A QUESTION OF SPORT? BUTLER CONTRA
Lacrau CONTRA ZIZEK

Jeremy Gilbert

Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau, Slavoj Zizek, Contingency, Hegemony,
Universality: Contemporary Dialogues on the Left, Verso, London 2000,
336pp; £15.00 paperback; £45.00 hardback.

Contingency, Hegemony, Universality is a publishing exercise which might
either be described as bold, original and refreshing or vain, self-indulgent
and infuriating. The book consists of a series of essays by three of the
leading theorists currently writing in the English language: Ernesto Laclau,
Judith Butler and Slavoj Zizek. A debate - often implicit, occasionally explicit
- between these three figures, all of whom claim to occupy the theoretical
and political territory of ‘radical democracy’ first set out by Laclau and
Chantal Mouffe in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, has been carried out in
the margins and asides of their published works and public appearances
for some time now. Essays and books by several of their respective followers,
and high-profile essays by Zizek and Butler, have foregrounded their
disagreements.

This book seeks to demarcate the differences between its contributors,
as well as the points of connection, according to a novel procedure. To
begin with each contributor poses a series of eight to ten questions to the
others, each expressed in a short paragraph, at the beginning of the book.
The questions range across the current theoretical preoccupations of the
authors and the historic points of contention between them: the meaning
and viability of the Lacanian topology of the subject, in particular the
conceptual status of ‘the Real’; the nature of political identification; the
continued relevance of Laclau and Mouffe’s post-structuralist
conceptualisation of ‘hegemony’; the conceptual and political status of forms
of universality; the theory and politics of ‘difference’ (sexual or otherwise);
the political and conceptual status of forms of pluralism and particularism
for radical politics today; the relationship between historicism, formalism
and transcendentalism in contemporary theory; the relationship between
Lacan and other branches of ‘post-structuralism’; the philosophical legacies
of Hegel and Kant. Each author then replies to these questions in an essay
of approximately forty pages. Each then produces a response of similar
length to the first three essays, followed by a final response to the preceding
discussion. The resulting essays are presented with no index and a rather
sketchy guide to contents.

A book largely made up of commentaries on and responses to its own
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inay. For example, when Butler asks, ‘Can the ahistorical recourse to the
Lacanian bar be reconciled with the strategic question that hegemony poses,
or does it stand as a quasi-transcendental limit on all possible subject-
formation and, hence, as indifferent to politics?’, it may be clear where her
sympathies lie (with a position which is sceptical towards the political utility
of Lacanian ideas), but she is clearly asking for genuine clarification of the
views of her colleagues. When, by contrast, Zizek asks, ‘Is the Lacanian
Real the ultimate bedrock, the firm referent of the symbolic process, or
does it stand for its totally non-substantial inherent limit, point of failure,
which maintains the gap between reality and its symbolisation, and thus
sets in motion the contingent process of historicisation-symbolisation?’, there
is no question of there actually being a question. Not only is it clear that
Zizek is certain as to what the answer is going to be (the latter); his question
is framed according to a distinction which can only produce the Zizekian
response, since no one who knows anything about Lacan is going to defend
the former position - unless on the grounds that Zizek’s alternative is a
false one. Every one of Zizek’s ‘questions’ takes this form, a form which
demonstrates his apparent inability even to imagine what it would be like
to think outside of his Hegelian-Lacanian orthodoxy.

It would be unfair, not to say unsporting, simply to write off Zizek’s
contribution. The constant re-statement of his basic positions provokes him,
by the time of the final instalment, to present an exposition of Lacan-Hegel
of unparalleled lucidity, making quite clear that the terms in which he
understands the Lacanian schema are not at all vulnerable to the usual
criticisms of it, and indeed present a considerable challenge to any
theoretical model predicated on such critiques. As little as Zizek seems to
understand the positions of anyone else, he unquestionably remains the
key expositor of Lacanian cultural theory in the current era, and the first
half of his final essay is a unique defence of Lacanian Hegelianism which
casts it in terms refreshingly different from the provocatively metaphysical
rhetoric for which he has become famous.

And yet, typically for a theoretical player of such verve and brilliance, it
is at precisely the moments when Zizek appears to be at the peak of his
form that his game collapses, and he crosses the line into absurdity. Zizek’s
stunning defence of Lacan and Hegel falls apart when he attempts to reverse
the flow of argument and go on the offensive against his perceived enemies.
Like so many critics of ‘multiculturalism’, ‘postmodernism’ and ‘cultural
studies’ (all, we are assured, players on the same team), Zizek fails to cite
even one example of these ubiquitous and mercurial foes. Not a single
reference to a text or author is offered in the attacks on these supposed
enemies with which Zizek closes his last two contributions. Despite Zizek’s
early assertion that the answer to the question ‘class struggle or
postmodernism?’ is ‘yes please’ (a joke he evidently thinks original enough
to need explaining), he clearly regards the latter as the enemy of the former.
Speaking in the name of a Marxism so orthodox it would have embarrassed
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over by Butler’s lucidity and passionate political commitment, always more
engaging than Zizek’s quixotic bluster or Laclau’s dry detachment, one is
left with the sense that her criticisms of the Lacanian vocabulary are based
on a certain textbook understanding of Lacan which bears little relation to
Lacan as read by experts on his work such as Zizek and Laclau.

Even if this is the case, however, it does not excuse Zizek’s and Laclau’s
reluctance to engage properly with the issues raised by the facts which are
the source of Butler’s anxiety: that there #s an account of Lacan’s ideas
which is widely circulated in the Anglophone academy and which is
implicitly, if not explicitly, essentialist and homophobic in its implications;
that there really are Lacanian psychoanalysts running around making
explicitly homophobic statements in the French press and elsewhere. What
is particularly strange is that none of the contributors tackle the issue of
the problematic implications of making ‘castration’, ‘sexual difference’ and
‘the Real’ virtually synonymous terms with as much directness as Zizek
does in the appendix to his earlier volume The Metastases of Enjoyment.
Instead, this issue, like that of the historical status of concepts such as
‘hegemony’ and indeed ‘historicity’, gives rise to the most protracted three-
way conflict of the book, that accurately described by Butler as its ‘comedy
of formalisms’. Within this comedy, each of the contributors comes to accuse
the others of being excessively formalist or empiricist in the implications
of their arguments and to refer this disagreement to a misplaced
understanding of the significance of Hegel’s critique of Kant and a
misunderstanding of the relationship between Hegel and Lacan. Zizek has
no doubt either that Lacan is the second-coming of Hegel or that simply to
find Laclau guilty of ‘Kantianism’ is to prove him wrong; Laclau disputes
the authority of Hegel, as anyone so imbued with the thought of Althusser
and Derrida must, while denying that Lacan’s thought is fundamentally
Hegelian in nature; Butler defends Hegel but remains sceptical that the
mmplicit anti-essentialism of his thought is in fact compatible with Lacan.
What emerges, as Laclau points out, is an intriguing absence of clear lines
of demarcation.

At least, that is a fair interpretation as long as each of these issues is
regarded as of similar importance. However, what really emerges by the
end of the book is on the one hand a set of scholastic, exegetic disputes
over the proper understanding of Lacan and Hegel and on the other a
real political gulf separating Laclau and Butler on the one side from Zizek
«n the other. While the former remain committed to the ‘left postmodernist’
project of radical and plural democracy, resolutely refusing the distinction
between ‘revolutionary’ and ‘reformist’ politics, Zizek commits himself to
the class struggle and revolution against capitalism, condemning those who
decline to do likewise as petit-bourgeois lapdogs of neo-liberalism.

In the process it is actually Butler who emerges as the most appealing
player, and it is clear why she is the one who has cast the most powerful
spell over the English-speaking audience in recent years. It is the simple
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Z1ZEK AGAINST THE FASHIONABLE INTELLIGENCE:
ON T OTALITARIANISM

Lois Wheller

Slavoj Zizek, Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism? Five Interventions in the
(Mis)Use of a Notion, Verso, London and New York 2001, 280pp; £16
hardback.

Readers of Slavoj Zizek’s previous work will be familiar with the ideological
mechanisms and totalitarian state systems, in particular Stalinist
Communism and Nazi Fascism, explored in Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism?
This addition to Zizek’s oeuvre significantly extends his concerns,
investigating both the notion of totalitarianism and the ideological function
of the term itself within academic debate. The threat of totalitarianism,
discerned by critics in any argument that even brushes with a prescriptive
or universalising mode, comes charged not only with overtones of fascism
and racism, but with the unspeakability of a specific violent history that
these terms evoke. Zizek argues that ‘the notion of “totalitarianism”, far
from being an effective theoretical concept is a kind of stopgap’ which inhibits
not only action but intellectual thought (p3). Often deployed to neutralise
rather than critique, the concept of totalitarianism has, perhaps
paradoxically, contributed to the fencing in of political philosophy. As the
introduction states, Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism? does not offer a
historical account of totalitarianism or even argue for its redemption or
reappropriation. Instead, Zizek adopts a typically broad frame of reference,
from Antigone to the films of John Woo, and weaves together five
interventions that reverberate with an anxiety over political agency in
current Leftist academia.

Rather than forming a single exposition, this collection of essays is united
through an attack on those ‘conformist liberal scoundrels’ that Zizek loves
to hate. His writing has been fuelled by the ‘burning question of how we
are to reformulate a Leftist, anti-capitalist political project in our era of
global capitalism and its ideological supplement, liberal-democratic
sulticulturalism’.! In Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism? he contends that
the new populist Right in the West has usurped the anti-capitalist stance of
the Left. Without either its radical position or scope for political
engagement, the left is now forced to shuttle between artificially constructed
poles of democracy and totalitarianism that ensure a liberal democratic
hegemony. Whilst Zizek’s caricature of liberal democracy may put some
readers on guard, a disjunction between theory and practice, and a surplus
of taboos generated by this anxiety - of which the Political Correctness row
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fallure. Interpreting the victim of the extermination camps, the figure of
the ‘Muslim’, as ‘beyond tragedy’ rather than ‘dehumanised’, Zizek argues
that the Holocaust cannot be represented successfully as a tragedy. Building
on his allusion to the totalitarian dynamic of laughter in The Sublime Object
of Ideology, Zizek resists any simple association of comedy with liberty and
unpicks a paradoxical generation of tragedy through cruel humour. In
particular, Zizek’s analysis of the comic aspect to the automative gestures
of the ‘Muslim’ figure brings his argument right up against the
representational difficulties of the subject and opens up challenging
correlations of comedy and suffering. The imagery that informs the
Bakhtinian carnivalesque and the writing of Sarah Kofman, Robert Antelme,
Maurice Blanchot and Julia Kristeva come to this reader’s mind.
Considering the work of these writers, it is disappointing that this engaging
section does not consider the theme of ‘the stranger within ourselves’ (p57),
a ‘fashionable thesis’ which is rejected outright in the previous chapter.
Through a reading of Vaclav Havel’s The Power of the Powerless, chapter 3
returns to themes addressed elsewhere in Zizek’s work, in particular Stalinist
totalitarianism and the miscommunication between the Western Left and
dissidents of late socialism in East Europe. This chapter unfolds numerous
paradoxes of ethical law that ‘harbour a genuine tragic dimension
overlooked by standard liberal diatribes against “totalitarianism™ (p101).
For example, the old Bolshevik redefinition of *‘
of excessive forgiveness and generosity” is informed by a structurally perverse
logic of public confession and unfulfillable economy of duty and is not,
therefore, simply a false legitimation of state violence. Any simple notions
of belief, betrayal, loyalty or apathy, or any tidy oppositions between ethics
and totalitarianism, public action and private belief, are rigorously dispelled.
This discussion extends analysis of the Stalinist show trials in The Ticklish

severe justice’... in terms

Subject, where horror defies description and the tragic dimension is absent
from the victims’ fate ‘ - that is, they were not tragic heroes, but something
more horrible and simultaneously more comical’.? The suggestion is that
our understanding of tragic and comic structures informs our
interpretations of ethical law, problematising distinctions drawn between
mental states of innocence and guilt and between acts of collaboration and
resistance, but surely also between the terms of conformist and radical
politics that motivate this text.

Challenging the conceptual and ethical primacy of melancholy in
2Lrrent criticism, chapter 4, ‘Melancholy and the Act’, proposes an exit to
this theoretical ‘stop-gap’ through a Lacanian interpretation of the act. The
echoes of postcolonial criticism, most notably of Aijaz Ahmad’s In Theory
and E San Juan’s Beyond Theory, in Zizek’s anti-theoretical materialism make
his provocative statements concerning a cynical and melancholic attachment
to the gesture of loss in postcolonial studies and queer theory sound a little
glib. Even less satisfactory is the argument that homosexual desire could
fade with legislation that accommodates gay couples. The remainder of
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counterproductive to this text’s anti-capitalist and demythologising project.
In contrast, it is out of ‘a concern with sobriety’ that Derrida’s Politics of
Friendship ‘deliberately refrain[s] from recourse to “illustrations” to
“actualize” our analysis or in an attempt to demonstrate their necessity
today’.* It is perhaps such a tension of currency that finds Did Somebody Say
Totalitarianism? framing its insightful analysis in yet another attack on
fashionable permissiveness, postmodern cynicism or elitist theoretical
jargon. Zizek distances himself from all academic vogues, criticising the
rise in popularity of Hannah Arendt (pp2-3) as well as the recent ‘return to
ethics’ which ‘shamefully exploits the horrors of Gulag or Holocaust as the
ultimate bogey for blackmailing us into renouncing all serious radical
engagement’ (p4). Nonetheless, the language of Did Somebody Say
Totalitarianism? frequently evokes such a critical call for a ‘return’, whether
to art, literature, politics or ethics, each one an instance of what Zygmunt
Bauman calls “that seriousness which the socially produced world made all
but laughable”.®

Zizek continues to be an excellent and necessary exponent of Lacanian
psychoanalysis at a time where Lacan has fallen from favour in certain
academic circles (perhaps even to Zizek’s secret delight). Zizek’s Lacanian
twist on ethics, democracy, tragedy and comedy in Did Somebody Say
Totalitarianism? is rigorous in its detail and refreshingly unfettered. But at
times the tone seems to express antagonism for antagonism’s sake.
Bemoaning a ‘false universal critical capacity to pass judgement on
everything, without proper knowledge’ (p224), and providing a brief ‘test’
of his readers’ ‘implicit racism’ (p235), this book risks shielding the academic
taboos that it otherwise effectively challenges.
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well known contours of modernist history in favour of looking at particulars
within that history that do and do not fit the familiar master narratives.
And seeing those particulars is the genius of this project. Also welcome is
that Clark has let the cat out of the bag concerning what happens when art
historians look at art. Anyone who reads interpretations of paintings has
probably noticed that even straightforward descriptions can be misleading,
as in the case of Meyer Schapiro’s failure to notice that Van Gogh’s pair of
painted peasant shoes is not really a pair of shoes at all, since in order to
have a pair one would need a left and right shoe. Worse, interpretations of
paintings often project fantasies onto the work. Heidegger’s much
discredited account of the peasant woman who was supposedly the wearer
of the shoes Schapiro was talking about is typical of this hermeneutical
practice.

In Clark’s book, we get the rare admission that the relationship between
perception and conception is extremely vexed and that there is a major
problem concerning the hermeneutics of looking. For one thing, one needs
some prosthetic fantasies in order to get an analysis on the right track.
What we learn from Clark is that the process of looking and interpreting
requires us to indulge in heuristic fantasies that can’t be empirically justified.
Moreover, Clark teaches us that we don’t have an adequate vocabulary for
talking about visual art; that often we depend upon anecdotal contexts;
that we’re not able to tell for sure which particular visual structure should
be privileged in a work; and, ultimately, that we’re compromised by the
fact that one can never be absolutely sure that one’s conception of the
work is the right conception. Do we really know what El Lissitzky had in
mind when he engaged in ‘agitprop’? Is it possible to stabilise a history of
revolution in process long enough to construct a context for interpreting
art? Did Picasso actually understand the conceptual issues he was facing
when he painted his most path breaking cubist works? And can we know let
alone evaluate with any certainty just what he was doing when he revised
his great cubist canvases?

Clark’s answer to such questions is yes and no. Though such negative
capability is refreshing, it does have the downside of appearing thin and
inconclusive. No matter how sophisticated we are, perhaps we still hanker
ifter some master narratives. Happily Clark does have a central thesis,
which goes like this. At around the time of the French Revolution an artist
such as Jacques-Louis David had to deal with radical contingencies within
1}.¢: life-world that posed a new problem for art: one can’t see exactly what
it is that one has to represent, because ‘reality’ is too much in flux. This is
the radical epistemic break that modernists have somehow not made enough
of, their attention being drawn to issues like the death of God, the Freudian
discovery of psycho-sexuality, and the advent of mass man and consumer
culture. Instead of taking such a thematic approach to history, Clark notices
instances in which art has to struggle with the unrepresentability of a
changing life-world which follows from the fact that this world is never
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the Museum Section of the French Revolution, was in the camp of the
terrorists). Perhaps most importantly, whereas the relation of art to
revolution .can be known retroactively in the case of David, it cannot in the
case of the Suprematists, because the Soviet life world was so chaotic and,
eventually, so authoritarian and crushingly disastrous that one can’t learn
much by way of retroaction. This, I'm afraid, is where Lacan’s insight about
the subject coming into being as a meaningful entity in the backwash of
the signifier fails us, according to what we read in Clark, because in the
case of the Soviet revolution the logic of the signifier has come apart at the
seams and isn’t entirely readable or reconstructable.

In contrast to these wide screen chapters of armies clashing in the night,
there is a muted chapter on Pissarro (no one’s favourite impressionist) who
was sympathetic to anarchism. But Pissarro (and this may be his tragedy)
didn’t get to live in the midst of social revolt. Clark examines paintings of
peasant life in the country that are motivated politically in terms of content
and execution wherein the contingency of everyday life is reflected as a
dematerialization of bourgeois reification (or thing-presentation). Although
Clark doesn’t say so, Pissarro was concerned with transforming the image
into an aura that was radically mutable, though modal, in the seventeenth
century sense of maintaining a tonality of luminescent sobriety
{desentimentalisation). It would have been useful if Clark had talked a bit
more about Millet, whose paintings of peasants have always struck me as
rather close to the poetry of Trakl, where one senses an enormous pent up
violence in the gentle particulars of nature. To put the matter baldly, Millet’s
peasants conceal a furious wrath in the stillness of their gazes. Is this the
consequence of Millet’s construction of depth? In the case of Pissarro the
viewer experiences disenchantment where wrath might otherwise appear;
or, if one thinks of Poussin, where the sublime (that sublimated side of
wrath) might otherwise manifest itself. The technical cause seems to be
Pissarro’s modernist (Greenbergian) flatness.

Of Two Young Peasant Women (1892), Clark says that ‘the key to the
picture’s colour organisation is the fact that its two peasants are taking
their rest in a translucent foreground shade, with here and there a trace of
sunlight coming through the leaves onto their fists or foreheads’ (p65).
But one isn’t necessarily aware of this, since the shade isn’t thrown over the
olour but emanates out of its very optical interplay, so that its presence is
hardly detectable. This makes for tricky viewing, because one isn’t sure
« ~at one is looking at, exactly. And this, Clark will go on to show, is a
deliberate feature of Pissarro’s art that turns the experience of looking
into an exercise of undecidable perception, with the proviso, and an
important one, that the conditions of lighting are precisely right. For this
painting requires strong daylight in order not to look merely ‘sullen’ (Clark’s
adjective). Under artificial light we will see nothing but a drab painting
:hat is incapable of materialising and dematerialising before our eyes.
Apparently, Pissarro didn’t think of art as artefact, but as a phenomenon of
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the visual arts. The depressing thought that maybe the arts don’t have
epistemic veracity (they just pose as if they do) is central to the notion that
we need to say farewell to the idea of modern art - that idea being that art
has epistemic clout. More generally, he’s suggesting that whatever the idea
of modern art may be, it’s more like a utopian horizon or an idea to come
that not only never really came about but that is no longer conceivable as
a real possibility since its historical moment of advent has now passed. This
is the debatable ground of Clark’s study, debatable because it’s not really
clear that modernism is dead and gone. Maybe, one could argue, we're
just living in a phase of modernity without quite realising it. Anyway, isn’t it
clear today that postmodernism was a 1980s historical fantasy? That today
i’s horribly dated as a stylistic vogue in which architectural fashion played
such an enormous role? Clark wriggles out of this sort of debate by breaking
off his study in the 1950s. But, as we will see, he seems to be of the view that
after Pollock American art, at least, went into some sort of major decline.
‘Vulgar’, he calls it.

Obviously no artist in the twentieth century had the good fortune to
find him- or herself at the forefront of art history in the way Picasso did.
Jackson Pollock was a close runner up. Still, Clark wants to know whether
this was essentially a media stunt or not. Clearly the New York intelligentsia
- Greenberg and company - were cheering Pollock on as a major event in
the history of modern art. Had some kind of tawdry truth emerged when
magazines like Wogue used his paintings as designer backdrops for pretty
blonde models? The thought that the epistemic break of abstract
expressionism was a media stunt is the thesis of a book by Serge Guibaut,
who wrote about how New York was the Grinch that stole modern art from
France. But, as Clark’s chapter on Picasso has taught us, Picasso had already
shown everyone how this sort of fakery is done. Hence it is highly misleading
to say that New York simply stole the idea of modern art; what it stole was
the i/lusion that there is an idea of modern art as epistemic break. In fact,
Clark suspects that all art does is stage or fake this event in a way rather
similar to the advertisers’ cameramen at logue who posed their models as
if they were busting up the bourgeois world picture by giving it one right in
the kisser. That is Clark’s disenchanted reading of this history and what
leads him to suspect that art under capitalism is merely vulgar, ‘in your
fuce’ stuff.

‘He was, need I say it, a petty bourgeois artist of a tragically undiluted
i pe - one of those pure products of America (of Riverside County,
( alifornia) we like to believe will go crazy strictly on their own class terms.’
(p300) Like Picasso, Pollock didn’t have the sort of intellectual background
that would have enabled him to deal with anything as major as an epistemic
rupture in the history of Western art. And yet, he did make an enormous
breakthrough that cannot be denied. He alone had gone beyond what
( iark calls ‘the grid’ (for example, the schema laid bare in Mondrian’s late
v orks). Whatever one wishes to say of Pollock, he manages to free form
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women again), and Nan Goldin’s wasted youths on beds smoking a fag
after a bad fuck.

Vulgarity - there you have it. If one thinks about this a bit, one
immediately realises it is the obvious next step in a decline from sublimity
(Poussin, but also Turner), to disenchantment (Manet, Courbet, Pissarro,
the lot), to vulgarity (Robert Mapplethorpe, Jeff Koons, and Lucas Samaras).
No doubt, putting the shoe on the American foot is a bit unfair if one
considers the vulgarity of painters like Kirschner, Klimt, and Grosz parading
their whores onto the painterly stage, Duchamp’s urinal and peep show
gynaecology, Picasso’s spread eagled models lusting for penetration, Dali’s
kitsch Jesus and kitsch Gala, and Bacon’s ‘gross-out’ scenes of religious
desk murderers. You could go even further back in time to the infamous
painting Origin of the World by Courbet, once owned by Lacan, that now
hangs in the Musée D’Orsay. If one looks at it from a certain perspective,
one will notice that it brings the sublime, the disenchanted, and the vulgar
into relation, something whose traces can be seen in the work of Warhol,
Salle, Koons, and many others. It’s here that Clark’s history lesson falls on
deaf ears: mine. I simply don’t buy into his decline-of-Western-art scenario.

In the end, though, I'm less interested in taking issue with Clark’s
unsatisfactory ending, which reminds me a bit of the degenerate art thesis
sponsored by fascism in the 1930s, than in holding out the possibility for a
more careful examination of the vulgar as a cultural distinction. I'm also
not overly concerned with the fact that Clark’s thesis about the instability
of the life-world in the arts is so general that it becomes blunted as an
analytical tool, if not questionable as an epochal characteristic (was the
Reformation any more stable?). Rather, I think we should pay attention to
the particulars of Clark’s painterly analysis which opens the possibility for
considerable reflection on the most basic issues of what is at stake when we
look at art, the premise being that perhaps this looking may be greatly
restricted, given all the things we can’t know. Yes, it’s the ‘blindness and
insight’ argument all over again; but this time from the perspective of
someone who is not simply making clever arguments, and who deals with
the particulars of what it is one cannot see or know that constitute the
thing one is trying to perceive. Just what did Picasso think he was looking
at in 1912? And how could we ever determine this? Do we know how to
look at cubism? If so, how do we know? And what was it that Pollock thought
he saw when he looked at his drip paintings hanging on the studio wall?
‘ccording to whose principles did he decide a work was finished or not -
«1iis own or Clement Greenberg’s? In any case, how is any principle applied
to an art as unstable or unresolved as Pollock’s in the early 50s? Are we any
closer to such answers in the case of Suprematism or David’s Marat? As 1
said, all of this is very uncertain. But admitting this is more than half the
battle; it’s an act of liberation.
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‘ask questions about the questions we have been taught to ask about Disney’
(p7); and that ‘if we are interested in the political circumstances which
oppress us then we can never know too much about Disney’ (p18). It is,
they claim, using Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart’s awkward phrase,
‘a study in “Duckology™ (p17).

There is a problem with the authors’ use of humour. There is clearly
nothing wrong with critics using humour per se, especially if the writing
has a polemical aspect. The problem is that Byrne and McQuillan’s humour
isn’t very funny. Like the John F. Kennedy gag quoted above, too many of
the jokes here are obvious, or actively wince-inducing, and instead of
pointing up the thrust of the thesis, or making the whole thing livelier and
sparklier, they come over as flat and tired. “There is something fishy about
the Little Mermaid’ (p22). ‘Serbs sat watching Aladdin on video while their
country was at war with America ... perhaps this episode is a case of a
spoonful of sugar helping the bombs go down’ (p176). Or take the following
reading of The Lion King.

‘Yes Simba, let me explain. When we die our bodies become grass and
the antelope eat the grass and so we are all connected in the great
Circle of Life’. This seems a thin argument even by Disney’s philosophical
standards; it is Hamlet’s advice to Claudius that ‘a king may go through
the guts of a beggar’ ... the lions manage to square the circle even if
they do not acknowledge that they are talking shit (pp86-7).

The thinness of the lion’s ‘circle-of-life’ philosophy, which was inflated by
the Elton John song that functions as an ideological short-hand for the
film as a whole, is a very interesting thing indeed; it mediates capitalist
consumption and oppression through mystical obscurity that contains within
it the necessary but repressed transformation of Capital into refuse. Its
contradiction goes to the heart of the contradictions of contemporary
ideological constructions of society. But Byrne and McQuillan’s punchline
here undersells what could have been a more interesting point.

On a par with this, the authors sometimes use bad jokes in order to set
up serious points, which can read as plain pompous. An example is the
‘perhaps over-familiar Glasgow pun’ they cite in their introduction: ‘what’s
the difference between Bing Crosby and Walt Disney? Bing sings but Walt
“isnae’ (pl7). In itself, this, to my ear, lacks the chuckle-factor; but worse

s the way Byrne and McQuillan laboriously explain the joke beforehand
- [in] Glasgwegian dialect ... “disney” is a homonym of “disnae”, meaning
“does not™), and go on to make points about negativity and deconstruction
(‘deconstruction disnae do enough’) on the back of it. As with the tiresome
punning associated with 1980s deconstruction (‘sexual/textual’ bah!), you
end up just wanting them to stop.

The meat of the book is a series of readings of major Disney films from

989 to the present (from The Little Mermaid onwards); so ‘classic’ Disney
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rusty, and also at odds with the deconstructivist and postmodern patina of
the book as a whole. Quite apart from anything else, seeing this sort of
pattern in the carpet can lead to distortions of the primary text, and a
degree of crudity. Can we really buy Aladdin as ‘the story of an evil Islamic
dictator’ (p74), even if Byrne and McQuillan qualify the assertion with an
‘on a superficial level’? In the case of this movie the code comes over as
muddled. Aladdin himself, apparently, is ‘a Palestinian “street rat” whose
antics in the marketplace and ongoing feud with the palace guards call to
mind the teenage revolutionaries who raised intifada against Israeli troops’
(p76). But somehow, at the same time, authority in this film is not Jewish,
but Islamic, ‘Jafar ... a cross between the Ayatollah and Saddam Hussein’
who ‘is encoded with the familiar markers of Western racism, wearing black
clerical robes and a “sinister” Islamic moustache and goatee’ (p77). What
is going on here? How can a goatee, ‘sinister’ or otherwise, carry the weight
of Western orientalist racism? Aladdin makes no explicit reference to Islam
at all, unless a general visual shorthand for stylised ‘Arab-ness’ necessarily
embodies this. (An equivalent syllogism: Edward Said is an Arab; therefore
he is Muslim). But the beauty of this sort of argument is that evidence in
the text supports it, and lack of evidence supports it even more potently.
Assume we want to read Aladdin as being ‘about’ the Arab-Israeli conflict.
What do we do with the fact that there are no Jews in the film? Not a
problem: the very absence of Jews is significant, since ‘Israel is a ghostly
absence from Aladdin as a film which responds to the specific historical
conjunction of the Gulf War’ (p77). Since we have already decided the film
is about ‘the specific historical conjunction of the Gulf War’ and ‘the
intifada’, its absence of Jews must in fact constitute a sort of haunting
presence. Besides, Aladdin reminds Byrne and McQuillan (although it didn’t
me) of Raiders of the Lost Ark, and there’s a load of Jewish stuff in that film
which can be sleight-of-handed over into the Disney text, so that ‘the Ark
of the Covenant as representative of Israel “yet to come™ filled with ghostly
Jews somehow illuminates Aladdin as well. Out of this comes the reading:
Aladdin as Arab (plucky street-boy fighting the intifada, Aladdin) and Jew
(bad authority figure, who is also oddly the anti-Islamic caricature, Jafar)
fight for the magical, wise-cracking smart-ass genie who ‘is an encoding of
American support’ (p78) - hence his ‘technological prosthesis’, the magic
carpet which gives him command of the militarily crucial aerial arena.

Byrne and McQuillan conclude by asserting that ‘these films open
themselves onto the entire history of the West and act as a symptomatic
concentration of all the ideological contests which are currently being fought
in our world today ... [if] there is no “limit” to deconstruction, we would
like to add that there is no “limit” to Disney’ (pp168-69). Fair enough; but
this is very specifically not the same thing as ‘I can write down anything that
pops into my head about these Disney texts, it’s all equally valid’. The very
umportance of Disney means that more thoroughly thought-through
readings are required.
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artist Rodchenko in the early 1920s, for instance.

If Tigersprung leaves the reader with a sense of unanswered questions
(the uneven rhythms of male and female fashion, although continually
discussed, never really come into clear focus), this should be taken as a
sign of the continued relevance of investigating la mode of modernity.

Ben Highmore

Michele Barrett and Duncan Barrett, Star Trek: The Human Frontier, Polity,
Cambridge 2001, 264 pp; £50.00 hardback, £14.99 paperback.

There are only a handful of book length surveys of Star Trek, and this mother-
and-son collaboration is a welcome contribution to those. It provides a
valuable overview of the programme from its original appearance 35 years
ago, tracing the ways in which successive series have reproduced and
challenged the original ‘liberal humanist’ ethos of Star Trek. The first section
of the book is particularly interesting in this respect. Here the Barretts
trace the numerous nautical allusions in Star Trek to the British and American
naval discourses of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. These
in turn are seen both to represent the ideals of modernity - progress,
exploration, freedom - and to facilitate its hegemony through acts of
colonisation. Star Trek emerges from this reading with an ambivalent
‘nvestment in modernity, celebrating its humanist, rational ideals whilst
also attempting to distance itself from colonising tendencies. This section
does an excellent job in situating Star Trek within the tradition of nautical
fiction, as well as providing a specifically British perspective on the second
Star Trek series, The Next Generation, in which the Royal Navy features
repeatedly as an idealised reference point. Given that most writing on Star
Trek comes from the States and situates the series in relation to American
culture, this is an unusual and valuable critical position.

My chief criticism is of the book’s third section, where the Barretts discuss
the two most recent series, Deep Space Nine and Voyager, which they identify
as postmodern, and consequently as rejecting or undermining many of
the principles which lie at the essentially modern heart of Star Trek. Whilst
" fundamentally agree with this point, the negative way in which the Barretts
define postmodernity weakens their argument. It is too easily identified as

-hat modernity is not; hence the appearance of religion, insanity and moral

mbiguity are focused on as examples of how the modern qualities of reason,
numanisin and clarity are brought into question. The explanation for why
this shift in perspective should happen in the mid-1990s is inadequate,
and there is a tendency to collapse the considerable historical and cultural
distance between the original series and The Next Generation in order that
they may both be read as modern. This is particularly problematic given
iat the latter did not finish until 1994, by which time Deep Space Nine had
. ready started, while the original series finished 25 years earlier.
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Gary Bridge and Sophie Watson (eds), A Companion to the City, Blackwell,
Oxford 2000; 640pp; £80 hardback.

If cities demand interdisciplinarity, as the editors of this volume forcefully
assert, then anthologies may well be the destiny of the written city. There is
after all something ‘urban’ about 58 contributors crammed in between the
covers of a book, all clamouring (very politely, of course) for the reader’s
attention. And if the urban is an unmanageable totality (a cacophony of
competing images, differences, economies, and so on, blaring out descants
from hundreds of cities across the globe) then recourse to ‘team work’
might be considered essential. Yet even a compilation on this scale (600 or
so pages long) seems to suggest the impossibility of anything but an amalgam
of partial views. As one of the contributors puts it, ‘cities do not add up.
Rather they accumulate’ (p406).

The vast majority of the chapters in A Companion to the City were specially
commissioned by the editors, whose cast list brings together some less-
familiar names with ‘old-hands’ such as Saskia Sassen, Richard Sennett
and Ed Soja. One task that the editors have set themselves has been to
redress ‘a tendency within urban studies’ towards ‘analysis and argument
based on Western cities and Western assumptions of cultural, social, and
¢conomic life, with little attention paid to the profound differences of social,
cultural, and economic processes and the local specificity of cities across
the world’ (pp1-2). Here the success of a more global perspective doesn’t
rely simply on the addition of non-Western urban centres to the catalogue
of cities considered, but on also offering cross-cultural perspectives on
Western metropolitan centres (London as articulated in Caribbean novels,
for instance). This physical and cultural expansion is accompanied by
various speculative considerations of how urban studies might account for
less visible (and less textual) aspects of urban experience (smells and tastes,
performative experience, and so on). Such suggestive possibilities for future
urban studies are sketched alongside more familiar geographical discussions
of mapping, planning and policy.

Yet the question that the urban still poses (and that this volume
necessarily avoids) is the possibility of a writing practice that can attend to

e polyphony of the urban: that can register the accumulation of the city
not as a series of discrete views but as a multi-layered weave. From this
-erspective, anthologies might be seen as stopgaps that try to manage the
wkward overabundance of the city, while urban studies awaits the invention

«f more "orchestral’ forms of attention.
Ben Highmore
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