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ABSTRACT

"Critical theory" has become an object of disrepute. The ambiguity of the relationship
between such theories and the political demands that critical theory engage in a continual
process of self-doubt. Beginning with the separation of academe and the everyday, and the
ensuing theoretical anxieties, this thesis considers the efforts of three thinkers to resolve these
doubts: Hannah Arendt, Karl Mannheim, and Louis Althusser. By reconsidering the
relationship of knowledge and politics, each figure formulates a distinct basis for critical
theory. Arendt attempts to exclude philosophy from the political, in order to preserve the
possibility of action in the latter; Mannheim subordinates all social life to the rigours of
intellectual planning; Althusser posits distinct realms of irreconcilable practices. By tracing
the breakdown of each of these projects, this work concludes that the significance of critical
theory lies in its inevitable indeterminacy, wherein its political contribution can be found at

its margins.
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Preface

The actions of academics have been suspect ever since the emergence of the European
university. Originally branded as "thieves of knowledge", pilfering knowledge from the divine,
the act of theft has been transformed in recent times. The knowledge which is stolen no longer
is the property of a deity: now it is the property of an everyday world from which the
academic as such is excluded. The activities of academe remain suspect.

This suspicion is particularly evident when the academic discourse under consideration
is political theory. Such theory is castigated as remote, detached, and utterly irrelevant to the
actual substance of politics. The academic is represented as the trivial, the pedantic; the theory
of politics and the practice of politics do not coincide.

My thesis is an attempt to consider this questionable process of thinking the political,
as [ have frequently shared these suspicions of theory. Yet in the same breath, I also maintain
a belief that theory is indispensable to political action, despite the ambiguity of the relation.
"Progressive' politics, the politics in which I am interested, cannot safely reject the practices
of theory. This thesis is both the process and a result of my attempt to think my way through

the contradictions implicit in the theory and practice of politics.
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In meandering through the maze of philosophy and politics, I have positioned my
project beneath the rubric of 'critical theory'. Claiming this label may appear odd, as each
chapter of my thesis focuses on the work of an individual -- Hannah Arendt, Karl Mannheim
and Louis Althusser respectively -- who is not commonly credited with being part of such a
tradition, at least as it derives from the pronouncements of Max Horkheimer and the initial
participants in the Frankfurt School. Other theorists more commonly associated with critical
theory do put in appearances: Horkheimer and Adorno from the first generation, Habermas,
Gramsci, and particularly Alfred Sohn-Rethel, all too often ignored in discussions of critical
theorists. My choice of Arendt, Mannheim and Althusser is intentionally idiosyncratic: it is
part of an effort to find inspirations for a critical theory of politics beyond the boundaries of
a single tradition.

In the same vein, it should be clear that the argument which I make for the tenuous
relation between the political and philosophy need not be derived from these sources: it is not
a new argument, nor are its contemporary manifestations primarily associated with the figures
upon whom I concentrate. By exploring the relationship of academe, theory and politics
through selected works of three figures who are rarely associated with each other, I hope in
part to suggest the diverse routes which exist towards a theory of politically engaged
philosophy, one which does not seek the subordination of all other realms.’

At this early stage in my thesis, the role of Arendt within my thesis deserves special

' Many other figures who might be expected to put in an appearance are absent from my thesis,
part of my suggestion that these routes should not be casually dismissed as an intellectually
fashionable abberation. | am not trying to trivialize the significance of such theorists, many of whom
are collapsed into a nebulous post-modernism/structuralism. Rather, | wish merely to emphasize
that many of the arguments extolled or dismissed as emerging from such a camp can be traced
through different lineages.
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mention. While her work on the vita contemplativa serves as the starting point for one of the
following chapters, Arendt's work has informed this entire project. Underlying this entire
exercise is the conviction, borrowed from Arendt, that politics is necessarily a participatory
enterprise, and any meaningful discussion of the political must return to everyday life,
stressing its collective quality and necessary linkages to other aspects of activity. My anarchic
reading of Arendt may be submerged in the subsequent investigations into the social
imaginary of academe, yet it remains the motivation for the entire affair.

In an essay on Walter Benjamin, Arendt likens his work to that of the pearl diver,
descending into the wreckage of the past and returning with fragments, which may help
illuminate the world of the living.*> The project is not one of historical reconstruction --
whether in the name of historicism, or the unfolding of reason, or romantic nostalgia -- but
of salvaging; it is an attempt to rescue words and images of the past as the concern of the
present. With this in mind, I now embark upon my own salvage operation, delving into the

wreckage of critical theory within an equally dilapidated modernity.

? Hannah Arendt, "Introduction” to Walter Benjamin's /lluminations, ed. & intro. Hannah Arendt;
trans. Harry Zohn [New York: Schocken Books, 1968], especially pp.38-51.



Introduction — 1

Introduction

Politics and Conscience
Intellectuals within critical theory

Political theory is plagued by a chronic bad conscience. Or at least this is the case for
those forms of theorizing which seek to be socially engaged. The relationship between such
philosophies and the worlds of which they speak frequently appears tenuous. Such
tenuousness can appear particularly unsettling to those forms of thought which find their
legitimacy in the demand for social change. The advocacy of such change is based in a critique
of the existing social order, and in this oppositional stance, such thought is rarely satisfied to
remain no more than critique.

But when it comes to moving from critique to transformation, political philosophy's
record is less than scintillating. It has proven far easier to quote Marx's eleventh thesis on
Feuerbach than it has been to realize it." This failure lies at the heart of modern political
theory's troubled conscience: the world has obstinately refused to unfold according to the will
of the philosophers, and when it has paid attention to such work, the results have rarely been

those intended. There is a definite tendency towards apostasy among theorists of the political.

' Or at least to realize it in any intended fashion.



Introduction —- 2

Such apostasy may take the form of embracing the politics formerly rebuked, or it may take
the form of a retreat from politics.

Yet one can not withdraw from the world and remain a political theorist. The political,
of necessity, is a collective endeavour. It is the creation of people living together, and
inseparable from such a communicative context. To attempt to contemplate politics, without
living in the political, is impossible.> At best, such an attempt is a retreat to the most simplistic
positivism, wherein the political is simply another agglomeration of raw material to be
rendered factual through a rigorous scientific method; in a more insidious manner,
contemplative claims threaten the very possibility of the political, freezing politics by denying
the political significance of the act of theorizing. But how does one theorize the political
within modernity, when the role of the philosopher has become a profession? The division of

labour does not negate the dilemma of the philosopher; as Agnes Heller observed:

It is the duty of philosophers -- today no less than other periods of history --
to live according to their philosophy; they must face the risk of conflict with
the "job" and with the division of labour itself, for these rob philosophy of its
effectiveness, of its real function, of its democratic character. To doubt in the
validity of the philosophical division of labour is an integral part of the
dissolution of prejudices and hence an integral part of philosophy. Anyone
who will not face this conflict should be a cobbler, and not a philosopher. °

To accept the strictly contemplative role of philosophy within modernity is to renounce any

political relevance for philosophy, while denying the consequences of theory.

2 Perhaps such a statement is self-evident, but it is worth keeping in mind that such a notion of
‘theory' represents modernity's radical shift, hurling the philosopher into the world. See chapter one
for elaborations on this shift.

® Agnes Heller, A Radical Philosophy, trans. James Wickham [Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1984],
pp.21-22.
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To live according to one's philosophy, however, is not an easy task in the modern
world, within which 'politics' (as well as philosophy) has atrophied into yet another vocation
within the division of labour.* The tension between the polis and living as a philosopher within
and of the polis has not abated since the death of Socrates: visions of the good life and daily
life remain discordant.

This tension has been exacerbated as the number of those choosing to study politics
has increased. Universities in the Europeanized world have experienced an explosion in both
students and faculty; in the past fifty years, the numbers able to claim the title of philosopher
have reached unprecedented levels.’ Yet this increase in numbers has not mitigated the
alienation of political theory from politics.

This separation is the subject of the work at hand. Faith in the correspondence of
'theory' and 'practice' may have waned amongst the descendants of continental thought in the
post-marxist world, but the notion of some affinity between the two remains compelling. The
regime of capitalism, seeking to capture all aspects of life within the totality of the market,
has succesfully infiltrated the theoretical realms of'its staunchest opponents within academe.

Knowledge -- within capitalism, the only comprehensible rationale for theoretical activity --

* Seyla Benhabib presents this version of Hannah Arendt's conception of modernity, wherein
society is divided into "the narrowly political realm on one hand and the economic market and
family on the other." From "Models of Public Space: Hannah Arendt, the Liberal Tradition, and
Jurgen Habermas", in Habermas and the Public Sphere, ed. Craig Calhoun [Cambridge, MA: The
MIT Press, 1992], p.74.

® Russell Jacoby and Jirgen Habermas discuss the expansion of the universities since the
Second World War, and an accompanying lack of political transformation, in the U.S.A. and the
(former) Federal German Republic respectively. See Jacoby, The Last Intellectuals: American
Culture in the Age of Academe [New York:The Noonday Press, 1987], esp. pp.13-16; Habermas,
"The Idea of the University -- Learning Processes", New German Critique [no.41, spring/summer
1987], pp.5-6.
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must demonstrate its utility and value through 'applicability’: theory must be able to quantify
its validity. While philosophical regimes ponder the significance (if any) of praxis,
bureaucratic regimes are accelerating the correspondence schema. One blatant expression of
the attempt to enclose theory within the market can be seen in the current tendency of
governments to relocate post-secondary education from the realm of education proper to, in
the case of British Columbia, that of 'skills, training and labour'. All academic activity, and
particularly the dubious areas of 'theory', must abet the productive process. Such tendencies
emphasize the lack of conviction beyond (and within) academe in theory's attempts to
reconfigure itself ®

Two starkly contrasting positions confront each other: the submission of theory to the
market, and the desire to retreat from the world into the arena of pure contemplation. Both
demand the abondonment of any political role for theory. The former claims to offer
knowledge to the world, while the latter hoards it; both deny that theory as such might have
a place within the political. My thesis explores the removal of political theory from everyday
life, a removal which resurfaces repeatedly in the following chapters as tensions amongst
claims to epistemological privilege.

These tensions become audible in the attempts to extricate theory from the polarity

of application and contemplation, and in doing so, finding a place for theoretical endeavours

® For two similar recountings of this theme, see Wlad Godzich's "Introduction: Literacy and the
Struggle for Theory" in his The Culture of Literacy, [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1994]; David Carroll's "Introduction: The States of 'Theory' and the Future of History and Art" in The
States of 'Theory': History, Art and Critical Discourse, ed. David Carroll, [Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1994]. Sande Cohen suggests a subtler collaboration amongst academic theory
and capitalism in his Academia and the Luster of Capital [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1993]. According to Cohen, theoretical work is already embedded within an apocalyptic
exchange mechanism, extending far beyond questions of utility, assisting in capital's imprisonment
of time (p.xviii).
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within political life. The works of Hannah Arendt, Karl Mannheim, and Louis Althusser
suggest three distinct efforts to resituate theory in relation to the everyday. In the case of each
writer, the relationship between the theorist and the wider political world is perilous. The
theorist, in the guise of theorist, cannot participate in the political in the same manner as other
political actors; at the same time, withdrawal is an unnacceptable alternative. These three
thinkers develop articulations of the position of the theorist which provide access to the

paradox of political theory and its mutually inclusive and exclusive relation to everyday life.

The Palace and the Public Square

While the focus of this thesis may be on theoretical discourses within academe, the
concept of politics as a discursive practice cannot be restricted to the academy. My starting
point in this thesis, the politics of academe contrasted with the everyday, is a transliteration
of a much older theme in political thought: the politics of the masses versus that of the elites.
Such a claim does not necessarily demand an identity between intellectual elites and other
social elites; as Mannheim argued in /deology and Utopia, in reference to the ascendant
bourgeoisie, "It was common therefore to speak of the propertied and educated class, the
educated element being, however, by no means ideologically in agreement with the property-

owning element."” Rather than arguing for identity of membership between these strata, I wish

’ Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: an Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge expanded
English edition; trans. Louis Wirth & Edward Shils [New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1936],
p.156.
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to suugest a relational similarity: the differing social tactics identified by Mannheim in

"® have their own epistemological

borrowing the categories of "palace and public square
incaration, demarcating the knowledge of the theorist from that of the everyday. I begin with
this political legacy.

The tradition of distinguishing between the political understandings and aspirations
of the masses and those of elites runs throughout Western political thought; the tradition
devotes much of its time to attempting to discern a form in which these clashing interests can
be reconciled (or at least stabilized).” Aristotelian 'prudence' was a virtue which could only
be understood and experienced by those who ruled.” Machiavelli's two most famous works
deal separately with the appropriate political conduct within principalities and republics.'!
James Madison fretted about the menace of unrestrained democracy, fearing that
impoverished masses might try to strip the wealthy of their privileges.'* The distinctiveness
of forms of political activity among different social groups is prominent in western political

thought. The gap between the distinct visions and voices of the palace and the public square

is paralleled by a gap between epistemologies, not necessarily between the powerful and the

® The title of this section is drawn from Karl Mannheim's formulation of Machiavelli's main theme:
"the thought of the palace is one thing, and that of the public square another." Mannheim, /deology
and Ufopia, p.62.

° But it is not merely an effort at mediating divergent interests; it is an effort to mediate divergent
means of practice within the political.

'% Leah Bradshaw, "Political Rule, Prudence and the 'WWoman Question' in Aristotle", Canadian
Journal of Political Science, [vol.XXIV, no.3; Sept.1991], pp.557-563.

" Niccold Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. George Bull [Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin
Books, 1961], and The Discourses, ed. Bernard Crick; trans. Leslie J. Walker with Brian
Richardson [Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1970].

'? James Madison, Madison et al, The Federalist Papers, [New York: Mentor Books, 1961], no.10,
p.78.
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dispossessed, but between the practioners of intellectual and manual labour. The knowledge
of the public square carries no meaning within the palace; the philosopher cannot know
everyday life as part of that everyday." Political theory is distinct from political practices.

Acknowledging this distinction is not synonymous with valorizing it: as Agnes Heller
noted, to accept this division of labour would be to forsake the political potential of
philosophical activity. Neither does this distinction suggest that the everyday is mute.' The
philosophical entity recognized within academe as 'theory' may not be at home within the
everyday, yet the everyday does produce its own self-understandings and linguistic forms. The
political discourses of everyday life, however, cannot be transplanted into the discourses of
academe: the separation, a construct of the separation of knowledge from experience, is
marked by an epistemological rift which defies such transplantings. My thesis addresses the
attempts by three very different thinkers to come to terms with this division.

Such attention to the discursive character of politics inevitably provokes accusations
of a renewal of idealist delusions. The 'descent into discourse™ is not, however, simply a
fashion amongst jaded mandarins who have turned their backs on materialities -- a new
diversion for intellectuals disillusioned with millennial visions who seek to escape their guilty

consciences. To the contrary, the struggle over the terms of the political has been a prominent

* See my discussion of Lefebvre later in this introduction.

" Nor illiterate, depending upon one's hierarchy of linguistic forms. See chapter three for a
discussion of writing and orality within the everyday.

> The phrase is from Bryan D. Palmer, Descent into Discourse: the reification of language and
the writing of social history [Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990]. Palmer does not reject
linguistic or textual theories, only particular uses and abuses. He is by no means alone in such an
interpretation of discourse; Russell A. Berman's assault on the practioners of deconstruction is in a
similar vein. See his "Troping to Pretoria: The Rise and Fall of Deconstruction, TELOS [no.85; fall
1990].
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part of the upheavals of modernity. Some of these struggles have sought to expand the reach
of politics; others have sought to redefine the language of politics entirely.' In either form,
such struggles have been an attempt to recast our political vocabulary.

A peculiar twist arises. Political struggles can be understood as struggles over
discourse, yet such understandings emerge from within a particular set of discourses: those
of academe. It is within academe that thoughtful reflection on political turbulence can occur.
The act of thinking the political has taken shelter within the academy; it has not abandoned
politics, but its position in relation to a broader politics changes with this move.

The role of the academic takes on particular importance in relation to questions of
political discourse, because within academe these discourses acquire different meanings than
they carry in the broader public realm. Academic thought is by no means homogeneous, nor
is academe a space of tranquil coexistence for conflicting theories. Yet political thought which
may appear as counter-hegemonic beyond the university can thrive within the confines of
academe. The discourses of socialism, feminism and marxism may not dominate academe, yet
the position which they enjoy within it is certainly more comfortable than it is in the outside

world."

' Moira Gatens discusses these two trends in regards to philosophy within feminist thought. See
her Feminism and Philosophy: Perspectives on Difference and Equality [Bloomington &
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1991], pp.89-92. Comparable tendencies can be found
within other challenges to canonical thought.

'7 Such oppositional forms of thought are rarely comfortable with their existence as 'serious’
modes of thinking, a status which is often difficult to reconcile with the grassroots movements from
which these theories drew inspiration. Attempts to come to terms with this divide date at least back
to the marxist/anarchist split within the First International; in this century, one well-known attempt to
resolve this dilemma is Karl Korsch's Marxism and Philosophy, trans. Fred Halliday [London: NLB,
1970].

This tension between formalized theory and popular practice remained a conundrum for
the left in the Western world, running through the New Left in Europe and North America. In
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The relation between the political theory of academe and political participation is
problematic. Living one's philosophy' within academe is not a simple task, as Heller noted:
life within the palace demands a different language from life within the public square.
Attempts, not at obliterating this distinction but at identifying it, have fallen under the rubric
‘critical theory -- theories which seek to engage the everyday while recognizing the theorist's
exclusion from this everyday."* The subject of this introduction is precisely the manner in
which critical theory seeks to mediate the everyday and academe. The subject of my thesis as
a whole is the manner in which the critical theories -- in the broadest sense -- of Arendt,
Mannheim and Althusser provide the bases for very different versions of this mediation.

Through rejections of the philosophical division of labour,' each of these theorists provides

contemporary feminist debates, responses have sometimes advocated the whole-hearted rejection
of theory as a patriarchal morass in favour of ‘ad-hoc solutions' (Lynne Farrow, "Feminism as
anarchism", originally published in 1974, reprinted in Quiet Rumours: an Anarcha-Feminist
anthology [London: Rebel Press/Dark Star, no date].), but more frequently have attempted to seek
some resolution through which institutionalized theory remains rooted in the popular movement.
See, for example, Ruth-Ellen Boetcher Joeres, "On Writing Feminist Academic Prose", SIGNS
[Summer 1992]; Susan Sheridan, "From Margin to Mainstream: Situating women's studies”, A
reader in feminist knowledge, ed. Sneja Gunew [London: Routledge, 1991].

'® The contours of critical theory are notoriously volatile, to the extent that David Carroll, at the
time director of the Critical Theory Institute at the University of California, Irvine, is reduced to
describing it "as the hybrid and open field in which the possibilities of the various disciplines... are
pursued and experimented with, where alternate critical practices are developed and tried out."
Attempts at identifying the distinctive ‘critical' elements become inescapably self-referential. Critical
theory is simply an area "in which certain kinds of questions are raised that are not raised
elsewhere..." Both quotes are from Carroll's "Introduction...” to The States of 'Theory’, pp.2-3.

Having said this, | embark upon my own quixotic attempt at explaining my usage of the
term toward the end of this introduction.

¥ My assertion that these writers reject the philosophical division of labour will seem odd: Arendt
denies the compatibility of the philosopher and the polis; Mannheim envisions intellectuals as
planners; Althusser invokes distinct fields of practices specific to philosophy and everyday life. For a
brief explanation of my assertion, see the conclusion to this introduction; for detailed accounts, see
the respective chapters.
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me with a starting point from which to consider the very different attempts to comprehend

academe and the everyday.

"Everyday Life"

The ‘'everyday' has had a comparatively brief existence within the political and
philosophical traditions which underlay the thought of the major figures in my thesis, only
emerging within modernity as the core of philosophical speculation. Despite this brevity, the
everyday has become crucial to political thought: the products of theory must no longer strive
for the eternity of pure idea, but instead are expected to speak directly to and of the world.
In the course of this process, the everyday all too often is exempt from critical analysis. Such
a version of the everyday is reminiscent of nineteenth century European intellectuals'
romanticization of the working class and peasantry: a way of living which preserves the
wisdom, tradition and edifying practicality of generations. In this guise (which still retains
popularity), everyday life is an antidote to the mystifications, ideologies and decadence which
have been superimposed upon it, by the urban, the intellectual or the politician. If the latter
were simply swept away, the common-sense of 'the people' would eliminate contradictions

and realize a world of material and spiritual harmony.?

% This romanticized everyday has been effectively critiqued within western marxism, most notably
by Lukécs, as false consciousness ("Class Consciousness", in his History and Class
Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics, trans. Rodney Livingstone [Cambridge MA: The MIT
Press, 1971], and by Horkheimer and Adorno as mass society ("The Culture Industry:
Enlightenment as Mass Deception", in their Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming [New
York: Continuum, 1972]). Such critiques have in turn been subject to critique, and often dismissed
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If the everyday is not to be privileged in this fashion, it still must be elaborated.
Presuming the concept to be self-evident is liable to render a muddied, homogenizing
'everyday', a synonym for minutia or banality. My own use of the everyday is primarily
inspired by the French Situationists and Henri Lefebvre, but I make no claim to piety with
these traditions. While Lefebvre (by his own admission) contributed "the everyday" (as "la
quotidienne") to the marxist lexicon,*' neither my usage nor the concept itself are restricted
to this variety of French marxism and its successors. Agnes Heller notes that, as a
philosophical problem, everyday life appears in various guises across what she terms
"philosophical paradigms" > Heller notes in her major work on everyday life that her own use
of the concept is inspired by Edmund Husserl and Georg Lukacs.” Fred Dallmayr traces the

course of Husserl's 'life-world' from German phenomenology into both the work of Jirgen

out of hand. None the less, they remain relevant when contrasted with a simplistic 'everyday' which
has regained theoretical credibility, beyond the republican populism which never abandoned it. With
recent explorations of identity and diversity, there is the potential to revamp 'the everyday' as 'the
everydays', in which a plethora of existences are uncritically privileged.

' This is Lefebvre's own claim. It is also worth pointing out that the English term, 'everyday’, does
not do justice to Lefebvre's concept: "Of course, the word 'everyday' in English is not a perfect
translation of la quotidienne, which really refers to repetition in everyday life, to that which repeats
itself constantly." See Henri Lefebvre, "Toward a Leftist Cultural Politics: Remarks Occasioned by
the Centenary of Marx's Death", trans. David Reifman; Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture,
eds. & intro. Cary Nelson & Lawrence Grossberg [Urbana & Chicago: University of lllinois Press,
1988], p.78.

22 Agnes Heller, "Can Everyday Life be Endangered?", in her Can Modernity Survive?,
[Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990], p.43.

% Agnes Heller, Everyday Life, trans. G.L. Campbell [London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984],
pp-Xi-xii.
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Habermas and French post-structuralists.** These 'variations on a theme' all reflect different
philosophical attempts to bring the everyday within the philosophical gaze.

This fascination with the everyday marks a fundamental shift in how the world is
conceived within these varied philosophical traditions. Prior to this moment, the everyday was
simply the "prose of the world",” and not worthy of the philosophers' gaze. A properly
philosophical life could only begin where the everyday ended.*® Heller identifies this everyday
as "the aggregate of those individual reproduction factors which, pari passu, make social
reproduction possible."”” For Heller, it is Marx who ushers this everyday into the realm of
philosophy, in the form of labour.**

Henri Lefebvre notes that Marx's concept of labour, while part of the everyday, is
insufficient to explain the whole of human activity. Lefebvre sought to continue this

reorientation of philosophy:

* Fred R. Dallmayr, "Life-World: Variations on a Theme", in Life-World and Politics: between
modernity and postmodernity -- Essays in Honor of Fred R. Dallmayr, ed. Stephen K. White, [Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989]. In an earlier essay Dallmayr explores the affinities
between phenomenology and various forms of western marxism, notably that of Lukacs. See his
"Phenomenology and Marxism in historical perspective" in Phenomenology and Marxism, eds.
Bernhard Waldenfels et al; trans. J. Claude Evans, Jr. [London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984].

% G.W.F. Hegel, cited from Lefebvre, "Toward a Leftist Cultural Politics" Marxism & the
Interpretation of Culture, p.79.

% This rendition of the difference between modern and pre-modern philosophy is presented by
Hannah Arendtin The Human Condition [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958]. For Arendt,
classical philosophy maintains the distinction between the private and public realms. Modernity is
marked by the ascendency of the social realm, wherein formerly private concerns become public
ones. While this theme runs throughout the work, for an extended discussion of classical
philosophy's contempt for labour (and its modern inversion), see chapter one.

7 Agnes Heller, Everyday Life, p.3.
% Arendt and Lefebvre share this observation, although with very different perceptions of its

impact. Arendt, The Human Condition,p.87; Lefebvre, "Toward a Leftist Cultural Politics" Marxism &
the Interpretation of Culture, p.78.
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But workers do not only have a life in the workplace, they have a social life,
family life, political life; they have experiences outside the domain of labor. So
my project was to continue correcting the work of classical philosophy, much
as Marx did, but to reach dimensions of /a quotidien that he did not. %

For both Lefebvre and Heller, the everyday constitutes the matrix of relations experienced on
a daily basis which together reproduce social and productive relations. The notion of 'labour’
of itself fails to capture the multifaceted existence of such relations; while those activities
deemed labour are a part of the everyday, they exist alongside an unending chain of relations

and actions which reoccur in daily lives:

Everyday Life is made of reoccurrences: gestures of labour and leisure,
mechanical movements both human and properly mechanic, hours, days,
weeks, months, years, linear and cyclical repetitions, natural and rational
time, etc.; the study of creative activity (of production, in its widest sense)
leads to the study of the re-production or the conditions in which actions
producing objects or labour are re-produced, re-commenced, and re-assume
their component proportions or, on the contrary, undergo gradual or sudden
modifications.®

Everyday life comprises the actions and concepts which make such actions possible, both in
repetition and alteration.

The marxist recognition and later expansion of the importance of the everyday has
been further elaborated by feminist theorists. Lefebvre understood the relevant 'reproduction’
within everyday life to refer to social, collective relations. Mary O'Brien insisted that the
actual biological reproductive labour of women must be accorded political significance; Nancy

Hartsock turned to the sexual division of labour. Both of these theorists reconstituted the

2 | efebvre, "Toward a Leftist Cultural Politics" Marxism & the Interpretation of Culture, p.78

® Henri Lefebvre, Everyday Life in the Modern World, trans.Sacha Rabinovitch [New Brunswick,
NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1984], p.18.
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everyday by introducing elements of women's experience which do not easily reduce to a
marxist notion of productive labour.*!

Dorothy Smith completes this process by reintegrating this expanded everyday within
the broader relations which shape it. The everyday world is "the place from which the
consciousness of the world begins,"** but this is not a sufficient basis by which to understand
it: "The everyday world is not fully understandable within its own scope. It is organized by
social relations not fully apparent in it nor contained in it."** The everyday may be the point
at which the world is formed, but cannot be understood simply by recognizing its existence.

With Smith's understanding of the everyday world as problematic, the discussion has
come full circle. The everyday world is neither to be despised nor romanticized. It is subject
to the various hegemonies, ideological obfuscations and culture industries which have
structured western marxist analyses;** simultaneously it is a site of resistance, through which

such totalizing processes are diverted and refabricated, undermining their purported

¥ Mary O'Brien summarizes this thesis from The Politics of Reproduction in the title essay of
Reproducing the World: Essays in Feminist Theory [Boulder: Westview Press, 1989], pp.14-17;
Nancy Hartsock, "The Feminist Standpoint: Developing the Ground for a Specifically Feminist
Historical Materialism", in Discovering Reality: Feminist Perspectives on Epistemology,
Metaphysics,Methodology, and Philosophy of Science, eds. Sandra Harding & Merrill B. Hintikka
[Dordecht: D. Reidel Publishing, 1983].

%2 Dorothy E. Smith, The Everyday World as Problematic: A Feminist Sociology [Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1987], p.89.

% Dorothy E. Smith ,The Everyday World as Problematic, p.92.

¥ Among the many reviews of western marxism, Stephen Eric Bronner provides an excellent
synopsis of this diverse field in his Of Critical Theory and Its Theorists [Cambridge, MA: Basil
Blackwell, 1994]. Martin Jay's Marxism & the Concept of Totality: the adventures of a concept from
Lukacs to Habermas [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984] is also noteworthy, addressing
the attempts at theorizing the totality of social relations, and the retreat from such efforts.
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intentions.”® The everyday is suspended between the processes of recuperation and
subversion. Recuperation and subversion are interwined within the everyday; neither has an
exclusive claim on the everyday, and neither can be discounted.

The everyday which emerges from these positions is resolutely heterogenous. It defies
attempts at reduction to a single discourse, genesis or agency. The everyday is a collection
of diverse practices, interrelated but indeterminate. To foreshadow my discussion of
Althusser, "there is no practice in general, but only distinct practices..."** As a realm of
distinct practices, the everyday does not provide a point at which such practices converge;
the everyday speaks of itself constantly in fragments, but cannot speak of itself as the
everyday. The concept of 'everyday life' as deployed here is not part of the everyday:

The Quotidian is a philosophical concept that cannot be understood outside
philosophy; it designates for and by philosophy the non-philosophical and is
unthinkable in another context; it is a concept that neither belongs to nor
reflects everyday life, but rather expresses its possible transfiguration in
philosophical terms.*

The recognition of the everyday does not mark the merger of theory with the everyday, but
its continued estrangement.
The philosophical recognition of the everyday provokes reprecussions within the

theoretical realm. Such reprecussions are particularly troublesome among projects which seek

® In his analysis of everyday practices, Michel de Certeau suggests that such subversions are
the centrepiece of the everyday, and in particular the practice of la perruque: "La perruque is the
worker's own work disguised as work for his[sic] employer." Michel de Certeau, The Practice of
Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984], p.25. De
Certeau suggests that this practice is the crux of popular culture in "the heart of strongholds of the
contemporary economy." La perruque is a 'tactic' of everyday life, by which the order of things is
diverted within everyday life.

% |ouis Althusser, "From Capital to Marx's Philosophy", in Althusser & Etienne Balibar, Reading
Capital, trans. Ben Brewster [London: Verso, 1979], p.58.

¥ Henri Lefebvre, Everyday Life in the Modern World, p.13.
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to maintain their critical stance. While there are undeniably politics within the sites of theory,
these sites themselves are not easily integrated with the aspiration for a participatory politics,
which of necessity must have its bases in the everyday.*® Once again, critical theory is forced
to seek validation in some other form than instrumentality or withdrawal. As part of this
search, the categories of philosophy, politics, theory, and theorist are all opened to
questioning. If theory is to engage the everyday, it must re-think itself in the process.

The object of the critical theorist is the everyday. But this everyday, along with the
theorist, is positioned outside its object. Those who philosophize undeniably have a place in
the everyday, but not as philosophers. Expelled from the everyday, the theorist is forced to
seek a vantage point from which to contemplate the everyday. Late modernity and capitalist
logic have little sympathy for autonomous attempts at establishing such vantage points.

Instead, today such a locale is frequently found within academe.

Academe

In his 1987 book, The Last Intellectuals: American Culture in the Age of Academe,
Russell Jacoby declares that the university has destroyed the 'public intellectual'. An older

generation of intellectuals who had addressed a broad audience was literally dying out, and

¥ Having bases within the everyday is not synonymous with simply decreeing everything to be
political. These connections and distinctions are a major component of Arendt's analysis of the vita
activa. See chapter one for a discussion of these relations.
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those who should have succeeded them have instead chosen a life solely within the culture of

academe:

Younger intellectuals no longer need or want a larger public; they are almost
exclusively professors. Campuses are their homes; colleagues their
audience; monographs and specialized journals their media. Unlike past
intellectuals they situate themselves within fields and disciplines -- for good
reason. Their jobs, advancements, and salaries depend on the valuation of
specialists, and this dependence affects the issues broached and the
language employed.>

For Jacoby, the failure of academe is precisely its retreat from the everyday.

The thesis of Jacoby's work -- that academe is incompatible with public intellectual
life -- has provoked sharp responses, of two particular forms. The first of these challenges the
accuracy of Jacoby's work. At one level, the broad 'public' of the dying intellectuals Jacoby
elegizes was never more than a nostalgic fiction, circumscribed to exclude difference, while
the intellectuals were dependent on particular class positions which permitted them to appear
as 'independent intellectuals'. At another level, Jacoby fails to recognize public intellectuals
who have arisen in the last three decades; he does not acknowledge the legitimacy of the
specific intellectuals of various social movements, nor does he acknowledge that such
movements constitute new forms of the public, unlike the presumably homogenous one of the

past.*

¥ Jacoby, The Last Intellectuals: American Culture in the Age of Academe, [New York: The
Noonday Press, 1987], p.6.

“ Lynn Garafola's review, "The Last Intellectuals" (New Left Review [n0.169; May/June 1988])
presents these critiques of Jacoby's accuracy. Garafola, like many other commentators, notes the
similarities between Jacoby's leftist critique of academe and the rightist critique of Allan Bloom in
The Closing of the American Mind: how higher education has failed democracy and impoverished
the souls of today's students [New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987]. See, for example, Paul Piccone,
"The Reuniversalization of the University?" in the special section on intellectuals and the university,
TELOS [no.81; fall 1989]; Bruce Robbins' introductions, "The Grounding of Intellectuals", in
Intellectuals: Aesthetics, Politics, Academics, ed. Bruce Robbins [Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1990], and "The Public as Phantom" in The Phantom Public Sphere, ed. Bruce
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The second form of critique has been presented by a group of figures loosely clustered
around the journal Social Text. While accepting the myriad inaccuracies outlined above, the
more serious failing of Jacoby's work is its presumption of intellectual representation and
intellectual universality -- that the intellectual should and could serve as the articulator of the
aspirations of the 'masses’, and that the commensurability of such speeches is not a concern.
According to these critics, the intellectual --within or without academe -- is repeatedly
interpellated into different subject positions, and never presents a single, coherent theoretical
position to an integrated public.*!

What emerges from this debate is an agreement that the theoretical production of
academe is incompatible with the practices of everyday life. The valuation of this
incompatibility is very different: for Jacoby, it is a sign of intellectual acquiesence; for his
critics, an indication of complex structuring. Both positions note the shift from the
representative intellectual. No longer are the activities of academics reserved as 'theory’,

positioned against 'practice’ as the prerogative of 'the people'.** If everyday life is complex,

Robbins [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993]; and Charles Lemert, "The Politics of
Theory and the Limits of the Academy", in Intellectuals and Politics: Social Theory in a Changing
World, ed. Charles Lemert [Newbury Park: SAGE Publications, 1991]. Stanley Aronowitz notes
more generally the affinities between Bloom's position and those of a defensive (formerly) left-
intelligentsia in the United States. See "On the Politically Correct " in his Roll over Beethoven: The
Return of Cultural Strife [Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press/New England University Press,
1993].

“ Variations on this theme are made by a variety of these authors. The essays collected in
Intellectuals: Aesthetics, Politics, Academics all address aspects of these issues.
It is worth mentioning that Jacoby has responded to these criticisms, denouncing his critics
for moral laxity and bad writing; he has not modified his position. See his "Journalists, Cynics and
Cheerleaders" in TELOS [n0.97;fall 1993].

“2 This is Martin Jay's interpretation of Alvin W. Gouldner's work. Jay claims that for Gouldner,
'theory' equals 'intellectuals' while 'practice’ equals 'workers'. See "For Gouldner: Reflections on an
Outlaw Marxist", Fin-de-siecle socialism and other essays [New York: Routledge, 1988], p.103. Itis
a claim that would certainly be valid for Karl Kautsky's marxism.
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and cannot be reduced to the level of either monolithic compliance or resistance, the same is
true for the field of theory.

What remains of Jacoby's position is the detachment of the academic from the
everyday. The critical discourses of academe are, at best, marginal to the political
discourse/practices of everyday life.* Yet they do exist, and not simply within an hermetic site
of academe. Before finally turning to the idea of critical theory, I want to consider a more
general movement of theory within academe, and in doing so, elaborate upon my own project

as an exploration of theory within academe.

Economies & imaginations

As previously mentioned, non-instrumental conceptions of theory are regarded with
scepticism outside the university (as well as within). But my discussion of the everyday, and
the debate between Jacoby and his Social Text critics, suggest that instrumentality is no longer
a viable option for theory (though it will, of course, continue). The two tendencies coexist
within academe -- within the bureaucratic structures which regiment the university, within the
university itself, and within individual departments. Literary critic Wlad Godzich has noted
this conflict within English departments in the American university as a conflict between 'the

new vocationalism' and 'the struggle for theory'.* Comparable divergences can certainly be

* Academic discourse can have a very direct impact on everyday life, as evidenced by the work
of Milton Friedman and the Chilean military dictatorship, or the conjuring trick by which the Fraser
Institute has eliminated poverty within Canada. It is worth noting that in both of these cases, the
activities of 'political' academics have been mediated by the state; these interventions are occurring
at the level of the diminished, formal political described by Benhabib in note 4 in this introduction.
Even in these instances, academic thought is only intervening in everyday life indirectly.

*“Wiad Godzich, "Introduction: Literacy and the Struggle for Theory" in his The Culture of
Literacy.
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found within the social sciences, as well as other areas of the university. What is the purpose
of the 'knowledge' produced within the university, if it has no utility within capitalist
production outside?

Alfred Sohn-Rethel noted that the production of ideas is governed by the same logic
as the commodity abstraction.*” Godzich, drawing upon Jacques Attali's political economy of
music, suggests that theoretical production takes place within "the mode of production of
repetition".*® The products of theoretical labour are not annihilated upon consumption, but
may be reconsumed again and again. But such repetition will not produce authentic
representations of the original product; each repetition is also a transformation: "The effect
of the mode of production of repetition is an increase in disorder and... an endangering and
a loss of meaning."*” Through repetition, theory travels within and beyond academe, yet has
no guarantee it will remain recognizable.

This 'loss of meaning' affects all products of intellectual labour, whether originating
in academe or elsewhere. Yet academe remains a recognizable -- if not a coherent --
construct. While academe might serve as the institutionalization of the philosopher's exclusion
from the everyday, it signifies much more than simply the physical proximity of scholars.
Throughout this thesis, I refer to 'academe’, rather than 'the academy'. With contemporary

intellectual life centred upon university campuses, the physical setting -- the academy -- is

“ Alfred-Sohn Rethel, Intellectual and Manual Labour: a critique of epistemology, trans. Martin
Sohn-Rethel [London: Macmillan Press, 1978].

“ Godzich"The Semiotics of Semiotics", in The Culture of Literacy. Godzich's essay focuses on
American Studies, semiotics and cowboy boots.
r.204.

7 Godzich,"The Semiotics of Semiotics”, in The Culture of Literacr
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often mistaken for the culture of the intellectual --academe. The two are not identical, as the
academy is inhabited by many who are not part of the academic culture -- administrators,
support staff, and to varying degrees, students. While the culture of academe may be centred
within the university, the coexistence of the two is uncomfortable, as academe clashes with
or is subject to external demands, from the academy and beyond. Academe, as an
intellectualized culture, has attempted to abstract itself from the academy, constructing itself
as an exclusively discursive phenomenon.

My project investigates academe, partially through a series of historical recollections
of epistemological shifts. My 'history' is found in the present. I rely heavily on the retellings
of contemporary authors, and the republished works of dustier figures. In either case, the
history which I draw upon leads a contemporary existence. The history which I have invoked
is found as part of contemporary academe -- in the term of Cornelius Castoriadis, as part of
its social imaginary.

The imaginary of Castoriadis is produced. It is not a representation or an
interpretation, but a product, which in turn makes possible the ordering of the world:

It is the unceasing and essentially undetermined (social-historical and
psychical) creation of figures/forms/images, on the basis of which alone there
can ever be a question of 'something'. What we call 'reality’ and 'rationality’
are its works.*®

“® Cornelius Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society, trans. Kathleen Blamey
[Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1987], p.3; emphasis in the original. My usage of the concept of
the social imaginary is not intended to be faithful to Castoriadis’ formulation, and | make absolutely
no claims to fidelity with the "imaginary's" Lacanian roots; | am using it to attempt to clarify the
object of my study. Further references in this section are intended to indicate where the ideas which
| am adapting are to be found; neither Castoriadis nor Nielsen and Jackson (see below) discuss

academic culture at these points.
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The social imaginary is not simply an ideological delusion; it is the space in which ideologies
are formed. Academe is the social imaginary of the modern intellectual; as an institution it
"provides the conditions in and through which social actors fictionalize themselves through
images of self and other."* Academe is the site through which the intellectuals separate
themselves from the rest of the world.

Within the academic imaginary, intellectual epistemologies of modernity are given
substance. A new rationalist imaginary supplants previous organizational schema.*® Within
this realm of the imaginary both the concepts of 'social' and 'historical' are constituted. The
historical imaginings, which form the basis of much of my thesis, cannot be distinguished from
the contemporary academic imaginary; this is where they are to be found. The social culture
of academe is inseparable from its historical recollections.

Thus, my exploration of intellectual history is an exploration of the intellectual
present, as it is constituted as a social imaginary: academe. My thesis presents one account
of how this imaginary relates to the larger social world, and attempts to order it. Academe
itself does not contain a single understanding of its social-historical existence: the imaginary
is not a unified ideological discourse. My effort has drawn from academe, in order to present
an understanding of academe and its potentials. It is only by returning such a project to the

present that it takes on its full meaning:

“ Greg M. Nielsen & John D. Jackson, "Cultural studies, a sociological poetics: institutions of the
Canadian imaginary", Canadian Review of Sociology & Anthropology [vol.28,n0.2, 1991], p.285.

% Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society, p.156; p.130.

®! Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society, p.215.
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Our project of elucidating the past forms of humanity's existence takes on its
full sense only as a moment of the project of elucidating our existence, which,
in turn, is inseparable from our current doing.>

Historical turnings are undertaken with the explicit intention of bringing new possibilities for
action into the present.*

My thesis consists of an extended sifting through the academic imaginary, attempting
to locate fragments within this culture which can simultaneously articulate this culture, while
bringing thought to bear upon the political status of the contemporary academic intellectual.
My objective is not to show the way or to claim to have solved a dilemma which pervades
Western philosophy, but to seek an understanding which I see as a necessary precursor to the
theoretical return to radical democracy.

The écademic imaginary is not a synonym for philosophy or theory. Rather, it is a
construct, the predominant site for the circulation of theoretical discourses, and a site in which
such circulation may occur in a different manner than beyond. Similarly, the everyday is not
synonymous with the political, but the everyday serves as the most inclusive potential locale
for participatory politics. By insisting on the legitimacy of distinct practices which comprise
these imaginary realms, I am neither arguing for dichotomous relations, nor hierarchical ones.
Academe and the everyday have analytic distinctivess, but they are not hermetic. Critical

theory within academe is obliged to perpetually attempt to trespass within the everyday if it

% Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society, p.164; emphasis in the original.

% At this point, the methodological influence of Arendt and Benjamin raised in my preface
converge with Castoriadis. The similarities between Arendt's and Benjamin's historiography are
commonly noted; see, for example, Phillip Hansen, Hannah Arendt: Politics, History and
Citizenship [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993], p.3. For the comparison of Arendt and
Castoriadis, see Jiirgen Habermas, "Excursis on Cornelius Castoriadis: The Imaginary Institution"”,
The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans. Frederick G. Lawrence
[Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1987], p.329.
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is to retain its critical designation. With this obligation in mind, I am finally able to turn to

critical theory, as the most sustained effort at locating academe and the everyday.

Critical Theory

The concept of ‘critical theory' is as popular as it is wide ranging, but it is generally
left unelaborated. The label has been adopted by a wide spectrum of theorists, both those who
still situate themselves in relation to some brand of marxism and those who are generally seen
as belonging within some form of 'post'-ism. As such, it has become a popular moniker for
contemporary work, proliferating throughout academic subtitles. The popularity of the term
has no doubt abetted in its avoiding precision: with everyone engaging in critical thought, no
one has to explain just what this activity is.>*

While the term 'critical theory' may be traced back to Marx's correspondence, and

beyond that to the Kantian 'critique’,” its popularization within today's academic community

* Among theorists who have attempted to maintain some substance within the term, the attempts
at expansion have been diverse. Axel Honneth, in The Critique of Power: Reflective Stages in a
Critical Social Theory , trans. Kenneth Baynes [Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991] extends the
term to include Foucault's work in a comparison with Adorno's and Habermas'; Dominick La Capra
draws in Heideggerians and psychoanalysis in general as well, in Soundings in Critical Theory
[Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989]. In one of the more unusual moves of this sort, Slavoj Zizek
suggests that Adorno was actually an anachronism, as he was always a good follower of Lacan,
and hence Lacanian psychoanalysis must be encompassed within the term critical theory. See

"The Deadlock of 'Repressive Desublimation™, in his The Metastases of Enjoyment: Six Essays on
Women and Causality [London; Verso, 1994].

% On Marx's formulation, see Nancy Fraser, "What's Critical about Critical theory? The Case of
Habermas and Gender", in Feminism as Critique: On the Politics of Gender, eds. Seyla Benhabib &
Drucilla Cornell [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987], p.31. On the radicalization of
the Kantian critique within critical theory, see Thomas McCarthy, "The Critique of Impure Reason:
Foucault and the Frankfurt School", Ideals and lllusions: On Reconstruction and Deconstruction in
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is best credited to Max Horkheimer. Horkheimer's counterpoising of critical and traditional
theory has established reflexivity as the basis for those philosophies which claim to continue
in this tradition. By turning back upon itself and its authors, critical theory seeks to
understand itself. It is this notion of reflexivity which runs throughout my thesis, as well as
serving as a starting point for my consideration of the reflexive basis of critical theory.

In his 1937 essay "Traditional and Critical Theory", Horkheimer contrasts what he
understood as the prevailing theoretical norms with an alternative, a form of theory which
recognizes that theory itself can "be understood only in the context of real social processes".*
Attempting to assimilate itself within the burgeoning scientific worldview of modern
European intellectual life, philosophy as traditional theory developed an instrumental self-
understanding:

The traditional idea of theory is based on scientific activity within the division
of labor at a particular stage in the latter's development. It corresponds to the
activity of the scholar which takes place alongside all the other activities of
a society but in no immediate clear connection with them.*’

Yet such traditional theory never truly reconciled itself to such a position within the division
of labour. Theory continued to differentiate itself from the mundane world, which remained
its object. The activities of theory were themselves separate from this world of lived
experience. With this unwillingness to be part of the world, the relationship between theory

and the rest of society remained oblique.

Contemporary Critical Theory [Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991], p.43.

% Max Horkheimer, "Traditional and Critical Theory", Critical Theory: Selected Essays, trans.
Matthew J. O'Connell & others [New York: Continuum, 1972], p.194.

" Horkheimer, "Traditional and Critical Theory", Critical Theory, p.197.
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In contrast to this traditional mode of theorizing, Horkheimer's critical theory
demanded that the scholar serve as a reference point. The existence of the scholar within
critical thought is the source of its distinctiveness.

Its opposition to the traditional concept of theory springs in general from a
difference not so much of objects as of subjects. For men[sic] of the critical
mind, the facts, as they emerge from the work of society, are not extrinsic in
the same degree as they are for the savant...*®

Critical theory is distinguished from traditional theory by its reflexivity; rather than positing
the scholar as beyond the world which is being scrutinized, the scholar's own position is also
part of this world, and cannot be ignored.

The scholar's position within the world, however, does not allow the scholar to
embrace the world. Critical theory, as formulated by Horkheimer, is an attempt to keep alive
a socialist project in the face of fascist popular movements. Theoretical identification of the
intellectual with the historical mission of the proletariat is no longer possible; without this
grounding, many theorists abandon hope altogether. Horkheimer suggests critical theory as

the alternative:

When the optimism is shattered in periods of crushing defeat, many
intellectuals risk falling into a pessimism about society and a nihilism which
are just as ungrounded as their exaggerated optimism had been. They cannot
bear the thought that the kind of thinking which is most topical, which has the
deepest grasp of the historical situation, and is most pregnant with the future,
must at certain times isolate the subject and throw him[sic] back upon
himself.>

Theory's former referents have collapsed, and the intellectual can no longer be sublimated

within the mass movement. The intellectual now becomes the reference point for the act of

% Horkheimer, "Traditional and Critical Theory", Critical Theory, p.209.

% Horkheimer, "Traditional and Critical Theory", Critical Theory, p.214.
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theorizing. With the disappearance of the social grounding for socialist theorizing,
Horkheimer invokes the notion of a "dynamic unity with the oppressed class", simultaneously
demanding solidarity and distance.” The meaning of this relationship within Horkheimer's
own work becomes so murky that the character of the project itself is dubious; the critical
theorists' criticism of bourgeois intellectuals develops a desperate tone.®!

For the original generation of critical theorists, the intellectual of critical theory,
beginning as a socially engaged intellectual, is eventually driven out of the world. Walter
Benjamin and Frederick Pollock both identified with the loneliness of the critical theorist in
the original essay;** the theorists' sense of isolation intensified as the horrors of Nazism
became evident. After the war, Theodor Adorno reconsidered the meaning of the intellectual's

solidarity with the oppressed:

For the intellectual, inviolable isolation is now the only way of showing some
measure of solidarity. All collaboration, all the human worth of social mixing
and participation, merely masks a tacit acceptance of inhumanity. It is the
sufferings of men[sic] that should be shared: the smallest step towards their
pleasures is one towards the hardening of their pains.®

The only grounding for the critical intellectual is now the solitary intellectual; the worldly
participation of the philosopher, either in action or utopian imaginings, is the sanctioning of

barbarity.

% Horkheimer, "Traditional and Critical Theory", Critical Theory, p.215.

" Helmut Dubiel, Theory and Politics: Studies in the Development of Critical Theory, trans.
Benjamin Gregg [Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1985], pp.54-55.

2 Dubiel, Theory and Politics, pp.50-51.

® Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, trans. E.F.N. Jephcott.
[London: Verso, 1974], p.26.
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The retreat from the world should not obscure the two vital contributions of the
original formulations of critical theory to an understanding of academe: first, the intellectual
and the act of theorizing are formed through social processes, a process which is not altered
even if the intellectual should attempt to escape from the world; and second, theory must
ground itself upon the figure of this intellectual, as a socially constituted, socially situated act
by a socially constituted, socially situated being. It is with these two senses that I continue to

use the term critical theory.

“The Culture of Critical Discourse”

American sociologist Alvin W. Gouldner suggested that all of the theoretical activities
within academe are situated within "the culture of critical discourse (CCD)". For Gouldner,
academe is a culture whose entire basis is discourse. Justification within academe is dependent
on its discourses being subject to repeated self-examination and self-monitoring; justification
depends on the reflexivity of the discourses. Academic discourse is characterized by this
reflexivity:

...[T]he culture of critical speech forbids reliance upon the speaker's person,
authority, or status in society to justify his[sic] claims. As a result, CCD de-
authorizes all speech grounded in traditional societal authority, while it
authorizes itself... as the standard of all "serious" speech. From now on,
persons and their social positions must not be visible in their speech. Speech
becomes impersonal. Speakers hide behind their speech. Speech seems to
be disembodied, de-contextualized and self-grounded.®

Academic speech could not rely upon external referents to establish its validity; justification

occurs exclusively within academe, and must withstand the scrutiny of academe. Gouldner

& Alvin W. Gouldner, The Future of Intellectuals and the Rise of the New Class [New York:
Seabury Press, 1979], p.29. Emphasis in the original.
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suggested that the premises of this critical activity were so firmly accepted within academia
that they had, in fact, become an ideology, distinctive to the ascendent academic class.

The culture of critical discourse and critical theory (in the sense of the Frankfurt
School) begin to coincide as the twofold reflexivity of the critical theorist becomes part of the
discursive reflexivity of academe. The universalized pretensions of the abstract philosopher
have been revealed to have a history, just as do the philosophers themselves. As these
histories enter the discursive culture of academe, they comprise part of the reflexive response
of academic theorizing; however obliquely, social situating becomes part of theoretical self-
grounding.

Traditional theory in the sense which Horkheimer conceived of it is at best an
endangered creature, certainly within oppositional political thought. The process of formal
deduction from indisputable facts -- part of philosophy's assimilation to scientism® -- has not
vanished, but neither is it hegemonic. With this absence of hegemony, theorists can no longer
simply claim aloofness from the world, a claim repeatedly and successfully critiqued on the
basis of constructed identities. Moreover, traditional theory is forced at some level to attempt
reflexivity; as part of academic discourse, it must respond to this discourse. To the extent that
theory and theorist must continually establish claims to legitimacy, there is a plethora of
theoretical endeavours currently underway which can all claim the label of ‘critical'.

The question now emerges: what does it mean to engage in ‘critical thought', in an age
where the claim to such critical activity has become commonplace? Instrumentalist

explanations for the Zelos of such theorizing have never entirely lost their allure, yet they

® Horkheimer,"Traditional and Critical Theory”, Critical Theory, pp.188-190.
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appear increasingly improbable as one revolutionary agent after another fragments. Once the
expression of theory as embodied by theorists (in conjunction with practice embodied by the
movement) has been lost, what remains to critical theory? Critical theorizing risks simply
taking its place within a division of labour, finding itself in the same position for which
Horkheimer indicted traditional theory.

Critical theory is driven back onto the figure of the intellectual. This figure now stands
at the centre of social critique, yet remains vague. The first generation of critical theorists,
despite Horkheimer's admonishment to resist the temptation, did succumb to pessimism (with
notable exceptions).®® But the retreat from the world is not the position of choice for the
socially engaged theorist; intellectuals continue to grapple with the significance of being an
intellectual in relation to popular movements.

This excursion into the formation of critical theory has been necessary precisely
because of the commonness of the term (within academe). Within the mode of production of
repetition, 'critical theory' declines in meaning as its frequency of invocation increases. By
returning Horkheimer's construction of critical theory, I hope that my own use of critical
theory is able to retain its original ambition of attempting to mediate the everyday and the
academic. It is in this sense that I speak of the critical theories of Arendt, Mannheim and

Althusser.

% .. such as Herbert Marcuse.
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Intellectuals on the Lam: Arendt, Mannheim, and Althusser

Each of the three components of my examination of regroundings of theory in relation
to the everyday begins with a particular theorist. The figures -- Hannah Arendt, Karl
Mannheim, Louis Althusser -- are disparate; they are neither similar enough to be
encompassed within a ‘perspective’, nor so thoroughly dissimilar to camouflage an attempt at
'representation’. Their productive careers overlap in a span ranging from World War One until
the late 1970s. Arendt and Mannheim were both twice exiled, while Althusser spent his
working career in France. The former figures eschewed partisan affiliations -- in both theory
and public -- while Althusser was both a committed marxist and member of the PCF. Despite
their varying specific contexts, the three do share a broad intellectual background. All are
informed by Hegel: for Mannheim, as a positive influence; for Arendt and in particular
Althusser, as a wellspring of philosophical folly. While only Althusser was a marxist of any
breed, both Mannheim and Arendt read Marx seriously, without dismissing his work. All three
are driven to return to the Eurpean experience of fascism and communism. Most significantly
for my purposes, each responds to the collapse of certitude with an attempt to revitalize the
act of theorizing within a fragmented modernity.®’

For Hannah Arendt, the impetus for this process is provided by totalitarianism, not as

an outside horror threatening the liberal west, but as a flip side of modernity. The fate of

7 | do not, however, want to overemphasize their shared intellectual tradition. Mannheim and
Arendt both were influenced and in turn influenced the theoretical traditions of their adopted lands:
for Mannheim, the tradition was British sociology; for Arendt, it was early American republicanism.
Althusser, on the other hand, emphatically refused to acknowedge the influence of virtually all his
contemporaries.
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democratic polities rests on their ability to create public politics. In looking for a means of
accomplishing such a task, Arendt considers the position of the theorist in such a politics,
concluding that such a figure is incompatible with republican virtue. The intellectual within
Arendt's work is denied access to everyday life by the ephemeral character of the theoretical
enterprise.

Karl Mannheim's crisis is provoked by the degeneration of the Weimar Republic into
civil war. Liberal politics was unable to mitigate the intense antagonism of political
contestants; Mannheim turns to the intellectual for an epistemological mitigation, not as a
reconciliation, but as a relational process, wherein knowledge can only be found within the
totality of perspectives. Mannheim's intellectual, as the only figure capable of moving towards
such a position, is forced to become the planner of the everyday..

Louis Althusser reacts to the failure of the PCF (and marxist parties in general) to
realize its political project. The Leninist party's failure to realize a workers' revolution leads
Althusser into the sweeping reconfiguration of theory and practice, wherein the intellectual
must carry on class struggle in the realm of ideas, but can never directly enter into the
everyday.

Throughout this introduction, I have avoided defining 'the intellectual’, and I intend
to continue to do so. There is no universal category of 'intellectual’, nor theory, nor
philosophy, nor politics, whose substance can be translated across the work of the three
thinkers whose critical works figure prominently in my thesis; quite to the contrary, in the
course of attempting to establish a critical social theory, Arendt, Mannheim and Althusser all

attempt to give new meaning to the category. Each begins with an intellectual necessarily
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'stealing' from the everyday; I wish to follow through their attempts to find a refuge for this
figure.

The following discussions of these writers are not intended to provide a
comprehensive recounting nor a thorough-going critique of the enormous body of work of
these figures. Instead, I start each of the chapters with the attempt of each theorist to find the
basis for a critical theory, and then turn to the breakdown of the attempt. My rationale for
such a course lies in the conviction that, while each of the attempts considered is unsuccessful
in establishing a grounding for critical theory, each offers an insight into the components
necessary to conceive of critical theory within academe. Together, the contributions from
these diverse philosophical styles present the rudiments of what it might mean to speak of

critical theory today.
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Chapter One

The Vita Contemplativa
Hannah Arendt & the isolation of philosophy

My discussion of the position of the philosopher within critical theories begins with
the work of a woman who, despite her intense influence upon her contemporaries, adamantly

denied that she was a philosopher:

| am not a philosopher. My profession -- if it can be called that -- is political
theory, | have bid philosophy my final farewell. As you know, | did study
philosophy, but that does not mean that | have stuck to it.'

Hannah Arendt's renunciation of philosophical work is intertwined with her conception of
politics, and the incompatibility of the two. One could not be a philosopher and still live
within the political world which, for Arendt, was the life which makes us human.

This concern for living in politics marks all of Arendt's work, a concern suspended
between the twin heirs of the Enlightenment, republican democracy and totalitarianism. A
student of Karl Jaspers and Martin Heidegger, Arendt fled first from Nazi Germany and then

from occupied France, finding refuge in the United States. Yet the American republic, so

' Hannah Arendt, in a 1964 television interview with Guinther Gaus, quoted from Elisabeth
Young-Bruehl, Hannah Arendt: For Love of the World [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982].
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celebrated by Arendt,? was never far from sliding into modernity's totalitarian alternative.> The
dual legacy of totalitarianism and republicanism informs all of Arendt's thought, providing her
with the basis to argue against the compatibility of philosophy and politics.

My chapter begins with Arendt's argument, reiterated throughout her writings, on the
incommensurability of the life demanded by politics and that demanded by philosophy.
Arendt's distinction echoes the attempt made by her teacher, Karl Jaspers, to preserve 'the
idea of the university' within a fragmenting modern concept of knowledge. Jaspers' attempt
to retain philosophical unity within the post-war German university in turn resonates with the
academic reformations of the German Enlightenment and its scholastic predecessors.

Against this line of reasoning, which seeks an ontological distinction between the
process of philosophy and the everyday, I next turn to the notion of a technology of
knowledge. The shifting status of the body in western epistemology moves towards a
detachment of the intellectual from the corporeal. Alfred Sohn-Rethel traces the construction
of an intellectual realm of activities which abstracts itself from the everyday, yet none the less
retains the characteristics of labour; the ontological purity of philosophy breaks down. In my

concluding remarks in this chapter, I return to Arendt's impetus for this duality, in an effort

2 Arendt's On Revolution [Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Pelican Books, 1977] is a celebration of
both the original American constitution and the workers' councils of twentieth-century revolutions,
which Arendt viewed as the spiritual successors to the American revolutionaries.

3 Such fears are expressed most articulately in Arendt's correspondence with Karl Jaspers in the
1950's, wherein Arendt refers to "developments that are all too familiar." Hannah Arendt & Karl
Jaspers, Correspondence 1926-1969, eds. Lotte Kohler & Hans Saner; trans. Robert & Rita
Kimber [San Diego: Harcourt Brace & Co, 1992],p.213. While many of these comparisons are
provoked by America's enthusiastic response to McCarthyism, they are not restricted to it; Arendt
responded to the 1952 Republican election victory by calling Eisenhower a "dangerous idiot",
drawing parallels between the characters in the Republican campaign and in the Nazis' rise
(p.203).
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to reconsider her insistence on the separation of philosophy and politics, while retaining the
materiality of Sohn-Rethel's epistemological critique.

My choice of Arendt's conception of philosophy as a starting point for this exercise
is motivated by the ambiguity of her conception. In significant aspects, Arendt's presentation
of the other-worldliness of the philosophical appears to position her stolidly within a tradition
of denigrating the physical in favour of the intellectual -- a stance often seen as indicative of
western thought in general * But while Arendt maintains the distinctiveness of philosophy and
the everyday, she subverts this ranking: freedom is not achieved through the escape from the
world, but through living within it. In Arendt's sense, philosophy is apolitical, but she is
unwilling to dismiss either philosophy or politics. The tension generated by this paradox

provides an entrance into my consideration of academe and politics.

Public and Private

Throughout the written corpus of Arendt, the necessity of the distinction between
public and private remains central for her understanding of politics. Beginning with her
Habilitationschrift (eventually published in the 1950's Rahel Varnhagen: The Life of a Jewish

Woman), Arendt's central preoccupation emerges with the issue of being able to live in

“ It might also be possible to read Arendt's position as the inverse of this ranking: elevating action
at the expense of theory; | do not believe either dichotomization is tenable within Arendt's work,
however.
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public.’ The brutal logic of totalitarianism distilled the importance of public discourse in
Arendt's work, becoming a major theme in 7he Origins of Totalitarianism and remaining
central in all her subsequent work.® An articulated public sphere was the only means through
which liberty could be sustained.

This determination to distinguish between public and private has long been a
controversial aspect of Arendt's work, earning her dismissals for wanting to revive the Greek
polis, without regard to the injustices underlying it. More astute critiques have suggested that
attempts to base politics in a "public" space, distinct from non-political private spaces,
necessarily demand that such a public be homogenized. The strictures which differentiate
public from private demarcate the spaces in such a manner that radical difference -- and
possibly all difference -- must be purged from the public. Consensus on what constitutes
legitimate public concerné necessarily includes the act of banishing those who dispute the
bases for these judgements.” Within such a framework, Arendt's work is fatally flawed, as it
can never escape the exclusions of the public.

Such a critiques, however, overlook Arendt's own demands that the public be a space

of diversity. Arendt certainly does find the inspiration for her formulation of the public realm

® Hannah Arendt, Rahel Varnhagen: The Life of a Jewish Woman, revised edition; trans. Richard
& Clara Winston [New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971]. In this early work, Arendt sets forth
Varnhagen's salons as foci of public life. While comparisons of Arendt and Varnhagen are
common, this work itself is often overlooked. For one example of the comparison, see Lisa Jane
Disch, Hannah Arendt and the Limits of Philosophy [Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994], p.15.

® Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, new edition with added prefaces [San Diego:
Harvest/HBJ, 1968].

" Iris Marion Young makes this argument concerning the ‘traditional’ portrayals of a public realm
which she sees as continuing to dominate modern political thought: these conceptions of civic
space are predicated on an homogenous male citizenry. See her Justice and the Politics of
Difference [Princeton: Princeton University Press,1990], pp.97-111.
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within the Greek polis and its philosophers, particularly Aristotle. It is from Aristotle that
Arendt draws both the centrality of political life, as well as the discursive character of such
politics: "Aristotle's definition of man as zoon politikon... can be fully understood only if one
adds his second famous definition of man as a zdon logon ekhon ("a living being capable of
speech").® Yet she does not simply try to resuscitate Aristotelian politics; rather, she attempts
to develop this configuration into the basis for participatory democracy within modernity.’

Arendt's work vocally advocates an understanding of politics as rooted in shared
disclosure within a public realm -- the space of politics. Such a sharing of experience

constitutes politics; it is the activity which gives meaning to the diversity of human existence:

For though the common world is the common meeting ground of all, those
who are present have different locations in it, and the location of one can no
more coincide with the location of another than the location of two objects.
Being seen and being heard by others derive their significance from the fact

‘MEENMLESES and hears from a different position. This is the meaning
L:Of public life..."
e ———
n 11

The public realm exists as "a space of appearances”,”" wherein the members of the political

community create themselves as a community. It is through this public disclosure that a

common world is formed.

® Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958], p.27.

? Arendt's commitment to such a radically democratic project is too frequently overlooked by
both her critics and advocates, though it is the topic of a major work, On Revolution, wherein Arendt
proclaims the various workers' councils of twentieth century revolutions to be the spiritual
successors to the founders of her beloved American republic. This view remains in her later works,
particularily "On Violence" and the interview "Thoughts on Politics and Revolution", both contained
in her Crises of the Republic [San Diego: Harvest/HBJ, 1972].

' Arendt, The Human Condition, p.57.

" Hannah Arendt, Men in Dark Times [San Diego: Harvest/HBJ, 1968], p.vii.
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In her work, Arendt is evasive as to specifically what might constitute public realm
in the contemporary world. Her frequent references to the ancient polis in 7The Human
Condition strongly suggest that 'the common meeting ground of all' to be exactly that: a single
unified space within the political community. In On Violence and On Revolution, however,
Arendt's examples of authentic political action are very different: student movements and
revolutionary councils. Far from being static, instutionalized political structures, Arendt
presents these 'spontaneous' political creations as exemplars of the capacity of political
creativity. Participation and duration in such political formations is fluid and often brief,'* but
Arendt's space of politics is emphatically not an homogenous area, from which difference has
been banished. To the contrary, such a space demands diversity:

Only where things can be seen by many in a variety of aspects without
changing their identity, so that those who are gathered around them see
sameness in utter diversity, can worldly reality truly and reliably appear. *

Diversity within public discourse is critical for Arendt's politics, but such diversity must be
brought into a common theatre or its meanings are lost, with a corresponding decline in the
quality of political discourse.

This public space is held distinct from other activities of life, in particular those of the
home. For Arendt, the threat to the modem polis is found within the transition through which
properly private concerns become public -- through which such concerns become politicized.
Arendt interprets this as the rise of the social realm, a realm which interposes itself between

the public and private, and threatens to engulf them both. To understand the significance of

"2 For further discussions of Arendt's concept of political space, see the conclusion to this
chapter, as well as the conclusion to chapter three.

3 Arendt, The Human Condition, p.57.
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this separation, and the place of the philosopher, I now turn to Arendt's presentation of

everyday life: the vita activa.

The vita activa: labour, work, action

The vita activa, consisting of labour, work and action, is the locale within which
politics is situated. By describing the vita activa as Arendt's rendition of everyday life, it
should be clear that Arendt has a very different image of the constitution of daily life than that
of Henri Lefebvre.' In Arendt's writings, the components of human existence include not just
those activities which produce and reproduce physical life, but those which fabricate the
community: political action. Politics is as much a part of Arendt's version of everyday life as
labour and work.

The vita activa comprised the "unquietness" of the world: the materialities of human
existence. Arendt inverts the Christian (and earlier) suspicion of such worldliness, transposing
it into the political condition.'® Of the three components which Arendt identifies -- labour,
work, and action -- only action could correspond to politics and public life, because only
action offers the possibility of permanence and togetherness.

"Labour", for Arendt, encompasses those activities characterized by the transience of
their products. Labour produces materials for immediate consumption, and while it is the
necessary precondition for all life, it leaves no lasting traces; while such labour may be

performed in company, its impermanence constrains it in the prepolitical. "Work", in contrast

' See the introductory chapter for Lefebvre's classic formualtion of the everyday within marxist
philosophy.

'Arendt, The Human Condition, p.12.
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to labour, produces the world in which we live -- the products of work outlast those of
labour, and are intended to outlast individuals themselves. Yet such production is
instrumental; the utilitarian character of such action denies the possibility of togetherness
which transcends individual ends.'® Freedom cannot be founded on a politics rooted in labour
or work.

Despite her respect for the popular organizations which instigated modern revolutions,
Arendt sees their tragic error as the attempt to politicize labour/work. Issues of physical
production and distribution -- in particular poverty -- are 'social questions' which are not
appropriate substance for politics; the politicization of such issues foredoomed such

revolutions:

No revolution has ever solved the 'social question' and liberated men [sic]
from the predicament of want, but all revolutions... have followed the example
of the French Revolution and used and misused the mighty forces of misery
and destitution in their struggle against tyranny or oppression.... What has
always made it so terribly tempting to follow the French Revolution on its
foredoomed path is not only the fact that the liberation from necessity,
because of its urgency, will always take precedence over the building of
freedom, but... that the uprising of the poor against the rich carries with it an
altogether different and much greater momentum of force than the rebellion
of the oppressed against their oppressors."’

The 'social question' is a powerful motivating force, but a profoundly anti-political one.
Freedom is the only appropriate subject for political action, and can only be lost in the attempt
to resolve the 'social question'.

Action is the only element of the vita activa appropriate to politics. Political action

results in disclosure in a public sphere. It offers the potential of "earthly immortality", through

'® The Human Condition is an extended exploration of the vita activa, and details Arendt's
understanding of the interconnectedness of its components.

'” Arendt, On Revolution, p.112.
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which human words and deeds will be recalled."® The public realm is not simply the field for
such action; it is the field brought into being through action. The political public thus
constituted is the only point where citizens can hear and be heard, and in doing so recognize
diversity and community.

This potential for immortality is crucial to Arendt's conception of the political, not out
of a desire to immortalize any particular individual, but because such immortality underlies
collective remembrance. The diversity of perspectives disclosed in the public realm are not
merely fleeting opinions which should be forgotten in the wake of subsequent actions. Deeds
performed in public are not merely relevant in themselves, but for their ability to provoke an
ongoing series of reflections and reconsiderations. Rather than rendering the political
immutable, Arendt's concept of immortality is intended to ensure that it continues to
transform, not according to caprice, but according to thoughtful deliberation. A secure public
realm offers guidance, but not pre-determination, to the actions of the present.

Arendt's determination to segregate politics from labour and work has provoked the

sharpest critiques of her work." Arendt herself had difficulty in demonstrating the distinction

'8 Arendt, The Human Condition, p.55.

¥ Mary O'Brien demonstrates the potentially misogynist implications of Arendt's exclusion of
labour from the public realm in The Politics of Reproduction [Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1981], pp.99-110. For O'Brien, women can never enter Arendt's public as women because Arendt's
conception of labour was inevitably "the labor of our body," and what people "share with all other
forms of animal life was not considered to be human." (The Human Condition, pp.83;84.) Thus
women, by virtue of their role in biological reproduction, were ineligible for public life.

Various authors have attempted to salvage Arendt's public space by demonstrating its
compatibility with such 'social questions'. John F. Sitton argues that Arendt herself could not
adequately distinguish between issues worthy of politics and those which could be resolved
administratively. Sitton suggests that Arendt's confusion is the result of an unclear understanding of
property. Phillip Hansen points out while Arendt lambasts revolutionary movements for focusing on
the 'social question’, she also recognizes that these movements have nevertheless attempted to
create revamped political space. See Sitton, "Hannah Arendt's Argument for Council Democracy",
Polity: The Journal of the Northeastern Political Science Association [v.XX,no.1 (fall 1987)], pp.94-
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between properly "political” and "social" aspects of given issues.?* Without diminishing the
importance of these critiques, my focus lies elsewhere. Arendt sets action in a privileged
position for the world of politics, but it can never be detached from work and labour. The
latter provide the preconditions which make action possible. Action may be distinct from
labour and work, but all three share the same world. Entirely absent from this world,

however, is philosophy and the figure of the philosopher.

The Vita Contemplativa: Philosophy

Arendt's most extensive 'philosophical' text is 7he Human Condition, an extended
consideration of the vita activa. From the very beginning Arendt makes it clear that
philosophy has no place within this world. 7hedria -- contemplation -- stands in opposition
to the worldly noise produced by labour, work and action. Philosophical freedom can only
be found beyond this world. In this respect, Arendt recognizes Socrates as the last true
philosopher -- a figure who, by eschewing the writing of his thoughts, resisted the temptation
of striving for worldly immortality:

...for it is obvious that, no matter how concerned a thinker may be with
eternity, the moment he sits down to write his thoughts he ceases to be

99; Hansen, "Hannah Arendt: Speech and the Public Space of Appearance", Toward a Humanist
Political Economy (with Harold Chorney) [Montréal: Black Rose Books, 1992], p.155.

% See the 1972 exchange, at a conference at York University, between Arendt, Mary McCarthy,
Richard Bernstein, C.B. Macpherson, Albrecht Wellmer and George Baird, "On Hannah Arendt" in
Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World, ed. Melvyn A. Hill [New York: St. Martin's
Press, 1979],pp.315-319.
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concemed primarily with eternity and shifts his attention to leaving some trace
of them. He has entered the vita activa and chosen its way of permanence
and potential immortality.?’

The permanence which philosophy reflects upon is not that of politics; the writing of
philosophy transforms it from a contemplative act to an attempted political act.

In her intended three-volume work 7he Life of the Mind* Arendt turns to
philosophy, providing the vita contemplativa with its own triptych: thinking, willing and
judging. Arendt saw this study as necessary because, contrasted with the vita activa, "the
contrary notion of complete quietness in the Vita Contemplativa was so overwhelming that
compared with this stillness all other differences between the various activities in the Vita
Activa disappeared."” Philosophy was so distinct in its setting in the vita contemplativa that
its constituent components vanished. The vita contemplativa shared no common ground with
the vita activa.

The central concern of the vita activa was immortality: preserving the words and
deeds performed in public, so that they might illuminate the future. The appropriate concern
of the vita contemplativa, in contrast, was not immortality but eternity: a perpetuity
necessarily beyond human artifice and incompatible with worldly activity. The distinction is

between "various modes of active engagement in things of this world, on one side, and pure

2! Arendt, The Human Condition, p.20.

% Arendt died after completing a draft of the second volume. The drafts, Thinking and Willing
have been published as The Life of the Mind, including as an appendix "Judging", excerpted from
Arendt's lectures on Kant. Arendt, The Life of the Mind,one-volume edition, ed. Mary McCarthy [San
Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1981].

2 Arendt, The Life of the Mind, volume one: Willing, p.6. On a typographical note, while vita
activa and vita contemplativa are italicized in most publications of Arendt's work, they are notin Life
of the Mind. In all quotations, | maintain the style of the source from which the quote is taken.
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thought culminating in contemplation, on the other..."** Within the vita activa, all creation is
rooted in fechné, and the potential for immortality is inextricable from continuing
transformation through future political actions. Philosophical eternity, in contrast, does not
exist within the transient world of lived experience, but in a purified realm of ideas, which is
not answerable to the actions of humanity. The experience of philosophy was of a different
order than experience in the mundane world. It presumed a radical inversion of the
significance of materiality. Philosophy necessarily disdained action, labour and work:

To put it quite simply, in the proverbial absent-mindedness of the philosopher,
everything present is absent because something actually absent is present
to his mind, and among the things absent is the philosopher's own body. Both
the philosopher's hostility toward politics, "the petty affairs of men," and his
hostility toward the body have little to do with individual convictions and
beliefs; they are inherent in the experience itself. While you are thinking, you
are unaware of your own corporeality...”

The world of philosophy could not intersect with the world of politics; materiality necessarily
distracted from philosophy's attempt at contemplation. The world might remain an object of
contemplation, but in the process of contemplation itself, its presence was impossible.
Arendt's detachment of the vita activa and the vita contemplativa establishes separate
ontological positions for philosophy and politics. Philosophy can only exist in a realm cleansed
of the traces of everyday life. Philosophy, in this ontological category, is not labour -- action

rooted in the body -- but a separate 'life of the mind'. As such, it may consist of persistence,

24 Arendt, The Human Condition, p. 17.

# Arendt, The Life of the Mind, volume one: Willing, pp.85-86.
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inspiration or revelation, but it defies attempts to find a grounding. Intellectual activity, unlike
manual labour, is not part of our physical world; it simply is.?

While within the vifa activa Arendt has sought the basis for radical democracy, her
construction of the vita contemplativa presents a conservative epistemology. The life of the
mind is not connected to the life of the body; politics and philosophy have no meeting place,
except in so far as the philosopher renounces philosophical purity and inserts words and deeds
into the world as texts. In presenting the essential separateness of philosophy, Arendt
recapitulates an older notion of the gap between theory and practice, and within this gap the

relation of the academe to the larger world.

The Idea of the University

Arendt's detachment of the intellectual-as-philosopher has strong resonances with the
work of her teacher, Karl Jaspers, which itself resonates with much older versions. In the

wake of the Second World War, Karl Jaspers published a revised and expanded version of a

%6 While | will return to Arendt's notions of philosophy and politics in this chapter and those which
follow, | must emphasize that my focus in this section of my thesis is on Arendt's conception of
philosophy and its relation to the political. As a result, | am not treating her concept of the political
as extensively as would be required were | claiming to analyse the entire scope of her thought. In
particular, a proper account of Arendt's concept of political cannot be separated from her concept
of power, "the ability not just to act but to actin concert." Arendt, "On Violence", Crises of the
Republic, p.143. The political lies at the core of Arendt's thought; having banished philosophy from
politics, philosophy is not central to most of her work.
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twenty-year old monograph, The Idea of the University.”” Jaspers' work, republished as part
of the effort to resurrect German scholarship after Nazism, is most notable for its
anachronistic aura, even at the time of the original publication. Harkening back to the ideals
of the university reformers of the German Enlightenment, Jaspers envisioned a university in
which 'scholarship' was the unity of research and instruction. The university was to be "a
community of scholars and students engaged in the task of seeking truth."?® Within this
community, the tensions of "intellectual battles" contribute to this unity through their
conciliation as part of the quest for truth: "True scholars, even in the heat of controversy,
remain firmly united with one another."*

This collegial unity is part of a greater philosophical unity. The diversity of scholarship
1s all subordinated to the philosophical ideal of pure knowledge. Knowledge is sought for its
own sake, rather than for crass utilitarian purposes. As such, the "philosophical faculty
embraces all other branches of knowledge.... Thus from the viewpoint of research and theory
alone, the philosophical faculty by itself comprises the whole university."** The quest for
knowledge within the university demands that all scholarly work contain itself within this

vision. In short, the university -- a community of scholars and students -- must be held

together by a metaphysical ideal -- the autonomous quest for absolute truth.

# Karl Jaspers, The Idea of the University, ed. Karl W. Deutsch; trans. H.A.T. Reiche & H.F.
Vanderschmidt [London: Peter Owen Ltd., 1959.]. The English translation omits the last parts of the
German work, which deal specifically with the post-war German university.

2 Jaspers, The Idea of the University, p.19.

2 Jaspers, The Idea of the University, pp.75,76.

% Jaspers, The Idea of the University, p.100.
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The philosopher as academic within Jaspers' ideal owed allegiance to this ideal; all
other wordly connections had to be subordinate to this commitment. While Jaspers defends
the aboluteness of academic freedom -- wherein all worldviews credited as scientific should
be welcomed into the university, even if they deny the validity of Jaspers' ideal®’ -- such
freedom does not translate into license for public life beyond academe. Beyond the university,
the academic functions only as a private citizen: there is no necessary connection between
academic freedom and political freedom.>” Because of the non-utilitarian nature of the
academics' search for truth, they cannot intervene in public life as philosophers.*?

The English translation of Jaspers' text concludes with a cautionary note on the follies
of "professorial interventions" in politics. The idea of the university transcends partisanship
and national allegiances:

Thus, while the university is part of a nation, it has its sights set on goals
above and beyond nationhood. Differences aside, in this respect, at least, it
is akin to the idea of the church.... Members of the university, whether faculty,
deans or the president himself, abuse their position if they should choose to
hold political rallies in favour of either a particular party or of the country as
a whole. They serve their nation and all mankind solely through the medium
of intellectual creativity.*

¥ "The university not only tolerates but demands that persons who oppose its aims be admitted
to it." Jaspers, The Idea of the University, p.82. Immediately after this point, Jaspers suggests that
such freedom ceases when it conflicts with the actual functioning of the university as an institution;
given the potential contradiction within this position, it is not surprising that Jaspers does not pursue
the question of how such conflicts are to be resolved.

2 "For it is quite conceivable that academic freedom may continue even after the constitutional
freedom of speech has been abolished." Jaspers, The Idea of the University, p.143.

¥ Jaspers, The Idea of the University, pp.142-143.

¥ Jaspers, The Idea ofthe University, p.145.



Chapter One — 49

The university's contribution to public life comes not through direct intervention or
participation, but through the quest for Truth. Academe is not governed by the same laws as
civic life; the two realms cannot merge.

Like Arendt, Jaspers maintains the necessity of withdrawal from the world in order
to pursue philosophy. But while Arendt is content to cast the philosopher into eternal
isolation within the vita contemplativa, Jaspers attempts to maintain a philosophical
community apart from the everyday, in the form of the university. For Jaspers, the relevant
consideration is not the loneliness of the life of the mind, but its detachment from the
mundane. Knowledge is developed for its own sake within academe. Such knowledge cannot
answer to the utilitarian demands of the everyday; its goverance is the metaphysical
refinement of Absolute Truth.

Jaspers' attempt to rehabilitate scholarship, based upon the separation and autonomy
of the university, restates a much older distinction between knowledge and everyday life.
Jaspers sought to re-establish an idea of the university which was given modern form within
the German Enlightenment. The components of Jaspers' ideal -- the unity of teaching and
research, the autonomy of knowledge, the detachment of academe from the external world --
reiterate the objectives of this earlier round of reforms. In seeking to consolidate philosophical
reflection within the university, Jaspers reiterates the earlier 'idea of the university'
promulgated by German idealists a century and a half previously.

In reworking his monograph after World War 11, Jaspers concentrated on the political
threat posed to scholarship by the public world. But it is not merely political involvement

which threatens the sanctity of knowledge within this idea of the university; everyday life



Chapter One — 50

beyond academe itself threatens such an existence. Academe, as a world onto itself, should
be beyond the turbulence of mundane existence. Jaspers, attempting to re-establish a
discredited intellectual milieu, attempted to capture non-academic fields, such as 'technology’,
and subjugate them to philosophy. While Jaspers recognized merit in intellectual activity
beyond academe, his concern was to draw such activities within, to recover an
epistemological monopoly.** His own intellectual precursors, however, demonstrated less
respect for the world beyond the academy. University-based knowledge was complete --
unitary, absolute and true -- and engagement with the world would only sully this state.
F.W.J. Schelling, part of this earlier reform movement, emphasized this
epistemological detachment in his Lectures on the Method of University Studies, a series of
lectures delivered at the university in Jena in 1802. In one particularly striking passage, on
the difficulty of finding fit instructors, Schelling captures the inherent distinctiveness of

academic life:

Since our demand - namely, that all sciences should be treated in the spirit
of universal absolute knowledge -is inherently right, the question, Where are
capable teachers to be found? is easily answered. The teachers themselves
have had the experience of a university education; were they but given
intellectual freedom, not shackled by scientifically irrelevant considerations,
they would be able to rise to the occasion and be in a position to form other
capable teachers.®
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