands. I suggest that
an effective way to do this—to “translate” the non-Western—is to try
to understand all actions as a form of communication and to con-
strue such communication on its own terms. Given the limits of
understanding implied by Spivak’s essay, I advocate a reading of cul-
ture(s) based on the assumption that all actions, to a certain extent,
offer a communicative role. Hence, one can understand a culture by
translating the various conducts of their cultures. By adopting this
more open-ended view of discourse and communication, one that
aspires to not privilege Western (or any) culture, one can attempt to
understand across cultures. With this critique in mind, I assert that
the title of Spivak’s essay might be more accurately stated as “Can the
Subaltern Be Heard?”

Marx, Derrida, and Spivak’s (Non)Speaking Subaltern

The notion of the subaltern can be daunting because it is often
“employed far too vaguely to denote ‘oppression’ or ‘otherness.’”15
Spivak resists this definition, though she offers only a description of
the subaltern. Of course, such a definition/description is interesting
because it reinforces the notion that the subaltern can be situated
only in the context of the imperial power. In this sense, Spivak’s
(non)definition acts as an aegis against the accusation of her creating
a metaphilosophy.

Of course, such metaphilosophies are exactly what Spivak wants
to avoid. This is partially why she takes aim at certain applications of
Marxism. To scrutinize Marxism’s relation to the subaltern, Spivak
analyzes Marx’s notion of “representation,” as well as examining two
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thinkers influenced by Marx: Foucault and Deleuze. If Edward Said
attempted to blend the work of Foucault and Gramsci, then Spivak
seeks to drive a Derridean wedge between the two thinkers. In fact,
as noted above, one can read Spivak as attempting to read Marx
through Derrida, to understand a Marx where the “use-value is
something of a theoretical fiction” and “questions of origin become
questions of process.”16 As Forest Pyle suggests, Derrida’s work acts
as a sort of “lever” for Spivak in questioning the foundations of the
Western philosophical traditions.l” And in questioning these foun-
dations, Spivak, unlike Said, seeks to resurrect a “usable Marx.”18

This “usable Marx” cannot be based on antediluvian notions of
representation. Marx, on Spivak’s account, uses two German terms
for the verb to represent. They are vertreten, which means something
like “to fill in for” or “to stand in the place of,” and darstellan, which
implies a “re-presentation.” These terms are confused (in transla-
tions) when Marx writes: “The small peasant proprietors cannot rep-
resent themselves; they must be represented.”¥ However, in other
languages both terms are characterized generally as represent. Yet
“[t]hese two senses of representation—within state formation and the
law, on the one hand, and in subject-prediction, on the other—are
related but irreducibly discontinuous.”20

Vertreten implies a total understanding of the subject being “rep-
resented.” It is almost as if the representative has the total “agency” of
the subject—a complete “filling in.” In contrast, dartelling is about
representing a “constituency.” “[I]t is not about giving voice but is
concerned with constituting, working for, representing for and with,
the marginalized group.”! Hence, the Western approach to the sub-
altern is either to speak for or to silently let them speak for them-
selves. Both strategies silence the subaltern because they ignore the
positional relations of the dominant to the subaltern.

Thus the amalgamation of the two notions of representation
establishes a silencing of the subaltern. They can never speak because
they are both being “stood in for” and “embodied” by others in the
dominant discourse. Using “Marxist” terms, the relationship between
global capitalism and national alliance cannot explain the “textures
of power.”?2 In other words, the Marxists silence the subaltern by
(re)presenting them in discourse in which they have no speaking
role. Spivak writes that “the banality of leftist intellectuals’ lists of self-
knowing, politically canny subalterns stands revealed; representing
them, the intellectuals represent themselves as transparent.”?3 In
other words, the representation of the other destroys the subjectivity
of the subaltern.

Spivak notes that Deleuze’s focus on the “workers’ struggle” is
characteristic of his Eurocentrism. It is a “genuflection.”?* There is no



J. Maggio 423

way, for example, in which Deleuze can account for ideas, culture, or
ideology.®> This problem is also seen in the trendy “claiming” of
Chairman Mao by the perennially “new” Left: to use the term Maoist
in the European context is to cause Asia to be transparent.26

Additionally, on Spivak’s account, the microlevel histories of
Foucault glorify only the personal nature of resistance. These histo-
ries ignore the macrohistorical trends that might place the subaltern
as a key player. Looking at the larger concentrations of power—an
approach almost antithetical to Foucault’s whole project—would
expose the oppressive nature of colonialism in a way that Foucauldian
histories cannot. Foucault cannot “see” the intellectual continuity of
history; he sees only the disjuncture. Yet the struggles of the colonial
people are “played out in the context of global capitalism and impe-
rialism.”27

As mentioned above, Europeans traditionally defined themselves
in the context of an other. “Europe had consolidated itself as the for-
eign subject by defining its colonies as ’Others,” even as it constituted
them.”?8 The “self” is tied to the whole notion of colonialism. As
Spivak writes: “The colonizer constructs himself as he constructs the
colony. The relationship is intimate, an open secret that cannot be
part of official knowledge.”?9 In this sense, Spivak explores “the
understanding of alterity as spatial as opposed to temporal.”30

Spivak elaborates on this concept in her excellent discussion of
the Western films portraying the Third World versus movies with a
“native” location. Spivak argues that one can rarely tell the time
period of a Third World film, yet the temporal details of a “period
piece” set in the West are almost always readily evident on the cellu-
loid. Spivak’s language, using Frederick Jameson as an intellectual
backdrop, is so insightful it is appropriate to quote her at length:

The contemptuous spuriousness of the project can be glimpsed
on the most superficial level, if we contrast it, for example, to that
of the U.S. “nostalgia film,” which Frederick Jameson has
described as a “well-nigh libidinal historicism.” Jameson finds
“the 1950s” to be “the privileged lost object of desire . . . for
Americans,” at least partly because they signify “the stability and
prosperity of a pax Americana.” Speaking of “the insensible colo-
nization of the present by the nostalgia mode” in a film such as
Body Heat, Jameson observes, “the setting has been strategically
framed, with great ingenuity, to eschew most of the signals that
normally convey the contemporaneity of the United States in its
multi-national era . . . as though [the narrative] were set in some
eternal thirties, beyond historical time.” No such ingenuity is
needed in the case of the spurious simulacrum of imperial India
or colonial Africa. The rural landscape of Gandhi or Out of Africa,
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comfortably masquerading as the backdrop of Raj or colony, is in
fact the un-retouched landscape of rural India or Africa today.
The different resonance of Home and the World in India and in
Northwest Europe is a case in point.3!

Whereas the West marches forward in the temporal world, the colo-
nial world is always fixed, regardless of the “movement” of time.
“Civilization,” “progress,” and even “self-identity” itself always eludes
the subaltern. In other words, the West is defined by its differentia-
tion between the “present,” “past,” and “future,” as well as a sense of
the other. The colonial world has no such self-identity, at least as the
Western viewer perceives it.

Given this unofficial notion of the Western self, the other is often
“created” in reductionist, yet radical, philosophies such as Marxism
or poststructuralism/postmodernism. For example, this reductionist-
Marxism is also reflected in Foucault’s “valorization of the oppressed
as subject, the ‘object being.””32 Overall, the Marxist-Foucault-
Deleuze analysis hides “an essentialist agenda,” a leitmotif of founda-
tionalism.33 This Marxist analysis is based on a notion of the other or
an “inside and out.”# In fact, to the extent that poststructuralists cri-
tique the European “subject”—certainly a favorite topic for such
thinkers—the “subaltern” is constantly created. To engage in said cri-
tique is to employ “the production of the colonial subject.”5

Applying the Derridean approach, Spivak sees a potential in
“measuring the silences” of the subaltern. The situated subject, the
Derridean subject, is possible even in the context where the subject is
actually fixed. In these cases, the self is centered but the “world”
moves, and, on Spivak/Derrida’s account, to understand politics one
must deconstruct this “moving” of the world around the subject.36

In fact, Derrida’s approach to philosophy is the least dangerous
because he is self-aware of the relative positions of parties to commu-
nications;37 or, in Spivak’s exact terms, he “invokes an ‘appeal’ to or
‘call’ to the ‘quite-other.””3® There is, on Spivak’s account, a special
empathy to Derrida because he always tries to place himself in the
context of European philosophy. Derrida, therefore, is the prototypi-
cal self-aware philosopher, always questioning the boundaries. If one
does not question said boundaries, there is always a risk “that they can
congeal into varieties of totalitarianism.”® Hence, there is a moral
imperative to deconstruct any philosophical tradition.40

Applying this mode of deconstruction, Spivak argues that the
case of Indian sati is illustrative of how the subaltern cannot speak.
She asks, “What did Sati say?” Can the subaltern be understood? Or is
it always a “speaking for?” Sati was understood either, through the
English, as the slaughter of innocent women or, through the male
Hindus who spoke for the female Indians, as a voluntary act. In other



J. Maggio 425

words, the subaltern in this instance, the Indian women, have no
voice:

Obviously I am not advocating the killing of widows. I am sug-
gesting that, within the two contending versions of freedom, the
constitution of the female subject in life is the place of the differ-
end. In the case of widow self-immolation, ritual is not being rede-
fined as superstition but as ¢rime. The gravity of sati was that it was
ideologically cathected as “reward,” just as the gravity of imperi-
alism was that is was ideologically cathected as “social mission.”*1

In fact, Spivak points out that the British ignored that sati was
often motivated by widows’ inheritance of property. Hence, sati was
understood as the “noble Hindus” versus the “bad Hindus,” or as the
civilized British versus the primitive dark-skins.42 The widow’s act is
never considered a form of martyrdom, “with the defunct husband
standing in for the transcendental One.” It was just considered a
crime.43 The nationalist Indians accepted the British reading of sati,
and made it a point to reclaim the practice. “Caught in the relay
between ‘benevolent’ colonial interventions and national liberation
struggles that both construct her will for her, the subaltern,” Spivak
suggests, “cannot speak.”#4

Like a child being torn between two divorcing (or married) par-
ents, the subaltern are silenced even when attempting to speak. The
subaltern is always framed as a quisling or as a resistant. Its own voice
is never heard. The production of the postcolonial subject is depen-
dent on the intellectual creation of the “West” as a subject of study, as
well as Said’s Orient. Consequently, “We(st)” cannot understand the
discourse of sati because it is not translated.#> On Spivak’s account,
the subaltern cannot speak.

Several writers have attempted to answer the question “Can the
Subaltern Speak?” in explicitly Kantian terms; yet, this misunder-
stands the intricacy of Spivak’s work.46 This is ironic since Kant is a
“sticking point” for Spivak’s analysis, especially in her book A Critique
of Postcolonial Reason. Spivak understands the Kantian subject as based
on aesthetic judgment.*’ Given that the subaltern do not have “cul-
ture,” they cannot be truly human. Spivak writes:

Let us note [Kant’s] rather special inscription of a judgment pro-
grammed in nature, needing culture, if you are naturally alien to
it. We should read Kant’s description of the desirability of the
proper humanizing of the human through culture within this
frame of paradox: “Without development of moral idea, that
which we, prepared by culture, call sublime presents itself raw
[dem rohen Menschen] merely as terrible.” . . . (Critiques of Judge-
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ment 105; emphasis mine [i.e., Spivak’s]).. The adjective roh is
suggestive. It is generally translated “uneducated.” In fact in Kant,
the “uneducated” are specifically the child and the poor, the “nat-
urally uneducatable” is woman. By contrast, der rohe Mensch,
man in the raw, can, in its signifying reach, accommodate the sav-
age and the primitive. . . .

The raw man has not yet achieved or does not possess a sub-
ject whose Anlage or programming includes structure of feeling
for the moral. He is not yet the subject divided and perspectivized
among the three critiques. In other words, he is not yet or simply
not the subject as such, the hero of the Critiques, the only exam-
ple of the concept of a natural yet rational being. This gap
between the subject as such and the notyet-subject can be
bridged under propitious circumstances by culture.48

The above-quoted language is fascinating because it indicates that cul-
ture is the key to the Western subject. In other words, on Spivak’s
account, Kant creates the “subject” out of the ability to make aesthetic
requests and/or judgments via human agency.49 Hence, to the extent
that the subaltern never speak, or are never heard, they do not partic-
ipate in human culture. Hence, the silencing of the subaltern does not
only shape the discourse (in the Derridean sense), it also renders the
subaltern without a “subject being.” On an epistemological level, the
subaltern never have access to the Kantian subject. They are excluded
by the very definition of such a subject. Hence, Kant not only estab-
lishes the modern Western subject, but helps define its other.

Later in this article, I attempt to circumvent this Kantian depen-
dence on traditional “culture” as explicit “aesthetic judgment” by
offering a way of understanding the subaltern that is not dependent
on Kant. Notwithstanding my potential solution, I should note that
Spivak’s “reading of Kant supplies us with the indispensable strategic
lever” to possibly explode the identity/alterity issues of the Western
subject.50 Of course, to do that, one must hear the subaltern, because
the silence of the subaltern is “gesturing to the impossibility of speech
to an audience that refuses to hear.”!

Are the Subaltern Still Mute?

The essential Spivakian puzzle is, “How can we account for the subal-
tern?” How can they speak? It is not Spivak’s intent, on her explicit
account, to silence all discussion of the subaltern.52 The intellectual,
or anyone, trying to analyze the subaltern must be conscious of the
position of the reader/writer vis-a-vis the subaltern and the dominant
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discourse.53 It is not as simple as empowering the “native,” for the act
of “empowerment” itself has a silencing effect. In other words, it
might be impossible to enable the subaltern to speak. The two
traps—speaking for or pretending that they can speak “on their
own’—are always waiting for the well-intentioned intellectual. One
cannot “intervene benevolently.”>* Are we, therefore, always con-
demned to a shallow “representation” of the subaltern?

To a certain extent the subaltern are always, by definition, epis-
temologically below the dominant culture.’®> One can imagine that an
agent of the subaltern could enlighten the West, but this “enlighten-
ment” is inherently troubling. For example, Spivak points out that
some “Indians” act as “native informants” for the elite, and therefore
have a distorted view of the subaltern. They are “at best native infor-
mants for first-world intellectuals interested in voice of the Other.”6
Yet this native informant is always situated; it is always part of a “van-
ishing point.” This vanishing point makes it difficult to imagine an
accurate access to the subaltern. The native informant, though use-
ful, offers only a dead end: “Even if history is a grand narrative, my
point is that the subject position of the native informant, crucial yet
foreclosed, is also historically and therefore geopolitically
inscribed.”7 In fact, regardless of how benevolent the native infor-
mant or the postcolonial critique is, he/she is always seen, to a cer-
tain extent, as an exotic other. Or, as Spivak suggests, the subaltern
remain an inaccessible blackness.>8

Didur and Heffernan suggest that Spivak attempts to establish
subaltern discourse as a matter of “interception.” Yet this “intercep-
tion” is always an act of mediation, and it suffers from the placements
of the interceptor, who on Spivak’s account is often the afore-men-
tioned native informant. Hence, one can see the obvious Derridean
problems with relying on the native informant. For, like Derrida’s
text, the “native informant’s perspective is simultaneously invoked
and foreclosed.”8? The native informant is always existing on the mar-
gins, and hence not existing at all. Its definition is its erasure: The dis-
tance between its two worlds of representation is “turned into a per-
sistent disruption.”®! Additionally, to the extent that the native
informant/interceptor can communicate the desires of the subal-
tern, the speaker is ultimately in service of the trends of global capi-
talism. In other words, the native informant is co-opted for what
Spivak calls the “New Empire.”62 Didur and Heffernan write:

Credit-baiting also problematically embraces the “concrete expe-
rience” of these women as their testimonies are read as a ratio-
nale for globalization, so once again, the transparent reading of
the other and the reading of the other as transparent is used to
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consolidate an imperialistic capitalistic empire that is quickly
becoming the norm in the twenty-first century. As Spivak sug-
gests, the sovereign subject is invoked in the interest of global
capitalism.53

In this sense, the so-called native informant is in a special, but not
enviable, position. He/she “poisons hegemony: it opens the possibil-
ity of transgression, and cures hegemony by reaffirming its author-
ity.”64 The native informant acts as a Derridean pharmakon, a signifier
that contains and defines the other while “at the same time
remind[ing] us of the possibility of complicity and of the need for
continuous strategizing.”65

The Spivakian Subject

Spivak acknowledges that she is implicated in this process: She is a
pharmakon of sorts.%6 In fact, on Spivak’s account, the academy itself
must recognize its role in the co-option of native culture into the
schematic of global capitalism and/or the dominant modes of cul-
ture.67 Spivak writes, “[I]t is important to acknowledge our complic-
ity in the muting, in order precisely to be more effective in the long
run.”®8 In other words, Spivak’s own work can be, to a certain extent,
silencing to the subaltern.59 Her writings can be employed to justify
such “sell out” positions as the modern welfare state and the general
market-distribution of intellectual goods.” Consequently, Spivak, the
author/thinker, is often ambushed by the accoutrements of her con-
tingent-historical role as a native informant.

Given this position of the subaltern/native informant, it is under-
standable that most secondary literature on Spivak focuses on the
notions of the “subject” contained in her work. To a certain extent,
this notion of the “subject” could be seen as an obsession of Spivak
and other postcolonial thinkers.”! In a typical poststructuralist move,
Spivak rejects all definitions of the “self” that are fixed or essential.”
One could read the gist of Spivak’s work as the argument that the
postcolonial subject has been defined (destroyed) by European colo-
nialism.” Even “liberal anti-colonialists” have essentialized the subal-
tern because of the romantic impulse to have the most “pure”
oppressed populace as possible.” Of course, there is always the temp-
tation to investigate the other on a metaglobal level, and hence when
not examining identity/alterity, scholars are often debating the cos-
mopolitan “subject” or “citizen.””>

The traditional scholarly responses to Spivak’s claims involve
either a discussion of the potential for an authentic Spivakian subject
or a quest to find an approach toward the subaltern that allows them
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to “speak.” Of course, to a certain extent Spivak’s own identity claims
are embedded in the “subject” debate.” Thinkers such as Didur and
Heffernan explicitly claim that Spivak’s essential concern is “identity
politics.””7 Certainly the conventional wisdom concerning Spivak is
that she “problematized agency and the voice of the colonized.””®
And to the extent that, as Wendy Brown suggests, borders create iden-
tity,” then the “new immigrant” must create a new language.30 Yet, it
is not clear that this new language would give the subaltern a voice.
For example, Bruce Robbins explicitly argues that Spivak attempts to
speak for the subaltern: “The critic who accuses another of speaking
for the subaltern . . . is of course also claiming to speak for them.”8

One could suggest that Spivak’s autobiographical style itself
solves the problem of the subaltern speaking.82 I am to a certain
extent sympathetic to this proposition. Yet this “solution” ignores
Spivak’s above-discussed role as a self-aware “native informant.” I
agree that Spivak’s autobiographical style often works to deconstruct
notions of identity because her texts often imply “the opposite of
what the style is taken to show: Spivak demonstrates that identitarian
claims (and claims to alterity) are severely problematic at best, and
dishonest on occasion.”® Nevertheless, Spivak cannot escape her
elite role.

Noticing Spivak’s apotheosis status, Terry Eagleton offers a
scathing critique of her work on many levels. In fact, he questions the
whole notion of postcolonial criticism, implying that is a sham mar-
keting tool that enables lazy scholarship. He notes that few thinkers
will embrace the term themselves: “It is remarkable how hard it is to
find an unabashed enthusiast for the concept among those who pro-
mote it.”8 With admirable pith, Eagleton claims that the “idea of the
post-colonial has taken such a battering from post-colonial theorists
that to use the word unreservedly of oneself would be rather like call-
ing oneself Fatso.”8> As mentioned above, Eagleton also complains
that Spivak is simply incomprehensible.86

Yet Eagleton’s attacks extend beyond stylistic complaints; he takes
issue with the whole program of postcolonial studies. On Eagleton’s
account, postcolonials are all “native informants” with an indolent
agenda.8? For though Spivak and her postcolonial brethren have a
rather baroque philosophy, her “rather flamboyant theoretical avant-
gardism conceals a rather modest political agenda.”® Hence, for
Eagleton, the postcolonial drifts back into the liberal-capitalist: “Like
much cultural theory, it can allow one to speak darkly of subversion
while leaving one’s actual politics only slightly to the left of Edward
Kennedy’s.”8 Others have joined in this criticism of postcolonialism,
stating that it does not engage in any “real” conflict.9 Some have
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even suggested that Spivak’s concentration on textuality itself consti-
tutes a form of intellectual neocolonialism.?!

Of course, Eagleton betrays his Marxist tendencies with the word
actual in the above-quoted sentence. What is this “one’s actual poli-
tics”? Is it only the notions of sovereignty and economic distribution?
For Spivak, those notions are important, but she also wants to suggest
that domination takes many forms. Standard Marxism and poststruc-
turalism cannot explain the phenomenon of the subaltern’s silence.
Hence, Eagleton misses much of “the gist” of Spivak’s assertions,
which is that Western metanarratives like Marxism hush the subal-
tern. Eagleton’s lingering Marxism implies a potential problem for
both Spivak and her critics. Even Spivak is attached to a uniquely
Western notion of the subject—identity based in action. It is true, of
course, that the West’s notion of individual sovereignty reifies a sense
of the other, but it is unclear whether Spivak escapes this reification.9?
It is possible, despite the explicit intentions of Spivak and Derrida,
that the Derridean “Other” is as essentialist as the Western notion of
the Kantian subject.93

The “self”/“other” distinction is tied up in the tension between
“speaking” and “being heard.” Consequently, the notion of “hybrid-
ity” is a potential solution. Hybridity is a theory in communication
studies that seeks a way “to theorize the conflicted and multiple affil-
iations of diasporic groups. . . . Hybridity is configured at the con-
junction of the local, global, social, political, and legal to name some
dimensions.”* However, the concept of hybridity is still based on the
very Western concept of an active speaker. Of course, this speaker
makes little sense in the context of the ability to communicate.
“Speaking” is intimately linked to “being heard.” Devadas and
Nicholls write:

In other words, the “cannot speak” in “the subaltern cannot
speak” is gesturing to the impossibility of speech to an audience
that refuses to hear and respond to the crying out. It is this
incomplete transaction that suppresses the subaltern.
[Slpeaking, as a complete transaction, is only possible on the
contingency of the reception of the sent message.95

In yet other words, there is no clear-cut distinction between the iso-
lated “speaker” and “listener.” There is always a conflict, an inherent
tension, between the “speaking subject” and the “hearing subject.”6

There are several difficulties to the traditional approach to
Spivak. A pressing problem, as implied above, is the Spivakian bias
toward “action” or, at least, active speaking. The search for the subal-
tern voice pretends that there is a “true” subaltern into which the
careful Western can tap. The poverty of this position is revealed by
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Spivak’s own analysis, which used the (de)centered Derridean self as
a (non)starting point. Yet the decentered self has a trace of the uni-
versal subject, and it is often limited by its subordinate position to a
notion of the centered self. The Derridean/Spivakian self is—to a
certain extent—a “new universal structure of subjectivity-as-differ-
ence.”7 In other words, Kant is creeping around every corner.98

Given this “Kantian subject”/“Derridean (non)subject”
dichotomy, the superiority of the West is consistently affirmed.
Spivak’s work places the burden of recovery of non-Western ideas on
the Western intellectual, though she is skeptical that the Westerner
can ever adequately address the damage done by colonialism.%
Hence, one reading of Spivak could imply that the concept of the
postcolonial subject is interpreted as it is “destroyed” by European
colonialism—and therefore it is dependent on European culture and
action.190 In fact, well-meaning liberals are implicated even deeper
than mean-spirited conservatives in this silencing of the subaltern.101

In summary, the reaction to Spivak’s essay can be generalized as
taking three major forms: as (1) an attempt to enable or allow the
speech of the subaltern; (2) an attempt to find the authentic subal-
tern “self”; and (3) an effort to search for a “universal” or “cos-
mopolitan” subject.

Yet the subaltern is never engaged qua the subaltern, and the
Western subject is never addressed vis-a-vis the subaltern. In other
words, the subaltern can speak as long as they speak in a “language”
that is already recognized by the dominant culture of the West.
Reason and rational communication, mediated via the market or the
academy, prevail as the meta-language, and the subaltern are forced
to compete in a bazaar of ideas where the deck is stacked against
them by years of colonial rule

Yet in the face of the silence of the subaltern, the West (often)
seeks to synthesize and systematize, as if we learned nothing from
Nietzsche. Instead of recognizing, as Spivak asserts, that logical con-
tradictions embody the richest forms of knowledge, the Western
scholar, and even many postcolonial thinkers, keep attempting to syn-
thesize, and speak for, the subaltern.102

Given the above analysis, how can the Western scholar study the
subaltern? Are the subaltern always, as Spivak sometimes suggests, an
“inaccessible blackness” by which we can only measure or compare
the West? Are the subaltern a “blind spot where understanding and
knowledge is blocked?”103 Is knowledge of the “other” impossible?
Moore-Gilbert writes:

Spivak leaves the would-be non-subaltern and all of the subaltern
in a seemingly impossible predicament, simultaneously unable to
represent the subaltern in an "uninterested” fashion. . . . In other
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words, the non-subaltern must either maximally respect the
Other’s radical alterity, thus leaving the status quo intact, or
attempt the impossible feat of “opening up” to the Other without
in any way “assimilating” that Other to his/her own subject-posi-
tion, perspectives or identity.104

Of course, Spivak rejects the notion that only the subaltern can dis-
cuss the oppressed.1%> She wants the Western scholar to discuss the
subaltern, and she concurs with Pocock in acknowledging that the
West needs an effective way to study the other.1% Yet, though the rad-
ical critic should always have a somewhat defiant stance,197 it is always
dangerous when speaking about (for?) the subaltern.!08

As a possible answer to the Spivakian puzzle, I suggest that the
appropriate way to understand the subaltern is to approach such dis-
course as informed by the methods of translation. Specifically, I advo-
cate a “translating” of the everyday culture and communication of the
subaltern. This approach, I argue, would maintain the integrity—and
fluidity—of both the Western and the non-Western subject.

Translating the Subaltern

Several important thinkers have discussed the process of translation in
depth. Most notably, Walter Benjamin struggled with the intricacies of
translation. For Benjamin, the “receiver” of translation is a meaning-
less concept:199 No translation is ever the “same” as the “original.” In
other words, a translation cannot “possibly reveal or establish this hid-
den relationship.”19 It is not the translator’s task to represent the orig-
inal, for such a representation is impossible: “Even the greatest trans-
lation is destined to be part of the growth of its own language.”111

The translator must look at the interaction between languages,
and must explore the “intention underlying each language as a
whole.”12 On Benjamin’s account, translation is the “coming to
terms with” the foreignness of types of communication, the “getting
at” the element of language that creates an aporia.l13 Translation is,
in a sense, the “movement” between one hermeneutic moment and
another.!* Hence, a translation can actually “elevate” the original,
and the task of the translator is to “echo” the original in a way that
helps illuminate the intended meaning.115

Benjamin suggests that translation is always at the margins of dis-
course and that it acts a kind of “midway” point in intellectual dia-
logue.l16 A translator cannot simply rely on literalness, on a virtual
dartelling, because in literal translation there is nothing but empti-
ness.!17 Literary critic George Steiner explains this notion of transla-
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tion in the context of expressing the intentions of the writer so “far as
[the translator] is able.”118

Roland Barthes also examined the methods of translation.
Barthes asserted that culture itself was an artifact that could be trans-
lated into academic discourse. Everyday cultural objects and events—
such as commercials, soap powders, cookery, and so forth—create
subordinate connotations, which exist next to their standard mean-
ings. These subordinate meanings subsequently help reinforce the
values of the dominant capitalist-bourgeois system. In translating
everyday culture, Barthes is “interested in the semiotically rich
resources of an emerging consumer society.”19 For example, in trans-
lating the meaning of the image of Greta Garbo’s face, Barthes writes:
“Garbo offered to one’s gaze a sort of Platonic Idea of the human
creature, which explains why her face is almost sexually undefined,
without however leaving one in doubt.” Barthes sees the meaning of
the popular-culture figure Garbo in the context, or language, of
Platonic philosophy. This is an exemplar of translating culture into
the language of reason. That being said, Barthes attempts to offer a
translation that is a bit too systematic for an accounting of the
Spivakian subaltern. The subaltern cannot be spoken for by a struc-
turalist metalanguage.

Henri Lefebvre criticized Barthes’s theory of translation for hav-
ing a “fetishism of signification.”120 Lefebvre argues that an overrid-
ing theory is not well suited to interpret culture: “Its desire to pin
phenomena down to textual meaning . . . is ill-equipped to deal with
the blankness and boredom of daily life.”121 In his concluding
thoughts, Lefebvre argues that the “everyday needs to be understood
as a series of shifting, interconnecting elements that resist the mod-
ern notion that sight offers intelligibility.”122 This notion aligns with
Steiner’s ideas of “language in perpetual change.”123 Steiner writes:

But the ordinary language is, literally at every moment, subject to
mutation. This takes many forms. New words enter in as old
words lapse. Grammatical conventions are changed under the
pressure of idiomatic use or by cultural ordinance. The spectrum
of permissible expression as against that which is taboo shifts per-
petually. At a deeper level, the relative dimensions and intensities
of the spoken and the unspoken alter.124

Using this translation of the “relative dimension and intensities of the
spoken and the unspoken,” I believe a thinker can express subaltern
life with appropriate sensitivity and subtleness.12

Spivak herself has written much about translation. As one might
expect, an earnest listening is the first step to translation.!26 Or, to be
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more accurate, declaring the subaltern silent is the initial stride
toward an “unsilencing” of the subaltern.!?7 Yet, after a thinker has
awareness of the unique silence of the subaltern, then a translation
can take place.

Regarding translation, Spivak agrees with Benjamin that one can-
not signify the “original”: Translation is a “necessary impossibility. . . .
It is not a sign but a mark and therefore cannot signify an ‘origi-
nal.””128 For Spivak, the translator must attempt to “inhabit” the host
language.129 She or he must populate “even if on loan, the many man-
sions, and many levels of the host language.” In other words, the
translator must always attempt to find the presuppositions of the lan-
guage and of the cultures that are communicating. “The translator
should make an attempt to grasp the writer’s presuppositions.
Translation is not the stringing together of the most accurate syn-
onyms by the most proximate syntax.”130 In this sense, Spivak’s notion
of translation again echoes Benjamin’s. Yet Spivak is, I think, more
willing than Benjamin to expand the social responsibility of the trans-
lator. She writes: “I hope I have been able to at least suggest that this
[negative] state of the world has something to do with a failure of
responsible translation, in the general and the narrow sense.”131

At first glance it may not seem that translation, as I suggest its use,
is needed to address Spivak’s issue of subaltern silence. Yet Spivak’s
framing of her question implies the lack of action on behalf of the
subaltern; in other words, Spivak grants a Kantian yardstick the privi-
lege of creating a metastandard by which she measures the subaltern.

Despite this lingering language of Kantianism, Spivak rejects the
notion that there is a metastandard at all. Echoing Derrida, she
asserts there is no “outside” to which anyone has access.132 Benjamin’s
“perfect language” cannot exist; the Western scholar must always be
aware of the “inaccessibility” of knowledge of the other.133 Yet this
inaccessibility could be overcome, given favorable conditions, by an
attempt to “translate” the other, rather than seeking an imaginary
“knowledge.” It is possible that this “translation” can be explained as
simply as a desire to “understand,” rather than to “know.”
(“Knowledge,” of course, is always linked to power and domination.)

In this sense, Spivak could simply be calling for a deeper analysis
of the subaltern, one that recognizes the extent of difference
between cultures. However, I suggest that a slightly more radical
approach is necessary. One must fully recognize that one is “translat-
ing” without an ability to accurately signify the other. If “[c]Jultural
translation was always implicitly the horizon of literary translation,”
then the translator must recognize the implicated relationship of the
Westerner and the subaltern: “If there is a relation to the other as
other . .. it can only be an ethical relation,” not one based on “knowl-
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edge.”134 Hence, we must recognize that translation, understood in
the broadest sense, can help us understand, respect, the subaltern.
Given an expansive definition of text one can assume that translation
“covers a wide variety of activities, most of which are aimed at making
texts accessible to people who do not know the language.”

I suggest that we expand the notion of translation to apply to all
types of culture and social practices. In this sense, one can see “argu-
ments” in the nonrational and “value assertions” in the aesthetic. This
notion of “translation” solves some Spivakian problems by interpret-
ing the subaltern culture of everyday life. If, as noted above, cultural
translation has always been implied in literary translation, then this
approach to the subaltern merely takes this implication to its prag-
matic conclusion. Of course, translating the culture of the subaltern
is a difficult task, and it takes great patience, empathy, and depth.
Spivak notes how hard it is to translate the literary when “the original
is not written in one of the languages of northwestern Europe”;
hence, the translation of the subaltern culture would likely be even
more difficult.1%

Michel de Certeau argues that one should study the cultural prac-
tices of daily culture, the “repetitive tasks people do every day.”136
Given his examination of the everyday, Certeau translates the logic of
neighborhoods and of cooking:

On the one hand, living in a neighborhood according to family
practices recalls the “swarming structure of the street,” which is
also the anthill-like structure of activities punctuated by spaces
and relationships. On the other hand, culinary virtuosities estab-
lish the plural language of stratified histories, of multiple rela-
tionships. On the other hand, culinary virtuosities establish the
plural language of stratified histories, of multiple relationships
between enjoyment and manipulation, of fundamental languages
spelled out in everyday details.!37

As seen in the above-quoted passage, the “everyday” culture of neigh-
borhoods and cookery conveys an argument about the nature of life,
about the values by which we do, and should, live. In fact, even bor-
ingness and boredom communicate a great deal about cultures.!138
“Considering culture as it is practiced, not in what is most valued by
official representation or economic politics, but in what upholds it
and organizes it, three priorities stand out: orality, operations, and
the ordinary.”139 Hence, the everyday, the oral, and the ordinary
express epistemological, ethical, and ontological values.

In this sense, the subaltern “silence” can be translated, either
through the literal silence or as a poststructuralist symptom of the
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dominant language.!40 With Certeau’s notion of the everyday,
Lefebvre’s ideas about the “series of shifting, interconnecting ele-
ments” unite as a possible underlying mode of translation of the sub-
altern.!4! In other words, to translate culture is to translate the “con-
stant process of producing meanings of and from our social
experience,” and those meaning are always laden with elements of
the political: “Culture (and its meanings and pleasures) is a constant
succession of social practices; it is therefore inherently political, it is
centrally involved in the distribution and possible redistribution of
various forms of social power.”142 Hence, to translate culture is a help
in understanding the political logic of the subaltern.

Translation is also a useful approach because it renders transpar-
ent the ways that certain forms of communication reinforce definite
hierarchies and social chauvinisms. Staten points out that this
form/status connection is apparent in the argument between
Derrida and Rey Chow about the phonetic nature of Chinese written
language: “Chow uncritically relies on the logo-phonocentric norm as
a value.”143 [ronically, Chow criticizes Derrida for marginalizing the
Chinese language, while at the same time affirming the dominant for-
mal status of phonetic-based languages. This type of normative value
hidden in the form of the communication is exactly what a “transla-
tion” of the subaltern can help mitigate.

In this sense, Spivak’s writing—to the extent that it breaks down
the standard barriers of philosophical/academic discourse—also acts
as critique against the standard forms of Western discourse. Like Sati
or Bhanduri’s suicide, Spivak’s writing operates as a subversive text,
one that can be either translated or interpreted. “[E]conomic power
is both underpinned and exceeded by semiotic power, that is, the
power to make meanings.”!44 In other words, to translate culture or
texts into Western discourse is to implicitly critique the underlying
normative assumptions of different forms of communication.

Finally, and possibly most importantly, a notion of translating the
subaltern recognizes that the Western translator is always a self-aware
contingent mediator through which the other—the “other”—is
understood. This approach avoids the Spivakian problem of the “fix-
ity” of the subaltern because it recognizes the conditional nature of
the constitution of both the dominant group as well as the subaltern.
The Western critic is constituted by the other, or the subaltern, and
the subaltern is also constructed vis-a-vis its relation to the dominant
groups. “[T]here is no such thing as the structure of meanings for
him independently of his interpretation of them; for one is woven
into the other.”45 This inside/outside relationship takes the form of
a Derridean association. Spivak herself admits her debt to Derrida
and to his deconstructive analysis and its reliance on the persistence
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of self-presence.146 In this sense the Western critic/translator is always
in a dialectic relationship with the subaltern—a dialectic that consti-
tutes both contingent entities. Of course, as Benjamin writes, the “pri-
mary concern of the genuine translator remains elusive.”147

Yet the translator exists in the context of a historical relationship.
In fact, it is “one of the most powerful and fruitful historical”
processes.148 Given this historical process, an approach of “translat-
ing” the subaltern fulfills Spivak’s call for a more fluid epistemol-
ogy.149 It also directly allows the understanding of the subaltern to be
self-consciously mediated via a Marxist/Derridean strategy that—
somewhat—meets the strict standards elaborated by Spivak.150

Given Spivak’s criticisms in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” transla-
tion is a more appropriate role than “representation.” As Benjamin,
Spivak, and others point out, a “translator” is always keenly aware that
she or he is not offering a work that is equivalent with the “original,”
nor is she or he offering a wholly “imaginative” translation. In other
words, neither dartelling nor vertreten are implied in the act of trans-
lation. The translator is certainly trying to “capture” an aspect of the
original and convey that, but is not trying to “represent” (vertreten) or
“re-present” (dartelling) the original.

This is implied, to a certain extent, in Charles Taylor’s notion of
“Interpretation,” which is not dissimilar to the strategy of “transla-
tion” that I am suggesting. Taylor acknowledges that “there is an
important sense in which a meaning reexpressed in a new medium
can not be declared identical.”'5! Translation implies a certain dis-
tance, and in that distance is the space for the subaltern to speak.
Using the language of “interpretation,” Taylor writes: “A successful
interpretation is one which makes clear the meaning originally pre-
sent in a confused, fragmentary, cloudy form. But how does one know
that this interpretation is correct? Presumably because it makes sense
of the original text: What is strange, mystifying, puzzling, contradic-
tory is no longer so.”152

Yet with the case of the subaltern, one must first decide to recog-
nize the language of communication as a valid mode. In other words,
we (st) must try hard to listen to people in all of their forms of com-
munication. The subaltern speaks all the time: We are simply unable
to hear them.

Some might suggest that it is naive to advocate a benevolent
translator in the West who offers a sympathetic reading of the subal-
tern. This criticism is well taken, and it lingers in the thoughts of this
writer. Yet scholars in disparate fields have been attempting this type
of analysis. Certeau’s examination of residential space and cookery is
a good example of this type of cultural translation. Additionally, Joe
Moran’s work also provides a good template for this style of cultural
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translation: In Reading the Everyday he investigates the meaning of
such mundane activities as waiting at a bus stop and shopping in
malls.153 There is also an intellectual movement, rooted somewhat in
Marxism, to read inanimate “things” as if they communicated
ideas.154 This “thing theory” has collided somewhat with the recogni-
tion that the study of the subaltern must often examine the hidden
texts of popular, native, or mass culture.155

Of course, subaltern translation must be sensitive to not impose
the dominant mode of discourse onto the communication. For exam-
ple, Robert Ray understands the underlying texts of (popular) cul-
ture when he writes: “Tutti Frutti’ remains more revolutionary than
‘Woman is the Nigger of the World’: Music’s effects always register
less at the level of explicit political content than at the level of
sound.”156 Hence, music, like most aspects of culture, communicates
in a nonexplicit and nonrational way. It is the Western intellectual’s
duty—assuming the goal is a discourse with the subaltern—to trans-
late the culture and languages of the subaltern, while always being
aware of her role as translator. Once this translation takes place in
earnest, then the West can, hopefully, have a somewhat open dia-
logue with the subaltern about values, ontology, oppression, and
political theory.

k0 ok ok

In this article I have presented a possible solution to the Spivakian
puzzle. This solution rests on the notion that the Western intellectual
must “translate” the subaltern. Spivak’s notion of the silence of the
subaltern betrays a Kantian bias toward the active Western “speaker”
and shows how the Western subject is a hegemonic idea. In this sense,
the terms of the debate about “representation” in modern “democ-
racies” are implicated through the sense in which the subaltern are
accounted for.

On Spivak’s account, a democratic institution can neither seek to
represent through “proxy” or through “authenticity,” for both ignore
the role that the powerful/subaltern and/or inside/outside play in
the political act itself. If one takes this criticism of Western democra-
cies seriously, then one would wish to somehow allow for the repre-
sentation of the subaltern. Yet even this “allowance” is a Western con-
vention, and it reinforces the notion that humans act upon the world
through a Kantian-subjective will. For the subaltern to be included—
accounted for—one must recognize their difference and their ability
to communicate in non-Kantian ways. In fact, I would argue that we
must use translation as a way to rip apart the Kantian subject from the
democratic notions of “representation.”

Put another way, by using self-conscious methods of translation,
the careful writer and/or activist can investigate the “arguments” and
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“assertions” made by the everyday culture of the subaltern. It is my
contention that this is what Spivak is attempting to do in her reading
of the Bhaduri suicide. Yet Spivak, as if she is stuck in a
Kantian/Cartesian loop, is still looking for the deliberate act of speak-
ing, instead of attempting to lsten to the subaltern in the many ways
by which they communicate. I believe a dialogue can be opened with
the subaltern. This is a dialogue that political theorists should take
seriously.
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The life we led, our follies and our deeds of heroism, our provo-
cations, however “polemical” and aggressive they may have been,
were all part of a tireless quest for an anti-art, a new way of think-
ing, feeling, and knowing.—Hans Richter, Dada: Art and Anti-Art!

Is IR theory antipeace? Certainly, for a long period any notion of
peace has been submerged behind the debates about states, sover-
eignty, institutions, norms, identity, and representation.2 On the
institutionalization of this discipline after World War I it was hoped
it would help discover a postwar peace dividend, especially through
idealist and, later, liberal approaches. Whether this occurred is
debatable. Certainly, orthodox analyses of international relations
have failed in this respect, although they have been instrumental in
developing a liberal discourse of peace since 1945, albeit one that
has been as an expression of Western interests, rationalism, and cul-
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ture. Even peace research has been criticized for having the poten-
tial to become “a council of imperialism,” further implicating the dis-
cipline in the “tragedy” of international relations.3

This tendency is indicative of a “differend,” a reminder that insti-
tutions and frameworks may produce injustices even when operating
in good faith.# Many researchers interested in this problem often
blame the “muscular objectivism” that has dominated the analysis of
international relations in Western scholarship and policy. This has
resulted in a narrow discipline, prone to lose sight of a broadly
emancipatory notion of peace and insulating it from the contempo-
rary culture wars that are raging across many other disciplines. The
survival of the demand for reductionism and parsimony through “re-
search” in liberal institutions without need for a broader ethical
exploration is of especially great concern, given that methodological
pluralism has become a generally accepted objective across many dis-
ciplines as a way of avoiding parochialism.® As with premodernist art,
orthodox analyses of international relations represent the world
mimetically, so that repetitions of the lessons of history become a
self-fulfilling prophecy.” In order to gain a multidimensional under-
standing of international relations, this article argues, it will be nec-
essary to embrace an ironic eclecticism in the manner of the
Dadaists and of many other antimimetic approaches to representa-
tion that recognize universal subjectivity, rather than trying to repli-
cate an eternal truth or reality.8

Thus, in the context of various critical turns in the analysis of
international relations, this article experiments with search, rather
than research. It considers the implications of a genealogy of exam-
ples engendering resistance to an accepted norm of, or institutional
approach to, knowledge that has implications for a critical discussion
of peace. It especially seeks to engage with orthodox claims to be
able to interpret the “unknowable other,” while also opening up
alternative perspectives that add previously hidden dimensions to a
disciplinary discussion of peace. Using a collage of cases (in the per-
formative sense of Dadaism),10 it illustrates how an approach based
upon experimental eclecticism in method and theory can be used to
contribute to a broader understanding of the key problems of inter-
national relations.!! This allows for the juxtaposition of apparently
unconnected events, issues, or dynamics in order to try to navigate
around the differends to which independent events, issues, or
dynamics have long been subject.

Even an experimental and eclectic genealogy such as this pro-
vides important theoretical and methodological insights into the
problem of the differend generated by the dominance of a discourse
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about international relations that lacks ambition beyond a negative
form of peace, illustrating a failure to address social and political
particularities and a tendency to assume dominant universal pat-
terns.

This article examines the evolution of these dynamics in the con-
text of the (lack of) debate on peace in the analysis of international
relations by juxtaposing a number of radical texts, movements, aes-
thetic expressions, and thinkers so as to produce an account of
peace and emancipation that also addresses the problem of the dif-
ferend.!2 It develops and deploys Dadaism’s antiart/antiwar move-
ment in order to open up a discussion about a variety of other
sources. It then turns to an investigation of those sources. They
include the parable of Easter Island; Gilgamesh’s attempt to defeat
mortality; Beowulf’s epic struggles; Tony Harrison’s hyperreal cri-
tique of the Gulf War in his epic poem A Cold Coming, Nansen’s asso-
ciation of geographical exploration with humanitarianism; and pri-
mate violence and culture. Finally, it outlines the benefits of such
experimental eclecticism for the analysis of international relations.

A “Dadaist Moment”

Much of orthodox IR theory is antipeace because, with its emphasis
on sovereignties, states, and institutions, it generally fails to deal
with, or empathize with, everyday human life.13 Such reductionism
might be useful in considering conflict in a Westphalian, state-cen-
tric world, but it omits any consideration of other knowledge systems
not local to the elites of the West or North.!4 Indeed, orthodox IR’s
representational habits!> and knowledge systems explicitly isolate
themselves to maintain their unity,!6 at the expense of diverse issues
of everyday life. This removes or deprioritizes such issues as culture,
identity, gender, class, race, language, children, and the environ-
ment by claiming to faithfully reproduce the “real” as something
immutable. This means that IR theory replicates a discourse of vio-
lence and war. Roland Bleiker and others have shown how the hege-
monic mimetic representation that lies at the heart of orthodox IR
theory is used to perpetuate its myths.17 Bleiker argues that “direct
aesthetic encounters with the political can contribute to a more
inclusive and just world order.”!8 A range of thinkers from Foucault
to Deleuze effectively challenge the attempt of orthodox theory and
methodology to represent and interpret through an appeal to a nar-
row range of scientific approaches that mimic a hegemonic aesthetic
and claims it as truth.
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Such myths may be conducive to the claims of Western or liberal
hegemony as well as mainstream theories of international relations,
regardless of whether or not they arise purposefully or through the
uncritical replication of biased or flawed knowledge systems. This is
captured by Jean-Francois Lyotard’s work on the “differend,” which
identifies the dilemmas of institutions and frameworks that produce
injustice for their members or components even when operating in
good faith and with consensus.!9 They inevitably marginalize some
participants as a consequence of the underlying ontological, episte-
mological, and methodological assumptions and frameworks they
represent and that inevitably favor participants with similar assump-
tions.

Feyerabend once rather flippantly called for a Dadaist moment
in response to such restrictive dynamics:

A Dadaist is convinced that a worthwhile life will arise only when
we start taking things lightly, and when we remove from our
speech the profound but already putrid meanings it has accumu-
lated over the centuries (“search for the truth”; “fight for justice”;
“passionate concern,” etc.). And when he is prepared to initiate
joyful experiments even in those domains where change and
experimentation seem to be out of the question (example: the

basic functions of language). I hope, therefore . . . the reader will
remember me as a flippant Dadaist and not as a serious anar-
chist.20

Feyerabend favored theoretical pluralism as a way of contending
with representation and escaping the monotonous certainties and
eternal truths sought by positivism. In a letter to Imre Lakatos and
his writings “Against Method,” he addressed exactly this problem of
how formalism in method led to methodological rigidity and to
ontological and epistemological assumptions that might lead to the
failure of science. He argued that being deferential to concepts and
ideas allowed them to gain their own structural existence, therefore
creating bias in academic life. Along with many great artists and
thinkers, Feyerabend faced intellectual resistance in his attempt at
radical innovation in thought and epistemology. He responded with
irony, cynicism, and humor. For him, Dadaism meant humor and an
inability to be deferential to concepts and ideas that had gained a life
and a seriousness of their own.

The Dadaists of the early twentieth century aspired toward
“antiart” as a response to what were seen as stifling conventions and
formalism that they felt inhibited an embrace of change, develop-
ment, and new technologies. Dadaists opposed convention,
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attempted to develop radically new approaches, accepted the politi-
cal nature of art, and resisted the acceptance of war and violence.
Dadaism (and later surrealism) emerged at a time of great stress and
change in the period during and after World War 1.21 It emerged in
Zurich—*“the peaceful dead centre of the war’—at the Cabaret
Voltaire22 and, through intellectual contacts and minor publications,
spread to Paris, Berlin, and New York. This avowedly antiwar move-
ment was appalled by the recent war. Hans Arp, a member of the
Zurich Dada movement, wrote:

Revolted by the butchery of the 1914 World War, we in Zurich
devoted ourselves to the arts. While the guns rumbled in the dis-
tance, we sang, painted, made collages, and wrote poems with all
our might. We were seeking an art based on fundamentals to cure
the madness of the age, and a new order of things that would
restore the balance between heaven and hell. We had a dim pre-
monition that power-mad gangsters would one day use art itself as
a way of deadening men’s minds.23

Dadaism represented many attempts to disrupt forever a formal
way of thinking, a belief in scientific progress as always positive, and
a dialectic driven only by power, which some felt had led to the hor-
rors of the war. Ironically, Hans Richter, one of the founders of the
movement (according to his own account), said that the relative
freedom of Zurich even during the war benefited Lenin (who lived
opposite Cabaret Voltaire) and his friends; indeed, the Swiss author-
ities were more suspicious of the Dadaists than of the Communists,
who were at that very moment fomenting world revolution.?* Out of
this maelstrom of imagination, social and political comment, radical
rejectionism, and antifoundationalism was born an antinationalist,
internationalist, and unsettling movement that influenced some of
the most significant experimental writers, thinkers, and artists of the
twentieth century.

Founded in 1916 and defunct by the early 1920s, Dadaism laid
the way for surrealism to open up the debate of the multiple ways in
which what was real could be investigated and represented beyond
the romantic or realist realism of more traditional expressions.25
Through its experimentation with events, chance, installations,
mobiles, collages, phonetic poems, and film, and more generally
through attempts to disorientate and disrupt the expected medium
and matter of art, it showed how the real was simply an interest-based
hegemonic representation. It was designed to “bring home to the
bourgeois the unreality of his world and the emptiness of all his
endeavours, even including his profitable nationalism.”26
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Dadaism’s key figures, such as Duchamp and Picabia, explored
the paradoxes and modes of representation against the backdrop of
the chaos provided by the war. Indeed, although it was a reaction to
the chaos induced by the war, it also often reveled in it, reflecting the
fractured nature of the contemporary context where exhilarating
opportunities coexisted with catastrophe. It was concerned with
artistic innovation that would reflect social and political radicalism.27
For example, as painting had now dispensed with the object, so
poetry could “discard language.”?8 Dadaism was defined by its
attempt to challenge and reformulate, to unsettle and innovate.
First, however, a “final dissolution” was required. As Walter Serner
put it,

This dissolution was the ultimate in everything that Dada repre-
sented, philosophically and morally; everything must be pulled
apart, not a screw left in its customary place, the screw-holes
wrenched out of shape, the screw, like man himself, set on its way
towards new functions which could only be known after the total
negation of everything that had existed before. Until then: riot,
destruction, defiance, confusion. The role of chance, not as an
extension of the scope of art, but as a principle of dissolution and
anarchy. In art, anti-art.29

This was a powerful statement against complacent and aggres-
sive modes of discourse and of the Dadaists’ desire to move away
from art as “industry” toward something more meaningful in
response to the ethical predicaments of the time.30 Another mem-
ber, Hugo Ball, regarded as one of the fathers of Dada, wrote that
“Dada regarded [heroic] art as an adventure of liberated humanity,”
aimed at a “new and universal consciousness.”®! In a characteristic
contribution, Johannes Baader (self-styled Oberdada) proclaimed
himself “president of the globe” in his Dadaist Manifesto. He dis-
rupted the inaugural meeting of the National Assembly at Weimar
and demanded that government be handed over to Dadaists.32 How
different the world might have been.

Dadaism quickly became famous because it often adopted a
directly provocative tone with its audience; in fact, insulting the audi-
ence was a common practice. This was often an aesthetic and anar-
chistic representation of the human and political challenge, not just
of rebuilding Europe but also of constructing a peace that would be
self-sustaining. Dadaism was never far from anarchism, with its focus
upon chance as a method of representation, and what Richter has
described as “excesses . . . insolence, insulting behaviour, pointless
acts of defiance, fictitious duels, riots.”3 Indeed, this was a response
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to the key question as to whether the “chance” that often led to
Dadaist art was in fact the unconscious mind or an external power at
work, directing the outcome of their artistic experiments, and that in
turn led to an energization of their art in these previously unex-
plored fields.

The Dadaist movement has had broad implications for the devel-
opment of different approaches within representational art and its
relationship with politics and society. As with any revolutionary
moment, Dadaism eventually entered the mainstream itself, though
its images (like those of surrealism) remain challenging representa-
tions, and it has been deeply influential for other movements. Yet,
Dadaism itself needed Dadaism in order to avoid stagnation and its
own differend.

In particular, Dadaism contributed to the surrealist “revolution”
of the likes of Ernst, Dali, and Miro, in which uncommon associa-
tions and representations would shed new light on old problems,
issues, and dynamics, and on the irrationality of human nature.
Indeed, surrealism was aimed at erasing a distinction between art
and a claimed reality, allowing for exploration rather than simply
accepting what had gone before as eternally definitive. While per-
haps intimating naivety, as some might call painting while the guns
roared, Dadaism was often associated with a dangerous anarchism, as
Feyerabend points out, and alternative approaches are now often
similarly accused. But Feyerabend was clear that anarchism was cold
and uninterested in human lives or happiness except for a chosen
few.3¢ Both Dadaism and surrealism appealed to a left-wing audience
and to their notions of solidarity, and it opened concerns about gen-
der and race through its concern with liberty.3> It also contributed to
a new, mainstream, institution in art. Yet, Dadaism was about the
rediscovery of the individual and his or her contexts and experi-
ences, through a new methodology, rather than the elevation of an
overarching orthodoxy that was to define the individual according to
a specific and predetermined hierarchy. It represented an attempt to
push back boundaries rather than to prove their sanctity and to open
up the question of representation itself in an area where many
thought its nature had long been settled. It was only one of such
movements that were initiated as a reaction to World War I and to
traditional formalism, but it was very explicit in its linkages between
the two, and in its experimentation.

Many Dadaists (and later surrealists) were pacifists, or at least
were antiwar. Similarly, many critical thinkers have some sympathy
for Marxist-derived critiques of liberalism (though aware of the
damning critiques of revolutionary violence, dialectics, and instru-
mentalism, and of those that Baudrillard and others level against
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Marxist accounts of human subjects who realize themselves only
through labor),36 but even so they are strongly influenced by a nor-
mative revulsion of war, oppression, exploitation, and domination.
Indeed, the notion of antiart and a rejection of the formulas that
had gone before provide an apposite analogy with shifts that have
occurred in international relations as it has become more interdisci-
plinary and critically oriented.

There is, of course, a limit to the claims one can make about
Dadaism, and its development also points to warnings for interna-
tional relations. Although Dadaism was an internationalist, avant-
garde movement that was a reaction against nationalism, its expres-
sion often adopted a humanist and universalizing tone despite its
criticism of universalizing humanisms. It also ultimately became an
antihumanist movement, developing the theme of man-as-machine
and taking an ambiguous position on the Cartesian subject/object
distinction in some cases; essentially, it also reflected a Westernized
intellectual agenda associated with modernity and modernization. It
has since been accused of popularizing banality and becoming an
institution itself.37

What is clear about Dadaism is that its impulses have filtered into
mainstream modes of contemporary representation. It is indicative
of the potential of even such radical approaches to help renew and
enervate a narrow discipline and have a much wider impact on the
world, in the context of contemporary events and issues. The
Dadaists’ attacks on convention, notions of progress and rationality,
nationalism, and authority have had a lasting impact. What is more,
such radical agendas, based upon nonrational responses, often ten-
uously interpreted, caused an evaluation of what had gone before,
challenged the institutionalization of art, and revolutionized its
future development. This has had a broad-ranging effect far beyond
the art world.

Other Examples of Resistance to War After 1918

There are many other famous examples of artistic resistance to war
and orthodoxy and a concern with peace. The Bloomsbury group
was another such example, spanning both world wars. Keynes was a
key member, along with T. S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf.3® Keynes
wrote presciently of the Paris Peace Treaty, “The peace is outrageous
and impossible and can bring nothing but misfortune.”® This was
not a “good peace” but a “Carthaginian Peace” that would destroy
Europe.#0 Later, in a similar vein, a group of surrealists around
Andre Breton, a key proponent of Dada, published a manifesto enti-
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tled “Neither Your War nor Your Peace” in response to the 1938
Munich Agreement and attacked the “justifiers of war” and the “fal-
sifiers of peace” in equal measure.#! Later this consensus began to
break up because the group was torn in different directions by some
members’ support for the Algerian war of independence against
France, support for the Soviet Union, and disgust over the invasion
of Hungary in 1956.

Many such movements or individuals were also associated with
the developing liberal-internationalist movement, which was seen as
a way around the old problems of war, self-interest, and greed. These
revolutionary dynamics and representations were controversial at
the time. Keynes, for example, was accused of appeasement because
of his attack on the Treaty of Versailles as being far too punitive, this
being a common orthodox response to attempts to favor an ambi-
tious peace on the grounds that it mean negotiating with, or capitu-
lating to, incorrigible enemies.#2 An extreme response was Hitler’s
infamous exhibition on “degenerate art,” which toured Germany in
1937-1938 and attempted to show that radical modes of representa-
tion were inferior to the preexisting orthodoxy. Books by Thomas
Mann and Sigmund Freud, among others, were burned. Paintings by
Picasso and Kandinsky, among many others, were confiscated from
galleries as part of this Nazi campaign, which was suffused by a
romantic notion of the volk and an underlying strategic ontology of
power (which provided its own legitimacy in the eyes of totalitarians,
Nazis, and fascists alike).4® The significance of representation and
the possibilities for conflict between traditional and contemporary
formats was clearly recognized by all parties in this dispute. Their dis-
pute was over the objectification of the subjective aesthetic and the
use of restricted methods in order to prevent critiques of long-held
assumptions and knowledge. Yet resistance to hegemonic and
mimetic representations continued. Felix Nussbaum, a Jewish-but-
secular painter who died in a Nazi concentration camp, produced an
antiwar painting called The Pearl in 1938 using the classic represen-
tation of Virgin and Child with subtle alterations to make an explicit
antiwar assertion. Later, as Hitler’s Nazis pursued him, Nussbaum
began to paint images of himself in hiding, representing himself as
an orthodox Jew even though he had never thought of himself as
such.#4 Later, during World War II, many artists used representations
of the effects of German aggression to bolster support against
Nazism, particularly in the United States.%>

Picasso’s famous painting Guernica laid the way for this through
its representation of horror at the first aerial bombing of the Basque
town of that name, indicative of this challenge to realism in art and
politics. As did many artists, Picasso became strongly involved in
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opposition to war through art. The bleak symbolism of Guernica and
its depiction of the Nazi/Franco-ist destruction of the small Basque
town was hailed as a modernist representation of the inhumanity of
mechanized war. The painting was understood as a cry for peace
abroad, but in Spain it was seen as sedition by the Franco elites.
Reputedly, a German officer once asked Picasso, “Did you do that?”
with reference to Guernica, to which Picasso replied, “No, you did.”
Indeed, he once said “painting is not done to decorate apartments.
It is an instrument of war,”6 which underlines art as representation,
rather than presentation. Yet, Picasso denied there was any symbol-
ism at all involved in the painting; it simply represented “what is.” In
other words, subjective representation cannot not be delegitimated
by claimed objectivity. The travails of this painting became con-
nected intimately with the democratization of Franco’s Spain at
Picasso’s request: the painting could not be returned from the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, where it had been placed for
safe keeping, until Spain had become a democracy (it was returned,
after Franco’s death, in 1981), and he himself became associated
with resistance to states and their war machines.47 Like Dadaists, he
was against the logic of war and violence and resisted the orthodox-
ies of art. He was also against being described as a surrealist, effec-
tively insisting (like Feyerabend) that he was against all form in his
attempt to express interpretations of the world around him: “Some
people call my work for a period ‘surrealism.” I am not a surrealist. I
have never been out of reality. If someone wished to express war it
might be more elegant and literary to make a bow and arrow
because that is more aesthetic, but for me, if I want to express war,
I'll use a machine gun!”#8 In 1952 Picasso drew (on a napkin over
dinner) the famous dove that became a symbol of the peace move-
ment (he also became a communist and was twice awarded the Lenin
Prize for Peace).

Like Picasso, Einstein, whose life and scientific work made him
able to comment both on the situation in Palestine and the devel-
opment of the atom bomb, was also concerned with the problem of
peace. Toward the end of his life, he was associated with the cam-
paign to stop the spread of nuclear weapons, and he is often attrib-
uted an interest in the progress of what was then the new state of
Israel, the problems of Zionism, and the “Palestinian problem.” In
particular he is associated with a famous letter written by a group of
scientists protesting and opposing the use of nuclear weapons
(though he had earlier been instrumental in lobbying for the
Manhattan Project).49
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Dadaism in International Relations:
Beyond the Differend?

It has long been widely argued by many IR theorists that one of the
key challenges facing the analysis of international relations today is
to open itself up to interdisciplinarity and its ensuing implications.
This would, it is suggested, qualitatively improve the nature of peace
that IR theory implicitly promotes.5? Orthodox theory assumes that
it presents the international, whereas more critical approaches indi-
cate that presentation is merely representation and seek to open up
the broader implications of this for both the way orthodox interna-
tional relations theorizes the international and how it might be pos-
sible to move beyond the weaknesses that this uncovers.?!
Underlying Dadaism was this very argument: that claims of presen-
tation were dangerous and allowed lazy and self-defeating assump-
tions of eternal truth to afflict both knowledge and the future and,
more importantly, the everyday lives of individuals. From an elite
and official perspective, this allowed for dispassionate decisions for
the greatest good, although what Dadaists saw instead was domina-
tion and stagnation leading to the greatest loss for ordinary people.
Such ontologies created epistemes and methods for the analysis of
international relations that rested upon the historically and strategi-
cally conditioned, rational, and positivist assumptions that peace was
limited, that coercion and even violence might be justified, and that
nonintervention even in cases of serious need could be tolerated. In
this context, liberal, democratic, and neoliberal forms of governance
and their representation crucial for peace was seen to be an impor-
tant advance.

Yet, even this advance underlines how orthodox IR theory is sub-
ject to a differend in regard to peace. This is derived from the claim
to be able to legitimately interpret the other with little input from
that other. The problems this causes have often been responded to
in the context of critical discussions of emancipation, often associ-
ated with peace.5? Yet even the debates on emancipation cover a
familiar terrain and often require an external progenitor, definer,
and defender. What emancipation actually means is strongly con-
tested, particularly in the context of self-emancipation.53

Those intellectuals, academics, artists, and policymakers who
become interested in the problem of peace are sensitive to the
dynamics of the differend. Dadaists, Picasso, Einstein, and
Feyerabend are all examples of this sensitivity and of a subsequent
advocacy response through their different media. Analysts of inter-
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national relations who have become associated with thinking on
peace often offer radically alternatives to the orthodoxy as a result of
this sensitivity. Orthodox IR theory focuses by contrast on the iden-
tification of epochal or key moments that define an approach vali-
dating war as a tool for peace. World War I, World War II, the “end
of the Cold War,” and “9/11” were such defining moments. World
War I provoked a variety of responses, from pacifism and disarma-
ment movements to antiart, Dadaism, and surrealism to fascism and
militarism. In IR theory, it provoked a spurt of thinking about war
and peace, which led to the so-called first great debate between real-
ism and idealism, in which, until World War II and E. H. Carr’s influ-
ential account of “the twenty years’ crisis,” idealism held the upper
hand. World War II produced a rationalist reliance on international
liberal institutionalism, a conflict between neoliberalism, freedom,
and equality, that formed a hierarchy in which behavior was enabled
as well as regulated through external governance, where responsi-
bility ended with militarily and economically powerful states. The
end of the cold war brought a”liberal moment” in which the hege-
mony of liberal governance was to provide a utopia for neoliberal
democracies. The 9/11 attacks have seen a resurgence of a more mil-
itaristic version of the liberal governance project as well as the return
of the state and its claimed sovereignty. This dynamic is representa-
tive of the elitist and formulaic decadence that Dadaism resisted.

Orthodox IR theory is resistant to such an agenda. While inter-
national relations is continually theorized, it is not often contextual-
ized, partly because of the hold of reductionist historical theoretical
conventions. To the extent that it is contextualized it is usually with-
out much regard for its human, social, emotive, aesthetic, or cultural
context. Consequently, power can be exercised rationally through
the coercive and bureaucratic administration of human life in return
for the benefits derived from contact with the executors of power.
Such modes of thought are seductive within an ontological and epis-
temological framework offered by unreflective rationalism, where
norms, ethics, and everyday life are deemed to be of a lesser priority
than state and strategic interests, but they are repulsive to the criti-
cal impulse toward sophisticated forms of peace with which interna-
tional relations could engage.

IR theory has rarely engaged overtly with its own responsibility
for issues that may have arisen in practice. There has been little
sense that IR theory might be partly to blame for many problems,
from war to terrorism, to intervention, migration, refugees, or failed
state-building/peace-building. Being caught up in the institutional
problems of politics and the subsequent inertias created by its asso-
ciations with an acceptance of “what is” in both domestic and inter-
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national settings require a pragmatic attitude toward “what is.” This
is exactly what Feyerabend was resisting, and what Lyotard argued
could result only in injustice. Of course, a discipline develops
through the decisions of academics, journals, professional associa-
tions, conference organizers, publishers, university management,
and funding agencies. Indeed, in the light of this list of intervening
factors, neither the individual academic nor the ever-changing con-
text are to be considered to be overriding factors. Though many are
in favor of theoretical pluralism, the orthodoxies of methodological
rigor constrain what is legitimate for research, how it is done, and
what kinds of questions are asked.

Dadaism’s attempt to rip art asunder, to contextualize, often in
terms of the horrors of everyday life, and of World War I, developed
in order to break free of what were seen as stifling and constraining
conventions. It rejected disciplinary boundaries as not just limiting
but dangerous, particularly for the everyday. Just as Marcel
Duchamps’s Fountain—a “ready-made” object, a urinal—exposed
some aspects of art as trickery,5* so critical theories have exposed
many ways in which orthodox international relations rests on highly
contentious assumptions that have nonetheless been made to seem
credible. The story of Dadaism as antiart, as a response to formal tra-
ditional modes of artistic expression, and as an interpretation of con-
text, particularly World War I and its uncertain aftermath, shows how
creativity, imagination, theorization and context can be brought
together in productive and fascinating ways to overcome the differ-
end. To seize this opportunity means seizing the constructive lessons
offered by Dadaism as a brief genre that laid the foundations for
what are now very mainstream genres.

Experimental Eclecticism in International Relations

One of the lessons noted above of the various reactions against what
had gone before, and in the context of World War I, was the need to
draw on a wider variety of influences and approaches. It was impor-
tant not just to challenge method and theory but also the basic
assumptions that had long lain unchallenged, and any sense of an
orthodoxy, tradition, or of formalism. Presentation was to be
rethought as representation in order to accept that truth is choice,
reality is a social construction, conceptual frameworks may produce
self-fulfilling prophecies, and identity and identification are always
potentially open to abuse.?¢ Following Lyotard, among many others,
communities came to be understood as creating their own mean-
ing.57 Following Baudrillard, simulation came to be understood as a
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consequence of theorizing.58 All these themes have been taken up by
some theorists of international relations to great effect.>® Such per-
spectives allow for the exploration of alternative sites of knowledge,
utilizing an eclectic and creative methodology. Drawing on the prior
account of a Dadaist mode of experimental eclecticism, several issues
and objects providing alternative sources for enhancing knowledge
and understanding in international relations may be juxtaposed.

Ambiguous Realism and Three Epic Poems

The genre of heroic poetry provides some of the foundational texts
in the Western canon on war and peace, spanning Gilgamesh, the
lliad, and Beowulf, among others. In particular, Gilgamesh and Beowulf
provide a fertile ground to examine the range of debates on the
international and to show that there have long been critical posi-
tions pushing far beyond the imagination of liberalism and realism.
In these texts, violence of a random nature, relating to organized
war, or simply to invasion, rape, and pillage, is taken for granted, yet
also some perennial themes emerge relating to tragic heroism and
the defense of the homestead, the problem of mortality and order in
the creation of a sustainable institutions, and the existential issues
associated with normative and critical approaches.

The Sumerian epic Gilgamesh, dating from about 2700 B.C.,
relates how a semimortal man travels beyond his city state of Uruk,
of which he is king, in what appears to be an existential voyage in
search of immortality.%0 Gilgamesh is the strongest king on earth,
two-thirds god and one-third human, but also he abuses his own peo-
ple. He travels with his wild friend Enkidu to the Cedar Forest, lead-
ing to a battle in which they defeat the demon guardian of the trees,
during which Gilgamesh becomes afraid for the first time. However,
they next fight and kill the “bull of heaven,” and the gods take
revenge for this by killing Enkidu. Bitterly, Gilgamesh then sets out
to avoid Enkidu’s fate in a search for his own missing immortality.
However, in a series of adventures involving a search for an herb that
is supposed to provide immortality, the herb is stolen by a snake
(representing evil). Chastened, Gilgamesh is forced to accept his
fate as a mortal man and return to Uruk.

This was one of the earliest recorded exploratory journeys.
Gilgamesh was left in the predicament of a mortal man, faced with
the ultimate voyage into the unknown (death) despite being partly a
god and a king by birth. For Gilgamesh, defeating death was vital for
both personal and political reasons.6! That Gilgamesh infers a politi-
cally sophisticated state, and state of being,%? is important in illus-
trating the search for the causes and responses to conflict. From this
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earliest of texts it is apparent that city-states exist in a world similar
to that imagined by Hobbes or Machiavelli; that leaders thought
themselves to deserve divinity and therefore to rule by divine right,
and that self-interest overruled a desire for cooperation. This tragic
epic story reflects the story of the international milieu seen from the
perspective of leaders who are paternalist, jealous, and fearful. That
such thinking still characterizes so much IR theory is a mystery, given
the early lesson learned by Gilgamesh, that such a path leads to dis-
aster. The political motivation of orthodox IR theory is much like
Gilgamesh’s search for the herb that would make him completely
immortal, while his [existential] journey and its setbacks mirror the
so-called emancipatory strands of theorizing that seek to set interna-
tional relations free from the constraints of orthodox assumptions.
In Gilgamesh, all of this is wrapped in mythological terms, which were
to be passed down to serve as instruction, a warning, and a memor-
ial. The text was lost for thousands of years, being rediscovered only
in the twentieth century by archaeologists on dispersed and buried
tablets, which even now are still being reassembled and translated.
The fact that Gilgamesh was lost and only recently rediscovered serves
as a reminder of alternative locations of knowledge, but also of its
fragility and mortality.

Beowulf continues similar epic themes,53 although in an alto-
gether more familiar environment (it dates from about 700 A.D.).
While Gilgamesh could be a parable purely from imagination, Beowulf
is part of Anglo-Saxon consciousness (inspiring Tolkien, among
many others), in which the home, great hall, and village is sacred
and sovereign and a threat to a kingdom is a threat to home and a
threat to a home is a threat to a kingdom. Beowulf is called upon to
undertake acts of extreme heroism in order to defeat a horrific
threat in three great battles. In the first two battles he defeats his foes
at the very last moment in epic struggles. As a result he is made king.
The political themes dealt with in Beowulf revolve around the ambi-
guity of good and evil, fear of the enemy and an unknown and
unpredictable threat, difficulty in physically locating the enemy, and
the ease with which the enemy can be identified as the other. The
violation of the home opens up the debate about security and the
need to make sacrifices in terms of personal freedoms in order to
defend one’s values, home, and person. The fluid nature of the
enemy make the struggle all the more tense and dangerous. The
ambiguity of Beowulf’s Christian and pagan themes opens up the
dilemma of the normative system upon which Beowulf acts. This is
never satisfactorily resolved in the text, though what is clear is that
good and evil, the rigid differentiation between them, and the pro-
tection of home are paramount. This was an early form of territorial
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sovereignty. Even so, little can be done to prevent the tragedy of
Beowulf’s death in his later, final, defensive, battle, when he kills the
dragon that deals him a mortal blow, reflecting the tragedy of con-
flicting sovereign claims that mark orthodox international relations.
Even though he was the most humane of all knights, the mildest,
gentlest, and most heroic, the path he took led to death and loss.

A more recent contribution to this canon of tragic-heroic litera-
ture subverts the heroic delineation between good and evil that
Beowulf and Gilgamesh play with even further. In Tony Harrison’s A
Cold Coming,5* a dead Iraqi soldier is heroized ironically during the
Gulf War not so much for his achievements but for his relative
poverty and powerlessness in the face of the US military machine.
The poem takes the form of a conversation between a dead Iraqi sol-
dier killed during a US attack on a convoy and a US soldier. The
Iraqi is heroized not for what he achieved in life (for obviously, he
has been defeated and slain) but by the comparison made between
the technologically advanced US soldiers who, before leaving for bat-
tle, have been able to secure their immortality with the help of a
sperm bank. Thus, ontological security is guaranteed. The Iraqi sol-
dier subverts this through a telling comparison with his own, far
more deprived situation in life as well as in death. His war, he points
out, has entailed a greater, darker, existential fear than that of the
US soldiers. Their “cold coming” guaranteed them security; for the
dead Iraqi soldier there was no chance of immortality. Harrison’s
poem sheds light on the inequality of war and the ways in which nor-
mative differentiations can so easily be broken down to subvert the
traditional understanding of good and evil associated with victors
and vanquished. “Just war” in this sense works only at the level of the
state’s defense of its ideational hegemony, rather than at the every-
day level of individuals and groups:

I saw the charred Iraqi lean towards me from bomb-blasted screen
His windscreen wiper like a pen ready to write down thoughts for men

His windscreen wiper like a quill he’s reaching for to make his will . . .
Rainbows seven shades of black curved from Kuwait back to Iraq

And instead of gold the frozen crock’s crammed with Mankind on the
rock

The congealed genie who won’t thaw until the World renounces War.55

A Cold Coming reverses the heroization of the victor with the
defeated. Gilgamesh likewise debunks the heroization of the quest for
immortality and underlines its tragedy. This is also reflected in
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Beowulf. For Harrison this has come full circle, with war no longer
being an epic struggle for values but merely representing the
inequality and hegemony that marks the contemporary world. War is
now demeaning, unheroic, and pointless. Even its “just” nature is a
simple charade ignoring the individual in favor of the hegemonic
state and the defense of territory. For Gilgamesh and Beowulf,
immortality and security meant sovereignty. Sovereignty is a com-
promise with immortality; even just and defensive wars are tragic,
and contemporary “just wars” perhaps disguise powerful underlying
injustices and violence.

Easter Island as a Tragic Parable

The archaeological record combined with inductive research sug-
gests at the very least the establishment of a cult on Easter Island, a
remote island some two thousand miles from Chile.% This is related
to the many stone statues on the island, positioned looking out across
the sea, and it is generally thought that their obsessive construction
led to the exhaustion of the natural resources that supported the
inhabitants of the island.57 According to an orthodox view, an artistic
and existential quest to escape the bitter realities of local politics
exacerbated the tragedy of Easter Island. The use of wood to build
and move the statues denuded the island, led to soil erosion, and a
collapse of food production. The use of manpower for this purpose
probably also affected food production. Civil war broke out, and
there is some evidence of a resort to cannibalism on the part of some
of Easter Island’s inhabitants, and the situation escalated, undermin-
ing food supplies and human security more generally.68

Though this interpretation is heavily contested, disciplines that
consider the study of Easter Island as central, such as archaeology
and anthropology, see it as a parable for the world’s environmental
situation and states’ propensity toward large-scale violence.9
Certainly, since the first European inhabitation by missionaries on
the island in 1864, it has been commonplace to make such observa-
tions. What is particularly unusual about Easter Island, is that before
its collapse, the record suggests, contrary to the ubiquity of territor-
ial conflict in Polynesia there seems to have been a millennia of
peace. Yet, by the late 1770s, warriors had taken control and the
island became divided between two loosely tied groups from east and
west.

There are several different hypotheses about the final crisis and
the self-destruction of the island—ranging from cultural isolation,
immigration, and climate change to deforestation due to statue
building and food exhaustion—leading to the parallel of the island
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as a microcosm for the planet.”’ In this isolated context, the polity
collapsed in on itself and left behind symbols of a longing to escape,
even though they did not have anywhere to escape to. The reasons
for the cult of the stone statues are not fully clear, but it is supposed
that the position overlooking the open sea indicates a desire on the
part of the inhabitants to leave the island, although there is no
record about whether there existed any cultural memory of any
other land mass beyond the island itself. These famous statues rep-
resent not just a sense that there must be something better beyond
the oceans, but also a self-awareness and reflexivity.

Easter Island can be read as an apocalyptic parable for orthodox
IR theory. It represents an awareness that there may be better possi-
bilities compared with the present, but also a tragic resignation often
derived from self-imposed reductionism and an ontological reliance
on debates about the inherent violence of human nature and states.
As this debate continues, orthodox international relations is con-
ducted in a minimalist way so as to preserve stability, but not to
achieve a more ambitious agenda. As on the Titanic, the band plays
on. Of course, this interpretation of Easter Island’s collapse rests
upon a realist ontology and a piecing together of very scant evi-
dence, as Peiser has argued, reflecting cultural and environmental
pessimism and determinism.”! In other words, this is mainly inter-
pretation, as with the orthodoxy associated with the main texts of
international relations. In this vein, it is thought that many of the
statues were purposefully toppled and beheaded in the final trauma
of war that overtook the island. In a fine and tragic hyperbole, the
island’s society probably collapsed into civil war, cannibalism, and
environmental disaster. Its final irony, echoing the ruined cities of
World War II, or what might have remained had there been a third
such war, are the beautiful, eerie statues, left gazing sadly and long-
ingly seaward toward the horizon. They were an early indication of
the differend of orthodox international relations. IR theory has
addressed the Peloponnesian War, or the Melian Dialogue, primarily
because those conflicts conform to its rigorous requirements of
states, hegemons, and victors and losers in a war. Yet, the parable of
Easter Island has been ignored because it does not conform to that
canon, and of course it represents a war in which there are only
losers. If Easter Island’s lessons had been learned, orthodox inter-
national relations would have had to respond to the ephemeral
nature of the victor’s peace that it often disguises. Even so,
“Whatever may have happened in the past on Easter Island, whatever
they did to their island themselves, it totally pales into insignificance
compared to the impact that was going to come through Western
contact.”7?
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Linking Exploration and Humanitarianism

Nansen, the great Norwegian explorer, was the first to drift a ship
across the Arctic ice sheet in search of the North Pole (1893-1896).
This provided the basis for Amundsen’s later feats in which he
famously beat an ill-prepared Scott to the South Pole in 1911.
Nansen was a scientist, a diplomat, and a humanitarian, and eventu-
ally came to equate exploration and its scientific contribution with
humanitarianism and the search for peace after World War 1.73 He
was instrumental in the development of the Norwegian state as an
independent entity and also worked for the League of Nations,
becoming a champion of its conflict-resolution capacities. He made
the link between the development of scientific knowledge about the
world and its environment and the desire for this sort of exploration
to aid in the pacification of relations between the world’s polities,
which he came to see as necessary if knowledge was to be further
developed. He saw war as a major obstacle to the development of sci-
ence through exploration and humanitarianism as a necessary con-
dition for establishing a peaceful course of development, so enhanc-
ing the quest for knowledge.”

This raises the question of an ethical basis for knowledge pro-
duction, and in particular whether a discipline should adopt a prag-
matic/empirical approach limited to representing the real as flawed
and probably unchanging or should also attempt to advocate and
model a better future as both a process and goal. For Nansen the lat-
ter was crucial, reflecting his belief in what might be termed a posi-
tive epistemology of peace,”> and much of his work in the realm of
international relations, both with the negotiations for Norwegian
independence from Sweden in 1905 and for refugees after World
War I, reflected this. Indeed, as a result, in his capacity as League of
Nations high commissioner for refugees from 1921, he created the
Nansen Passport, which was eventually recognized by many of the
world’s governments. It is estimated (though not without some con-
troversy) that with the Red Cross he also helped save millions of peo-
ple (between 7 and 22 million of them) who were starving in the
Russian famine of 1921, and he was also involved in the negotiations
between the Greek and Turkish governments over the Treaty of
Lausanne and the subsequent population exchange. His was a direct
challenge to the acceptance of the supposed ontological tragedy of
international relations.

Similar challenges can also be seen in Gerhard Mercator’s
approach to cartography. His new approach to territorial mapping
developed in 1569 allowed mariners to plot journeys at sea with a
straight line on a map by building the curvature of the earth’s sur-
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face into his two-dimensional mapping technique. Mercator recog-
nized that the exploration of the sea and coastlines going on at that
time both demanded and allowed for improved mapping tech-
niques. He reinterpreted the “real” geography of the world without
ever having seen the places he mapped, using materials collected
from other maps and writings and also by interviewing seafarers.
This eventually led to both a theoretical and practical revolution in
navigating the world that placed the navigator, rather than the map-
maker, at the center of attention, thus reflecting the needs of those
who actually used maps. Even so, his approach was not adopted for
a long time after his death, despite its obvious benefits, because of
wide resistance to any radical change, regardless of its good sense.”6

Both Mercator and Nansen made intellectual connections that
transcended the accepted rote. Nansen realized that the physical
and scientific exploration of the world indicated the necessity of a
humanitarian response to political failures to enable the former and
transcend the latter. In doing so, he tried to address the issues that
arose during war for ordinary people. Likewise, Mercator realized
that the experiences of ordinary mariners could be collated and
applied, allowing him to transcend the limitations of physical explo-
ration and produce maps that would be of direct use to them.
Nansen helped change the world’s political map and civil expecta-
tions, while Mercator literally mapped the world through the eyes of
others without ever leaving his war-battered part of northern
Europe. Both contributed to an elevation of the everyday in their
particular sphere, while at the same time creating conceptual and
institutional formats that reflected this, rather than privileging more
traditional interests.

Primates and “Machiavellian Intelligence”

While orthodox international relations neither necessarily provides
“privileged knowledge” nor has found it necessary to move beyond
its so-called immutable truths, a recent development in research on
primates has challenged it in some of these areas. The argument that
violence is integral to human nature, commonly accepted, is partly
derived from observations of the so-called “state of nature” and the
animal world, and it has been discredited.”? Yet, the human “natural
proclivity” for violence is often assumed to be closely related to the
propensity of primates toward extreme violence for basic survival. It
is clear that primates have the capacity to commit proportionate
“Machiavellian” acts, showing a sentience normally reserved for
humans, but this does not solely define the character of their com-
munities.”® However, primates have developed social organization
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and hierarchies designed to realize survival and basic interests with-
out, where possible, resorting to violence. Many primatologists now
argue that nurture, not nature, defines primate culture, and they
look with amusement upon the tendency to make such assumptions
about the “natural world.”” What is more, many primatologists are
aghast at the broad tendency to draw comparisons between species,
that portray a very monodimensional, androcentric view of the
world.80

Primates are now thought to have their own forms of culture,
andprobably of language, and to be capable of complex emotions
and the intelligent use of tools. In particular, they are aware of the
problems of using violence and have developed sophisticated peace-
making techniques.8! They are neither randomly violent because of
instinct in a Darwinian sense nor mainly sedentary and pacific.
There is growing evidence (from both the primate world and ethno-
graphers working with so-called primitive societies) that peacemak-
ing is just as intrinsic as violence, and furthermore that the capacity
for violence is always met with a capacity for peacemaking.82 Indeed,
it is now widely documented that “reconciliation” occurs in parts of
the primate world.83 There is even speculation that some primate
communities have developed a kind of religion, or at least a norma-
tive framework.

Researchers conducting such projects have been accused of
anthropomorphism, that is, of projecting human qualities onto pri-
mates. This has some important implications for international rela-
tions, which itself is often anthropomorphic, projecting supposedly
human qualities—relating to specific groups of humans—onto
states, structures, and groups, as well as onto primates. These quali-
ties are often taken to be rooted in and endorsed by a natural pro-
clivity toward self-interest and violence, mitigated only by basic levels
of social organizations of states and related peoples. If primates are
not merely instinctive and self-seeking animals and reserve their so-
called Machiavellian intelligence®4 traits for moments of extremity—
if they are in fact caring, cultured, and aesthetically able—then the
age-old argument on which crude realist-liberalism is based, that vio-
lence is innate, requiring disciplinary institutional governance to
contain it, must be jettisoned, along with much of the edifice of
orthodox IR theory. If caring and culture is innate to and learned by
primates—our closest living relatives—showing that primates are in
effect normatively and socially constructed, then arguments about
the state of nature and the tragic view of politics cannot be sustained.
The growing acknowledgment of the sophisticated nature of animal
societies and their crucial roles in both producing and ameliorating
conflict® indicates instead that a more plausible analogy between
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primates and humans is that social, political, and communicative
frameworks for the avoidance of violence and for mutual care are
the predominant characteristics of both international relations and
primate groups.

A Dadaist Moment for International Relations

Far from attempting to contribute to a “peace dividend,” orthodox
IR theory represents a “peace differend.” Gilgamesh, Beowulf, the case
of Easter Island, and A Cold Coming make it clear that this is privi-
leged knowledge, telling only part of the story of peace and war.
Research on primates underlines how Darwinist views of innate vio-
lence are far from providing a full picture. Scientists, explorers, and
researchers from many other disciplines have long noted that peace
is effectively too important to rest on eternal assumptions, but
requires radical turns of thought. Indeed, a long succession of schol-
ars have contributed to a movement, similar to that of the Dadaists,
within international relations that has become the mechanism by
which peace, culture, identity, and everyday life are reinserted into
its emerging orthodoxies. With this in mind, experimental eclecti-
cism indicates that to produce an empathetic and emancipatory
understanding of the everyday aspects of peace in ordinary life, the
following might be considered:

¢ A broad range of theories, methods, and sources can be used
comparatively in order to provide multiple readings of what
may appear to be disconnected phenomena

¢ Theories should not be followed slavishly or ideologically; the
Dada movement (and many emancipatory movements) shows
the value of challenging accepted modes of thought and how
such challenges develop fresh perspectives (even if only indi-
rectly through providing an initial critique that may then be
built upon)

¢ Official, elite, top-down objective explanations should be tem-
pered by normative, grassroots, bottom-up, unofficial, and
intersubjective approaches, requiring interdisciplinarity and
experimental global, open research networks

¢ Experimental eclecticism as developed here may be used as a
wild-card component of any research project

* Research requires creativity

In this way, it might be said, a vast range of anthropological and
ethnographic evidence, as well as literary, scientific, and other evi-
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dence, has opened up to the analysis of international relations, illus-
trating that peace, conflict avoidance, and accommodation are the
stronger impulses of human culture.86 Uncovering and exploring
the implications of this is well served by an approach of experimen-
tal eclecticism.87 Far more can still be done by drawing upon a range
of eclectic sources across disciplines and contexts in order to intro-
duce diversity into international relations that reflects its subject
matter and its reconfigured objectives of negotiating consensual
forms of peace.

This is particularly important because of the way international
relations is used around the world. In universities and institutions in
developing countries (often in postconflict environments) the
exchange of knowledge is heavily weighted toward the export of
knowledge from the developed world. In many research environ-
ments, work is conducted on local problems using orthodox theo-
retical frameworks, concepts, methods, and ontology exported
wholesale from the developed world. There is little opportunity to
locally or globally renegotiate what become biased and paternalistic
epistemes.

As this article has attempted to illustrate, experimental eclecti-
cism in method, knowledge, and theory production might facilitate
the exchange of a wider understanding within and beyond the disci-
pline from diverse and globally representative ontologies and episte-
mologies. It might help avoid the tendency toward universalism with-
out concerted consideration of social particularities. Given the
possibilities already identified above, clearly this advantage might be
amplified many times over by a discipline that might then aid in the
facilitation of a more comprehensive global exchange of knowledge,
rather than merely the epistemic hegemony of the developed
wor[l]d. Experimental eclecticism may help to overcome these limi-
tations by introducing a wild-card expectation of additional and alter-
native methodologies and epistemes and creating bridges into other
disciplinary areas. This may problematize the hegemonic selection of
orthodoxies, resist unreflective institutionalization, and open up con-
nections between disciplines, methods, and alternative cultural tradi-
tions and epistemologies, just as Dadaism attempted to do.

Clearly, the study of international relations cannot fully follow
Dada, which had “no programme, it was against all programmes.”88
It can, however, avoid unnecessary constraints that prejudge, mar-
ginalize, bias, and prioritize, reproducing approaches to the disci-
pline that do not reflect the legitimacy and consensus derived from
people and everyday lives, which any organization or institution
should democratically and pluralistically reflect and guarantee.
Many sources, methods, and approaches can be deployed to develop
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an understanding of peace in international relations, but, if the
peace differend is to be avoided and international relations is to make
its long-awaited contribution of a peace dividend, they require mov-
ing beyond redundant thinking, methods, institutions, and the even-
tual institutionalization even of the revolutionary moment/move-
ment itself.
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