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ABSTRCT

The Groundless Middle: Reconstructing the Selha €olonial Abyss

Drew University, May, 2014

A Ph.D. Dissertation by An Yountae

This dissertation proposes a constructive philosgpland theological reading of the
boundaries between religious and ethico-politicstaurse in relation to the collective
experience of suffering, socio-political traumag @olonial violence. By employing the
theological and philosophical figure of the “abydke dissertation traverses diverse
dimensions and contexts in which the self suffeesfinitude of being. In conversation with a
broad body of theological and philosophical literat from medieval mysticism to Hegel,
from the continental philosophy of religion to latAmerican/Caribbean decolonial thought,
| seek to extend the register of the theologiagerof the “abyss” to a wider socio-political
meaning. Theologically, the abyss denotes theiblyof the boundaries between creaturely
finitude and divine potency as reflected in thetwgs of certain Neoplatonic thinkers and
medieval mystics. These mystics’ radical visiorGaid and self releases an intriguing
theological resonance with modern and contempagohaiipsophical inquiries into the place
of relation to the “Other.” In Hegel the abyss h®es an explicit ethical parameter albeit
underdeveloped. My reading demonstrates that #oe tof abyss in Hegel nevertheless
structures his dialectical system. The abyss ssgifi@l moment or movement of “passage”
from the negative to the positive, through whicé ghattered self transforms its eroded

ground into the condition of a new possibility.



In conversation with the postcolonial voices enregdrom the global South, |
situate the movement of passage in the “middlegmessand interrogate the meaning of
abyss, political subjectivity, and spirituality ielation to historical trauma. If | read the abyss
as an all-pervading ontological groundlessnes®nfdgiinvolving an insurmountable material
and political devastation, it is to the end of@ukiting in a single term both the theological or
spiritual quandary and political reality. A convatisn between Edouard Glissant’s oceanic
counter-poetics and contemporary theopoetics (udatily in Catherine Keller'sehonic
version) exposes the abyss as the very “womb aloygsif which shared experiences of loss

and suffering give rise to the collective visiontloé future and becoming with/in God.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction: Situating the Self in the Colonial Abyss

Afuera hay sol.
No es més que un sol
pero los hombres lo miran
y después cantan.

Yo no sé del sol
Yo sé de la melodia del angel
y el sermédn caliente
del ultimo viento.
Sé gritar hasta el alba
cuando la muerte se posa desnuda en mi sombra.

Yo lloro debajo de mi nombre.
Yo agito pafiuelos en la noche y barcos sedientesalielad
bailan conmigo.
Yo oculto clavos
para escarnecer a mis suefios enfermos.

Afuera hay sol.
Yo me visto de cenizas.

Alejandra PizarniklLa Jauld

With her gloomy poetic imagination, the Argentinjaoet Alejandra Pizarnik delves
into the depth of meaninglessness, the sourcespfration that marks her entire writing
career. Her obsession with the lack of meaning, @presented as the void, absence, and

death, points to the poetic space of the abyspthakeges darkness and silence over the

! “It's sunny outside/It's only a sun/Yet men loakittand sing/l don’t know about the sun/I
know about the melody of angels and the heatedseohthe last wind/l know how to
scream until dawn when death settles naked on ieyost/| cry beneath my name/l wave
handkerchiefs in the night and boats thirsty falitg dance with me/ | hide my nails to mock
my sickly dream/It's sunny outside/l dress in asi8e®, Frank Graziand)ejandra Pizarnik:
A Profile, translated by Maria Rosa Fort, Frank Graziano@umhnne Jill Levine (Colorado:
Logbridge-Rhodes, 1987).
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“sun” or “word.” The abyssal night of darkness, however, doeseehsapable of
redeeming Pizarnik’s despairing existential cry,dfier her encounter with the void, she
confesses, “I cry beneath my namgd (loro debajo de mi nombyeDespite the sun outside,
her melancholic tone culminates, “I dress in asltaiiera hay sol, yo me visto de cen)zas
These ashes, perhaps, encode immense historiciexpe when considering the fact that
she was born in 1936 to Jewish parents who hadgnateid to Argentina in flight from the
Nazi holocaust. In her abyssal poetic world, Pikadiscloses the void, in a certain sense, as
a site of revelation. However, it is not a revelatthat leads to the reconstruction of ground
and meaning. Rather, the poet’s revelation grastatound nothingness and emptiness,
vacillating between silence and absehce.

The utterly negative character of the abyss degictdizarnik’s poems is indicative,
on the one hand, of the existential chasm encoehiarthe horizon of finite human
existence. On the other hand, however, such a fa@isvto capture another important aspect
of her abyss: it is a space replete with potenfiaé complex polysemy of the abyss lies in its
ambiguous nature, which disrupts the gap betwesopiposites.

Historically, since its first inception in the ndafnic tradition, the abyss points, primarily,
to the gap between the creation and the radicahstendent God. However, at the same
time, the abyss also denotes an inner crack wittarself, that is, the irrevocable gap
splitting the self. For instance, as David Coestali, Augustine identified the human soul

with the abyss, particularly the “freedom to chobseown concerns, and to his openness to

2 Both the sun and the word are metaphors that ammgurrently in the works of Pizarnik.
Contrary to the night and the void, both sun andivwase viewed as the deceptive or futile
attempts that try to fill in the void of meaningetdarkness of the night.
% «Sj Alguien puede... comprender a Artaud, soy yod@eu combate con su silencio, con
su abismo absoluto, con su vacio, con su cuerger@auao, ¢como no asocio con el mio? (If
there is anyone who can... understand Artaud, tha¢'sAll his struggles with his silence,
his absolute abyss, his void, and with his aliesh&i@dy. “How would | not associate it with
mine?). See, Alejandra Pizarniarios (Buenos Aires: Lumen, 2003), 159.
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the possibilities before hinf.”Furthermore, this gap is not only pertinent tolthenan soul
or self. Rather, the abyss also indicates the ifisgure within Godself, that is the very
hiddenness of God from Godself as Luther would sayhe groundlessnessnground
inscribed in God before God emerges as Godselfrfgoaind Schelling).

On the other hand, the trope of the abyss hasberg holding its popularity within
the philosophical and literary traditions. Thidecause the figure of the abyss creates
mystical repercussions in a wide range of contiextghich the finitude of human existence
is experienced. The trope of the abyss employatidoyorks of novelists and philosophers,
for instance, creates audible lines of resonante tve theological trope of the abyss.

The philosophical query about the abyss sharesigasiconcern or ground with
theology. In both cases, the abyss is indicativih@funcertain --if not finite-- structure of
being, the precariousness of the human epistenualbgnd ontological foundation. What
sparks my curiosity, then, is when this trope ipkyed to describe the concrete socio-
political situation of human existence that is “tived experience” of the body. Latin
American feminist liberation theologian lvone Gebases the trope of the abyss to describe
the vulnerable matrix of our existence, where sysematic, everyday evil and good are
“inextricably present and commingled in our own iesd® Holocaust survivor and Nobel
laureate Elie Wiesel also uses the trope of thesabghen narrating the horrifying experience
of being deported to the concentration camp: “Weavatill trembling, and with every
screech of the wheels, we felt the abyss openingdifd us. Unable to still our anguish, we

tried to reassure each othér.”

* David K. Coe Angst and the Abyshe Hermeneutics of Nothingnd&hico: Scholars
Press, 1985), 31.

® |vone GebaraQut of the Depths: Women'’s Experience of Evil aagaion (Minneapolis:
Augusburg Fortress Press, 2002), 58.
® Elie WieselNight, translated by Marion Wiesel (New York: Hill andany, 2006), 25.
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One wonders, here, about the intriguing connedigtween the mystical experience
and the experience of suffering born at this jureetthe common ground that these two
different experiences share in the space of grassdess, the abyss is, perhaps, the failure of
language to name the overwhelming nature of thisterminacy. However, in another
context, the abyss also becomes the womb of ceeptitential as it bears witness to the
resilient spirit that strives to speak the unspbikaNhat lies at the intersection between the
desperate attempt to name the unnamable name ch@btihe desperate attempt to give
expression to the petrifying experience of agony o the context of traumatic suffering
and violence?

This dissertation seeks to re-evaluate the questibselfhood from the standpoint of
extreme violence and oppression by examining théxsvof Latin American/Caribbean
decolonial thinkers. Specifically, | reflect updretexperience of subjects whose textures of
being are imprinted with the indelible trauma oforaal history. Despite the bursting
emergence of academic discourses addressing théwice phenomenon of globalization
and transnationalism, these discussions presearharguous view toward the political
effects and consequences of the capitalist glodtadiz as their voice of critique is often
conflated with the celebration of this universalyeeping force. Moreover, these
contemporary discussions of globalization misapif overlook, the crucial connection that
builds the link between modernity and the curregime of globalization, namely,
coloniality. As | will further discuss the importaa of coloniality for the current project by
engaging Latin American decolonial philosophersidire Dussel and Walter Mignolo’s
ideas later, suffice it to point out for now onetloé many shortcomings that the failure to
address coloniality generates: the production ahter-globalization theories grounded in
the experience of the privileged transnational ectigj The critique of coloniality helps us to

open up our theoretical horizon to the often urueatireality of many people who live in the
4



extended socio-historical web of coloniality in tnge of globalization. My own experience
of displacement at the early age and growing upfioreign land (Argentina) not only as a
racialized being but also as an undocumented inamign a working class family informs,

perhaps, my own personal perspective in approachm¢ppic’

Rethinking the place of the self upon the matrixaibniality allows me to explore
the possibility of reconstructing the fragmentedsseof the self after traumatic ruin. Over
against the metaphysics that views the self asnally undifferentiated and unchanging, my
methodological principle is framed by a traditibat views the self as internally incoherent,
fractured, contradictory, and always in the proa#dsecoming, By situating the self in the
politicized space of neocolonial globalizatione&k to identify the self as embodied, that is,
the self as a racialized and gendered categorytitding of the global order of
epistemological/ontological hierarchy. | examine girocess through which the self emerges
from the dialectical tension lurking in the abyEke emergence of the self entails what I call
the movement of “passage,” from the negative tqthstive, from the finite to the infinite,
from death to life.

In order to address these questions, | relocatentheement of passage — as suggested
by the metaphysical accounts of both the mystreaition and the continental tradition of
philosophy -- in the spatiotemporality of the “mielgpassage” and question the meaning of
the abyss, political subjectivity, and spiritualityrelation to collective historical trauma. The

central question guiding the dissertation will bew to gather the self after the history of

’ My own personal social location is by no meansasgntative of the reality of people
living at the edge of globalization. After all, thi#egal” period of my family’s immigration
status lasted only for a few years as we managgdttthe green card for “legal” residency.
Neither is the case that my family has ever goneuthh “extreme poverty.” Rather, | situate
myself here with the hope to show where the geducapans-spatiality of my arguments
originates from.
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suffering, transportation, discontinuity, slaveand death? In other words, how is selfhood
possible for a colonized subject whose very horiabexistence is breached by the ongoing
effects of “coloniality?” What happens when the sthis not merely a metaphysical figure,
but a socio/hisotrico/political one which emergesf the horizon of coloniality? How do the
theological and the political concerns evolve whenrelocate the account of the self to the
colonial abyss?

The existential chasm of the colonized subjeatdia surprising affinity, | observe,
with the long tradition of theological and philosigal inquiry into the finitude of the self
and its relation to the divine. In order to furtiserutinize the colonial chasm or gap, |
employ the philosophical and theological tropehef tabyss” as it creates a strange yet
important resonance and contrast with the “ontalagijuandary” of the colonized, which is
the central theme of the current project. The motibthe abyss interweaves the three
different disciplinary threads comprising this didation:theologically it denotes the
blurring boundary between creaturely finitude andng potencyphilosophically the abyss
points to the incompleteness of the self (befohne ‘@ther”);politically, it bears a wider
politico-historical meaning emerging from the higtof suffering, the reality of coloniality,
and the fragmented sense of collective identity.ddgl is to press through beyond the
narrowly-defined trope of the abyss, as it is c@ised to metaphysical and existential terms.
In conversation with Enrique Dussel, Aimé Césdtranz Fanon, and Edouard Glissant, the
authors of theNégritudemovement, Latin American liberation philosophyda&@aribbean
philosophy, | argue that the notion of the abysgavds a wider ethico-political application
in the global context of (post/neo)colonialityeld the abyss as an all-pervading ontological
groundlessness of being that involves an insurnatl@imaterial and political devastation,
thereby re-inventing a new idiom for articulatimg tspiritual/existential quandary and

political reality marked with violence and suffegim the same term.



The Abyss: Creaturely Finitude and Divine Potency

In the light of the goal stated above, the begigrifithe current project lies in the
theological and philosophical roots of the figufdle abyss. In both the neoplatonic
tradition and medieval mysticism, the abyss pdiothe theological crossroad in which
finitude and infinity, the creaturely and the djror vulnerability and potency, intersect
each other. The opening of this abyssal gap in ¥viesttellectual history can be perhaps
attributed to Plato. The irony of Plato’s philosgpé that his works lay out the foundation of
two competing philosophical traditions. On the tia@d, Plato is commonly charged for
grounding the foundational structure of the majajectory of Western metaphysics. Plato’s
theory of forms assumes the main responsibilitytierdominance of a form of idealism
based on metaphysical dualism. Such a system,dingdo Heidegger’s charge, sets the
foundation for ontotheology.At the same time, the non-systematic, if not irsistent nature
of Plato’s thought reflected in works suchResmenidesRepublic andTimaeugeveals the
genesis of important philosophical ideas that @ahét his own theory of forms — or at least
the dominant interpretations of it. His construetad the One irParmenideg142a), for
instance, presents a clear rejection of the labehtwtheology as he “suggests as strongly as
possible that the Good is not an entityThe Good is, Plato writes Republic “beyond
being. (epekeina tes ousiad)’According toParmenidesandTimaeusthe One is not
compatible with the categories of beitgln this way, Plato plants the seed of negative

theology. He employs the method of negation in otde&lescribe the One, thus converting

2 Mark Ralkowski,Heidegger’s PlatonisniNew York: Continuum, 2009), 93.

Ibid., 94.
10 stanley RoserPlato’s Republic: A StudfNew Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 262.
1 Wwilliam Franke,On What Cannot be Said: Apophatic Discourses inoBbphy, Religion,
Literature, and the Arts/o | 1: Classic FormulationgNotre Dame: University of Notre
Dame Press, 2007), 39.



the One into the source of abyssal contradictiemditself radically transcendent yet
immanent, being One withobeingat all*?

It is then Plotinus who develops the underdeveldpetkes of unknowing and
negativity lurking in Plato into a full-fledged pbsophical system also known as
neoplatonism. By inheriting and emphasizing themtapics of Platonic philosophy,

Plotinus develops a more radicalized cosmologyhitivthe boundary between being,
transcendence, and immanence is consistently diukere concretely, Plotinus’ One is that
which is not identical with being, is beyond evéigg, and yet, the ground of everything at
the same timé® The One embodies contradiction in itself as itsodiite transcendence
capacitatests immanence in all.

Ontotheology fails at this juncture since the veoyion of being — including the
supreme being, namely, the One (God) — does nbEfpression in ontological/theological
terms. Rather, being is only understood withinzzfucosmological picture, under a
participatory and somewhat relational frame whheedistinction between the knower and
the known, subject and object becomes elu$ividlore importantly, the absolutely
transcendent and radically immanent nature of the @akes all languages and images about
God futile. In this sense, Plotinus can be segheagprogenitor of negative theology.

It is, however, not until Pseudo-Dionysius andltter generation of medieval
mystics that negative or apophatic theology waly figveloped into a theological
methodology and tradition. The abyss, in this natgplic genealogy of negative theology,
figures the elusive site, the blurry boundary whemmanence and transcendence intersect; it

indicates the uncertain chasm conditioning theadist/relation between the finite and the

12 \pi
Ibid.
13 John W. CoopeiRanentheism, the Other God of the PhilosophersnFRiato to the
Present(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 39-40.
14 Baine HarrisThe significance of Neoplatoniglbany: SUNY Press, 1976), 7, 28.
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infinite, the negative and the positive, creatiod &od. Moreover, the abyss does not only
designate a “site” beyond being. It signifies noltydhe distance or relation between the two
opposites, but the internal chasm, the split withimstructure of being: split between the
finite horizon of his/her existence and the flegtiagisters of transcendence. Thus, the
internal crack within the very structure of beingeaed by Plato and further developed by his
successors unearths the undercurrent of a courphmysical account of the divine running
beneath the surface of the dominant Western mesagaiytradition.

The abyss, perhaps, embodies such opening that pogtt to a different form of
thinking about being and God from that of the daminWestern metaphysics in which God,
as an all transcendent essence/being and unnoawsa suprefigures the ground of our
“being.” The neoplatonists’ and mystics’ search@ud through th&ia negativatakes a
different route, one which proposes the reconfiioneof the metaphysical terms of
ontology, namely, essence, being, and logic. Fentgative theologians, it is through
relation, becoming, and surrendering logic and slpé&o the apophatic practice of unsaying
and unknowing that we come to the possibility dicatating the divine. Furthermore, for the
mystics, the theological work of articulating Gawtlebeing is not an endeavor limited to the
epistemological sphere of “knowing, and “graspirfigdther, such an endeavor entails one’s
participation in it through the embodied practioégrayer, self-emptying, and ultimately,
achieving union with the divin€. The abyss perhaps is the matrix on which thisgssof
search for the depth of God and of the (human) tsixas place. As an undefined reserve of

both negation and potential, the abyss represkat®tirney of negation conditioned by

15 Denys TurnerThe Darkness of God: Negativity in Christian Myistic(Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 8.



indeterminacy and uncertainty, in which both God #re self come “uncreated” in their
mystical union (Eckhart)

The subsequent advancement of the mystical traditiarks an important turn with
Jacob Bohme, who translated the abyss into groasaéss@rund) in its dipolar tension
with the primal groundyrgrund).’’ As Bohme’s endeavor is adopted by Schelling and
further developed by his university roommate Hetied,abyss paves the way for the
transition from mysticism to dialectic in the pastightenment philosophical scene of
Europe. In this process, the poetic depth of migstiassociated with the abyss is absorbed
or “sublated” by the “rational” system of the dictie.

If up to Schelling or even Hegel, the trope of dfwyss straddles theology and
philosophy, without a clear distinction betweentihe, it is after Hegel that the abyss is
divorced from the notion of God and becomes theb®jraf the irremediable chasm within
the structure of the self. The Hegelian dialectic offers an account of seithwhich permits
a crucial intersection with the constructive dir@ctin which this dissertation is unfolding.
By drawing upon Bohme-Schelling’s idea of thegrundasGrund, Hegel develops his
dialectic through which the self undergoes compiieteolution, and out of which,

paradoxically, it comes to glimpse the vision efpbssible reconstruction.

18 Bernard McGuinnMeister Eckhart: Teacher and Preach@tahwah: Paulist Press,
1986.), 172.
17 «“The Deity is the eternal Liberty without all Naéy viz. the eternal Abyss; but thus it
brings itself into Byss for its own Manifestatia@ternal Wisdom, and Deeds of Wonder.”
See, Jakob Bohmyorks of Jacob Behmen: The Teutonic Philosophetr #£@rondon:
Kessinger Publishing, 2003), 117.
18 For instance, Hyppolite, one of the two main ipteters of Hegel in early twentieth
century France, reads the Hegelian self as “nesiacitling with itself” as it loses itself in its
encounter with the Other. Similarly, Judith Buthiéaims that the Hegelian subject only
knows itself through mediation. See, Jean HyppdBtenesis and Structure of Hegel's
Phenomenology of SpiffEvanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974)dith Butler,
Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Tweint@entury FrancéNew York: Columbia
University Press, 1987); See also, Slavoj Ziddie Sublime Object of Ideolo@yondon:
Verso, 1989); Slavoj Zizek, Clayton Crockett, amgéston DavisHegel and the Infinite:
Religion, Politics, and DialectifNew York: Columbia University Press, 2011).
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Nevertheless, as Hegel is often read as the thofletalitarian progress, as a
proponent of a closed absolute, the vital role tiegfativity plays in his thought is
downplayed, if not simply misunderstood by mangrdue that in Hegel's system, the
negative is neither a mere temporary rupture oméneto a completed synthesis, nor an
expansionist negation of “the other.” Rather, adtay to Jean Hyppolite, Jean-Luc Nancy,
Judith Butler and Slavoj Zizek’s reading (among ynathers), the negative in Hegel
represents a constant failure of subjectivity,itttdmpleteness of the self. In their reading, it
is the work of the negative that drives, paraddkictéhe self towards the reconstruction of
itself despite innumerable failurés.Two contemporary readers of Hegel, in particular,
Butler and Zizek, will provide the guidance for de® Hegelian dialectic in relation to the
self, the abyss, and ethics/politics.

On the one hand, Butler engages Hegel from a fetni@constructionist perspective
and inscribes the notion of “loss” in the placdhs abyss. This fissure in the texture of the
self is followed by a desire for recognition beftine encounter with the other. On the other
hand, Zizek’s materialist reading uncovers theamtf the abyss implicit in Hegel's thought
by identifying the abyss as the core of negatiitggelian dialectic acquires a new
perspective and a strong political angle with Zingto reads it as the arduous journey and
struggle, that is, what he calls the “critical egggment” of the restless spirit/self, who seeks

to negate the disrupting power of negafidn.

19 Butler, Subjects of Desire22. See also, Katrin Pafilhe Way of Despaiin Slavoj Zizek,
Clayton Crockett, and Creston Dauigegel and the Infinitel42.
20 Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideolqgh99.
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Theorizing Coloniality: Cosmopolitanism, Postcoloral Theory, and Latin American
Decolonial Thought

The crucial significance for the present projectra€ing the trajectory of the abyss
lies in examining the possibility --and the possit@signification-- of the passage. While
both the medieval and the continental thinkerseagreits possibility, their reaction to the
guestion ohowsuch passage happens differ dramatically. ThéfFatices condition the
responses that emerge from the particular contesvrmmunity of interpretation. This is,
perhaps, why Hegel's highly speculative accourthefabyss presupposes a magically
resilient subject which is able to gather itselépige uncountable failures. For Zizek’s
materialist reading, the passage through the a@byhke crucial element that gives birth to the
political subject, while for Butler, the abyss mglicative of the loss constituting the self,
which in turn, reveals one’s ties to the unknowmeos to be the condition of her
survivability

The answer to these questions — thataesythe movement of passage takes place --
shows greater differences and deeper complicatubies) we extend this ethico-philosophical
question to a different geopolitical location, partarly, those sites marked by colonial
difference. While | turn to Latin American Decolahtheorists’ elaboration of colonial
difference and their discussion of coloniality/modty later, it is important to note the link
between the theological construction of the abyskthe geopolitical difference that shapes
the political contours of such theological thought.

The key argument that | am advancing throughosthbject is that the trope of the
abyss warrants a wider ethico-political/theologegaplication in the global context of
(post/neo)colonialism. If for Zizek, the “traumatibyss” that gives rise to the self points to

the “void” lying beneath matter, | read the abyssi@ymptom of the loss of historical and

21 Judith ButlerUndoing GendetNew York: Routledge, 2004), 15.
12



politico-economic ground within the (colonial) cert of oppression. One might perhaps
question the significance of emphasizing coloniéiétence, that is, contextualizing the
abyss or reading the abyss in the politicized spagtobalization. Why should the Western
theological and philosophical notion be re-read mmthought through the lens of
colonialism and globalization? What is the possiinlke between the history and the legacy of
colonialism and the current world-order framed bpitalist globalization? What is the
relation between the socio-political articulatidrtitis universalizing phenomenon
(globalization) and the ethico-theological ideaGaid, the self, and the other?

The clear link between European coloniality/modgrand the unstoppable
expansion of globalization points to the need @nexe the history of imperialism and
colonial violence when articulating European/Waesideas in the global context. Certainly,
the restructuring of the world order in the pase¢hdecades under the name of globalization
gave rise to numerous theories and discoursesttieapt to address the abrupt shift that
such phenomenon created in our conception of retlmwundaries, sovereignty, identity,
culture, labor, and capital. Among many others ihizrrogate the terms of cultural-
difference, global justice, and cultural identitythe age of globalization, the idea of
cosmopolitanism has advanced important theoreeaidations for a critical reading of
globalization?®

Rooted in the Greek terkosmopolitegcitizens of the world), cosmopolitanism is the
idea that all human beings, regardless of theitipal and geographical association, are
citizens of the single community — with equal rigand status. While the discussions of the
major ideas of cosmopolitanism have always lurketiecenter of Western social/political

philosophy, the first full-fledged form of cosmojtahism is attributed to the Stoics, who

22 For an important recent theological advancemenbsfmopolitan theology, see Namsoon
Kang,Cosmopolitan Theology: Reconstructing Planetarypitadity, Neighbor-Love, and
Solidarity in an Uneven Worl(5aint Louis: Chalice Press, 2013).
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believed that goodness can be achieved by sertimey buman beings through political
engagement. What provides the basis for this hurnammunity, for the Stoics, is “reason” in
every human bein§ This service, according to the Stoics, cannofrbiédd to one’s own
state, for being human has a universal significadhattranscends the geopolitical affiliation
of one’s being. In Marcus Aurelius’ words, “it makeo difference whether a person lives
here or there, provided that, wherever he livedivies as a citizen of the world” (X.15§*

It was then Kant who laid the foundation of themogolitan ideas that shaped the
modern and contemporary discussions of cosmopd@itarin Toward Perpetual Peac&ant
lays out the ground principles for a moral cosmi@nism based on the notion of
“hospitality.” He writes, “Hospitality means theght of a stranger not to be treated as an
enemy when he arrives in the land of anotfigrkant’s claim is based in the somewhat
urgent geopolitical and judicial concern of hisginvhich posited challenge to the traditional
understanding of sovereign states and citizen$hhe people of the earth have entered in
varying degrees into a universal community, ansl developed to the point where a violation
of laws in one part of the world is felt everywhate

Nevertheless, while the Kantian model of cosmopnigm has served as the
backbone of the predominant discourses of morapafitical cosmopolitanism, it goes often

unnoticed, as David Harvey points out, that Kanismopolitan vision is paralleled by his

28 Martha NussbaunTherapy of Desire: Theory and Practice in Helleigigthics
gPrinceton: Princeton University Press, 1996), Ch 9
4 Martha Nussbaum, “Kant and Stoic Cosmopolitanisiiné Journal of Political
Philoophy Vol 5, Number 1, 1997:7.
%5 Seyla BenhabibiThe Rights of Others: Aliens, Residents, and Qisig@ambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 27.
26 David HarveyCosmopolitanism and the Geographies of Free@dew York: Columbia
University Press, 2009), 17.
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self-contradicting understanding of geography/asghlogy, which is informed by

prejudicial knowledge about race, class, gendet,ration’’ In Geographie Kant writes,

In hot countries men mature more quickly in evergpect but they do not attain the
perfection of the temperate zones. Humanity ackiégegreatest perfection within
the White race. The yellow Indians have somewtsat telent. The Negros are much

inferior and some of the peoples of the Americasveell below then?®

Harvey, therefore, expresses his suspicion of ldartbsmopolitanism as Kant's
universal ethic presents a direct conflict with &amghropology and geography. He asks, “how
do we apply a universal ethic to a world in whiom® people are considered immature or
inferior and others are thought indolent, smelljust plain untrustworthy?® It is then not
strange, Harvey comments, that we see in contempmt&rnational politics a certain
political power (The U.S., for example) presentiitgelf as the bearer of universal principles
of justice, democracy, liberty, freedom, and goadnghile in practice operating in an
intensely discriminatory way against others” wham perceived as morally inferior and as
lacking the same qualificatiors.

The problem that Harvey finds in cosmopolitanisrthat it is some times not clear
whether cosmopolitanism is a critical engagemettt thie current global order or a mere

reflection of it. Without critically engaging thencent order, Harvey contends, the

27 |bid, 25.
28 |pid., 26.
29 Ipid., 33.
%0 |pid., 37.
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“seemingly radical critiques (as in the field ofnman rights) covertly support further
neoliberalization and enhanced class domination.”

Similarly, Walter Mignolo also raises some criticalestions on the mainstream
discourse of cosmopolitanism based in Kantian wisMignolo’s critical stance parallels
Harvey’s approach as he too reads Kant's cosmapolitsion against his racist anthropology
and Eurocentric geography. What is innovative aldigholo’s historico-literary approach is
that he sees the connection between the contemypmraents of cosmopolitan ideal and the
classical imperialistic vision drbis Christianugthe Christian cosmos). If the historical
origin of Orbis Christianusdates back to the ancient times of the Roman emipsr
cosmopolitan vision is revivified in the sixteem#ntury as Europe encounters its “truly”
cosmopolitan horizon: the new world. Thus begiresdbbate at the university of Salamanca
in which legal theologians were trying to give aiswer to the questions: “to what extent
Indians in the New World were Human, and to whaéet as a consequence, they had
property rights.32 Mignolo turns to Francisco de Vitoria, the Sparedal theologian, who
was influential in shaping international law in sigteenth century Europe, whose humanist
stance onus gentium(rights of the people or rights of nations) héidtt“nations, that is,
communities of people, were bound by natural lad thwerefore had the rights of the

people.®® Therefore, de Vitoria concluded, there was noedéffice “between the Spaniards

31 |bid., 81, 84. Harvey targets his criticism agaldsich Beck and David Held, whose
works on cosmopolitanism have had deep impact estlping of the discussions of judicial
and political cosmopolitanism that puts heavy foeaosnternational human rights. The
problem of their version of cosmopolitanism, forriszy, is that their definition of human
rights is too individualistic while at the same értineir theories lack a critical engagement
with the ways how neoliberal capitalism and impém shapes the supposedly
cosmopolitan practices.
32 Walter Mignolo,The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Fusyrigecolonial
Options(Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 271.
¥ |bid., 277.
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and the Indians in regard im gentiuni* However, the problem arose when de Vitoria
had to provide a logical reason to authorize then&pds’ appropriation of the Indian lands.
De Vitoria’s solution was to acknowledge the hurmesmof the Indians, but by “suggesting
that they ‘lacked’ something™ It is in this way that de Vitoria, Mignolo obsesyénscribes
colonial difference in the cosmopolitan vision loé tsixteenth century Europg.

This is how, Mignolo contends, the Kantian cosmitaolideal draws a trajectory of
continuity that stretches from ti@rbis Romanus Christianuga the Spanish cosmopolitan
debate, all the way to the contemporary cosmopoétount called globalization. In other
words, Mignolo’s account resonates with Harvey’shiat their uneasiness with certain
contemporary versions of cosmopolitanism is thabaglism/globalization and
cosmopolitanism might be two faces of the same.ddawever, Mignolo is not rejecting the
cosmopolitan ideas all together. The critical apploto cosmopolitanism is not indicative of
its ineffectuality. Rather, | argue along with Heyvand Mignolo, critical cosmopolitanism
needs to be grounded in the critique of the funddaietructure of modernity/coloniality and
the destructive force of capitalist globalization.

Postcolonial theory played a critical role in imtgyating and re-considering the
colonial legacy and the socio-cultural impact & Western, capitalism-driven phenomenon
of globalization after the “decolonial wave” whittok place across the globe following the
world wars. Postcolonial criticism questions thedeentric regime of knowledge built upon
the social/historical/ontological texture of colality from which the subject of knowledge is
constructed. In line with poststructuralist thoygidstcolonial criticism harnessed critical
theoretical tools for reading the underside of\West-led globalism framing the socio-

cultural order of the post-modern age. At a thecaétevel, the significance of postcolonial

34 Ipid.
35 |pid.
3 |pid., 279.
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theory lies in the fact that it extended the plalasical criticism of the totalitarian
metaphysics to the realm of both historical, andcsoultural dimension. At a more
contextual or politico-historical level, its cortution lies in its effort to reconfigure the
asymmetrical power dynamics between what has beéar perceived as the subject of
power/knowledge and its others.

For the purpose of the critical analysis that firigect pursues, reading the self's
place (along with the place of the other) in thiooial abyss is, therefore, an endeavor that
takes the character of a critical cosmopolitangmjconceived upon the horizon of
postcolonial vision. This means, critical cosmojawiism in the age of capitalist globalization
can not be articulated apart from the critiquealdniality undergirding and conditioning the
very phenomenon of globalization, which creategr@mediable structure of inequality that
precludes the cosmopolitan platform for the reirienof citizens of the world with equal
rights. However, despite the significant impact #mecrucial contribution that postcolonial
theory made to the (counter)global project of cetshiegemonic/modern criticism,
postcolonial theory’s political aim and effectiveseéhas been a constant point of scholarly
debate. Among many of its critical readers, a elust Latin American/Caribbean thinkers —
who use the terms decoloniality or decolonial tmgkover postcolonialism -- have been
developing a coherent body of literature that aff@nother constructive version of counter-
colonial/modern discourse.

It is important that | offer here a brief summafysome of the key points of their
critigue. First, Latin American/Caribbean decoldtiankers point out the Eurocentric nature
of postcolonial theory by arguing how postcolomiaticism has been theorized mainly by

third world intellectuals writing from the first wid metropolises, and how these theorists
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were indifferent to the critiques emerging from stecalled “peripheries®® While
postcolonial theory, predominantly led by Asianahsts, relies heavily on French
poststructuralism, Latin American/Caribbean declbthought grounds itself in the long-
tradition of counter-colonial thought which starfeaim the very time of the first colonial
encounter? This point also leads to the second point of dififéiation, which is that
postcolonial criticism’s perception of colonialisslimited to the nineteenth century
European imperialism. Consequently, it tends ttridshe resource of anti-colonial thinking
to the early twentieth century postcolonial literat Contrastingly, Latin
American/Caribbean decolonial thinkers extend tiseohy of colonialism to the so called
“discovery” of the America which goes back to tifeeenth and sixteenth century. By this,
they not only link the expansion of modern capstaliwith the history of colonialism but also
show how Europe’s invention and the domination®fOther” made the universalization of
Eurocentric logic, that is, European modernity,siloie. In other words, it is not the case that
colonialism is the result of modernity as it hasrbargued by postcolonial criticism. Rather,

modernity, as it is contested by decolonial thoughthe starting point of coloniality; and

37 Walter Mignolo draws the distinction between thement of the “elaboration” of the
postcolonial criticism and its “introduction” todhrirst world academy. In Addressing Arif
Dirlik’s critique that the postcolonial begins witthird world intellectual’s arrival in the First
world academy, Mignolo makes it clear that thedrsbf theorizing of the postcolonial
cricism is much longer than their arrival in thesEworld academy. Mignolo argues that
while postcolonial criticism has been introducdéaat commodified in the First world
academy, it has always coexisted with colonialitgali. See Walter Mignold,ocal
Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subalternignd Border Thinking(Durham: Duke
University Press, 2000).
3 There is certainly some generalizations presumpisthis claim made by the decolonial
thinkers. Some of the foundational figures of den@l thought, for instance, draw on
European thinkers (Fanon and Dussel), while sons&cpltonial thinkers, such as Gayatri
Spivak include the non-European/western thoughieir ideas. Spivak is also an adamant
critique of the migrant intellectual elites.
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coloniality is the very constitutive element of neodity so that one cannot be articulated
without the othef?

The third and last point targets postcolonial tigEoinability, if not lack of interest, to
address the issue of neocolonialism. As its mdaangbn on literary theories tends to focus
on the issue of the production of otherness (remtasion) and the psychoanalytic dynamics
of race/gender, postcolonial theory has not alvimeen very successful in detecting the
effects of the new historical phase of neocolosim|iwhich has succeeded colonialism.
Challenging neocolonialism, a system with its comitig paradigm of Eurocentric logic and
with an even more intensified system of capitaigtansion, requires perhaps more than the
deconstruction of binaries many postcolonial csitiave been preoccupied with. On the
contrary, Latin American/Caribbean decolonial thuougkes the connection between race
and economy/labor at the heart of their criticalgsis. As the works of its founding figures
such as Enrique Dussel and Anibal Quijano have detrated, Latin American decolonial
thought attempts to link the cultural/philosophiaaklysis of race relations and coloniality
with the historical/economic analysis of capitaéigpansion accompanied by labor
exploitation.

The differentiation of Latin American theory’s patlarity, according to Enrique
Dussel, Mabel Moranifa, and Carlos Jauregui’s miiciion toColoniality at Large lies not
in a claim of exceptionalism, but in “an attempetaborate on colonial differenc&”Here,
the notion of “colonial difference” is a key termliatin American decolonial thinking which
points to the irreducible difference of the coldmianfiguration marked by the spatial

articulation of power. In other words, colonialfdiience, as defined by Walter Mignolo, is

39 Arturo EscobarMas Alla del Tercer Mundo: Globalizacién y DiferémaBogota:
Instituto Colombiano de Antropologia e Historiap3D, 71.
0 Enrique Dussel, Mabel Moranifa, and Carlos Jatregpioniality at Large: Latin
America and the Postcolonial Deba{®urham: Duke University Press, 2008), 6.
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the consequence of the “coloniality of power” (AalilQQuijano) born out of the collusive tie
between modernity and coloniality (Enrique Dus$kl).

It follows that on the one hand, the primary foofisolonial difference as outlined by
Latin American philosophers has been power asynynhbetween Europe and its other as it
affects epistemological, geopolitical, and econodifference between the two locations.
Both Quijano and Mignolo’s works have played keleria shaping the geopolitical and
socio-historical design of colonial difference. tRadarly important is Quijano’s
groundbreaking contribution as he shows how raceimaented as the tool of domination by
colonial ideology. Quijano’s main contention istthace was used as a category of social
classification in order to justify the colonial agbnship in which the system of forced labor
was Iegitimized‘.2 It is on the basis of this colonial differencee tlacist distribution of social
identities — with its main axes being, first, tlaeial difference between the conqueror and the
conquered; second, the control of labor on theshafdboth the capital and the difference in
race — that labor distribution provided the basistfie consolidation of the structure of
exploitation, which became the key generating paie¢he colonial capitalisrf’

Another facet of colonial difference can be artidedt in ontological and existential
terms. Enrique Dussel, for instance, views Ameasdhe other of Europe whose exploited
labor and resources provided the material grounthi cultural hegemony or the
universalization of European modernity. Dussel asitipe notion of the other from
Emmanuel Levinas and connects it with the con@etéo-political context of Latin
America. In his influential critique of metaphysit®vinas points out the totalitarian

tendency of metaphysics which appropriates andcesithe other into the same. For

*1 Eduardo Mendietd,atin American Philosophy: Currents, Issues, Debaf®loomington:
Indiana University Press, 2003), 85.
42 Dussel Coloniality at Large 9.
* Ibid., 81-82.
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Levinas, “the other is neither initially nor ultitedy what we grasp or what we thematiZé.”
Rather, the other signifies the exteriority, art¢aty” and a “radical heterogeneity,” an
“absolutely other [which] is the Othe?> It is then Dussel who interprets the Levinasian
other as the poor, the “wretched one who suffensniatically in her corporeality the
oppression and exclusion from the benefits of thality.”*® Therefore, Dussel clarifies,
Latin America does not fit into the very frame obdernity be that a pre-, anti, or, post-
modern. Latin Americds the exteriority of European modernfty.

Dussel claims that exteriority originates from ather” place than European and
American modernity. These cultures, excluded amteel by European modernity, but
developed and survived, are “trans-modern” as #neybeyond European modernity. The
notion of colonial difference is further complerii and probed with an added layer of
ontological coloniality by the Caribbean existehtiankers. These writers articulate a
decolonial vision out of the traces of trauma imf@d on the deepest existential texture of
(colonized) being whose ontological horizon is daonded by the threat of what Frantz
Fanon calls the “omnipresent deaffi.”

It is not my intention, however, to suggest Latimévican decolonial thought's
superiority over the more Asian postcolonial thedtgther, | see these methods as
complementing each other. In other words, the tigichl journey that | take in this

dissertation is born out of my interest in probihg philosophical, ethical, and political

* Emmanuel Levinag[otality and Infinity(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishing, 1991),
172.
** bid., 36, 39.
46 Enrique DusselThe Underside of Modernity: Apel, Ricoeur, Ror@gyldr, and the
Philosophy of LiberationTranslated and edited by Eduardo Mendieta. (Atafighlands:
Humanity Press, 1996), 3.
*" Following Levinas’ critique of the totalitarian ta@hysics, Dussel places the critique of
the totalitarian regime of Euroopean modernityleesdentral project of Liberation
philosophy. The affirmation of the other, the eiisty of the totalitarian system is the basis
and the ground from which Liberation philosophyibegSee, DusselUnderside 7.
48 Frantz FanonThe Wretched of the Ear{fhew York: Grove, 1965), 128.
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significance of the abyss from the standpoint ddeiality. Cosmopolitanism, postcolonial
criticism, and Latin American decolonial thoughtlwserve as the guiding theoretical tools
that facilitate this journey.

In effect, this dissertation attempts to achieveudti-disciplinary dialogue that is
largely missing in the crucial junctures in whidFfetent theological and philosophical
threads emerge and intersect with each other. thaksspite its strong impact in the overall
field of the humanities, postcolonial/decoloniatadiny has seldom been taken as a serious
conversation partner by the philosophical discoofseligion. In the field of theology, on
the other hand, postcolonial theory started to malagively significant repercussion since the
end of last century. However, the Latin Americaar(FAmerican) brand of decolonial
thinking remains as a discourse almost completlidgn to contemporary theolody.

When looking at the current debates of construdtie®logy in particularly, an in-depth
analysis of the conditions and the political eféeat the ongoing “coloniality” at a global
level is, to a substantial degree, missih@y exploring the diversely shaped forms of
political theologies arising from the colonial cext, | aim at bringing the experience of the

ongoing reality of colonialism to the forefronttbieological and philosophical reasoning.

9 One of the recent publications from the Drew TE@es marks an exceptional turn in the
field by creating a channel of a constructive dial® among Latina/Latin American
philosophy, decolonial thinking, and theology. Skea Maria Isasi-Diaz and Eduardo
Mendieta, edsDecolonizing Epistemologies: Latina/o Theology &mlosophy (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2012).
%0 While a significant number of voices in politithkology address the issues related to
coloniality and neocolonialism in a variety of teysuch as “empire,” “globalization,” and
“cosmopolitanism,” most of them lack interest imrgang on a comprehensive analysis that
ties the racial/historical perspective with theifiedl/economic/epistemological dimension of
coloniality.
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Taking on Theology from the Ruins

If political theology articulates a form of thoughgared towards addressing cultural
and political questions in their relation to retigj its scope has been mostly limited to
discourses emerging from the continental philosagfingligion. Despite the growing interest
in the phenomena of globalization and cosmopoktaniithin the ongoing debates of
political theology, a substantive analysis of thkation between politics and the all-pervading
conditions of (neo)colonialism is largely absent.

| propose therefore a form of political theologyiefhthinks through the idea of
divinity and politics from an ethical angle rootedhe experience of suffering, socio-
historical trauma, and colonial violence. In orttedo this, | ground my critical analysis of
coloniality in the writings of the postegritudemovement, particularly in Glissant’s work. If
the Hegelian journey of dialectical becoming isreleterized by the enigmatic resilience of
the subject who reconstructs itself despite comgtalnres, Glissant presents an account of
becoming that opens a significant line of contréibe question that Glissant presents, then, is
what happens when the self (or self-consciousrmdddgel) is born in and conditioned by
coloniality? How does the trajectory of becominffjediwhen the abyss from which the self
emerges is not just a theological and mysticalteeinacy but a colonial groundlessness?

For Glissant, the reconstruction of the self setni® a project inscribed with
impossibility when reflecting from the standpoiriittioe colonial context. The notion of the
abyss and a language similar to that of mysticiearacterize Glissant’s writings; in its
excessiveness the colonial abyss resembles thiegiead abyss of mysticism. Marked with
the horrifying memory of death, the shock of trarsgtion, slavery, and dehumanization, the
history of Martinique and the Caribbean peoplé ftils to find expression in language. At

the deadlock between the memory of the unspeakahlma and the still-absurd present,
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between “a past order that is rejected,” and astiebpresent™ Glissant turns to the power
of “poetics.” His notion of “counterpoetics” or ‘ffoed poetics” conceives poetics as a
strategy of survival and resistance, a way of ngraimd remembering the unbearable
memory of historical trauma, which comprises thgsalof the present Caribbean reality. By
welcoming the haunting memory of terror and affmmthe impaired present, Glissant
ventures to construct a collective sense of idgntitt of the abyssal trauma of fragmentation.
In my constructive chapters (Ch 4 and Ch 5), | slibw how this reading of the self
and of the abyss in relation both to God and tthsal loss raises vital questions for
theological reflection. | propose a theologicaldieg of the abyss in which spiritual and
political experiences converge so that the shaxpdreence of suffering gives rise to a
collective sense of self. Furthermore, by readifiggant’s counterpoetics together with what
is sometimes now called theopoetics, a poetichotfaGod, | explore the potential that
poetics bear for evoking and possibly materialiZogh convergences. Contrary to the
ontotheological dialectics of thdogic, theopoetics surrenders tlogic of logosto the
unrepresentable presence of the divine surrourttimgmbodied experience of the mundane
life. | suggest extending theopoetics’ profoundigpl potential into a wider horizon of
history and politics so that the unnamable expegeof the transcendent God and the
unbearable memory of pain and suffering can bewaied together. Of particular
importance will be the comparative reading betw&éssant and Catherine Keller since
Glissant’s view on the past and the future of Gaedn identity finds deep resonance with
Catherine Keller's constructive theological visi@ommon to both authors is the metaphor
of the depth of the ocean as it denotes the alyssh, for both authors, signifies a middle

space of becoming: a womb that gives life to a heginning/becoming which, at the same

! Edouard Glissan€aribbean Discourses: Selected Essayanslated by J. Michael Dash.
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 193131
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time, is a horizon haunted by the innumerable nurobdeaths (Glissant) or “missed
possibilities” (Keller). In resonance with Kelletshonic theology, | reconceive the abyssal
depth of the ocean or the abyssal middle passdigs4at) as the “groundless groufid’for
the reconstruction of the self and of the selflatrenal becoming with/in God.

This loop of relational becoming is neither a mesult of a constructive
interpretation nor a cross-disciplinary inventiandign to the ancient theology/philosophical
tradition. Rather, as | have briefly summarizedvahdhere is a long tradition of intellectual
history that testifies to such a rich polysemyhaf &byss. By tracing its theological trajectory
of development within the Western tradition, we htjgerhaps, see a new theological
horizon emerge: a matrix of possibility in whicletaxperience of limit and loss opens the

door to the future.

%2 Following both Glissant and Keller who suggesba-static web of relation as tgeound
for becoming, as opposed to a fixed ground (of djeinproposegroundlessnesas the
groundfor the reconstruction and becoming of the self.
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Chapter 2 — Tracing the Abyss:Via Negativa

The trope of the abyss arouses both the imagethargentiments of mysticism. The
mystical underpinning linked to the abyss is notyaver, exclusively derivative from
philosophical and religious writings. Rather, tigufe of the abyss creates its mystical
repercussions in a wide variety of literatures #tatitinize human experience of finitude.
The mystical language of the abyss is appropriayechany writers who seek a way of
translating the sense of finitude caused by thern@tand political conditions of human
existence. However, the gap between the philosapbicreligious query and the ethical
guery emerging from the political context mightree® be irremediable, particularly, when
the tie binding these two distant contexts is wowktihe mystical language. What is the point
of intersection between the mystical experiencalitmming the theological pursuit of God
(or the metaphysical inquiry into the One) anddRperience of agony born in the contexts of
suffering and violence? In what ways does the slbgsommodate the failure of language,
thought, or the categories of being in articulatimg untranslatable nature of the “all-
transcending absolute” experienced in the two segiyndistant contexts, namely, the
mystical (absolute One) and the historical/pdditi@bsolute suffering)?

As explained in the previous chapter, part of whatcurrent project seeks to achieve
is to explore the abyssal gap that lies betweeseth&o poles, namely, the mystical and the
historical/political. More concretely, in light ¢iie central focus of the current project, which
is to explore the possibilities of “beginning” aretonstructing the self after the colonial
trauma, | intend to theorize the history and ttaity of suffering, to reflect on the wounds
and the remains, that is, the very site where istery of a collective consciousness has been
traumatically ruptured by the colonial violence €bhizing trauma is a project that has not
been paid the proper attention it deserves in copdeary political theology. In many cases,
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liberationist or radical forms of thinking havelé to consider the wounds of trauma and
suffering as the resource for a radical politicahgination. Subsequently, theorizing trauma
tends to be disregarded as a project restrictpdytchoanalysis, as non-political, privatizing,
and even reactionary.

On a similar, yet different note, there seems ta benspicuous dichotomy
between the mystical and the political. Accordiagttis division, the mystical rarely
intersects with the political as it usually amoutatshe apolitical and privatized obsession
with the self and God. Taking the writings of theoplatonic mystics in particular, one might
indeed find many of the mystics’ writings, to ate@r degree, to be self-absorbed, as carrying
limited potential for a transformative politicalsion. However, | insist that a significant
range of mystical texts bear traces of radical ®ahthought for rethinking the political. In
particular, neoplatonic mysticism develops in thenf of its negative theology the seeds of a
new and innovative ground of cosmology that in Baipg ways opposes the dominant,
Platonic form of metaphysics that has been shapiagnain tradition of Western
philosophy/theology. Specifically, | submit thatga¢ive theology’s understanding of the self,
that is the insistence on the dispossession adaliethe negation of speech and
representation, and the openness to uncertairgyteriority, bears important implications
for the project of political theology that | seekdevelop.

Therefore, by engaging the writings of the mysttbatkers, this chapter draws a
parallel and creates resonance with chapter fowhich | read the abyss as an experience of
finitude conditioned by the political and histollipgedicament. While the connection
between these two different contexts will becomeevexplicit in chapter four, the apophatic
way articulated by mystical thinkers will set th@gnd for the further exploration of this
surprising connection. For now, suffice it to naanew points that the mystical thought

suggests for the general direction of this dissieriaFirst, by looking at the implications of
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“finitude” in mysticism, | intend to examine therHine that divides finitude and plenitude,
or vulnerability and potency, against the one-sidederstanding of finitude as a negative
symptom destitute of any positive significance. iading of the mystics will lift up
creaturely finitude as the gateway into the “beyarfdinitude itself. Consequently, this
point will set the ground for my project of lookiigto the wounds and theorizing trauma in
order to turn them into the very site or womb tliaes birth to a new political vision.

Second, the apophatic move that the mystics talawbnfronted with the impasse
of the unspeakable experience signals the overthgpef all the given names and
representations, including one’s own sense ofeself by implication, sociopolitical reality.
This might further point to the potential embeddethe unexplored connection between
apophatic theology and political theology, whiletba other hand, the work of naming the
unnamable would amount to what Derrida calls thepbssible.” The “impossible,”
however, is by no means indicative of the renuraiabf hope. Rather, it points to the
tireless work of striving for thpossibilityof the impossible. This last point will be a
recurring theme in the following chapters as | rdadabyss articulated in the ethico-
philosophical context (post-Kantian continentallpsophy) and in the political context
(Latin American/Caribbean thinking). That is, orfghee central aims of this dissertation is to
demonstrate through my constructive reading othihee different contexts (the mystical, the
philosophical, and the political) of the abyss, tbenplex tension between the possible and
impossible, naming and the unnamable, hope andagtesp future (beginning) and trauma.
Third and last, the dispossession of self in mgsticought, entails the self’'s submission to
his/her limits, to the realm of the unknown andent&inty. It implies openness to exteriority,
to the “other,” that istelation.

In effect, reading the mystical and the politicadether will not only help us to

rediscover the political potential of the mystiead the mystical dimension of the political,
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but the need to further politicize the mystical amdurther mystify the political. The abyss,
in this sense, is the very gap between these tbes ffthe mystical and the political) that
reveals both the limits of each of these two palken they are articulated separately, and,

conversely, the potential that opens up when thmdary between the two is collapsed.

Stepping into the Abyss

The most remarkable development of the concepfitheoabyss took place within
the long unfolding of medieval mysticism. The ablgegsomes an important metaphor in the
works of the mystics whose main preoccupationifiggding an analogy, a way of
articulating the ineffable character of the divingstery. One of the main procedures that
mark the trajectory of theological/philosophicave®pment in neoplatonism is negative
theology. The tradition of negative or apophatidtlogy parallels the course of the
conceptualization of abyss since its first incapiio neoplatonism. First developed by the
early Church Fathers and the neoplatonists indatiguity, negative theology becomes a
full-fledged theological methodology in the writsigf Pseudo-Dionysius and the medieval
mystics such as Meister Eckhart, Hadewijch, MatgdPorete, Nicholas of Cusa, and John of
the Cross.

The radically transcendent nature of the God oftieg theology finds home in the
language of “bottomlessness” as both of these mefmint to the multi-faceted paradox and
the overwhelming mystery of divinity. As alreadymtiened in the previous chapter, the
abyss denotes the converging point or the bluresdaication between finitude and infinity,
between the negative and the positive. Similahg,gath oVvia negativas also paved with
seemingly contradictory qualities in such a way tirknowingis the only way that leads one
to true knowledge and that all creation is contdimethe transcendent One whdisyond

all. The method of negation testifies to the fhett truth can be glimpsed only through an
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epistemological humbleness and one’s surrendenitade. No sense of a solid foundation
can be sustained in théa negativaas all forms of knowledge, including the very assu
sense of the self, is radically dissolved in thapey of negation. The knowledge of both
God and of the self can only be reached beyondppesitions and boundaries as the
overwhelming nature of the divine mystery cuts asrihe apparent sets of
incompossibilities. For the mystical thinkers, wheas at the heart of the journey\oé
negativa which is filled with denials and abandonment lbkatablished categories of
knowledge, is the abyss, the unfathomable deptheoGodhead.

However, throughout the history of the Westerrgielis tradition the abyss no only
refers to the depthlessness of God, but also thuh®an soul. According to Grace Jantzen,
Augustine formulates, on the ground of Psalm 4A€& jdea of “reciprocity of the
unfathomable abyss of the divine nature and thesabf/the human heart™” Thus, for
Augustine, the abyss also refers to the heart ofdmubeings. As David Coe comments, the
abyss in Augustine is related to the inward dimamsif the soul, that is, the unsearchable
depth of the human soul, which is filled with innerable thresholds that point to both the
limits (finitude) and new possibilities at the satimee. Interesting here is Augustine’s
association of the abyss with freedom; for the emtional perception of freedom in
contemporary usages draws, almost exclusively, lmouadless sense of liberty, without any

restriction or any sense of negativity ifitFor the medieval mystic Meister Eckhart too, the

3 Grace Jantzen, “Eros and the Abyss: Reading MablMdystics in Postmodernity.”
Literature and Theolog$7.3 (2003): 252.
% As | will explore more in the next chapter, Augnsts view of the abyss and freedom
finds an interesting resonance in the works of mod&d contemporary thinkers such as
Kierkegaard, Hannah Arendt, and particularly, Sj&iaek, whose reading of Hegelian
dialectic through abyss will be an important comgarof the next chapter.
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abyss relates both God and the human soul. Ec&hlistthe abyss the ground that both God
and human soul share, and that in their mystic@inyihey are both uncreatéd.

As such, the main focus of this chapter is to exanhiow the deeply complex
character of the abyss is conceptualized with theeldpment of negative theology. The
relation of apophatic tradition to the abyss isam@nt not only because apophaticism is
responsible for the dynamic ramification of theiootof the abyss within the field of
religious and philosophical discourses. Ratherntheriage of apophaticism and the abyss in
mystical thought finds its irreplaceable significann its metaphysical implication. The
abyss, as reflected in the neoplatonic mysticstimgs, seeds the possibility of
deconstructing the very idea of substance, setf,easen God. Just as the radical
transcendence of the One results in its paradoiizabnence in all, the impossibility of
articulating the transcendent Godhead turns idEaareconfiguration of all previously
established knowledge, including the conceptiobedfig and God. This is why Jacques
Derrida affirms that his famous project of decamstion resembles negative theold§yand
further remarks that the essential traits of negatieology arepgassing to the limit, then
crossing a frontier, including that of a communttyys of a sociopolitical, institutional,
ecclesial reason waison d’etre”>’

Considering the particular trajectory of this ditggon, negative theology provides
the foundation and the elementary traits of thesapyhich | attempt to explore in the
following chapters. These traits will become magoparent as my reading of the abyss

evolves and branches out into multiple directiguasticularly by examining its relation to

% Sigridur GudmarsdottiAbyss of God: Flesh, Love, and Language in PalitfijlPh.D.
Dissertation, Drew University, 2007, 64.
* Derrida points out the similarity that lies betwedeconstruction and Negative theology.
Nonetheless, he claims in the same passage thavkothese two notions resemble each
other, his project is “different” from negative tilegy. Jacques Derrid&jargins of
Philosophy trans. Alan Bass, (Chicago: University of Chic&yess, 1982), 6.
" Jacques Derrid@)n the Name(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), 36.
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God, the Other, and the context of oppressiondsiaff). | demonstrate how these traits of
the abyss are commonly played out in the threemdifft contexts or readings and to argue
how the different effects produced in each context complement or expand the
conventionally defined notion of the abyss. To l@rerspecific, the distinctive characteristics
of the abyss that | am highlighting are, first, tmspeakable dimension of the experience (the
encounter with the divine) which fails to find mation in common language. At the impasse
of unspeakability, the mystics turn not to merersile but to apophasis.

As | will explore more in the following chaptergaphasis opened up at the limit of
metaphysics offers a new way of knowing and thiglabout being. Apophatic theology
signals not only an alternative to onto-theologyrasy of its postmodern readers would
suggest, but also the inadequacy of language &urieng the abyssal depth of both the self
and God. At the failure of predication, apophasisre a twofold movement: it signals the
resignation of the categories of being (including self) while at the same time it indicates
the self's indomitable desire to name the unnamablspeak the unspeakable. Hope arises
somewhere in between these two movements as tfeyaof easy transition to the second
trait of the abyss that | identify in this chapteamely the paradoxical relation between
finitude and mystery, or wonder.

Second, the abyss does not point to either oneedfio sides (e.qg., finitude or
transcendence), but both of the seemingly conttagisides at one and the same time. By
engaging the key texts of negative theology, wé vélinvestigating the process of which the
self’'s submission to his/her limit, the finitudelwding, is followed by the opening of wonder.
In other words, | want to highlight the fact that the medieval mystics, divine mystery or
what Eckhart calls the “mystic union” can not benglsed without the self's humble
surrender to creaturely finitude. Third and lasé submission to finitude results in the

dissolution of the self. Furthermore, it is notytiie self who is dissolved in the abyss, but
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God. The lack of ground (groundlessness) for tserdion of the self opens another mode of
knowing and being which is basedreiation. Therefore, embracing human finitude in the
abyss not only implicates the opening of wondet di&p relation. | hope to demonstrate how
these characteristics of the abyss are articulatdte writings of apophatic theologians,

particularly, in Plotinus, Pseudo-Dionysius, andidter Eckhart.

Radical Transcendence of the One: The Neoplatoninteption

If the major contribution in the conceptualizatioithe abyss came from the tradition
of negative theology, it is in the work of the n&pnic thinkers where we find the traces of
the first inception of negative theology. Certajntywould be indispensable to discuss Plato
first before examining the writings of neoplatothimkers. This is not simply because
neoplatonism is philosophically rooted in Platot &iso because Plato’s writings already
bear some traces of negative theology. Even th&lato never develops it in his system, one
could argue that negative theology would be anais/and necessary consequence for Plato
when considering his formulation of the “God as pleefect Being.*® Plato’s notion of the
all-transcenden®od provides the ground for Plotinus’ further radization of the
transcendence of the One, which is the very stagoint of negative theology.

The basic framework of Plato’s philosophy lies is tlyadic analysis. He presents the
world as composed of the material world of temptyran the one hand, and the ideal world
of order and rationality on the other hand. Whethadormer is chaotic, contingent,
imperfect, and visible, the latter is perfect, remegy, and changeleSsThe latter is also
called Forms or Ideal Forms by Plato in his Socrdialogues and refers to the highest reality

which exists beyond any defective reality that ireghe realm of temporal/material order.

%8 John W. CoopeiRanentheism, the Other God of the PhilosophersnFRiato to the
Present(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 31.
%9 Cooper Panentheism33.
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The sensible world of becoming has been fashioneahceternal Idea, and “is made on the
image of that other, but is only a likene8%.” Despite this dualistic cosmology, however,
Plato complicates the essence of the One espeiiatly relation to the universe by framing
his cosmology within the structure of sheer trandesace.

The logical consequence that Plato derives froombign of sheer transcendence is
the (in)compatibility of the One with the categaria being. In one of his late dialogues,
ParmenidesPlato attempts to articulate this dilemma in dleaad it is inParmenideghat
we find the most explicit and systematic hints efative theology. Certainly, there are
various other places in Plato’s work where he hathe possibility of negative theology. In
Republic509b, for instance, Plato famously claims that@Goed is not being, but transcends
the category of being. As William Franke rightlyipis out, the notion of “a Good beyond
being, and therefore equally beyond speech andmga®gos)” undergirds the trajectory of
apophatic traditioi* Similarly, in Timaeus 28cPlato discusses the impossibility of knowing
and talking about God: “The maker and father o timiverse it is a hard task to find, and
having found him it would be impossible to declaim to all mankind.®> The aporia of the
One beyond categories of being is further develop&hrmenidesvhere Plato presents the

“paradoxical logic of the One that cantatand still beone”®?

Starting from the two
theses that “the One @n€' and that “the Onés,” Plato sets out to show the impossibility or
“incompatibility between being one and beit?§.”

Perhaps the most remarkable aspe&arfnenidess Plato’s use of negative terms to

describe the ultimate reality. ExceptSgmposiumvhere he employs negative terms to

% Plato,Plato’s Cosmology: The Timaeus of Plateanslated by Francis Macdonald
Cornford. (New York: Humanities Press, 1952), 23.
®1 William Franke,On What Cannot be Said: Apophatic Discourses inoBhphy, Religion,
Literature, and the ArtgNotre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2087.
%2 plato, Timaeus22.
%3 Franke On What Cannot be Sai#9.
** Ibid.
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describe the mystery of inconceivable beaBgrmenidess the only text where Plato uses
the negative method in order to articulate the Bnie the section entitleBirst Hypothesis
Plato demonstrates, by the method of negation, different attributes of being are not
compatible with the One because the Or@rie The strongest apopohatic statement comes
towards the end of the dialogue, after he depitiveOne of all its main attributes:
“Therefore the one in no seniselt can not, then, ‘be’ even to the extent of Aggione, for
then it would be a thing that is and has beif’§. Therefore, Plato adds, “it appears that the
one neither is one nor is at alf.”Plato concludes the first section of the dialogugointing
to the ultimate mystery of the One that lies atrégdm of the unknowable and unspeakable,
for “it can nothavea name or be spoken of, nor can there by any ledyel or perception or
opinionof it.”®®

The concrete trajectory of the development of negaheology begins with Plotinus
who is regarded to be the founder of neoplaton®limtinus is considered to have worked
out, in John Cooper’s words, “the unresolved issiddatonic philosophy” and developed a
unified cosmology in which everything is hierarciilg emanated from the Off&.The basic
structure of Plotinus’ philosophy is explicitly Rbaic. He inherits the major common themes
of Platonic tradition such as the immortality o tboul, the immateriality of reality, beauty
and good, and affirms them in his major philosophiork, theEnnead<® Following Plato,
Plotinus emphasizes the role of the One, whiclsis @eferred to as the Good or the Ideal
Form. Plotinus advances the radical notion of thez@anscending one, which remains

underdeveloped and somewhat nebulous in Platoradieal and unique aspect of the

% See, Deirdre Carabin€he Unknown God: Negative Theology in the Plat@méadition--

Plato to EurigengGran Rapids: Eerdman, 1995), 24-26.
% Franke On What Cannot be Said5.
67

Ibid.
*% Ibid.
%9 CooperPanentheism39.
0 Baine HarrisThe significance of Neoplatoniglbany: SUNY Press, 1976), 3.
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Plotinian view lies in the fact that the One nodencontains a distinction within itself
because of its absolutely transcendent nature eRaih the prototype of all Forms, the One
“is the other than all things that come[s] afteeitisting by itself, not mixed with the things
which drive from him’* However, at the same time, as the transcendentsCaigo the cause
of everything, the One is also “virtually everythialse.”® The strict binary of
transcendence and immanence is blurred since B&t@s Baine Harris remarks, “does not
set the knower off from his objects. Rather, he esake intelligible universe within the
subject the object of knowledgé&®”More specifically, the inexpressible transcendesfaae
One collapses the boundary between transcendeddenaranence, subject and object,
inside and outside as the One is both “beyond”"thadground” of everything.

In Plotinus’ view, the One, as the source of alarse, emanates into another, less
perfect level of being without necessarily affegtits perfect and unchanging nature. More
interestingly, everything that derives from the QinePlotinian cosmology, seeks to return to
it. He therefore adds a relational attribute to@w&l of Greek metaphysics “in which divine
perfection meant indifference to the woffd The three cosmological principles inherited
from Plato that Plotinus further develops are caiiegd as the One (Good), the Intellect, and
the Soul. First, there is the One, which transcetidand exists outside of all things. The
One is by no means definable or namable. The dromanent in the history of apophatic
theology begins here, where “Plotinus actually leedis this term to the tradition,” as
Franke observes. For Plotinus, the fact that the One is ungraspabteunspeakable does

not mean that “we are void of it® Rather, “we hold it not so as to state it, buasdo be
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able to speak about it

Eloquently defined by Plotinus, apophatic theolpggsupposes an
epistemological humbleness in which the solipssticse of a knower and a solid sense of
meaning yield way to uncertainty.

Second, the Intellect is derived from the Ones through the Intellect that we know
the One as it represents, similar to Plato’s ldeald, the image of the Orfé. The
Intellectual Principle is the all-embracing archpetythe ideal archetype. In Philippus
Pistorious’ words, it is the “teleological goaltbk universe,” the universe as it should be, or
“the plan according to which the development ofuhiverse takes placé® The final
component that enables the realization of the @ivilea in the material realm is the Soul.
The Soul expresses all the Forms by incarnatiedf its the cosmos. It materializes particular
entities in their pluralities, yet grounding themunity. Just as the Intellect seeks to
approximate the One, the Soul strives back towaeddne. In this way, Plato’s blurry
cosmology is rewritten by Plotinus in a much clea®d more hierarchical cosmology.

This complex cosmology, which straddles multiplatcadictory terms, along with
the attempt to mediate the immutable notion ofRfeonic One with the becoming world of
matter, leads Plotinus to an abyssal space of @stpHnEnneads V.iji Plotinus presents a
concrete apophatic account of the transcendentteed@ne. The all-transcending One has no
name and is unsayable since “whatever you say winitit” (V.iii.13). & The
ungraspability of the One indicates the failurdapiguage, but it does not signify the
impossibility of our experience of the One all tthggr. At the juncture where knowledge and

language fail, Plotinus resorts to apophasis, égthetic language that signals the mysterious

7 bid.
’8 Philipus Villiers PistoriousPlotinus and Neoplatonism: An Introductory Study
(Cambridge: Bowes & Bowes, 1952), 2.
° Ibid., 30.
8 Plotinus,The Essence of PlotinuBranslated by Stephen Mackenna, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1934), 162.
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space of negation and silence: “if we do not giabyg knowledge, that does not mean that
we do not seize it at all. We can state whatmioswhile we are silent as to what it is”
(V.iii.a4).3*

Seen this way, apophasis entails a humble embfdugman finitude in which the
self surrenders to the limits of his/her knowingeason. The One, however, is not
completely inaccessible to the creation. The sthictlism between finitude and infinity,
between transcendence and immanence, loses itsngeathe abyssal space of negation as
the submission to finitude gives birth to wondag dbpening of the divine mystery or what
Plotonian scholars would call the “mystical uni$f.This is the second trait of the abyss,
which insists that finitude does not indicate thiemate limit of being. Against the
temptation of denial or resignation before thetfide of being, apophaticism invites us to
embrace this finitude by surrendering ourselves to

Analogically, the all transcending nature and thgraspable mystery of the One
articulated by negative theology bears a remarksibidarity with trauma. Just as the
neoplatonic One is ineffable and unknowable, traumaontemporary clinical and
psychoanalytic understanding, is characterizedhtgscribability and urepresentability. As |
already stated earlier, the connection betweendaddrauma will become clearer in the
following chapter as it will enable me to expand theological-philosophical question of the
abyss into the political questions of finitude esxgeced in the situations of violence and
suffering.

Despite the absence of language to describe itrtimal step involved in
overcoming trauma entailmingthe traumatic event, that is, acknowledging one’s

engulfment in the overwhelming force of traumaother words, the beginning point of

81 (i
Ibid.
82 Robert Arp. “PlotinusMysticism, and Mediation.Religious Studies/ol. 40, No. 2 Jun.,
2004:145-163.
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addressing trauma is the act of embracing one'sifla experienced in her encounter with
the unspeakable event.

Embracing finitude also implies acknowledging itmgossibility of being a
complete self. As it will become more explicit ireMter Eckhart’s writings, the abyss
exposed at the heart of neoplatonic apophaticismt$to the absence of the ground for a
solid and coherent self. For Plotinus, therefdre,dcstatic encounter with the divine or the
“mystic union,” implies one’s acknowledgement of hmit, for something greater than
herself takes control over her: “those who arerdily possessed and inspired have at least
knowledge that they hold some greater thing withem though they cannot tell what it is;
from the movements that stir them and the uttersitiza come from them they perceive the
power, not themselves, that moves théfn.”

Thus, Plotinus turns the limits of human existeimte the threshold of transcendence.
However, the dissolution of the self or the col@ap$the boundary between the self and the
other also indicates the beginning of “relationfiigh takes my reading to the third
characteristic of the abyss. To be clear, Plotolaes not develop the theme of relation nor
does he employ the language of relation. Neversseleargue that one of Plotinus’s
important contributions to the trajectory of Wentertellectual history is the creation of a
space for relation in the Platonic system. Plotieffert to mediate the relation between the
immutable One and the living universe resultechnihnovation of a panentheist cosmology,
which views God and the world as mutually enfoldaagh other. However, the potential for
the advancement of a relational angle is alreadyeeltled in Plotinus’ notion of the One. As
Baine Harris remarks in discussing the nature ef@e in relation to unity, the Plotinian

One is itself the unity (rather th&wavingunity) and it bequeaths being to its “participafifs

8 Plotinus,The Essence of Plotinuk62.
8 Harris.The significance of Neoplatonis28.
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The philosophical significance of Plotinus’ notiohparticipation lies in the distinctive
implication that the “participation in the divinbears as it sets a clear difference from the
Platonic term of merely “reflecting the divin€”Since the One is the source from which
everything is generated and the goal toward whiglmghing moves, the only way of being
real is by sharing in the One, by participatinghie “mystical union.®

With this complex web of philosophical connotatipsgeaking of the One in
neoplatonic apophaticism bears a much wider meaheng just talking about the ultimate
One. With apophatic theology, we learn that (und&p®y of God involves acknowledging
our creaturely finitude and the vulnerability oE@ampleteness ingrained in the edifice of our
being. As Dominic O’'meara puts it, for Plotinuseaging of the One implies speaking of the

lack and contingency of our human limits before @ree.

Thus, in speaking of the One as first cause, wéndigct expressing our own
affections, our sense of our own contingency anéddence which evokes a
foundation of realitythe first principle which we are not the expression of our
contingency and our need is the expressicsoaiething in us that relates to
something else and of which we are obscurely awaeeisely as an other than

our own contingenc}/.

The dual failure of language and selfhood in thoe faf the overwhelming presence
(absence) of the One signals the fundamental quaticiat cuts through the writings of

negative theologians. It is, however, through tloeks of Plotinus’ successors that the

8 CooperPanentheism43.
8 Even though such participation seeds the posgiloifia relational framework it might not
be yet a form of interrelation.
87 Dominic O’meara. “Scepticism and Ineffability ifoEnus.” Phronesis Vol. 45, No 3
August 2000:248-250.
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foundational ground of negative theology is estdigd. Particularly, Pseudo-Dionysius is
regarded to be an indispensable resource in negdi@ology as he is considered to have
made the first systematic attempt to build an i@l account of negative theology.
Dionysius, whose real identity is appropriately nowwn, was a neoplatonist from the late
fifth or early sixth century who transposed neaptém, particularly that of Plotinus and

Proclus, into the Christian tradition.

Darkness So Far Above Light

In his attempt to develop a philosophical explaratf the nature of the One in its
relation to the world, Dionysius sets the model“Bpophatic rhetoric,” as Franke suggests,
characterized as “extremely provocative in its omyoms, paradoxes, and neologisrifs Fe
inherits the major themes of neoplatonic philosofvbyn his predecessors and affirms the
idea of an “utterly transcendent One” who nevedbglencompasses and grounds the
creation. Consequently, the One contains contragicfualities in its nature so that it
grounds everything while transcending them aliermhains within itself even when it
processes outward to create the universe; it istki@dary of all things while being itself the
unbounded infinity’®

The theme of participation also occupies an immpntdace in Dionysian thinking, as
the key principle that mediates transcendenceranthinence or God and creation. God is
both transcendent and immanent in all as a unitlypamticipation in the One becomes the
absolute condition of the emanation of multiplenierin the universe. Dionysius further
radicalizes the neoplatonic dialectic of transcewdeand immanence, which claims God to

be the source of everything to the extent thatGhe is “virtually everything.” The Dionysian

8 Franke On What Cannot be Said61.
8 John M. Dillon and Sarah Kliteniionysius the Areopagite and the Neoplatonist
Tradition: Despoiling the Helleng@&ldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 23-24.
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One is more than an all-encompassing ground. Theer@aterializes the “all” in itself: “so
everything, and every part of everything, partitgsain the One. By being the One, itis all
things."®°
Following Plotinus, Dionysus takes on thia negativan order to articulate the all-
transcendent One. No reason or language can exeari appropriate articulation regarding
the One: “the inscrutable one is out of the redakvery rational process. Nor can any words
come up to the inexpressible Good.” The absolatestendence of the One lies beyond all
human category: “Mind beyond mind, word beyond speé is gathered up by no discourse,
by no intuition, by no name. It is and it is asatber being is* After acknowledging the
limits of reason and language that fails to conthetraces of God, Dionysius brings up the
impasse, the dilemma of the theologian who neviagisestrives to talk about God without
knowing how to: “how can we do this if the Transdent surpasses discourse and all
knowledge, if it abides beyond the reach of mind ahbeing... how can we enter upon this
undertaking if the Godhead is superior to beingianthspeakable and unnamabfé?”
Following Plotinus’ mystic union, Dionysius alsoggests the possibility of encountering the
divine wisdom, what he calls the “Light beyonddgity.”* Such union, Dionysius tells us,
is only possible through the halt of reason, “tlytothe denial of all being§.4’ The finitude
of being Dionysius shows us, is directly connected tdfithieude of knowing

Plotinus’ apophatic gesture of humbly embracing aorinitude and acknowledging
the power of “something greater than oneself” isaaded by Dionysius into a full blown

system of apophatic epistemology as negation takaere active and concrete expression in

% pseudo Dionysiugihe Complete Work3ranslated by Colm Luibheid (Mahwah: Paulist
Press, 1987), 128.
o Dionysius,Complete Work$0.
%2 |bid., 53.
% |bid., 54.
% Ibid.
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Dionysian theology to the extent that the highesivikedge of God, “comes through
unknowing.® Thus, submission to finitude or cessation of ttteof knowing and speaking
becomes a deliberate gesture in Dionysius as hgestgythat before the mystery of the One,
we remove from ourselves all the previously essilgll knowledge and understanding of the
divine. Consequently, the self is also deconstdiatdts encounter with his/her limits.
Dionysius suggests that one can be uplifted toakef the divine shadow by an “absolute
abandonment” of not only oneself, but everythifigfruth is unreachable without throwing
the self into the space of the abyss, to the liofitason and speech.

Dionysius’ apophatic gesture culminates as he calebs the complete surrender of
the self in the face of the mystery of the hiddereOrhe central focus of his apophaticism is
not the dialectical mediation of Truth. Rather, Bjsius’ interest seems to lie in the sheer
transcendence of the absolute Other and the camtugilure of reason to grasp the mystery
of the One. If Plotinus’ philosophical agenda liesnediating the One with the human
experience, Dionysius’ negative theology hints ebaplete surrender of reason and a
humble praise of the ineffable nature of the OmatH our minds made prudent and holy, we
offer worship to that which lies hidden beyond thbuand beyond being. With a wise
silence we do honor to the inexpressible A decentering epistemological gesture grounds
Dionysius’ theological vision as he alludes to fhet that the main purpose of his negative
method is not to understand, name or grasp thathwtds beyond. His agenda is not to
reveal the reality of the ungraspable truth ordeadibe the indescribable. Rather, his

intention is “to sing a hymn of praise” to the wigather?®

% |bid., 109.
% Dionysius,The Complete Work435.
7 bid., 5Q
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Even though Dionysius pushes the apophatic metintlder than any of his other
predecessors, his theological perspective is m#ssarily any more pessimistic than his
neoplatonic ancestors. Rather, one finds in Diarsyan evocation of a beautiful poetic
language that exalts the irremediable ontologieal getween God and the creation.
Dionysius welcomes and even celebrates the fagdfireiman language and reason in
understanding the transcendent One. The abyssabsilylity of knowing and naming God
is largely covered by or inverted into a sensexckes caused by the uncontainable and
overwhelming nature of the divine. Similar to Rheis, the limits of being and knowing bear,
in Dionysius, an unmediated potential for transegroe. Certainly, darkness and shadow are
privileged over light and clarity in Dionysius’ vings so that the ecstatic moment of
transcendence, followed by an absolute abandonofdtth the self and the world, is
characterized as being “uplifted to the ray ofdhéne shadow’®® In the same vein,
Dionysius claims that Moses’ encounter with thardwevelation is not characterized by
Moses’ actual encounter with God. Rather, Dionysiasifies, Moses “plunges into the truly
mysterious darkness of unknowinty”

The striking aspect of the Dionysian darknessas iths not posited as a passageway
to light. Darkness is not conceived as a processsbeppingstone through which one finally
comes to the firm ground of certainty. Rather, D&uos places darkness above everything:
“| pray we could come to this darkness so far aligre.”*°* The act of knowing coincides
with the place of being in that Dionysius subscibaeknowing or “inactivity of all
knowledge” to an ecstatic dissolution of the seff;being neither oneself nor someone

else. 102
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The ontological finitude of both knowing and beisgonsistently upheld in
Dionysius’ writings. He turns the abyssal spacdarkness into the horizon of the encounter
with the divine, without inscribing a sense of ey or re-inscribing an all-transcendent
essence beyond being. According to Jean-Luc Maimading, Dionysius’ apophatic
theology signals a non-predicative discourse ag#meslong tradition of onto-theology,
which articulates God as a supreme being who pesvide ground of all other beinlfs.
Marion grounds his point in his reading of Dionysipraise and prayer iDivine Namesn
which he finds an articulation of a “God withoutiBg,” beyond speech and thoudfit. On
the other hand, Jacques Derrida presents his disagmt regarding Marion’s reading of
Dionysius by pointing out the danger of “hyper-egsdism” lurking in negative theology.
Contrary to Marion who finds in negative theologibeeak” from onto-theology, Derrida
argues that the “hyper” terms in Dionysius’ writsngnight, as Thomas Carlson comments,
“aim at speaking of the divine ‘properly,’ insteaflavoiding to speak of it In other
words, Derrida sees in negative theology the daofyex-inscribing the hyper, all-
transcendent essence beyond name, speech, and iBstegd of freeing God from the
thinking of Being. Derrida further insists that thegation of negative theology does not
signal an absence, but an overabundaffce.

Derrida’s reading of negative theology and Dionggiovides a fresh lens for
reading the relation or (dis)continuity between plastmodern critique of onto-theology and

negative theology. His analysis alerts againsttasty attempt to reinstate the pre-modern

193 jean-Luc Marionidol and Distance: Five Studigsans. Thomas A. Carlson (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2001); Thomas Carlsatiscretion: Finitude and the Naming of
God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 217.
104 carlson Indiscretion 217.
195 carlson,Indiscretion 215; Jacques Derrida, “How to Avoid Speaking: @k’ in
Derrida and Negative Theologgd. Harold Coward and Toby Forshay (Albany: SUNY
Press, 1992), 77.
106 carlson,Indiscretion 215.
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(mono)theistic pursuit of a transcendent essenem adternative to the dead-end of Western
metaphysics. However, while | do not disagree \Biérida’s analysis of Dionysius’ praise
and prayer in its basic ideas, | hold some resemn&bn his warning that praise is prone to
harbor a hyper-essentialism. Derrida might be ngen he points out the predicative nature
of praise and the fact that praise might signatéduination” as “it says something about
someone®’ Nevertheless, it is worth to consider Thomas @attsinsightful suggestion
who indicates that there is a deep continuity eretation between negative theology and
negative anthropology to the extent that the lieevieen the two is indistinguishabf&.
Keeping Carlson’s suggestion in mind, | submit Datnysius’ praise needs to be
read from the standpoint of the self that is kegmmind the performative effects that the
apophatic praise produces in the self. From théssthndpoint, praising the other in the
place of attempting to grasp it signifies surrerat®t resignation of the self. By shifting the
focus from “naming the wholly other” to the selfafse can be understood in the same line as
prayer. Both praise and prayer indicate the negatisvement of self-effacement or self-
abandonment while keeping the wholly other an itrdesible open-endedness, an endless
deconstruction of all established images. Thieslose for Dionysius, the very moment one
encounters the divine light one does not comedatips with an “essence” or a true image
of it. Instead, one is immediately thrown into tteekness which eventually leads one to a
further denial of all things and self-emptying krefthe overwhelming Other. Consequently,
we could read the Dionysian prayer as pointingnéo“beyond” of essence, instead of hyper-
essence. In the same way, Derrida’s observatidrttibdnegative” in negative theology is

closer to overabundance rather than absence nsosbalre-evaluated under Carlson’s

197 Jacques Derridajow to Avoid Speaking 37.
1% The tie between negative theology and negativierapblogy is one of the central
arguments that Carlson makednuliscretion See, for example, Carlsdndiscretion 4, 7,
239, 260.
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assertion that when read through the lens of ddsieedividing line between overabundance
and lack/absence, is indistinguishable. As Carfsds it, when “I” desire, “the intensity of
excessive desire devastates me to the point ofawikig — beyond the simple alternative of
presence and absenc&¥

| submit that the possible ethical consequencevtieatan derive from Dionysius’
negative theology is an “ethical turn” to the otf@lowed by a radical self-denial. In this
turn, one gives up his/her agenda to grasp oretotity the other and passes to an apophatic
praise: “unseeing and unknowing, that which liegdmel all vision and knowledge. For this
would be really to see and know: praise the Oneugjin denying all thingst*® The three
elemental traits of the abyss [and also recapudised above are all implicated in this
picture, where the absolute transcendence of tier siveeps over the self by which the self
is plunged into the finitude of being and knowiBgfore the face of abyss, the self takes
refuge in apophasis, the silence of unsaying akdawing, the radical negation and denial
of the self which consequently results in the désession of the self. Dionysius’ writings
epitomize the fundamental character of abyss,ish#fte abyss as the passage from finitude
to transcendence, and from transcendence to faigaetiagain. My aim, throughout the rest
of this chapter and the following chapters of tfissertation, is to examine the above-
mentioned movements of passage in different thg)kaeir texts and contexts.
Reconstructing the self or the passage in the abiislsorrow insights from the ethical,

political, and theological consequences that théféerent accounts of passage present.

The Ground of the Soul and Self-Abandonment

109 carlson Indiscretion 168.
110 Dionysius,The Complete Work438.
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The notion of the abyss comes to the surface ofvestern theological tradition with
Meister Eckhart. His frequent reference to the alwgakes the connection between apophatic
theology and the abyss more explicit. A peculiarabteristic of Meister Eckhart’s mystical
theology is his distinction between Godhead andakiealed God. Godhead points to the
deeper or wholly transcendent reality of God, wHiek beyond the revealed triune God. It is
then the unknown, all-transcending nature of Gad tipens the door for the trope of the
abyss in Eckhart’s theology. He follows Augustineoninks the abyss not only with God,
but also the human heart, thus making the abysshited space of the unsearchable depth of
both God and of the human soul. As Franke comméntgckhart, “the ground of the soul”
is, at the same time, “the abyss of deft}."The abyss refers to this depthless ground in
which both God and the human soul are inscrutadsy Hissolved, and finally found in each
other undone, entwined, and ultimately, in union.

Eckhart’s understanding of the abyss is also unidkg by his idea of birth and
breakthrough. His view on the relationship betw&enl and creation is structured in a model
similar to the neoplatonic emanation as he ast&tss0d flows into the whole creation.
God's outflow coincides with God’s inflow, which effect blurs the boundary between God
and creation, between God and the self. This infsdwsoul in the depth of God, in which the
soul’s inflow and God’s outflow are indistinguish@pis named by Eckhart as
“breakthrough” Durchburch: “but in the breaking-through, when | come toftee of will
of myself and of God’s will and of all his worksdnf God himself, then | am above all
created things, and | am neither God, nor creatut&?.Eckhart’s breakthrough is only

possible, as Sigridur Gundmarsdottir comments uiinahe groundlessness which is also the

111 Meister Eckhart, “German Sermon 10,” in Bernard®itm, Meister Eckhart; Teacher
and Preacher(Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1986), 261.
112 Meister EckhartThe Essential Sermonsans. Edmund Colledge and Bernard McGuinn
(Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1981), Sermon 230.
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ground of God/soul in which both God and the soelaased or uncreat&d. The ground
of God/soul, therefore, uncovers the absolute gitagsness of God/soul. Negation, in
Eckhart’s thoughts, also leads to the dissolutiothe self as | have already observed in the
writings of other neoplatonic thinkers, so that ¢giheund as an abyss, represents a site of
rupture and dissipation in which previously knowlentities and realities are dissipated.
A crucial element in the soul’s journey into thesearchable depth of the
ground(lessness) is what Eckhart calls “detachm@iijeschiedenheitEckhart’s
understanding of detachment is remarkably innoeadivd radical as he breaks down the
distinction between God and creation. Detachmaeritsibasic meaning, refers to the
abandonment of the “self,” that is the self as aio@omous and individual subject of
knowing and being. It is impossible to understamd @r even to grasp one’s self without
abandoning oneself to the extent of becoming ngthince God'’s nature is equivocal to

human beings. As remarks Eckhart,

Since it is God’s nature that he is like no onemuest of necessity come to the
point that we are nothing in order to be placed the same being that he is
himself. Therefore, when | come to the point thfairin myself into nothing and
form nothing into myself, and if | remove and throut whatever is in me, then |

can be placed into the bare being of God, andstitee bare being of the spitit.

The encounter with the unmediated presence of @asktplace, in Bernard
McGinn’s parlance, “silently in the ground of theut” By a total abandonment of the self,

McGinn adds, one “create[s] the inner void thatdr&od into one Strikingly, however,

13 GundmarsdottirThe Abyss of God4.
114 McGinn, Meister Eckhart329.
13 Ipid., 290.
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Eckhart associates the void or nothingness notwiilythe human self, but also with God.
That there is no distinction between God and thredmusoul in the ground implies a radical
act of opening to each other on both sides. Omedfaps the most radical ideas in Western
theology is conceived at this juncture where Eckbats rid of the distinction among God,
human beings, and nothingness — and as this mamesaploop of paradox since the
abandonment of finite being leads to the collagdenite being all together. As Charlotte
Radler comments on this radically revolutionaryaaption of the divine, in the “ground of
the soul” which is also the abyss of God where ltéatid and the human soul converge, God
is “realized as an absolute transcendent nothirsgimesugh detachment; the soul flows into
this nothingness and becomes a perfect nothing€tod is nothing**® Nothingness is
posited not only as part of a divine quality, the goal towards which God moves.
Subsequently, absolute self-negation leads tolithadonment of all images and words,
which takes one to the creative space of plentjtndmelynothing “you are seeking
nothing, and so you also find nothing?

The Hegelian-Marxist philosopher Slavoj Zizek asats Eckhart’s nothing with the
abyss and explains that Eckhart’s nothing is noese meaningless void. The interesting
side in Zizek’s interpretation is that, instead/i@wing the Godhead as being “beyond” God,
he follows Schelling and reads the abyss as “tlyssabf godheagrior to God.™*® Zizek
agrees with other Eckhartian scholars who viewathyss as the site where “the very
difference between God and man is annihilated-etatied.**° He draws upon Reiner

Schurmann who comments that for Eckhart, “God {gospd to non-God,” instead of to the

11 Charlotte Radler, “Living from the Divine Groundlteister Eckhart’s Praxis of
Detachment.’Spiritus Spring 2006, 33.
117 McGinn, Meister Eckhart250.
118 glavoj Zizek and John MilbanKhe Monstrosity of Christ: Paradox or Dialectic?
1El%iited by Creston Davis. (Cambridge: MIT Press,2083.
Ibid.
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“world” or to “man” *?° The break-down of the opposition that takes piadbe abyss is,
then, for Zizek, not the collapse of the boundagyeen two different kinds, “but between
God as some(thing) and God as nothitfg.’Since the abyss is characterized by the mutual
dynamic of self-dispossession and conversion betvgm and the human soul, it follows
that God’s act of self-creation, God’s becoming-stiting happens only through human
being’s act of self-detachment. Zizek, howeversges this point perhaps too hard by
claiming that “God is nothing outside mai?' In Zizek’s radical-materialist vision, the
importance of Eckhart’'s mystical thought lies ie flact that human beings are the medium
through which God actualizes Godself and that Ge#d its ontological ground outside of
human beings. Zizek further claims, that “it is nveimo gives birth to God,” and therefore,
that “| am the only site of God®®

Zizek’s reading of Eckhart has a certain validilgsmuch as Eckhart’s account of
the ground and breakthrough could certainly effetetisuch an inference that Zizek is
drawing. His perspective also provides a solid mgstheological ground to the
revolutionary politico-theological argument thatifelrawing out of the Hegelian dialectic.
He reads God’s abyss as the otherness of Godébkairior to God, the nothingness inherent
in God, which God needs to negate in order to bec@wodself. This dia-logic is materialized
more explicitly in Jakob Bohme and Schelling to whaizek turns in order to build his
materialist dialectic. However, despite the innox&abreakdown of the human-divine
dichotomy in his mystical thought, Eckhart’s wr@ggshow that he retains, nonetheless, the
essential theistic frame of the neoplatonic traditHe maintains that the One remains the

same even after it flows into creatures and threi3hdhead’s substance does not contain

120 Reiner Schurmanivwandering Joy: Meister Eckhart's Mystical Philosgrsreat
Barrington: Lindisfarne Books, 2001), 70.
121 7izek, The Monstrosity of Chris83.
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relation or an exteriority. This goes exactly agaifizek's statement that God has “a dark
side,” which is “an unfathomable otherness to hifisé* Even in his/her most relational
moment of flowing into the creation, God, adds Earkhremains static in its substance
“because God’s substance does not imply the idearefation.** The neoplatonic model of
emanation upon which Eckhart grounds his theolapré¥a panentheist cosmology in which
God contains the whole world within Godself, rattiean having an “unfathomable
otherness” to itself as Zizek argues.

In conclusion, Eckhart's mystical theology develdps trope of the abyss into the
primary material of theology. For Eckhart, the abigsthe ambiguous space of paradox in
which the ontological finitude of the human souleets the unsearchable depth of divinity.
The ground as abyss denotes the end of the distinfoétween the divine and the creation.
The self and God, creator and creation, subjecohjett no longer exist in strict binary
terms within the abyss. The threshold of abyss,awew is marked with absolute negation
and abandonment, or the death of the self. Yett wbkhart shows is that reality no longer
ends with death, but rather begins there. The moofehe self's annihilation, the moment
the self reaches nothingness coincides with Gaafsdetachment and God's act of
becoming nothing. In the unfathomable ground, li&sid and the self are lost in each other
and find themselves in each other, undone and atedegyeincarnatedin each other. The
once uncreated soul is now given a new birth, aske formulates, “in and as God,” which
renders God “nothing but generated Logos and li@pgit in us.*?° The traditional tension
regarding God as the impossible object of knowalgs a new shape with Eckhart whose

theological query shifts the question frémmowingGod, tobeingGod!?’
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As | have sketched out in this chapter, the abys®slizes the seemingly
irremediable gap between finitude and transcendemeation and God as well as the internal
split within the self, human and divine. Howevdrtle same time, the abyss also indicates
the passage or the crossing of this gap, the boyhetween the two poles. As my reading
demonstrates, the mystical writings of the thregpfagonic thinkers are characterized by the
distinctive aspects of the abyss that | highlighdbdve. Apophasis, first of all, beckons to us
at the gap between the self and language, speakathlenspeakable, or possible and
impossible. Besides undermining onto-theology @awealing the failure of ontology,
apophasis also creates the space for the recoasateof the relation between reality and
poetic imagination. Just as the unspeakable (eithema or the divine) disrupts the
boundary between imagination and reality, so dpeplasis open a porous passageway
within the crack between these two.

Second and most importantly, the creative tensawéen the unspeakable and
mystic speech is followed by the self's surrendeddrkness, to her finitude, to an embrace
of the self’'s groundlessness. | argue that subrgit the threshold of one’s finitude or
losing the self is not an escapism or an evasiamefs ethical responsibility. Rather, it is an
ethical response, a courageous act of diving lmosortical abyss where one discovers
herself to be the very site in which the crossihthe irremediable gap or the ecstatic
movement of becoming-divine takes place. This leadke third and last movement, which
involves the dissipation of the self on both huraad divine sides. It gives birth to a new
mode of being and knowing, which is basedeilation. The passage from impossible to
possible, from finitude (stasis) to transcendemegestasis) takes place upon the matrix or the
new horizon of life (womb) made of relation.

The radical materialist reading Zizek practiceshhigeem to gesture towards a

relational angle as he builds the link betweerhtlian and the divine in a dialectical way so
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that God’s self-actualization takes place only tigtothe human person. For Zizek, this
human person, like its divine counterpart, becofasemething” or as he consistently evokes,
“the subject” by negating its priori otherness, namely, nothingness. The problem tés n
only in Zizek’s misreading of Eckhart’s neoplatomiew of God as | showed earlier, but also
in the unambiguous difference that exists betwherrelational ontology implicated in
Eckhart’s panentheistic cosmology and the athleelbgy lurking in Zizek’s materialist
reading. As he consistently argues elsewhere,ifmkZ the void, nothing, or the death of
Godis the very starting point of the genesis of the sabjGod, or the Real, in Zizek’s
Lacanian term, is “nothing but an embodiment oédain void, lack, radical negativit;}.28
That the subject unmasks the illusion of the trandent God and realizes that there lies
nothing behind the Real is, however, a positivedtt@im since this indicates that what is
missing in the place of the illusionary Résathe subject him/herself. In other words, what
really matters for Zizek is that the subjbeicomesim/herself as s/he encounters the void
and negates this nothingness. As he writes, “befhi@dubject, there is nothindf®

It is, therefore, not the case that God’s negadfomothingness and the human
negation of nothingness share their trajectoryialedtical becoming. What Zizek fails to see
is the collaborative nature of the divine-humatieh in Eckhartian theology. The negation
of otherness (nothing) and the subsequent becoafitige subject (something) does not
entail a co-participatory process in Zizek’s regdiRather, the almost heroic account of
political subject takes over the empty place of(tlksion of the) Other. Contrary to Zizek’s
reading, relation constitutes a critical elementhef Eckhartian and the neoplatonic
mysticism as it refers to the process in which stniees to become nothing (Eckhart), or to

come to the darkness above light (Dionysius) whiegeself disappears and only an apophasis

128 glavoj Zizek,The Sublime Object of Ideololyondon: Verso, 1989), 192.
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of praise and prayer to the other remains. This, Wag/dialectical dynamic of the threefold
movements of the abyss are brought full circlesThalectical movement will be developed
more fully in the next two chapters with a cledmaus on the ethico-political

dimensions/questions.
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Chapter 3 — The Restless Negative: Otherness andethVay of Despair

But the life of spirit is not the life that shrinks
from death and keeps itself untouched by devastatio
but rather the life that endures it and maintaitseif in it.
It wins its truth only when, in utter dismemberment
it finds itself.
Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit
Dialectics is the self-consciousness of the
objective context of delusion; it does not meahawe
escaped from that context. Its objective goal is to
break out of the context from within.
The strength required from the break
grows in dialectics from the context of immanence.

Theodor AdornoNegative Dialectics

It is through the works of G.W.F. Hegel that thepe of the abyss acquires a new or
better, a wider meaning within the discourse ofgsuphical thinking. Most importantly,
Hegel frees the abyss from the theological consteflected in the works of the neoplatonic
mystics. Hegel places the abyss or groundlessheggynd at the very center for
structuring his dialectical worldview. As Jon Millbserves, the abyss is the central principle
of thePhenomenology of Spiritemaining always in the shadow of the dialectmalgress
without ever being abandon&. As | demonstrated in the previous chapter, withi
tradition of neoplatonic mysticism — and all theywtarough Schelling and Hegel — the trope
of the abyss straddled theology and philosophyhaut drawing a clear distinction between
the two. The abyss, after all, always remainedtagalogical question, as an inquiry into the
guestions of the self and its finitude, but mogpamantly, ofGod It is then following Hegel

that the abyss is divorced, at least in a particsdase, from the notion of God and drives the

130 jon Mills, The Unconscious Abyss: Hegel's Anticipation ofcRegnalysigAlbany:
SUNY Press, 2002), 22.
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question of the self, in particular of the irrenedzle incompleteness inherent within the
structure of the self.

However, the questions of the self in Hegel aredeoivatives of a philosophical
obsession with a solipsistic self. Rather, questimfrthe self and subjectivity in Hegel are
inseparable from the questions of “the other.” Aykl himself emphasizes in the
Phenomenologyand as numerous commentators have affirmedptiedational structure of
the Hegelian dialectic rests on the notion of “nalinecognition.” As Jean Hyppolite, one of
the major French commentators on Hegel put it, $ingple meaning of the entire dialectic
lies in that human desire occurs only when it bearanother desire and becomes the desire
to be recognized and hence itself to recogntzk It is in this dialectical system of
recognition that | read the abyss as that whichadgjboth the gap between the self and the
other, and the gap producing the internal splihinithe self, that is between the self and its
consciousness.

To be clear, Hegel rarely uses the term abysg(und in his works. Nevertheless, |
follow Jon Mills who identifies the abyss as thatral principle of Hegel's system. While,
however, Mills readSchaft(shaft, pit, mine) -- the often recurring termHegel’s later
works, particularly, th&cience of Logie as abyss, | read the traces of the abyss mainly
the Phenomenology*? Despite its limited number of appearances, thsspgpints to the
very kernel of the Hegelian dialectic that is, thepossession of the self in its encounter with
the shattering power of the negative. The few tithesakes its appearance in the

Phenomenologyt is used in order to refer to the unfathomat#pth and shadow that

131 Jean HyppoliteGenesis and Structure of Hegel's Phenomenologypidt $Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1974), 167.
132 |n translatingShaftas abyss, Mills argues that Hegel's us&dfaftin describing the
abundance of images deposited in the pit of théismery unusual. Thus, Mills sees Hegel
as taking a much idiosyncratic, poetic liberty is bise of the term. Furthermore, Mills adds,
SchaftandAbgrundoverlap in their meaning in multiple instancegtipalarly when
referring to the depth of the human soul. See,dMiilhe Unconscious AbysXiv.
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relentlessly haunt the journey of the Hegelian scihjwhose path is marked with constant
encounters with “the other.” As the unknown maikesppearance in the horizon of being,
and as this other immediately reveals itself taheesite of the subject’s truth, the subject
loses itself, becoming inscrutable to itself apéssonality is now “dependent on the
contingent personality of anothér® The abyss signals this state of sheer disruptitwere
self-identity, “having become divided against itsell identity, all existence, is disruptetf
Such moment of utter despair and loss of the sdthnslated in the same passage by Hegel
as theabyss As he writes, “it stands on the very edge of thiermost abyss, of this
bottomless depth, in which all stability and Subs&@have vanished® The abyss
therefore, is the site of the negative in HegelicWIsignals the possibility of a new
beginning.

However, the vital role that negativity plays indgé#s thought is often
misinterpreted, if not downplayed as Hegel is ugualad as a thinker of totalitarian
progress. Indeed, the general reception of Hegahglthe past two centuries has been
predominated by an image of Hegel as the thinkéotafitarian progress and a proponent of
a closed absolute. Over against this underestimafithe negative in Hegel, | argue that in
Hegel's system, the negative is neither a mere oeanp rupture on the way to a completed
synthesis, nor an expansionist negation of “thermitlRather, |1 concur with the so-called
leftist readers of Hegel and identify the negatisea constant structure of tension between
desire and satisfaction, absence and presenceitodf and transcendence. My reading
therefore is mainly informed by the Marxism-infledf existentialist reading of Hegel of the
early twentieth century France, a tradition of kiimig that played a paramount role in shaping

the leftist interpretation of Hegel within the cemntporary trajectory of continental
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philosophy. Accordingly, the negative represengsdbnstant failure of subjectivity that is
the subject’s confrontation with the finitude of knowing and being; or, to wit, the Hegelian
negative renders finitude a constitutive structfrbeing®*® However, paradoxically, it is

the work of the negative that drives the subjesfatals the reconstruction of itself despite
innumerable failure&®’

The aim of this chapter is twofold. First, througly reading of Hegel, | intend to
show how the theological notion of the abyss iyg@ibout in the process of the
(self)consciousness’ (Hegelian term for subjectopeing. It is my observation that the role
the abyss plays in the Hegelian system is verylairto that of the neoplatonic mysticism: it
points to the ambiguous boundary between the subjetobject, the inside and outside,
finitude and transcendence. The Hegelian subjebei®ne constantly oscillating between
these two poles, the oppositions. It is then tle of the Hegelian dialectic to hint at this
movement of crossing or passagdhe site or temporality in which the truth of thebject is
revealed Second, the abyss as the site of the negativalsighe reversal of the negative into
a new possibility, not only as a one-time eventadabntinuous and open-ended movement. |
pay particular attention to this resilience or sesce, which carries important implications
for the further politicization of the abyss. In thiest part of the chapter, | examine the
significance of Hegel’'s philosophy (dialectic) iath its ethico-philosophical and theo-

political senses. If the ethico-philosophical elammests on the fact that the Hegelian

136 jean HyppoliteGenesis and Structure of Hegel's Phenomenologypict $Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1974), Judith Butkemjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections
in Twentieth-Century Franc@New York: Columbia University Press, 1987), SlgXizek,
The Sublime Object of Ideolo@yondon: Verso, 1989), Slavoj Zizekhe Ticklish Subject:
The Absent Centre of Political Ontolo@yondon: Verso, 1999), Catherine Malabdbge
Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporailty, and Diate (London: Routledge, 2004), Katrin
Pahl, Tropes of Transport: Hegel and Emoti(iEvanston: Northwestern University
Press, 2012).
137 Butler, Subjects of Desite22. See also, Katrin Pafilhe Way of Despain Slavoj Zizek,
Clayton Crockett, and Creston Davigegel and the Infinitel42.
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dialectic incorporates exteriority or otherness itite structure of being (and knowing), the
theo-political significance lies in the fact thagdel's system renders God inconceivable
outside of the political.

The second and the third parts of this chaptergagao contemporary readers of
Hegel. Slavoj Zizek and Judith Butler provide guida for reading Hegelian dialectic in
relation to the self, the abyss, and ethics/pgilitidn the one hand, Zizek’s materialist reading
uncovers the notion of the abyss implicit in Hegé¢tiought by identifying the abyss as the
core of negativity. Hegel's dialectic acquires avrerspective and a strong political edge
with Zizek, whose Marxist/materialist reading rergithe dialectic as the arduous journey
and struggle or what he calls the “critical engagethof the restless spirit/subject who seeks
to negate the disrupting power of negafithQuite differently, Butler engages Hegel from
the feminist and deconstructionist perspectiveiaadribes the notion of “loss” in the place
of the abyss. With loss as the constitutive eleroéits being, Butler’s subject advances a
gesture of political resistance based on the antafrning, thus setting both the vulnerability
and the ethical ties of our human existence apdinemeters for the construction of a

“political community of complex order*

From Mysticism to Dialectic

While both dialectic and historical materialism aften attributed to Hegel, the basic
frames of these ideas are rooted in the traditfddesman idealism in which Hegel himself is
grounded. In particular, the mystical theosophyakob Boehme provides the backbone of
the Hegelian dialectic system. Furthermore, theigance of Boehme'’s thought lies in that

he serves as the key figure between the medievsticrgm and German idealism/continental

138 7zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideolqgh9.
139 Judith ButlerUndoing GendetNew York: Routledge, 2004), 19.
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philosophy. One finds in Boehme’s mystical visioomposed of image saturated languages,
the convergence of mysticism and dialectic, ordsethe passage between the gradual
dissipation of the mystical thought and the birtidialectic**® Similarly, the missing link
between the proliferation of the abyss in the natmplic mysticism and the largely absent
place of it (the abyss) in Hegel might be foun@oehme as Boehme develops the structure
of a proto-dialectic upon the soil of mystical teephy*** To be clear, when discussing the
direct influence on Hegel’s thought, the most comipanvoked thinker is Schelling.
However, Schelling’s thought is anchored in Boelsinee the primal form of dialectic that
Boehme develops plays a central role in Schellisg&em.

The starting point of Boehme is the suppositiorn tizahing can emerge from
nothing. What lies at the heart of God for Boehmthe desire to reveal itself. The desire for
self-manifestation or self-actualization is not @meong many attributes of God. Rather, self-
revelation is God’s essence itself. The key notiat frames Boehme’s thought is
“Ungrund” a prior space, the eternal nothingness within God thar&sTrozzo defines it,
“may be God or might be a non-divine darkness withe divine.**> TheUngrund
therefore signals an absolute indeterminacy, auigdovithout a ground,” as Alexandres
Koyre has brilliantly coined®® This indeterminacy, however, derives from the pties that
constitute the essence of the divine. The divingaios opposition, the polarity of Byss

(ground) and abyss (groundlessness) within itelbther words, the emergence of the self-

actualization of God, God’s coming-to-be-itself paps only through a confrontation with

140 Glenn Magee provides a clear and historically cahensive review of the Hegelian
scholarship that focuses on the relation betweegeHend Bohme. See, Glenn Mageegel
and the Hermetidradition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 20088-50
141 Despite the significant impact of Bohme’s theosoph his thought, Hegel rejects the
“sensual” approach of Bohme, which precludes theg'tepresentation of the Idea.” See,
Hegel and the Hermetic TraditipA9.
142 Eric Trozzo,Im-Possible Glory: The Cross and the Ahy&is.D. Dissertation (Madison:
Drew University, 2011),120.
143 Mills, The Unconscious Abys23.
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opposition. The seeds of the radical idea in baigustine (as | noted in the previous
chapter) and Eckhart that the abyss signals ngttbelgroundlessness of human mind, but
also God, is reconceived and further radicalize@bghme who grounds the divine in the
groundlessness of indeterminacy, the non-beingnatiging and everything before being. To
clarify, the negative elements with which Boehmarelaterizes the divine are significantly
different from the negative of neoplatonic apoptiatn. In neoplatonism, the negative is
indicative of the insurmountable distance/gap betwthe divine and human soul while, on
the other hand, the negative in Boehme amountsetimternal gap within the divine being
itself or the subject itself.

With the abyss, Bohme renders God the result ghamhic movement. From this,
WhoGod is can not be separated from God’s own actlbfp®siting through which the
divine achieves itself by overcoming the oppositiamerent to its internal structure. Even
though the evolutionary process of God’s becomsngentral to Boehme, he pays an equally
heavy attention to the epigenetic womb of this b@og, namely theingrund Perhaps,
Bohme’s formulation of the proto-dialectic mighgisal a teleological orientation geared
towards the unfolding or becoming of God. Howewer does not move with haste across the
depth of the mystical negative. Rather, he thesrilae negative, the abyss in such a way that
the haunting shadow of théngrundbecomes an inseparable component of the telealogic
progress** However, despite its intricate connection to Ga#K-actualization, the
Ungrundis, paradoxically, unsearchable as it represémtsihcertainty preceding “the divine
will's arousing itself to self-awarenes¥”® In this unfathomabl&ngrund says Boehme,

“even God would therefore not be manifest to HiflsEf

144 Trozzo,Im-Possible Glory128.
145 Mills, The Unconscious Abys25.
146 bid., 26.
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The most daring conception of Boehme’s theosoplypia here as Boehme claims,
“in his depth, God himself does not know what hd-m he knows not beginning, and also
nothing like himself, and also no entf” God suffers his/her own indeterminacy in the abyss
for God does not know what s/he is: God remaindémidor other to Godself. Just as the
medieval mystics strived to name the unnamablenessef God, Boehme proceeds to give a
form to the inconceivablengrundand the subsequent emergence of God out of it.edery
unlike the mystics who take upon the way of negafia negativa into both the self and the
other, Boehme’s negation takes a constructive farthat negation is posited towards
negation, to its otherness, as a form of “negatfomegation.” In other words, negativity in
Boehme leads to positivity since the act of negeg¢inables self-positing or self-
actualization.

It is then, in the eternal nothingness of thegrundthat the desire for self-
actualization is born. The undifferentiated nomageiess of God now sets out to differentiate
itself through its unquenchable desire or hungémtmw itself*® and this is why as Robert
Brown remarks, “thé&Jngrundalso contains within its undifferentiated wholenédse
possibilities of all things that are to b¥® Boehme’sUngrund therefore, is itself the desire,
the desiring subject who seeks its full self-mastd&on. The unfathomable negative
contained in th&ngrundis at the same time the infinite potential or drig unfold,
actualize, and manifest itself.

Schelling develops the basic contour of Boehmeggslophy into a more advanced
form of dialectic and transcendental idealism tigfowhich he mediates the distance

between human beings and nature, God and the Wwprddnceiving them as the self-

7 |bid,
148 bid., 28.
149 Robert BrownThe Later Philosophy of Schelling: The Influenc8o&hme on the Works
of 1809-1815Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1977), 55.
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manifestation of the absolute. However, the printsgkdrop of Schelling’s philosophy is
Spinozism. He places everything in God and claimas there is nothing outside of God.
However, Schelling goes beyond Spinoza by turrtiregaimost deterministic or mechanistic
view of the Spinozan God into a more dynamic angdgreal subject. If for Spinoza, God
loses its subjectivity at the dispense of a pastleenaturalism, hence almost becoming an
object of articulation by reason or expression ature, Schelling restores the agency of the
absolute by combining Spinozism with neoplatonisnparticular, with Boehme’s

theosophy. The main attribute of God that Scheliigerited from Spinoza is that of infinity.
God, for Schelling, is the ultimate ground of adilg and reality. Since the infinite is
constitutive of the finite, it follows that the fie cannot be separate from the infinite. Rather,
the finite must to be contained within the infinifdherefore, the same structure of opposition
in the primal abyss of God seen in Boehme strust8ehelling’s thought as God is the agent
of its self-unfolding in nature.

It follows that because of its essence as freedmd, must be a dynamic essence of
infinite becoming. Schelling blends the strong roatelement of Boehme’s theosophy with
idealist rationalism. Not only is his discussionbygs and abyss slightly different from
Boehme but also he gives a more rational philosigplexplanation by claiming that God
cannot be static; God needs to unfold itself indmnisbecause “if the full existence of God
were already actual and perfectly fulfilled, thergything related to God would also already
be completely determined>

In this regard, the main attribute of God for Sthglis freedom and God'’s ultimate

purpose is its self-actualization in and throughworld. This freedom, however, also

150 Cooper Panentheism97.
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signifies groundlessness, since for Schelling, Beehme, “ground fails to ground>* In

other words, God'’s infinite nature is grounded gglaically, in its own groundlessness. As
he writes, “This unsearchable, inconceivable Withaut Nature which is only one, having
nothing before it, nor after it, which in itselfliit one, which is as nothing, and yet all
things; this is, and is called the only one G&4.1n this sense, groundlessness becomes the
very source of infinity for Schelling.

The dual nature of God that persists in Schellitigtaight entails that God has, on the
one hand, the abyss, darkness, the non-groundpti®eing of God. On the other hand,
God’s essence is the principle of being, reasonpasdivity. While theungrundis the
primordial aspect of the deity for Schelling, Gedhe unity of the two polarities as Robert
Brown affirms?®® The actuality of God is, then, this very synthesigolarities™>*

The significance of Schelling’s idea of God is thigdrovides the basis for Hegel's
dialectic by redefining essence or God’s being ad’'Sact of self-unfolding/becoming. Non-
being or otherness becomes a constitutive elenfergsence or God without which God
cannot become Godself. As Zizek comments, Schedlmoyvs us that the beginning of any
movement is predicated on a negation, a decisidrcanfrontation with the opposite>
God, as the synthesis of the opposites, the mediagtween non-ground and ground,
irrational and the rational, unfolds Godself in dhibugh nature and history. In conclusion,
while the influence of Bohme’s idea of absoluteJagirund prior to all duality and existence

takes Schelling to affirm the ineluctable presesicetherness or non-being in the dialectical

151 Adrian JohnstonZizek’s Ontology: A Transcendental Materialist @tyeof Subjectivity
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2008), 92
152 «Of the Election of Grace or God'’s Will Toward Mawited in Trozzom-Possible
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155 slavoj Zizek, The Abyss of Freedom/Ages of the Word, F. W.nJSebelling/Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997), 93.
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(or dipolar) unfolding of God, the pole of beingdaneason remain as the guiding force and
principle of this movement. Reason does not yiedg o the abyss, and dialectic becomes

the movement of this reason, which is, Gd.

Into the Passage of the Negative

Spirit is this power only by looking the negatimghe face, and tarrying with it. This tarrying

with the negative is the magical power that cors/érinto being.

Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit

Jean Hyppolite emphasizes the central place afi¢igative in Hegel as he writes,
“Hegel’'s philosophy is a philosophy of negation afichegativity.**® Hyppolite’s recurring
emphasis on Hegel’'s negativity is reflected infew that the very first chapter of his
commentary on Hegel in which he discusses the “ingaand the methods of the
Phenomenology carries a very accentuated focus and analysiBeohegative in Hegel's
dialectic. Similarly, Alxandre Kojeve, whose leaugxercised an unparalleled influence on
the subsequent generation of continental philosspheluding Hyppolite, conceives human

being’s nature in basis of negating action to tkter that the “I” is born in negating

16 For the place of reason (being) and non-beinghreling, see, James Lindsay, “The
Philosophy of Schelling,The Philosophical Reviewol 19, No 3 (May, 1910): 259-275.
157 Hegel,Phenemonologyl 9.
%8 Jean Hyppolitel.ogic and Existencdranslated by Leonard Lawlor and Amit Sen
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1997), 105.
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action® For Kojeve, Hegel locates the essence of beingahuimits negating action
“which transforms given Being and, by transformipgransforms itself.**°

While Kojeve understands the axiom of the Hegedig@tectic in anthropocentric
terms by translating the negative as “man’s adibortiransformation,” Hyppolite “extends
the domain of negation” by relocating the negativeéhe wider trajectory of temporality by
which human existences are swept d¥&rin Hyppolite’s reading, the negative is the very
motor that generates the movement of dialecticesthe genesis of a new truth, the birth of
new knowledge or/and being is inconceivable withtbetnegation of immediate truth, the
negation of the error so that “the death of whéaeid as its truth is the appearance of a new
truth.”*%> Meanwhile, as | mentioned already, the abyssseparable from the central axiom
of Hegel’s dialectic.

Certainly, it is difficult to point to a simple deition of the abyss. Within the long
tradition of neoplatonism, the abyss symbolizesutheearchable edifice of unknowability
and indeterminacy at the heart of being. Howevéilent points to the space of
indeterminacy itself within the neoplatonist traalit, the abyss also signals the very act of
crossing or “passage” from determinacy to indeteamy and then to a renewed form of
determinacy again: an act of transformation andirantion which entails bottie-
construction ande-construction. Similarly, | insist that negationtbe work of the negative
in Hegel can not be articulated apart from the abye be clear, the negative should not be
equated with abyss. Whereas the abyss, in my rgaudifers to the space, the site or state
(temporality) of indeterminacy, the negative is Weey subject of its own movement since it

indicates thect of negation.

159 Alexandre Kojevelntroduction to the Reading of Hegel: Lectures loa Phenomenology
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If the abyss is underdeveloped by Hegel himsedf,céntral role that negativity plays
in Hegel’s system is then further downplayed bydasimentators. One reason why the place
of the negative in Hegel is overlooked could bakatted to the fact that Hegel has been
often read as a thinker of totalitarian recondibiat of the teleological movement towards the
incorporation of difference into unity. The rootsafch readings needs to be attributed to the
long-standing tradition of “right-wing Hegelians’he, against Marx’s interpretation, were
reading Hegel as the thinker of dialectical “unitgther than dialectical “antagonism.” As
the influential reading of Jean Wahl demonstratesresult of such reading resulted in
erasing, if not neutralizing, the place of the rniegain Hegel: “so that what is negative in
him [Hegel] is something absolutely positive... wa say that the unhappy consciousness is
but the darkened image of the happy consciousnt&sghis tendency has been prevailing in
Hegelian scholarship over the long trajectory sfdévelopment in the philosophical and
religious studies. The predominance of such readihgst reflected in Karl Popper’s famous
denunciation, who accuses Hegel of advocatingaagstiforward totalitarianisrt* It is,
however, not only the opponents of Hegel or thetrging Hegelians who read Hegel
through the lens of teleology. Faithful adhereritthe existentialist reading of Hegel also
tend to read Hegel as a thinker who espouses amenteof progression towards an absolute
goal, from darkness to light, as is the case withdt Solomon who points to “growth” and
“education” as the central metaphor of Hel§el.

Second, such a reception of the Hegelian negatintkdr implies that in cases when
the negative is taken seriously, its significareckargely reduced to its deconstructive side

only. However, for Hegel, the disruptive power o inegatives the very motor that gives

163 Jean WahllLe Malheur de la conscience dans la philosophiéldgel(paris, 1929), 29,
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(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), @Géap?2.

185 Robert Solomonin the Spirit of Hege{Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 277.
69



birth to desire and drives it forward: the desoerkcognition; the desire to overcome
(negate) the negative and come to its self-dedinitis a subject. Loss and lack caused by the
devastatingly deconstructive effects of the neggproduce, in return, an indomitable spirit,
which despite its innumerable failures, rises ugh matollects its shattered self in order to
begin again.

Therefore, we may here identify negation as therakprinciple of the Hegelian
dialectic as described PhenomenologyThe negative, or the entire structure and scépe o
Hegel's dialectic irPhenomenologgoncerns the problem regarding the gap and thg unit
between Truth and the subject or between epistaggdlmowing) and ontology (being) in
their relation to Truth. From this, | concur witlojeve’s compelling statement that negativity
is “a constant deferral of the phenomenologicahtrthe given.**® This is not, however, a
mere phenomenological distance between the sudmecthe object, but an active “event” or
“encounter” with negation, in which consciousnessit is well dramatized by Hyppolite,
loses its truth by abandoning its first, illusomslibf in the given, immediate trutfi’
Consciousness’ initial encounter with exterioritg,limits, is not merely a cognitive issue
involving the questions of “knowing,” but an existial anguish entailing the whole of one’s
being and existenc& The loss of truth does not merely refer to the lofsthe object of
knowledge. Rather, loss of one’s truth equals fegél the loss of the self whose path is
consequently paved with doubt or regarded famoasskthe way of despair® Loss,
therefore, constitutes one of the primary and d@sdernaracteristics of negativity. Loss
becomes in Hegel the key, constitutive elemenhefsubject, which subsequently opens up

the abyss at the heart of being.

166 Alexandre Kojevelntroduction 201.
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The Abyss of the Other: Finitude, Loss (dissolutioy and Recognition

The moment of the fall is also the moment of salvat

Jean Hyppolite

The subject’s immersion into groundlessness cabigelde loss of self takes place in
the consciousness’ encounter with “the other.” Théans in other words that “the other” for
Hegel is directly indicative dbss The inevitable encounter with the other revelagsfailure
of the illusion of the Cartesian subjectivity. Tissbecause dialectic points to the fact that
consciousness can relate to truth or meaning dnbugh the mediation of the other.
However, the abyssal gap of negation does notrefdy to the disparity in the subject-object
relationship, but the internal gap, the split witttie self. Therefore, consciousness realizes,
as Robert Williams writes, that even “the self’&tien to itself is mediated by its relation to
the other.*® The given, immediate truth present in the knowsabject dissipates as s/he
loses herself/himself in the object or as “the mé&wo contemplates is absorbed by what he
contemplates™* The contingent possibility of the “emergence” lné subject now depends
on the outside, the other, who “must approach afidar it to turn in upon itself*”> On the
other hand, what this implies for the (re)consiarcof subject is that the very constitution of
subjectcan only take place by the negation of the given.

The Hegelian subject’s encounter with the otheok®es a dynamic riddled with

multiple ambiguities and ambivalences as it hihtsuemerous bifurcating points regarding

170 Robert WilliamsRecognition: Fichte and Hegel on the Otlgatbany: SUNY Press,
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the place of the other within the structure ofsl# and vice versa. The trajectory of the
dialectical journey is guided by the principle e¥ersal or paradox in such a way that the
opposite, the exterior, and the non-real are iradispble in comprehending and grasping the
reality. It is then not odd that loss, dissolutiinitude, and contradiction are crucially
essential components of the affirmation or emergeri¢che subject: the “I” finds itself in the
other and the other finds itself in the I. Finitudgeals itself to be the passage way to infinity
and vice versa. From this, “the other” in Hegel barunderstood as the threshold of abyss
which serves both as the limit of being in whichstdbility and sense of substance dissipates
andthe soil for a new beginning through which a neNvject and reality might emerge.

This is perhaps why numerous commentators of Haggkend that one of the central
meanings of the dialectic comes into playesognition One observes through
Phenomenologthe development of a dialectical movement “from #bstract to the

concrete,*”®

in which, at the same time, the prior movemenhefprinciple of recognition
or intersubjectivity from the “I” to “the other,”ral from “the other” back into the “I” is
reproduced. Therefore, writes Hegel, “what theeobjmmediately was in itself... proves to
be in truth, not this at all; instead, timsitself turns out to be a mode in which the object is
only for an other’*”* This highly original and innovative trope of recitipn and inter-
subjectivity is further radicalized as he clainmsaimore accentuated tone that “it is clear that
beingin-itself and beingfor-an-otherare one and the sam&>

It is important to note, however, the danger coddhehe idea of mutual recognition
and intersubjectivity which might lead to the teatjuin of simplifying it into a finalizing

synthesis or a teleological achievement. Willianeshark regarding this point is

illuminating: “Hegel denies immediate access teotfhere is immediate confrontation with

173 bid., 64.
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the other, but not an immediate knowledge of theot’® To this, | would add, following
Williams, that not only is the immediate knowledgfeéhe other denied by Hegel, but also an
immediate reconciliation with or discovery of treifs’’ The Hegelian subject is, therefore,
marked with double contradiction and failure: i@ial encounter with the other signifies loss
and dispossession of the self.

The dynamic drama of the self-consciousness’ jouomaracterized by its self-
positing, its encounter with the other, followedthg dissolution of the self and the
recognition of itself in the other, is best illgid in the famous section of “Lordship and
Bondage,” which is also known as the “master-siaéectic.” The master-slave dialectic
illustrates the relation between the subject amdhject, or rather, between the two subjects
marked with a strong tension instigated by the deaire to affirm one’s self while at the
same time negating the other. The relation betwleemaster and the slave exemplifies very
well the basic dynamics running through the diadetimethodology in which the self-
consciousness is faced by another self-consciosssese, as Hegel writes, “the ‘other’ is
also self-consciousness; one individual is con&drily another individual*® This moment
of encounter is characterized, first, by the |dsthe self, the loss of self-certainty as “the
knowing subject loses himself in the object thariswn.™”® The subject is dissolved in its
encounter with both the outside world and “the gths they reflect the inscrutable
externality inherent in the structure of its beiAg.Judith Butler remarks, instead of
consuming the other, self-consciousness “is insteasumed by the othet®®

Butler’'s reading of Hegel, in particular her an@ysf “Lordship and Bondage”

provides an insightful perspective for reading Hegdine with the notions of loss, self-
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dissolution, and desire. Since | will engage Buglerork in more detail later, suffice it to say
for now that her reading underscores the centrafitpss, dissolution or undoing of the self
in Hegel. Indeed, Hegel himself privileges the imiance of dissolutionAuflésung by

calling it “ the most astonishing and mightiespofvers, or rather the absolute power” of
Understanding®* The infinite potency and power of the negativimésribed in its work of
the dissolution of substance or/and any referefhtieeovorld and being. This means, in
reverse, that any act of positivity, namely pogjtoi the self and creating of the world
entails, or rather, must first go through the pgesa radical negation including the
dissolution of the self.

On this note, Jean-Luc Nancy writes that the Hagedubject is “essentially, what (or
the one who) dissolves all substant&."What Nancy sees in Hegel is a movement that
breaks from the Cartesian subjectivity and operatontology of “relation,” a new subject
whose essence consists of the movement of relatidrbecoming. This is, however, not a
becoming that leads from one point to another. &athrefers to thpassagetself, which in
itself is the very principle or condition of beimdnile at the same time it demarcates the
disavowal of a determinate and immutable substance.

Nancy'’s reading oPhenomenologgheds lights on the trope of the abyss in the
Hegelian dialectic. In describing the function dhe effects of “the passage,” Nancy writes,
“one finds its truth in the other” within this pasg, and at the same time, one “touches upon
and unsettles its ground® It is interesting to note that Nancy refers tatfing its truth in
the other” and “unsettling its ground” in one ahd same line without making distinction
between the two. Recognition and unsettling ofgitmeind are articulated as parts of one and

the same process. Furthermore, the absence ofplaeaging line between the two is not only
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indicative of the semantic indiscretion but alsmperal homogeneity. This means that
against the common expectation that the “unsettiripe ground” is followed by “finding of
the truth,” the temporal arrangement of the twacpsses is not laid out in a linear way. By
removing the temporal distinction between decors$isn and reconstruction or between
alienation and reconciliation, Nancy alludes toftm that the Hegelian passage into the
journey of its becoming is itself the very deptie tinfathomable groundlessness. In other
words, it is not the case that the abyss leads@rerognition and self-definition. Rather,
perhaps recognition and becoming are the very tiimgeand the destabilizing work of the
abyss. Therefore, Nancy writes, “this ground fouonly to the extent that it sinks in
itself.”*3* Ground destabilizes the ground while, paradoxjcajfoundless founds the
ground.

It is not my intention, however, to argue that éitig'ss or otherness (non-being)
occupies the primary place in Hegel's system. @Glebdtegel seems to grant ontological
priority to being and reason over irrationality amah-being. Reason, for Hegel, is the name
for synthesis, that is, Absolute Knowing. As Rolf&stomon indicates, reason is the
“demand for unity,” which is “the aim of the uniserto unity itself.*®*> Morris Cohen and
Hyppolite too affirm this view, held by the majgriof Hegelian scholarship. One cannot
deny, contends Cohen that “reconciliation termigatea reality which is completely
rational.”®® Likewise, Hyppolite points out that reason is tiaene for the dialectical
synthesis: “Reason is the supreme unification ascmusness and self-consciousness, of
knowledge of an object and knowledge of s&if."This means, despite the shadowing

presence of the abyss and the crucial role it glay#egel’s system, the abyss or non-being

184 Nancy,Hegel 15.
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does not assume a central place in his dialectyciniéntion, then, is not to propose a shift of
perspective. Rather, my point is that, despitepti@ity Hegel grants to being and reason,
there is a need to recognize the overlooked traicthge abyss imprinted in the progressively
unfolding trajectory of the dialectic. On this notas worth to note that Hegel's reason does
not designate a static signification of substanetaphysics. As Christopher Lauer notes, for
Hegel, reason is “not the unity of the concept tiad brought all its otherness into itself.
Rather, it is a relation to its other.2® This implies that reason cannot come to knowfitsel
without otherness: “reason can comprehend its ségemly through an encounter with its
contingency.*®

The Hegelian passage does not indicate a mere tahppocess leading to a magical
uplifting, suture, and reconciliation. Instead e&ding the dialectic as a narrative of
teleological progression, | concur with Hyppolittawnderstands synthesis or the end as a
momentary achievemeht’ It is Kojeve who provides perhaps the most illuating insight
on this point as he regards “the dialectical sysithas one opinion as many others,” instead
of viewing it as a finalizing, once-and-for-all eneof closure. In other words, synthesis does
not lead to a final closure. Rather, Kojeve claititsgrouses new antithesis!®® and “the
final synthesis is also the initial thesi$? To this, Hegel adds that the movement of
becoming, from substance to subject, the self-imgsdf substance as subject has “its end

also as its beginning®

188 Christopher LauefThe Suspension of Logic in Hegel and Schelliew York:
Continuum, 2010), 108.
189 |bid., 111.
190 Bytler, Subjects of Desite81.
191 Kojeve, Introduction180.
192 1pid., 194. However, Judith Butler notes, follogithe consensus in Hegelian
scholarship, that Kojeve is still not free from teéeological reading as he equates the
movement of spirit with human action (ontology).Kojeve, teleology remains as a potential
feature of an individual life. See, Butl&ubjects of Desire31.
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Such an idea of a constant struggle, alienatioth,)apmentary reconciliation without
a closure might initially cause perplexity and eaggiestions regarding the ethical, political,
and theological implications of the dialectic.d§ Hyppolite argues, Hegel's system points
indeed to a cycle or circularity of “a conflict petually overcome and perpetually

renewed %

where can we locate the moments, in particulath@blogical signification in
such a system? What are the registers of ethittbepbpossibility in a philosophical
system that seems to perpetuate the negative asrtisture of being and foreclose all

possibilities of positivity?

Infinite Restlessness: Theo-Political Implications

When considering the reciprocal and open-ended@afuHegel's system, it is not
surprising to see that Hegel’'s philosophy openthemuestions of ethics regarding the other,
or more concretely, the place of the other inetation to the self. While the neoplatonic
abyss refers to the ineffable distance betweesdlieand divinity, in Hegel it is the
evanescent presence of the other that signifiegrtiendlessness of being. The other presents
itself in an oppositional conflict with consciousseas it realizes that it cannot gain the
certainty of itself (that is to become a self-caagsness) without the mediation by the other.
Mediation, however, involves a painful renunciatairthe subject’s old world. In Williams’
words, it is a tragic self-recognition that “conveith the demise of the selt® The presence
of the other signifies the epistemological and tmgizal finitude of the self who needs to
confront the death of its world and the death®biwvn self in the face of the ungraspable

other:

194 Hyppolite, Genesis and Structur81.
195 williams, Recognition 204.
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The simple meaning of dialectic: mutual recognitioifhe other is a self and | see
myself in the other. Two things: that | have gotliest. | am for-an-other, and an
other is for-me. And that | have lost the other,Ifdo not see the other as essence but

see myself in the othét®

As Hyppolite summarizes brilliantly, the irrevergdistance between the self and the
other reveals, paradoxically, the ineluctable stmecof intersubjectivity connecting the self
and the other, the subject and the other. Hegé&llsdic indicates the opening of an
indestructible alterity, the ungraspable extenosiructuring the subject fromithin.

However, on the other hand, recognition of the isethe other cannot take place without a
subsequent act of negation. In order to find itaall find its self-certainty, the subject needs
to negatenegation. This means that renunciation or dissapadtf the self is neither a
perpetual dislocation nor a passive resignatiahefself as a (political) subject. Rather, the
shattered subject realizes that his/her finituties insufficiency is at the same time his
strength.*®” S/he proceeds over towards “the negation of negaky “enduring,”

“lingering over,” and “tarrying with” the negativé® However, this process is often
misunderstood as the negation of the other, a imegat the singularity of the other with the
end of incorporating its difference into samendsss reading is rooted in the master-slave
dialectic, a narrative of antagonistic relation aodstant struggle for recognition, which,

however central to Hegel's entire system, accortng/illiams, is only the beginning of

19 Hyppolite,Genesis and Structuk67.
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dialectic. Hegel's discussion, adds Williams, “pFeds from mutual exclusion and refusal, to
mutual reciprocal recognitior®

| submit that the negation of negation is not niegathe other, for this negation
entails the dissolution of the self, the acceptafdts total loss, the death of the self, and the
emergence of a new subject whose reality includeson-real, the opposite, the other.
Rather, negation indicates rejecting the perpainaif the reality of loss and death, the
rejection of defeat as a permanent state of bgirtgalnsforming it into a new possibility. |
argue that it is this “disquiet” of the self, theStlessness” of the negative that the long,
circulatory and even repetitive line of the Hegelthalectic is signaling at its heart. It
suggests that the subject no longer designate®a fiotion that is an immutable substance.
Rather, the subject points to the infinite spifitestlessness that transforms its limits into the
condition of a new meaning, a new reality. The dtialseparation between the finite and the
infinite loses its meaning since finitude is theyeondition of infinity: “the true nature of
the finite is to be infinite... the determinate masother essence than this absolute disquiet
not to be what it is?*°

The critical significance of the negative in Heigethat it invokes the power of
transformation not by resorting to a transcendgntthesis, but by presenting the structure of
an immanent alterity/exteriority which deconstruatsl transforms the structure framithin.
The subject’s encounter or exposition to its fidéwopens the door to the discovery of its
infinite self. The negative in this sense referthmspirit of persistence, a tireless resilience
“without renunciation or evasion, its praxis, ahd tonatus of its being® It is in this way
that Hegel provides a transition from the statittaroof “substance” to the notion of “spirit”

(subject) as a “whole” of the process of dialedtinavement.
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Hegel regards the moment of dialectical synthesidivine. The appearance of Spirit
as subject is treated in the form of the histonmahifestation of Spirit in art, religion, and
philosophy. This process, in which Spirit discovisslf by way of externalization or self-
manifestation, produces the “singular subject” vehlife and existence embodies or reveals
the universal, namely the “Absolute Being.” Itrisgortant to observe here that the political
struggle tdbecomehe subject hints at the theological moment of Gaalf-
revelation/manifestation. Its divine quality reststhe fact that the Hegelian subject “neither
seeks itself nor finds itself.” Rather, as Nancispt) ‘it effectuates itsel?®® The worldis
what it creates; while “the subject is what it d&§ Similarly, Slavoj Zizek resonates with
Nancy when he writes, “the only thing infinite abdhis subject is an interminable pursuit of
the infinite.”?®* The universal is manifested and actualized onréconcrete enactment of
singular existence. One could say that one of &marpount philosophical contributions of
Hegel is that his system attempts to bring unityvieen knowing and being, being and

becoming, becoming and ethics.

The Subject as Failure

The theo-political significance of Hegelian philpby is further clarified by the
Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek, who, in hisefto build a “revolutionary” form of
philosophical thinking, constructs his own versaimaterialist dialectic upon the edifice of
the Hegelian system. By reading Hegel in tune withgroup of thinkers such as Kant,
Schelling, Marx, and Lacan, Zizek refines the uddeeloped radical edges of the Hegelian

dialectic.
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One of the central foci of Zizek’s thought lies amnd the notion of the subject. The
subject is perhaps the starting point as well ase¢turning point of Zizek. Following Hegel's
account of failed subject illustratedhenomenologyZizek defines the subject as failure
and self-contradiction. The rationale behind teiamchored in the Kantian antinomy, that is,
the dilemma of the subject as an experience diifilei can be attributed to the questions of
(the limits of) knowing or epistemology postulategdKant. Kant’s famous division of the
noumena and phenomena highlights the inaccesgibflitthe Thing itself” (hnoumena) by the
phenomenological reason thus opening the gap betn@emena, the “real,” and its
phenomena, that, is the form it is presented teeaperience.

More importantly, however, the impasse of the stiijjests on the fact that
epistemological finitude amounts to ontologicaltfide, that, “the limitations of our
knowledge is simultaneously the limitation of theryw objects of our knowledgé®® The
very fact that there exists an irremediable gagvéeh noumena and phenomena is evidently
indicative of the incomplete condition of beingethap within the ontological structure
means that there is an inherent gap within thelogiwal edifice. With this move, Zizek
transitions from Kant to Hegel by conceiving Hegglsomeone who transferred the
epistemological project onto ontoloff. In this sense, Zizek resonates with the “non-
metaphysical/traditional reading” of Hegel and mlaithat Hegel's project is not to overcome
the Kantian division. Rather, Hegel is expandingt&project, or better, radicalizing the
Kantian division by “dropping the need for its oveming.”®’

The critical insight that Zizek provides for ustive transition from Kant to Hegel is

that therds nothing beyond phenomenality. Although Zizek desithis insight primarily

295 Slavoj Zizek,The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Centre of Polit@atology(London:
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from Hegel, he deduces the idea from Kant as Wwell.Zizek, Kant can be also viewed as the
one who, precisely because of his abyssal divitled®n noumena and phenomena, “re-
conceives the noumenal as nonetheless a phenorferasf®® Zizek, this way, radicalizes
Kant as someone who views limits of knowing andhgeis the constitutive structure of
being. This means, in other words, that the lirhitwman existence is the very positive
condition of reality?®®

However, embracing finitude or accepting the matexppearance as “real” and
abandoning the illusion of the noumenal realm beyappearance is constantly obstructed by
the “transcendental illusion,” the fantasy of theg*Other,” to use Lacan’s language,
inscribed in the texture of the symbolic ordefsltacan’s thesis that participation in the
symbolic order that is submission to the systeamjuage and speech is derivative of
“lack” and the subsequent “desire” to fill the empss. In other words, this means that the
participation in the symbolic order indicates thside for recognition. According to Zizek,
what both Kant's transcendental illusion and Lasdantasy point to in common is the
fundamental illusion of true signification, that vghat Lacan also calls the Real. Regarding
this point, Lacan’s argument is that no participaotelement of the symbolic order refers to
the “Real.” Rather, linguistic signifier is a subgiive desire that always refers to another
signifier and never to the signified. Neverthel@zek points out, fantasy is an unavoidable
element that sustains and gives consistency tiyrelal his words, “as soon as we renounce
fiction and illusion, we lose reality itself** On the other hand, another deceitful effect that
fantasy produces is to conceal the absence ofthject by replacing this void with the
transcendental illusion of the big Other.

What interests Zizek the most in this picture pded by Lacan is the fact that

208 Zizek, Ticklish, 25-27.
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“the Real is therefore simultaneously both the hangenetrable kernel resisting
symbolization and a pure chimerical entity whicls iraitself no ontological consistenc§’®

In other words, Lacan’s poststructuralist insighganates with Zizek’s radical materialist
reading of Kant and Hegel in that Lacan embracesntipossibility of the noumena (Real),
which means that he embraces finitude as the hootour experience. Zizek radicalizes
this point further and claims that the Real, isthgnse, “is nothing but this impossibility of
its inscription;” it is in itself a nothing, the drodiment of void, negativity or emptiness. It

is in this vein that Zizek finds ontological findda a positive condition of being for it is at the
exposure to its limit that the self finally turnsay from fantasy and takes the step toward the
genesis of the subject. The Lacanian account afubgect Zizek draws upon finds its
parallel in Hegelian dialectic in which the birthtbe subject is the result of the self's break

from the void of the death of God.

The Void: Groundlessness and the Death of God

As | discussed earlier, Zizek’s reading of Schglignovides an important base for
solidifying the theo-political significance of tligalectic — a crucial conduit which facilitates
the transition to Hegel. Zizek’'s engagement with treosophical depth of Schelling’s
thought provides a vitally important texture foraveng the theological and the political as
Schelling presents a cosmology framed by the diakdmpposition and the becoming of
God in nature/history.

Schelling does not presuppose subject aapaiori, a given. Rather, Zizek reads in

Schelling a long and painful process of strugglestthjecthood, a tenacious account of self-
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actualization. To borrow Adrian Johnston’s wordshéling “attempts to sketch the
(transcendental) subject’s (ontogenetic) pre/phistory.?*

To situate Schelling in the bigger picture of Genn@dealism, while for Kant reason
is the ultimate ground of reality itself, for Sclvad, reason “never begins in itself; its activity
is never founded in itself..?** There is then an “archa@rund beneath reason, giving rise
to it and yet excluded from it,” which is a grouest pre-ontological drive in constant
whirling motion or conflict within itself*®> Thus, Zizek claims that Schelling@rund does
not presume a solid, consistent ontological foundaRather it “corrodes the consistence of
the ontological edifice of existence from withit® This means thaBrundis pre-
ontological: it is hampered, fragmented, and inhyeself-contradicted. Ground, in
Schelling’s thought, fails to ground, which indieat‘thatGrundis Ungrund an abyssal
groundlessness™ Beneath the seemingly calm and smooth surfaceatity lies a
perturbing vortex of drivesTtieb), a mass of conflicting darkness and chaos trakzealls,
following Schelling, “horrible 8

All of this insinuates, when looking from the pegspive of temporality, that there
exists a temporality preceding beginning, thatehisra “true beginning” lying anterior to
beginning. What is then this true beginning likectérding to Schelling, this movement is an
act of negation prompted by the perturbing, conttady vortex of the Un)grund It is a
movement of negation which turns toward the exibfithe inconsistent mass of the

ground(lessness). The importance of this movenmrdizek’s theory of revolutionary

materialism is specified as he explains that tHeefliogian negation is brought about by
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what Schelling calls the “cisiontlie Scheidungparting, divorce, separatioffy. The reason
why Schelling’s negation grasps Zizek’s attent®beécause it is born out of “decision,” the
elementary political gesture that enables thetsatiark an authentic beginning towards
becoming a political “subject” by way of breakingt®f the vicious cycle of the rotary

motion. Zizek writes,

In short,at the beginning proper stands a resolution, anadaecision which, by
differentiating between past and present, resdivegpreceding unbearable tension
of the rotary motion of driveshe true Beginning is the passage from the “dbse
rotary motion to “open” progress, from drive to ides-or, in Lacanian terms, from

the Real to the Symbolf¢°

As Adrian Johnston puts it, this beginning alluttea decision thatreatesthe
universe, rather than beiimythe universé? Consequently, Johnston clarifies that “true
beginning” is not the vortex itself, but the “cali@Bon/negation of it “through the gesture of
the Ent-Scheidung®*? However, the reason why making the resolute stejecisionis a
task inscribed with difficulty is because encouimgface-to-face with the material
substratum beneath the reality is abyssal, heacenttic. This is why, Zizek explains,
Schelling calls freedom “abyssal” because it igrmatic to accept the fact that there lies
nothing beneath matter (or beyond phenomana) butee will. Encountering this ultimate
freedom beneath the horizon of reality is abyssdltzorrifying since one realizes that his/her

ontological finitude is not the threshold for thespage to the Real, to the ultimate “Thing”

219 E_W. J. von Schellingthe Ages of the Worlttanslated by Jason Wirth (Albany: SUNY
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lying beyond phenomena. Rather, one realizes that ewaits him/her is his/her ultimate
freedom to create the universe.

Zizek then expands Schelling’s vortex further bndging in Lacan’s insight and
argues that the vortex is a fantasy, “a lure dedtto distract us from the true traumatic cut,
that of the abyssal cut &nt-Scheidung®?® In other words, and to reiterate, what is
terrifying for Zizek is not that there is a pertump materiality beneath the symbolic reality.
Rather, this palpitating mass of roiling mattetasnisleading, defensive distraction, in
relation to the truly terrifying ‘abyss of freeddrthe faceless void of (in)human
autonomy...?** Zizek defines Fantasy as the defense mechanisnsctieen that conceals
the abyss of the desire for the impossible Othéichvis the Real that cannot be symbolized;
the Real which is not a transcendental entity beytoe phenomena, but a nothing, a V3i.
Instead, what is missing in this void is not thenbhor an ultimate Substance, but guiject

On the other hand, Zizek opens up the space fadhieancement of a theo-political
thinking by highlighting (the death of) God in &dical materialist reading of Hegel. He
transfers Lacan’s notion of “the big Other as Fgyitanto the theological language and uses
it to read Hegel’'s notion of the “death of God,atlis, God as revealing itself to be a Fantasy.
Here, again, the same rationale that | discussedeadypplies: Fantasy helps the self to avoid
the abyss of the traumatic encounter with the dabsence of God.In other words, the
genesis of the subject is triggered by the setitoenter or realization of the void, namely
the death of God

The Hegelian transition from the-itself to for-itself is born at this juncture as the self

breaks from the vicious cycle of Fantasy by travershrough the abyss of the vortex, thus
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becoming a self-conscious subject. Zizek emphasimeterrifying fear that Hegel’s abyss
arouses by explaining that the political move dfisi@n/scision or the act of actualization
entails a jump into the unknown...[a] passage [ttaktgs the risk of dealing with something
that eludes my grasp?® Zizek locates in Hegel the painful, almost violemture entailed
in the epigenesis of the subject. The birth ofghigject is only conceivable upon the
traumatic, bone-shattering pain of death: deatotti God and of the self. This is why he
writes that Hegel’s abyss (night) is, “unlike thgstic void, a violent tearing apart,
dismemberment?®” Here, Zizek’s Kierkegaardian distinction betwe&wvtratic
reminiscence” and “Christian repetition is insigitfAccording to Zizek, Socratic
reminiscence subscribes to idea of Truth as songethiat inherently dwells in oneself. On
the other hand, Christian repetition understandshTas an event, as something violently
rupturing from Outside “through a traumatic enceurthat shatters the very foundations” of
being®?®

To recapitulate, the subject’s journey of self-digery begins with the void of the
death of God and subject is the name for the psoaed the struggle to fill the void, to
“negate negation.” Consequently, this process bissahe division between the theological
and the political since the subject realizes tHaditvwas missing in the void is not God, but
the subject him/herself. In a theological languayes could argue that Zizek’s thesis implies
that the process of the subject’s self-discoveryiema divine quality just as God who died
on the cross is incarnated in Spirit only in thenawunity of believers (subjects) who “aét®

The dialectic synthesis is, therefore, not a foanthht can be fixated to a finalized, static
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form. In this way, Zizek maintains his faithful alence to the Hegelian thesis that the
Universal becomes Universal only in the particudowever, the particular as subject is
nothing but an empty content, what Zizek callsefaRrederic Jameson) the “vanishing
mediator.” What is then left after the subject’s @fctraversal is not a static substance as/or
subject, but “his own act of passagé>"while inscribed in Substance is “an irreduciblekla

which forever prevents it from achieving full seentity.”?*

Little Time for Grief: Zizek’s Abyss and Trauma

It is important to remark that the abyss, alondwwibid, nothing, and trauma is one of
the central metaphors in Zizek's Hegelian dialecis | sketched out above, the abyss
connotes the traumatic effect implicated in thegesttts encounter with the void. For Zizek,
the abyss is the violent rupture that signifieshidbe dissolution of the subject and the birth
of a new subject. However, despite his emphasth®mbyss, | would like to argue that the
Zizekian abyss fails to catch the rich complexityh® term in its original, mystic sense as it
has been elaborated within the tradition of neopliaim. Despite his heavy emphasis on the
singularity and the power of the negative, the lsulyet persisting optimism couched in the
Zizekian dialectic does give us a glance of thethdmable depth created by the pain and
the shattering effects of the “traumatic abyss.iHipes the crushed subject gather its
fragmented self and rise up again amidst endlessssaf traumatic encounters with the void?
Can one celebrate the shattering power of traurdavaidl when considering the ongoing
events of mass-murder, violence, and socio-histbtiauma in the global world today? It is
along these lines that | find Dominick LaCapra'gigue of Zizek relevant as he

problematizes Zizek’s juxtaposition of the histatitoss/trauma (the concentration camp)
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and structural trauma or metaphysical absenced_ébanian Real). LaCapra insists that
“loss” needs to be distinguished from “absence¢@tlating these two might result in a
misleading ethico-political attitude to the contsgecific historical loss. Likewise, historical
trauma deserves a different reading practice thraotaral trauma as the physico-material
magnitude that these traumatic events produceegmeniol devastatioft?

Theologically, Zizek’s account does not adequagelylore the gap between the death
of God and the resurrection or incarnation of tiviné in history. God is murdered too
prematurely, almost too easily, and what takes tweplace of God is the disguised
optimism of a revolutionary political subjectivitfhs a consequence, the dizzying,
ambiguous, and overwhelming depth of the abyssng lgetween finitude and infinity,
between immanence and transcendence — is largeéntim Zizek’'s account of materialist
dialectic. | would argue that one of the many tkitigat contribute to the problem, that is
Zizek'’s lack of a serious engagement with the albgssbe attributed to the fact that he often
uses “void” and “abyss” interchangeably, therebyflading the meaning of these two
different terms. Zizek does this by substituting toid with the abyss in some instances in
which he is referring to the void as the site poesly covered by Fantasy, which now reveals
itself to be nothing more than the “subject” its&ff In another instance, when discussing
Butler’s reading of “stubborn attachment,” -- aq@ss of excessive attachment to a particular
object which, according to Freud, leads the foramatf the self — Zizek writes that the

particular object of attachment “acts as a stanftinhe void of Nothingness (or for the

232 Dominick LaCapra, “Trauma, Absence, Los8ritical Inquiry, Vol 25, No 4 Summer,
1999: 700-701, 727.
233 “The point of these paradoxes is that what we“salbjectivization” (recognizing oneself
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abyss of the impossible Thingd®* The problem, however, gets exacerbated as in a few
instances, Zizek calls the abyss “the limit” ante“void” of absolute negativifi?

As | have examined in the previous chapter, thessby its neoplatonic sense, refers
neither to a simple limit and finitude, nor to timere intersection of lack and plenitude or
finitude and divine potency, but to the “passageht one to the other, which is nonetheless
unlocatable and unspeakaBte.When reflecting on the central importance of the
(parallax/dialectic) “passage” in Zizek’s thinkirigis ironic that he does not explore the
meaning of “passage” implicated in the abyss. Tdasls him to translate finitudes as void,
rather than abyss. This identification is thendakd by a celebratory realization — or a least
a solid affirmation — of the void (finitude or daaif God) as the void signals the starting
point for the inauguration of a new subject. Adedty, a great extent of Zizek’'s work is
invested in elaborating and dramatizing the paipfocess of “discovery” and “encounter”
with the Real (death of God) and the recognitiat the ontological finitude signals a
positive ground of possibility. Nevertheless, we arovided with no clues as howthe self
who goes through the “shattering trauma” of theoeinter with the Real manages to re-
assemble itself and proceed toward the struggéelbfdetermination resiliently. If the void
facilitates for Zizek an easy transition or jumenir the ontological limit to the death of God
and back into a newly conceived subject, | subhat the “unexplored abyss” in his thought
would have provided a more adequate framework éscbing the long, ambiguous, and

painful process of passage from one stage to tier.ot
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Zizek’s abyss, in short, leaves much to be desespecially when we consider that
for Hegel the abyss signals the devastating sfegbe®r disruption in which self-identity is
“divided against itself, all identity, all existemds disrupted?®’ Indeed, Zizek
acknowledges that Hegel's night (abyss) involvegkent rupture, an experience of “tearing
apart” and “dismemberment.” In order to emphadimedisruptive effect of Hegel’s night,
Zizek postulates the mystic abyss as a contrastitign. Here, again we can see how Zizek

conflates the abyss with void by misidentifying thgstic abyss with void. He writes,

“It would therefore be too hasty to identify thigght of the world’ with the Void of
the mystic experience: it designates, rather xigeeopposite, that is, the primordial

Big Bang, the violent self-contrast by means ofalitthe balance and inner peace of

the Void of which mystics speak are perturbed,\hrout of joint.”*®

It would certainly be unnecessary to point out thratd” is a misnomer for the
mystic abyss. It might be however useful to remeantihat the mystic abyss -- which,
again, Zizek is misnaming here as the Void — da#sin most cases, point to a given state of
balance and peace. Rather, the sense of unityantbhy is the result of a long and painful
process of a desperate search for God in the widstpossibility. It indicates the eroded
ground of one’s being and his/her world includihg very original ground that is God. In
other words, the ultimate state of unity with thrte that the mystics speak about entails a
self-lacerating process of dispossession, displaogmrand self-effacement.

Certainly, Hegel himself leaves the trope of thgsalunderdeveloped. As Judith

Butler comments, following Kierkegaard, the infelit self-replenishing subject of Hegelian

237 Hegel,Phenomenology15.
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dialectic does not seem wholly engulfed by the tiega“‘no matter how maOny times his
world dissolves, he remains infinitely capableedssembling another world*® Along the
same line, | observe that the subject of Zizekiafedtic leaves us with the same ambiguity
as to his almost magical power of resilience. Tiogeg Butler’s insightful question as to how
often “suffering simply erode[s] whatever groundrinis,” instead of prompting “the
reconstruction of a world on yet firmer ground,tisicially relevant for not only Hegel but
Zizek as well. By equating the abyss with voidather simple nothingness, Zizek passes
through the traumatic passage of the negative psnwih too much haste, leaving just “little
time for grief.”*°

However, despite the subtle, yet persisting sehsptamism harbored in Hegel’s
thOought, one notices that the overwhelming shagdloagonizing despair and grief overspills
into the account of the Hegelian subject, partidyl;m Hegel's discussion of the Unhappy
Consciousness. The Unhappy Consciousness perlapseats very well the abyss lurking
in the traumatic passage that Zizek attempts tadamadvertently. It refers to the
consciousness of the self in its inner disparity s@lf-contradiction. It points to what Zizek
calls the “traumatic encounter” or coming to awasnof the irreconcilable split between the
self and the other, infinite and finite or the werisal and the particular. In a word, the
Unhappy Consciousness represents the principlelie€sntradiction that conditions the
Hegelian subject. Even though it signals the begmof the passage or transition from loss
to self-discovery, from surrender and dissolutiothie reconstruction of the subject, it is yet
a state of a relentless oscillation between th@sentoments. It is at this moment that we

come across the grieving tone of the philosopher reflects on the true meaning and the

239 Butler, Subjects of Desite22.
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magnitude of “total loss,” that is the loss of dainge and of the self; the loss of the (old)

world; the loss of the Absolute that is the dedti®od.

Trust in the eternal laws of the gods have vanished the Oracles, which
pronounced on particular questions, are dumb. Tdtaes are now only stones from
which the living soul has flown, just as the hynans words from which belief has
gone. The tables of the gods provide no spiritoatifand drink, and in his games and
festivals man no longer recovers the joyful congsiess of his unity with the

divine2#

The abyss or passage from a naive consciousnassetbconsciousness, from time
itself to for-itselfis a “way of despair,” a path marked with surrenttess, and death. What
Hegel's Unhappy Consciousness signifies then isabiasciousness or subject is structured
by some sort of grief, a “grief which expressesliti the hard saying that God is de&&?”
Such experience of pain and longing enables thegumation or emergence of Spirit that is
the “particular” materializing the Universal. Theipt that Zizek misses or underestimates is
that despite Hegel’s insistence on the indomitablgect and the restless spirit, he
acknowledges the weight of grief and suffering shadg the path of his dialectical journey.
Nonetheless, to reiterate Butler's comment, Hegrllgject is never fully swept over by the
negative, “never devastated beyond rep@it. The narrative moves on quickly to Spirit and
onto the next/last chapter: Absolute Knowing.

It is then, | suggest, an in-depth engagement tiigmeoplatonic abyss that will

perhaps help us re-read the Zizekian-Hegelian ayssuch, the rich poetic texture of the

241 Hegel,Phenomenology55.
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early mystical abyss was absorbed by the protedighl system of Bohme and Schelling,
and further “sublated” by the “rational” systemtbé& Hegelian dialectic. Nevertheless, the
oceanic depth of the mystical tradition and thetipdexture that are “remembered”

(erinner)) and “preserved’drhalten in sublation Aufhebun persists in the abyssal crack
between the poetic and dialectic, theology andipsliand between creaturely finitude and

divine potency.

Subjects of Desire

Might Judith Butler’s reading of Hegel help us reaih the dense and rich texture of
the abyss which is left unexplored in both Hegel Zizek’s works? The significance of
Butler’s work for this chapter is, first, despitertsignificant difference from Zizek, Butler
shares an important common ground with Zizek wisdhat Butler, like Zizek, views the
subject of the Hegelian dialectic as a failure, kedrwith an indelible sense of lack.
Furthermore, not only are both thinkers heavilyested in psychoanalysis but a theory of
ethics and, ultimately, political mobilization. $&d, the somewhat vague image of the
abyss, which nevertheless persists in the Hegdlaactic and misleadingly
(under)developed by Zizek gains a more concretpesimaButler's work. To be clear, Butler
does not invoke the term (abyss) in her writinggwidver, her feminist reading with a focus
on desire, lack, body, and a particularly strongleasis on “the other,” inscribes a dialectical
dynamic structured by a sense of an “impossiblé tfegi could not be better described than
“abyssal.” In a way, Butler's work might help usdaélss the questions that Zizek’s abyss left
unanswered or unexplored.

While Butler also does not draw on neoplatonic sesiy her intense engagement with
the dense stitches comprising the path of dialeictierwoven with the pain, despair, desire,

and the overall drama of suffering provides a de&gpective on the unfathomable depth
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shadowing the trajectory of the Hegelian dialeclitird and last, Butler’'s reading of Hegel
through desire, recognition, and otherness becoviedlietszche, Freud, and Foucault, the
backbone of her critical engagement with melanahafid the “politics of mourning.”

Butler views the subject as structurally conditidigy loss and melancholia. The fact
that loss constitutes the ontological texture ef$blf means that the self carries an
insurmountable otherness ingrained within the stinecof itself. In this way, | argue that
Butler re-inscribes an ineluctable gap, an abyssdidifice of opacity in the fabric of both the
self and its process of becoming subject. Butlerty in a way, the tendency of reading the
Hegelian dialectic as a narrative of progress anel@r-unfolding subjectivity by reading
into the full depth of despair and suffering implied in the abyss of loss and of “the other”
that shadows the dialectic of becoming. Butler gigespecific shape to the somewhat
abstract trope of the abyss by creating a diraktwith both the socio-psychic and the
historical shape of “the other” constituting thegnd of our social existence.

The starting point from which Butler reads Hegéldesire.” She views desire as the
basic and persisting principle sustaining the stitgéPhenomenologyHowever,
historically, desire has been foreclosed from tlagnnrajectory of Western tradition as
“the other” of philosophy. Butler reads desire iagél as the “fundamental striving” and “the
incessant effort to overcome external differencgbbcoming a self-conscious, whole
subject* Following Hyppolite, Butler associates desire widgativity. Their resemblance
rests on the fact that they are both marked wjikraisting “lack.” Butler adds that desire is
the mode of externalizing the inner contradictidifiérences through which consciousness
turns “its own negativity into an explicit objedtreflection, something to be labored upon
h2.45

and worked throug Therefore, she suggests a rhetorical readinged?tienomenology

244 Butler, Subjects of Desiteb.
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She reads the insidious unfolding of the dialeeiche drama of desire, deception, and
despair. If, however, the gradual manifestatiothefAbsolute reveals itself to be only partial
and deceptive, and if the magically resilient sabg# dialectic lacks the ground of a
historical possibility, what is the significancedarelevance of the dialectical circularity?
Butler answers her own guestion by claiming thatdbceptive cycle is a “progressive cycle”
which reveals the “substance,” namely the compleklaroader reality of the Absolute as “an
all-encompassing web of interrelations, [and] tiieaiism of life itself.?*® More

importantly, what makes this cycle progressiveatthe promise of a more complete
reality/knowledge, but the fact that the ingraifiegufficiency of any given relationship to
the Absolute is the basis of its interdependencetber relationships, so that the history of

deception is, finally, the unity of internal retais which is the Absoluté®’

The Abyss of the Other

Butler presents the basic formula of the dialeictia rather simple term by identifying
consciousness with partiality (lack) and self-comssness with mediation or self-reflection.
In other words, if consciousness indicates invdyi#liie ungraspable negativity, self-
consciousness is the result of an attempt to thinkediate the inner difference constituting
the object. It also means that the Hegelian sulogatknow itself only througmediation
Butler reasserts Kant’s point through the Hegelégars by pointing out that therefore,
“object” cannot be separated from “object-as-exmdito-us.” This way, mediation or
explanation becomes part of the object’s actuéffty. would argue that an irremediable rift
emerges at this juncture — a rift that | would iifgras abyss, if not abyssal — in which an

unforeseeable and insurmountable otherness apjpelaesprefiguring the structure of being

248 |pid., 23.
247 | pid.,
248 |pid., 27.
96



in Butler’s thought. For, it appears that the onby the Hegelian subject can come to self-
consciousness is by the way of self-reflection, selflconsciousness entails consciousness’
becoming “other” to itself. A more simple way oftpag it would be to say that the self
discovers the other or the world in itself and tt@tsequently, it discovers itself in the other.
The fact that there is always an inherent otherimapanted in the texture of the self points
to the paradoxical way that desire works, so timtésiring something else, we lose
ourselves, and in desiring ourselves, we lose > Thus, desire is always in
contradiction, frustrated and dissatisfied by theéually exclusive paradox. Nonetheless, it is
this very desire that drives the self to a relastleffort to overcome such disparity. If the
neoplatonic abyss bears signs of dual — if notiplalt signification by pointing to the
restless oscillation or passage between the famtethe infinite or between the impossible
and the possible, the ineluctable trace of “the@tim Butler’'s thought evokes the abyss-like
scheme of an inscrutable opacity framing her etitioeight. Therefore, for Butler, otherness
inaugurates the self-consciousness, occasionig@tfiiculation as desire,” but at the same
time, “it is also the source of suffering for tieisiergent subject®

The place of the other in the journey of self-camssness or rather, the dialectical
relation between the self-consciousness and thex atfexplored in detail in the section of
her earlySubjects of Desirethere Butler examines Hegel’s discussion of “Laidsand
Bondage.” The rather vague notion of “the otherichkhin its initial stage referred to the
external world in general is now, she shows, cdimée as another consciousness with
reflexivity that is another self-consciousness.slibibecause, explains Butler, in order for the
self-realization of the self-consciousness in/tgltolthe other” to result in self-discovery (of

the self-consciousness), this otherness needs"“nbebject that mirrors the reflexive
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structure of desire itself® In other word, the reason why self-consciousnassbe realized
in otherness and yet be absoligeitselfis because this otherness reveals itself to be
“another subject with a structurally identical séaims.”?*? Indeed, as various
commentators of Hegel that | have engaged alreaxydrxconcede, mutual recognition is the
key to understanding the master-slave dialectiopifthe entire system of the Hegelian
dialectic. For Butler too, mutual recognition ig thnderlying aim of the journeying self-
consciousness and therefore, it is the only walyttieinsatiable desire can achieve
satisfactiorf>*

However, “discovering” the other should not be ustiod as an appearance of a
reality from nothing. Rather, it is the emergenta ceality that was previously obscure,
implicit, yet not without reality. In other wordstherness or the “other” self-consciousness
that the Hegelian subject confronts is not a shewriority irrupting from the outside.
Rather, it is the discovery, the affirmation of theer difference constituted by an
ungraspable alterity/exteriority. Therefore, selélization through the other amounts to the
consciousness’ journey of discovering the traceltefity inherently structuring itself, and at
the same time, discovering itself in alterity. kams that the process of self-discovery or self-
realization inevitably entails dealing with thiade or rather, structure of opacity, the abyss
of otherness prefiguring the subject.

It is, therefore, not a surprise that the jourregharacterized by despair rather than
optimism, for the similarity of the other is notlinative of “the possibility of reflexivity,”
but self-loss The subject who was seeking reflexivity in thieest finds itself fully absorbed

by this other: “it no longer seeks to consume tieio.. but is instead consumed by the
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Other”?** Traditionally, the leftist readers of the mastiaive dialectic — whose readings of
Hegel are primarily inspired by Marx’s reading bétHegelian dialectic — centered their
reading on the paradox around labor and subjed®epresented by Kojeve, this view
confers labor an educative role from which the hattonary consciousness and struggle of
the slave begins, while rendering the master theeaba tragic, fixated figure whose
subjecthood fails to be recognized by the otherth@rother hand, Butler's reading, centered
on the paradoxes of subjection through body, desird freedom aims to demonstrate how
the almost erotic exchanges of the implicit, suppeel, and contradictory desire (as well as
their denials) reveal the (self)contradictory amtherable nature of self-consciousness.
Nonetheless, the full extent of the implication ébinics and its significance for the
consequential political vision is not developedhar early work on Hegel iSubjects of
Desire Yet, one central point seems to become alreaghrcbtherness and its fundamental

bond with the subject.

Loss: Mourning and Melancholia

Certainly, the subject as the bearer of vulnergtéind precariousness is a recurring,
or better, central theme haunting Butler’s phildgoal works. With her initial reading of
Hegel, particularly Hegel's master-slave dialecttoe imprints an irremediable sense of
breach into the basic contour of her philosophtigialking. Butler’'s ethical inquiry grows as
this abyssal gap results directly in a rift, an nasgable otherness and loss structuring the

self. Such sense of inner split is well articulatetier exchange with Catherine Malabou.

Of course, the problem is that the “other” whormadd is in some sense me, and in

some sense not “me” — and this means that the bidgwof myself that happens in

254 bid., 47-48.
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this initial encounter is one that establishes stottger” who is not me. So |
encounter myself at a spatial distance from mysetfoubled; | encounter, at the
same time, and in the same figure, the limit totwltan call “myself”... So what |
have to live with is not just the fact that | hdecome two, but that | can be found at
a distance from myself, and that what | find at tfiatance is also — and at once — not

myself?>®

The complex question of otherness is further corifiéel as Butler turns to Freud
and Foucault in order to examine the process géstufbrmation. Central to Butler’s claim
is the view that agency or subject is not only Howhalso sustained by “subjection” to the
web of power and discourse that precedes our nilltamporality. Her view is profoundly
influenced by both Althusser and Foucault who us@derd subject as the product of the
power enacted in and through the socio-politicalifntions and dominant ideologies. From
this, Butler concludes that the subject comeseéxistence as the result of subordination to
power, an act of “passionate attachment” to suigect

The fact that an inscrutable difference or altecypstitutes an essential part of the
self is indicative of the incomplete nature or \erbility of the self, which could also be
translated as a certain sense of loss. Howevdheoather hand, another important element
that Butler incorporates into the texture of thié isdoss caused by prohibition. She concur
with both Nietzsche and Freud’s point that prolpit‘turns ‘the drive’ back on itself,
fabricating an internal sphere, the condition fef-mspection and reflexivity?*®

Eventually, prohibition leads to subjection, whibg the other hand, it implies that such

foreclosed desire constitutes “the subject thraugkrtain kind of preemptive loss,” as Freud

255 Catherine Malabou and Judith Butler, “You Be Mydgdor Me: Body, Shape, and

Plasticity in Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit,”AnCompanion to Hegeédited by Stephen

Houlgate and Michael Baur (Malden: Blackwell, 201425.
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has remarke&’ She draws on the example of gender/sexual ideatiin by arguing that
heterosexuality is produced by enforcement of gendams, that is, by the prohibition of
homosexuality. This means, in other words, thajptimhibition and the resulting denial of
desire or attachment to the same gender producetaacholia that constitutes the
(heterosexual) subject.

Melancholia, as defined by Freud, is the resu#rofinresolved grief. Melancholia
becomes the structure of the self as the demarlddsr(loss of certain sexual attachments)
and the further demand to disavow those losses esenie social network of power in
which the subject is produced. Butler writes inwake of the many unrecognized and
unmourned losses/deaths produced by HIV in the LG&Tmunity and consequently, we
find in Butler a contextualized notion of loss,afriand melancholia. Nevertheless, the main
line of her thinking situates loss and grief in breader context of psychoanalysis that is the
psychic formation of the subject articulated in pinosophical and the psychoanalytic
perspectivé>® Loss, in the broader scheme of her philosophiteas, refers to the crack
opened up between the subject and “the world d@rsththat is, the web of “social terms that
are never fully one’s own,” yet from which s/he eges®>

The abyss-like character of the subject’s psychediguration takes a concrete form
when Butler points to the paradox of the subjegé&sesis. Accordingly, agency is not the
ability that facilitates one’s denial of the soaahdition constituting the self. Rather,
agency is initiated “by the fact that | am congétliby a social world | never chos€® One

finds here the Hegelian “passage” or what Zizelsdhk “parallax shift,” which in a way

57 bid., 23.
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LaCapra argues that Butler’s notion of loss corfighe concrete historical loss with psychic
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also invokes the key characteristics of the neoplatabyss: the passage between the finite
and the infinite or between the negative and ttstipe. Butler invokes this passage — a
passage in which the negative signifies the camaitf possibility — by arguing that the fact
“that my agency is riven with paradox does not mieaimpossible. It means only that
paradox is the condition of its possibilit§?® In this sense, the negative, namely, loss, grief,
opacity, and vulnerability signal a positive coralit “the condition of our existence and

survivability2®?

as they point to the precarious nature of ourterte while, at the same
time, revealing “the way that we are from the stédmtady given over, beyond ourselves,
implicated in lives that are not our owff® The fact that the other, or innumerable others
entangled in one’s social existence constitutesahgc of one’s being signifies that Butler’s
philosophical inquiry is, inevitably, some sortasf ethical inquiry. It is my observation that
the other bears the traces of the abyss in Buriéne form of an unknown site of alterity
intrinsic to the structure of being. The ethicaingiicance and the political possibility created
by what I call “the abyss of the other” in Butlerfurther developed with her advancement of
“the politics of mourning.” Here, she connects #élfséding theme of loss and melancholia
with mourning through a revisited reading of Freud.

In Freud’s classical formulation of 1917’s es$éyurning and Melancholia
mourning is defined as a necessary and healthyepsoaf withdrawing the libidinal
projection directed to the lost ofi¥. A successful mourning will lead the mourner into

finding a new object in which the mourner can projeer/his libido, newly again. Butler

reflects on the act of mourning as the “opaqu€ selffers from loss and the vulnerability of
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being a part of socially constituted body, expasedttachment and the inscrutable trace of
the othe® Her conception of vulnerability points to a compleeb of social relationships
lying anterior and beyond the self, which in tweveals the incoherence of being a self: a
self who is deprived of its agency, a sense ofctiva and the ability to foresee who s/he is
becoming or even to tell, who s/he is.

However, at the same time, as Butler’s early repdirHegel indicates, loss does not
only entail loss of the self, but of others. Vukegility or precarity of the self signifies both
the loss of the self’'s coherenardthe loss of others who constitute the relatiopdhat
enables the self's existence, for there is no \waythe “I” will fully know who they are nor
is the “I” able to pay back the price that the otheaid. Therefore, argues Butler, the self
needs to be accountable to the invisible and ajrpadsed temporality that constitute wie
are. Butler recalibrates loss into the ethical aotability to the concrete others of history
from which we emerge. If we take them for grantdtler warns us, “then our very living
depends upon a denial of their historicity, a diseal of the price we pay’®® However, one
may wonder, what is the possible political optibattButler suggests when loss and grief
leads us nothing but to mourning? What forms oicattthinking and accountability to others
can we derive from mourning, which is an act ofrawing one’s libido from the lost
object and moving on? To this question about theegtf mourning, Freud himself provides
a more refined answer in his later work.

In 1923'sThe Ego and the Jd=reud revisits his own early position and calls
melancholia an inevitable component in the egdfsfeemation?®” Freud argues that the

lost object is not completely detached from the meubut introjected, and thus incorporated

265 judith Butler Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violen¢ondon: Verso,
2004), 20.
266 judith ButlerGiving an Account of Onesglf21.
257 patricia Rae, edViodernism and MourningCranbury: Associated University Press,
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as a part of the ego. It is here where Butler's mimg begins, too. She rejects the classical
Freudian formula by questioning its alleged gobarh not sure | know when mourning is
successful, or when one has fully mourned anothevam being?® Rather, mourning
reveals the unfathomable depth of our ethicalttdbe unknown others. As we go through
mourning, perhaps we come to terms with our firetadd vulnerability and the possible

transformation that awaits us. Butler writes,

I’'m certain, though, that it does not mean that lba forgotten the person, or that
something else comes along to take his or her placthink instead that one mourns
that one accepts the fact that the loss one undengil be one that changes you,
changes you possibly forever, and that mourningda® with agreeing to undergo a

transformation the full result of which you cankabw in advancé®

Loss reveals our vulnerability, and vulnerabilityturn, signals transformation. Then
mourning is perhaps the painful process of accgjitie volatile nature of one’s existence.
Grief and mourning in this sense are not privagzand depoliticizing. Rather, they are key
to theorizing our dependence and ethical respditgitn one another. They signal the

270 in which we “make grief itself

possibility of a “political community of complex der,
into a resource for politics.” This is, howevert agassive inaction or resignation, but, as
Butler reminds us, “a slow process by which we tigva point of identification with
suffering itself.?”* Mourning, in this sense, acquires a new polittnakning. It signifies a

political refusal to conform both to the normatoféering of solution as a letting go of a

completed past and the hasty dissociation fromesuff and collective wound/trauma. To
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reiterate, Butler’s ethico-political concerns aveted in the specific experience of the
political context of the LGBT community where céntéorms of bodies and desires are
unrecognized and this repudiation reproduces agilityato mourn certain forms of losses. It
follows that the normative account provided by eomporary democracy produces certain
forms of lives that are “ungrievable.”

These questions around the link between the ugreéped (or ungrievable) lives and
mourning as the political refusal of unrecogniziépieads Butler to identify the problem of
(un)recognition in Hegel. She points out how tingdige between desire and recognition
within the Hegelian tradition misses a crucial peol, namely, the failure of recognition or
“unrecognition.” The central place that recognitmrcupies in Hegelian thought and the
following assertion that all desire is a desirerfrognition, fails to grasp the reality of many
lives that are not recognized by the prevailingalawrm?’?> The problem of recognition in
Hegel had been also taken up by Frantz Fanon delerades before Butler. Fanon reads
Hegel's master-slave dialectic from the standpoirihe colonial context, from the site of
political struggle in which the Hegelian logic ofitnal recognition is expressed in a conflict
between the white colonizer (master) and the b&deke. The colonial context makes the
Hegelian trope of mutual recognition a romanticimbzhlism as the master finds the slave
laughable instead of seeking recognition from AimRather, the white master simply
imposes labor on the black slave. All he expeashfthe slave is labor and servitude.
Meanwhile, unlike the Hegelian slave who finds megrand self-consciousness in work,

Fanon’s black slave finds no liberation in wéfk. The black slave does not succeed in
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273 Frantz FanonBlack Skin, White Mask3ranslated by Charles Lam Markmann (New
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Comparative Analysis,The Journal of Pan African Studjegol 4, No 7, November
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objectifying the master, a vital step that leadsubjectivity in Hegelian dialectic, because he
wants to bdike the master. Instead of considering his own suivjécfirst, the slave always
has in mind the subjectivity of the master. In otlverds, if the Hegelian slave turns away
from the master and turns towards the object, dtjesctifying the master, the Fanonian slave
turns towards the master by abandoning the objectTherefore, in all these critiques of
Hegel, the existential impasse belongs to the kdtke - rather than the master - who
desires to be recognized as a subject and yevé geanted with such recognition by the
master.

Both Fanon and Butler complicate the notion ofdtieer by hinting at the failure of
recognition. The otherness at stake thereforetigusbabout its ungraspability. Rather, there
is another side to it: the unrecognized or repediather. Butler opens the door for thinking
the abyss of the other not only in terms of itstirutability” but also in the context of
suffering, as the “suffering other.” While Butlerstion of the other is not directly derivative
of the neoplatonic tradition, the abyssal characté¢ne other in her thought bears a
significant trace of resemblance to the abyss oplaonic mysticism, yet with a clearer
ethical edge. Perhaps, the unexplored abyss dile&ian-Hegelianism might gaze back
upon the hasty subject of the dialectical matesmalthrough Butler. Her reading helps us see
our ties to the countless others of history thah@es the impatient subject of the Zizekian
dialectic fails to acknowledge. She provides thigogbphical ground for thinking ethics in
such a way that we frame the present and the fiilzenjunction to the missed possibilities
and lost temporalities, the ineluctable trace efdther that eludes the grasp of the subject-in-
the-becoming. An element of the “unknown” structuBautler’s politics of mourning or
politics of recognition whose humble, yet persisgaolitical gesture of recognition and

mourning aims at an ethics of becoming in relatmthe other: “To ask for recognition... is

275 1hid.
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to solicit a becoming, to instigate a transformatio petition the future always in relation to
the Other’

Certainly, Zizek's critical assessment of the padiof recognition deserves our
attention here. He quotes Butler’'s repudiatiorhef prevailing conception which views queer
politics as a “merely cultural” movement that opp®she economic struggle. He then
endorses Butler’s claim by stating that queer pslibf recognition is valuable as long as it
posits a threat to capitalism. However, he warnatilee same time against the potential
collusion between cultural politics and the presmmidition of global capitalism by saying
that “in the post-political arena, capital is atdeneutralize queer demands, to absorb them as
a specific way of life 2" Zizek’s observation resonates with the critiquéheftraditional
leftists who maintain a critical distance from tregious forms of cultural politics
proliferating under the current dominance of postara philosophies. These cultural politics
find expression in the form of “critical theory” @hey occupy a central place in analyzing
the constructions of gender and race categoriesfadt that many such ideas of subversive
politics fail to posit a threat to the proliferatiof global capitalism is a painful sign that these
critical theories are perhaps somehow meeting &neégb needs and demands of the all-
pervading power of capital. It is in this contexat we see the importance and the relevance
of Zizek’s work.

In a similar way, Zizek directs his critical assassat to Butler’s reading of the
master-slave dialectic by concluding that the mallteffect of Butler’s reading results in a
passive reconfiguration of the hegemonic ordereratihian a revolutionary displacement of
the entire system. In her reading of Hegel's Unlyappnsciousness, Butler examines the

doubling effect of the body produced in the proagssuppression or/and renunciation of the
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body. The Lord attempts to negate the precariossoiethe body conditioning his existence
by suppressing the body and transferring it tdbthhedsman. As Butler reads, the Lord’s
imperative to the bondsman is then, “you be my Hodyne but do not let me know that the
body you are is my body*® The reason why this dynamic is interesting is heeahe
bondsman somehow effectuates his agency by sulgjetitnself to this imperative and
through mimicking the Lord’s body. The main questibat arises then is whether the
bondsman’s agency is fully constrained by the riegair the imperative from which it is
generated or not. The dilemma, for Butler, liethia fact that “the agency of the subject
appears to be an effect of its subordinatigi.”

The possibility that Butler suggests is that “ttte@hment required by a regulatory
regime” might “prove to be both its constitutivéldiae and the potential site of resistané®.”
She finds the clue in the paradoxical reversalostgr dynamic produced in the act of
renunciation. The paradox lies in that the acteabuncing the body ends up in “doing” or
“performing” of body since the act of denial thaithe act of showing itself as a “nothing,”
ends up in a “performing” of nothing, a “doing” W6thing?®* Therefore, in other words,
what Butler reads in Hegel's master-slave dialastibe fact that the very denial or
suppression of body ends up inadvertently presgivia body. Similarly, Butler argues that
just as for Freud, prohibition reproduces and isifigs the prohibited desire, every effort and
act of renunciation preserves and reasserts thressged desire, body, or agency. Then, one
can say that the power producing the subject doesemain unaltered after it is appropriated

by the subject. Rather, “A significant and potedhtianabling reversal occurs when power
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shifts from its status as a condition of agenctghsubject’s own agencﬁ’?’z Butler derives,
in this way, the potential for the undoing of swuibjen in the structure of the very same
subjection to which the subject is “passionatetgicited.”

In short, the political aim that Butler hints aréconfiguring “the contours of the
conditions of life” by the subject whose performatrepetition and appropriation of the
norm displaces, paradoxically, the power structfitéThe major point of disagreement with
Zizek is then that Butler’s “performative reconfigtion” is “a subversive displacement
which remainswithin the hegemonic field®®*  For Zizek, the political efficiency of such
political strategies needs to be put into questiithey fail to cut through the “fantasmic
core.” Rather, they might sustain it just as Btgl&passionate attachment” runs the risk of
being conflated to subjection to the symbolic (hregeic) order® In other words, the risk
Zizek finds in Butler's performativity is that itpassive” political gesture might as well end
up dissolving in the all-too-powerful structuretbé hegemonic power rather than subverting
it. Contrastingly, the Lacanian insight pointsie tmore radical act” of reconfiguring “the
entire field which redefines the very conditionssotially sustained performativity°
Zizek concludes by calling Butler's move “too opistic” on the one hand, as she
overestimates the power of “the marginal gestufgedormative displacement.” On the
other hand, Zizek remarks, Butler is too pessimistithat she does not advance “the radical
gesture of the thorough restructuring of the hegemsymbolic order in its totality?®’

Zizek’s critiqgue of performative reconfigurationipts its finger to the very important

guestion of political efficiency, and more importignof political effect of Butler's account
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of subject and subjection. Perhaps, we could extehd/arning to the broader field of
cultural politics which tends to seek the posdwitif subversion within the given system of
signification without the “long and painful” procesf self-discovery and transformatidii®

at the same time many such theories do not seshote a willingness to tackle the all-
pervading system of exploitation and violence, ngn@pitalism. As such, the dialectical
abyss that Zizek places at the center of his thbinglicates the event of the violent
“rupturing” which, as a result, tears the textufdeing apart. Time and again, he emphasizes
the painful and traumatic dimension of this procesgsch consists in traversing the abyss
and re-discovering the (missing) subject. Nevees®las | have already argued, even as
traumatic and dark his notion of negativity souraie finds in Zizek an optimistic vision of
political subjectivity as he offers a naively resit and successful account of negation, of a
finally renewed and re-discovered subject.

To reiterate the question | posited earlier, howsdine devastated subject manage to
collect its shattered self and proceed forward &iveintless failures and traumatic encounters
with the void? Perhaps we can follow Kierkegaard Batler's warning and consider the
wider ethico-political landscape of the global @xttas we reflect upon the notion of the
abyss, suffering, and the other. The abyss therdyaulonger be constrained to its narrow
philosophical meaning such as the “void” lying bathethe matter (Zizek). Rather, we could
extend its meaning and read the abyss as the demsméss of being signifying the symptom
of the loss of historical and politico-economic gnd within the context of oppression,
particularly, the (neo)colonial oppression. Thedjiom that arises, then, would be, how does
the colonial subject who lives in the deadlock leswthe memory of the unspeakable

trauma and the still-absurd present emerge fromliservading, all-sinking groundlessness

288 |n commenting on Hegel's mastetr-slave dialedtigieve also points out that the process
of education and transformation by labor in whieé tvorker surmounts the terror of death
and rises up is long and painful. See, Kojeve, 53.
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to a new ground? As | highlighted above, for Hdgel crossing or passing through the abyss
lying in the dialectical journey is a painful momeh utter devastation; not an abstract notion
of suffering, but, as Hyppolite remarks, “it engadin actual despair that entails existerite.”
The death of the old consciousness and the birshnaw subject or the Hegelian passage as |
would call it takes place at this crossroad in \hie demarcation between finitude of the
self and the divine spirit is displaced: by readiegel with Butler and, the postcolonial
thinkers (as | will do it in the next chapter) weghit able to take a deeper gaze at the
underdeveloped abyss of Hegel. In it, this grousghess of being, we find not only the death
of an ontotheological God, but also the gaping vasuof the unmourned histories of
unrecognized lives and their sufferings.

From this perspective, | argue, contra Zizek, Butter’s performative
reconfiguration is neither optimistic nor pessimcisRather, Butler's reading of Hegel (along
with Freud and Foucault) hints at the possibilityreorizing suffering that is politicizing
both the crude reality and the repressed memosufééring from the site of extreme
violence and oppression, from the site of socitehisal devastation and physical violence.
Certainly, this might not be a “radical act” of selsion as Zizek calls it. As such “radical
act” requires a socio-political ground for self4défon that many oppressed subjects of the
global world are dispossessed of. It is, howe\atical in the sense that Butler's subject
politicizes and transforms pain by way of attachimgt “rather than not attach at all,” in the
contexts where wretchedness and pain “are [the sitgs offered by the regulatory regimes
for attachment*° Butler clarifies this political gesture further byguing that negation

contradicts “the rhetoric of withdrawal it purpottssignify,” as the gesture of negation
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signals a gesture of affirmation (of negati6t) Therefore, she concludes, rejection/negation
is “a site of presence and excitation and, henegeibthan no object at aff*® Perhaps,
Butler's reading can be seen as “realistic” aspgeespective is anchored in the context of the
communities that are constantly exposed to vuliigabnd physico-material violence.

As | have sketched out my account thus far, weficahin Hegel an intrinsic trace of
the abyss structuring his entire philosophicaleystWhile it does not make its presence
explicit, the abyss nevertheless shadows the jgushbecoming of the Hegelian subject. In
both Hegel and his contemporary readers (ZizekBariter), the abyss signals an ineluctable
otherness constituting the (self-splitting) reabfythe subject. The inherent inscrutability or
otherness structuring the subject, however, inbljitalaces questions of ethics at the center
of being. In Zizek, we find this expressed in tbeni of an ethics of the revolutionary
political subject while for Butler the other is Bavariably present, yet ungraspable source of
ethical reflection and responsibility.

In either case, the subject is thrust into the moaa of oscillation and the force
behind the movement is what Hegel calls negatiah®negative. Negation is the movement
of traversing, crossing or passing through the sibfegation means first negating the self.
Then it also signifies negating “negation,” whiabirgs to the act of renunciation, acceptance
of loss that would, paradoxically, defy loss antedéas the perpetual condition of existence.
My interest underlying the current project is thasilient act of passage through which the
subject comes to embrace finitude/failure and axadht transform it into the ground of new
possibility.

By reading Hegel, Zizek, and Butler, | have locateslindelible and abyssal “trace of

the other” at the threshold of the passage lyintpénsubject’s journey of becoming. The
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question that arises, then, regards the possibilisuch passage: the shift, act of traversal,
transformation, and eventually, reconstruction. &hswer to this question will result in
varying modalities for thinking ethics and the sedpgent political vision regarding the place
of self, subject, the other, and so on. While thiekers | have examined above may all
maintain a positive perspective on such possibilitgir answers as toow show significant
differences. The answer to these questions will e@en more significantly and will present
more complications if we extend this ethico-philaisical question to the broader context of
the global south, particularly those sites shapethé contestations of (neo)colonial violence
and oppression. | turn to these postcolonial thimkeho strive to find a language for
theorizing or politicizing the abyss, a notion whiinds its resonances in their concrete
experience of violence and suffering. The missilag of grief in Zizek's materialist
dialectic and the lack of a viable constructivepasal for the reconstruction of the political
subject in Butler are, perhaps, partly symptomattithe fact that the abyss remains
underdeveloped in Hegel's dialectic. Then, the tjors about the place of the abyss and its
ethico-political significance might, perhaps, meaetalternative vision in the writings of these

postcolonial thinkers.
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Chapter 4 — The Groundlessness of Being:
Fragmentation, Duration, and Re-collection

Nevertheless with all my strength
| refuse to accept that amputation.
| feel in myself a soul as immense as the world,
truly a soul as deep as the deepest of rivers,
my chest has the power to expand without limit.
| am a master and | am advised to adopt
the humility of the cripple.
Yesterday, awakening to the world,
| saw the sky turn upon itself utterly and wholly.
| wanted to rise, but the disemboweled silence
fell back upon me, its wings paralyzed.
Without responsibility, straddling nothingness amithity,
| began to weep.

Frantz FanonBlack Skin, White Masks

For history is not only absence for us. It is vgoti
This time that was never ours, we must now possess.

Edouard GlissanCaribbean Discourses

The registers of the abyss shadowing the dialdatitf@lding of this dissertation

draw different routes of oscillation between muéipoints that appear contradictory. One

encounters, in this relentless movement of osmtat countless number of thresholds that

rupture one’s horizon and open up newly emerginggects. Thresholds trouble the

boundary between the end and beginning, betweets land possibilities, thus disrupting the

linear trajectory that conditions the movementsroksing, of passage. As such, threshold

testifies against any hopeful expectation of thepition of a radically new reality from

nothing. Rather, threshold designates the radiciterminacy lurking in the space of the

“between.” Seen from the threshold, perhaps newdess not enter the world in the form of

114



a violent, radical rupture from the exterior. Rafhmewness arises from the middle, the
middle of the painful horizon of historical realifjhe registers of possibility emerge directly
from the immanent surface of history, the very sitagony and painful weight of our
existence.

Many such encounters spring from unexpected monagmtsinlikely sites, and may
plunge us into wonder. But the diverse array aikkbrs | have examined thus far take us to
the conclusion that the possibility of transforraatand passage is the result not of awe—nbut
of the arduous work of self-reflection and engagetméth the bottomless depth of being. A
more specific contour of abyss emerges, then,easetbult or our reflection in the previous
chapters to materialize these movements of sd#atdn, becoming, and re-creation of the
self. The abyss, in the writings of mystical thirkendicates the infinite plenitude and
transcendence of God, which, paradoxically, intsseith the ontological finitude of human
beings. The human soul agonizes over the limitssdfeing as its language fails to contain
the full experience of the absolute Other. Howetlez,very depth of unknowability
persisting in both the nature and the relation bemGod and the human soul reveals itself to
be the very threshold of yet another horizon inclithe conception of both God and the self
is wholly reconfigured. Most importantly, this momef revelation or discovery does not
indicate a free reward of time. Rather, the abgsoines the grounding foundation only as
the result of a long and persistent process ofdisffossession, that is, the submission to the
“unknown.”

In a similar way, the Hegelian dialectic presenssraggling subject whose trajectory
of becoming is conditioned by an unrelenting movetnod oscillation between the opposites.
The abyss takes a more concrete form in Hegeleamtractable gap is opened up by not
only a mystical/metaphysical category, but “theesttiwho exists in the form of the concrete

flesh and consciousness. The path, therefore, tsnhe “crossing” or passage of the abyssal
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gap is mediated by the other who, in return, eregavsense of ethical responsibility upon
the structure of being. With the Hegelian dialedten, we realize that while, on the one
hand, the abyss elicits the urgency of a politscadjectivity in the dialectical engagement for
the journey of becoming and transformation, thexg lon the other hand, a sense of ethics
and responsibility which evokes the trace of theeptying at the threshold of the passage in
the subject’s journey.

Meanwhile, that these tropes of abyss unfold arauathphysical categories is
perhaps indicative of the regrettable fact thattieaning of the theological/philosophical
abyss is shaped by its somewhat narrowly definel@rstanding. As | have mentioned
already in the first chapter, the mystical overttreg shapes the tropes of abyss has been,
over the course of tradition, generating an undedihg of spirituality that is distant from the
political reality of human lives. This tendencyuksd in the unfortunate gap between the
spiritual and the political in which the mysticdlyas is exclusively associated with a self-
absorbed sense of spirituality, a form of spirityadonditioned by the individualized
obsession with the pursuit of the ground share@bg and the self. As a consequence, the
abyss as “ontological finitude” becomesstential but disconnected from thieality of
existence

Therefore, in this chapter, | attempt to extendrtbgon of the abyss by drawing on a
wider variety of literatures that endeavor to wtikough the devastating condition of human
reality conditioned by political and historical exfence. Extending the meaning of abyss and
giving it a concrete shape might perhaps entaikihg “the other” not only in speculative
terms as but also as the “suffering other.” In whays does the “suffering other” alter the
texture of the mystical and philosophical abys$ ktsen exploring here? While previous

discussions of the abyss were centered aroundkgiexience of negativity and finitude, what
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is largely missing in those discussions, howegthe living socio-political fiber of actual
human reality.

It is then, by turning to the work of postcolonilinkers that | suggest a wider
understanding of abyss. In particular, | examireework of the Caribbean thinkers whose
writings articulate the agonizing experience ofrtlpelitical/historical reality with a language
that resembles that of mysticism. As the convesaadround the affinity between the
spiritual and the political unfolds, one noticestimnge, yet surprising parallel between these
two seemingly distant discourses. My intention befthis unexpected affinity, is to explore
the intersection between the existential chasrhebppressed subjects whose whole
existence is conditioned by the reality of suffgrion the one hand, and the mystical
experience of groundlessness in the pursuit of @othe other. Within the matrix of the
reconceptualized abyss, we might find, perhapsth&elogical language alluding to the
political gesture while the political vision emesgaongside the theological imagination.

The notion of the “suffering other” that | sugge&ing with the Caribbean thinkers,
particularly, with Edouard Glissant, does not anlgicate a notion reducible to the exclusive
category of “the other.” Rather, it designatesgthigject position of the self as well. In other
words, what helps us to set the parameters ofadtresponsibility and political imagination
in this chapter is not only the notion of the stiffg other, but also of the “suffering self.”
We witness in the writings of the Caribbean thiskan extended notion of identity based on
a relational ontology through which the story af ghattered other shapes the very contour of
the collective history from which the traumatizedf @ merges. It is, then, in this very middle,
the groundless site lying between the traumatipiagt and the dumbfounded present,
between fragmentation and reconstruction, and lertweffering and redemption, that we

begin to reflect upon the possibility paAssagethat is,beginningafter trauma.



Decolonizing the Abyss: A View from the Antilles

While the swirling convergence of multiple creatresonances within the current
constructive dialogue has been leading us throughenous emerging thresholds across the
different abysses, there is yet another cruciadold to be explored, this one all too literal:
that is, the shorelines marking the islands ofAhglles. The Caribbean islands, marked by
their distinctive version of the history of the Moce of mass-annihilation, transportation,
slavery, and colonialism, reflect in many ways ghabal reality of the peripheral region
determined by the geopolitical subjugation to thaiferating forces of neocolonialism. It is
then not surprising that questions of resistanagpnal identity, and self-determination
occupy a central place in the works of many Caiobihninkers. For, the impasse consists not
only of the socio-economic alienation shaping el societies, but also of the impaired
collective historical identity breached by the ifging history of colonial violence. It is from
this socio-historical context that Antonio Beniterjo speaks of the “meta-archipelago,” the
trans-historical experience uniting the “repeaisignd” of the Caribbean archipelago. He
writes, “beneath the turbulenceabol, arbre, tree, etc., there is an island that repeatd itsel
until transforming into a meta-archipelago and héag the most widely separated
transhistorical frontiers of the glob&>®

Thus, the question that arises when reflecting filoensite manifested by the
contesting forces of (neo)colonial violence regdhdspossibility of passage, that is, the
positive register of reconstructing the fragmergell and transforming the devastated ground
into the horizon of new possibility. Let me answhiés question provisionally in advance:
the different interlocutors that | am engaginghiis tissertation --including the Caribbean

thinkers— do seem to subscribe to such possibHiopvever, their answers ashowto
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approach such possibility vary significantly. Thstance among these answers grow even
more significantly when we take into account theigloand the geopolitical difference
marking the gap between these different contexts dap or difference cannot be articulated
apart from the black hole of the long history ofocealism and the ongoing reproduction of
its violent structure in the global world today.dther words, the abyssal gap between the
different answers to the questions regarding thesipdity of the passage from trauma to
future, from negativity to positivity/possibilitys not one that just amounts to the
methodological difference. Rather, this gap emeoyge®f colonial difference.

As | explained in chapter 1, colonial differencelésivative from the ongoing effects
of coloniality; it points to the irreducible diffence of the colonial configuration marked by
the spatial articulation of power. In other wordslonial difference signifies the gap opened
up by the colonization of the Americas, which, withracist control of labor and resources,
served as a steppingstone for Europe to consoligategemony at the global level,
becoming the axis, as Quijano remarked, “arouncihil forms of labor were articulated to
satisfy the ends of the world market, configuringeav pattern of global control of labor, its
resources, and products’

It is on the basis of this control over the struetaf production and labor that the
universalization of Europe at both epistemic artucal level took place. Under the widely
established system of exploitation in America, laystem of meaning making and
knowledge production were expropriated, repressed excluded. It is in this sense, that
John Drabinski claims, “the history of the Caribbéaimmanent to the meaning of
Europe.?®® In the same vein, Benitez-Rojo remarks, “the Atlais today the Atlantic (the

navel of capitalism) because Europe, in its meriisinaboratory, conceived the project of
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inseminating the Caribbean womb with the blood &fo&; the Atlantic is today the Atlantic
(NATO, World Bank, New York Stock Exchange, Europ&conomic Community, etc.)

because it was the painfully delivered child of @aribbean...?

® This means that thinking
Europe or thinking ethics based exclusively onNleeth Atlantic experience without
considering the reality of its inseparable othiee, global south, is not feasible in the age of
globalization. This is not only because the glatmlth is an indispensable part of the
historical constitution of the European identityl asentioned, but also because the current
mode of global production and consumption, namedpitalist globalization, makes the bind
between the north Atlantic region and the globatlsdighter than what it has ever been
before. | contend that the new global reality, glarnth the dark, haunting history of its
Atlantic commercial circuit, calls for an ethicalsponse that is accountable to the reality of
the (formerly) colonized.

Decolonizing the abyss, or thinking the abyss epbliticized space shaped by the
neocolonial globalization will eventually provide with a wider or, better, deeper definition
of abyss, reconceptualized upon the base of cargkzéd specificity. The multifaceted
layers of complexity weaving the fabric of the ®@&aean historical reality as we encounter it
in the works of thinkers such as Aimé Césaire, Er&anon, and Edouard Glissant offer a
powerful account of the abyss based on the speeidility of people, an account which
extends across culture, economy, and politics. ity observation that the notion of the
abyss encountered in the writings of the post/aetal Caribbean thinkers suggests an
innovative framework for cultivating or re-creatingnew theo-political imagination: one that
is capable of discovering the reference of futume possibility in the harsh reality of
suffering without failing to acknowledge the fuktjgth and magnitude of suffering caused by

the colonial violence; one that disentangles Gothfthe white European sovereign, and
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therefore transforms the lives in the state of pioa into the agents of a new community
and new order.

Let me acknowledge, however, that the trope of @lnyakes more frequent
appearances in the writings of Glissant than Cesaid Fanon. Nevertheless, central to both
of the latter authors is the liminal, “in betweepace of (post)colonial collective
consciousness that is caught in the deadlock tdryisAt times described as an impasse, at
other times as void, the historico-political contirlrm Cesaire and Fanon think reflects the
abyss very suitably. Indeed, mediating this seelyimgemediable gajs one of the main
concerns of in Caribbean literature. As BenitezeRadfirms, one finds in the Caribbean
literature “the desire to sublimate social violehard to “communicate their own turbulence,
their own clash, their own void, the swirling blauéle of social violence produced by the
encomiendand the plantation, that is, their othernessy thetipheral asymmetry with
regard to the West® In other words, the impasse of colonial differefroen which the
Caribbean collective consciousness arises may itgbtly be named the abyss, the
groundlessness of being upon which the colonizégesticonstructs the meaning and the
possibility of future.

It is from this perspective that, already as eadyn the late 1930’s, historical
memory becomes recognized as a crucial politicadlgoopelling the emergingégritude
movement®® Aimé Césaire, one of the founders of tiégritudemovement, is perhaps one
of the key thinkers whose work played a foundatiook in mobilizing a tradition of
existentialist decolonial thought tinted with theMist class analysis. H@@ahier d’'un retour
au pays nata(Notebook of a Return to the Native Land), a cedtdal poem influencing the

subsequent generation of Caribbean thinkers, aapthe excruciating dilemma of the
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colonial subject whose ontological ground is sunkhe abyssal crack lying between the
ruins of colonial oppression and the urgency abléective self-determination.

We find already in the opening images of the FreBalibbean islands in the poem
an emerging contour of abyss, a colonial abyssghyhisuggest we use as a central
framework and figure to read the ontological quayds the colonial subject: “At the end
of daybreak burgeoning with fail covers, the hungnfilles... the Antilles dynamited by
alcohol, stranded in the mud of this bay, in thstaif this town sinisterly strande®® As
such, the abyss in this chapter is read not onfyragetaphysical and existential notion, but an
all-pervading ontological groundlessness that meslthe absence/loss of material and
political ground. In other words, if the politicandering of abyss in the previous chapter
defined abyss as a metaphysical void and loss tonitig the self, this chapter reads the
abyss, with the help of Caribbean decolonial imagom, as a symptom of the loss of
historical and politico-economic ground within tfe®lonial) context of oppression.

The figure of the abyss that emerges in Césai@sppoints to a clear indication of
the difference or gap that exists between the @éois culture and the colonized society.
Having himself received his education in Europe addpted the cultural value of the
colonizer, Césaire’s return to his native island/airtinique is marked by his encounter with
the dire and impoverished landscape that criegfoitd overwhelming sense of misery and
death: “in this inert town, this desolate thronglenthe sun, not connected with anything that
is expressed, asserted, released in broad eatigttaits own.® One finds that what lies
at the bottom of Césaire’s dramatic narration éstthumatic memory of colonialism marked
by slavery. Like many of his contemporary and sghsat generation of Caribbean writers,

one of the main images that serves as the soulicspfation for Césaire’s decolonial vision
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is the haunting collective memory of the slave g the middle passage: “we, the vomit of
slave ships, we the venery of Calabars... | hearwgmp from the hold the enchained
curses, the gasps of the dying, the noise of soetwown into the sea... the baying of a
woman in labor... the scrape of fingernails seekimgdts... the flouts of the whip... the
seething of the vermin amid the weariness’..” Césaire’<Cahierattempts to reconstruct a
universal black identity by claiming affinity todlbroader pan-African experience of
displacement and colonial racism across the Attanti

Contrary to the assessment of some critical reatteg€ahieris not a simple and
blind celebration of black nativism. Rather, asé\iGibson suggests, ti@ahieris a
complex work that engages multiple layered isswes tith colonialisnt®? Similarly, Gary
Wilder also notes thalahierreadsnégritude“as a problematic series of attempts to engage”
the impasse of the colonized subjg’ét.From this perspective, Césaire’s epic poem
maintains a certain kind of tension between pessimand optimism, between despair and
hope, which creates the effect of dramatizing tlagmitude of agony and anxiety that the
colonial subject suffers. For the poet, the onlywat, the only possible breakthrough seems
to lie in poetry. His view of poetry, however, whihfused with optimism, is enclosed within
limitations. Césaire suggests madness over reasdan alternative modality of knowing,”
thus displacing “the very opposition between radidg and irrationality, knowledge and
myth, on which colonial order was groundégf"”

However, the dialectical tension grows as Césaitegnizes the irremediable abyss
lying around the absurdity of claiming the natidistdition that has been already defiled and

devalued by colonial discourse. In other wordsGasy Wilder puts it, “affirmations of
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authentic Africanity risk confronting European steiypes of natives:®® The narrator is
therefore drawn into the deep existential impasdeeafinds himself unable to confront the
colonial racism. His affirmations of African nativih are subsequently followed by his
pessimism and doubt, a move that eventually leadshiopeless acceptance: “So be it. So be
it. | am of no nationality recognized by the chdle&s.”® The pessimistic resignation
moves, however, from the tone of a resentful acoem of defeat to a gesture of embrace,
that is, embracing the fissures of imperfection tagmentation as the painful, yet

unavoidable/ineluctable texture of the colonialitga

Oh death your mush marsh! / | accept! / the worsppmmade for my own use, not
tinted with the arbitrary colors of scholars, buthithe geometry of my spilled blood,
| accept / and the determination of my biology..nd aegritude, no longer a cephalic
index, or plasma, or soma, but measured by the aesnpf suffering. / | accept, |

accept it alf®’

We see in this self-lacerating act of surrenderarwptance the movement of
dialectical negation or passage, which, similastteer interlocutors that | have engaged in
the previous chapters, results in the genesisefrg transformed consciousness. As Césaire
writes, “suddenly now strength and life assail ke & bull and the water of life overwhelms
the papilla of the more.. 3*® The change of tone and the transition of perspedtiat
happens here is, perhaps, much too radical, anploiteconcludes his long reflection with an
affirmation of nativism. Suddenly speech acquiresyatified power and the speaker stands,

as Wilder observes, with an “unified consciousraass unmediated connection with the
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cosmos.?* Césaire claims, “And the nigger scum is on its.feé standing under the sun /
standing in the blood / standing and fré®.”

The long drama of dialectical oscillation that dd&in Césaire’s poem points to the
emergence of the new threshold which forms aloedtlzy lines drawing the shorelines of
the repeating islands. The unreckonable woundeotttonial abyss then cracks open on the
blurry horizon of the Caribbean shorelines wheeedba is not just an indication of the limit
of land and history. Rather, the decolonial imagira Caribbean philosophy conceives the
sea as the continuation of land and its historys Thwhy Derek Walcott, in his famous
poem claims, “the sda history.”®

The colonial abyss, therefore, when looked at ftbenCaribbean standpoint, bears a
profound affinity with the figure of the shorelirféor it is the sea, the middle passage of the
Atlantic ocean where the undying memory and theifiyarg history of deaths and drowned
names are engraved. The haunting memory of tergfitistory seems indefinitely
unfathomable and unending like the bottomless depthe ocean, yet new history is to be
born at the very point where its thin line of deosdion meets the land, the rugged soil of
history, just as the end of the ocean marks thenbew of land. Likewise, neither the
geography nor the identity of the Caribbean peoplebe determined by the cartographic
confines that separate the islands from the seaagdNalcott writes, “there is a territory
wider than this — wider than the limits made by iep of an island — which is the illimitable

sea and what it remember&?®

309 “There still remains one sea to cross... that | inagnt my lungs... the master of
laughter?/ The master of ominous silence?/ Theana$thope and despair?/ The master of
laziness? Master of the dance?/ It is I!” Cesailletebook 83; Wilder,Race 44.
310 cesaireNotebook 47-48.
311 Walcott, “The Sea is History,” ilthe Poetry of Derek Walcott 1948-20(New York:
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In this way, the surface of the colonial abyss #raerges along with the Caribbean
decolonial thought exposes its complex layers stohicity tied into the most central
guestions regarding the possibility of dialectigassage, that is, the possibility of founding
the ground upon the groundless horizon of the Jpoktnial world. Moreover, their works
show that this layered web is also entangled wighquestions of geography (landscape),
political economy, language, and memory.

It is in the work of another Martinican poet, nasgland philosopher, Edouard
Glissant that we find all of the above mentionedsiions forming together a powerful and
persisting body of thinking that projects a philpsical and literary imagination towards a
decolonizing modality of being-in-the-world. Howeybefore moving into an in-depth
dialogue with the work of Glissant, it would be el to engage another figure who is
Glissant’'s contemporary and whose work is crucialdantemporary discussions of

(post)colonialism, critical race theory, and deoddd politics.

Living in the Zone of non-being: Fanon and the Colniality of Being

Frantz Fanon’s work in postcolonial criticism todaywithout a doubt, indispensable.
The importance of engaging Fanon for the curreojept is twofold. On the one hand, the
existential reflection on the torment of livingtime colonial impasse/abyss conceived in the
work of Césaire is developed into a full-fledged@amt of a counter-colonial discourse in
Fanon whose work delves with intensity into thetbey the psychic dimension of the
racialized/colonized subject. Fanon’s use of bayythoanalytic and phenomenological
approaches enables him to scrutinize the embodieerience of living in a colonial order
with a particular body. This allows him to furtHarild a compelling account of how the
colonial subject’s consciousness is formulatedughoits interaction with the lived

experience of the (black) body.
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On the other hand, Fanon’s personal engagemehéiAlgerian independence
movement and his advancement of decolonial pdlisttategy provides a vitally important
texture for the articulation of the counter-coldmeode of thinking and imagining that | am
seeking in this chapter. These aspects, howevant foothe foremost important reason why
Fanon matters for the current conversation; thdtéslaborates one of the most candid and
downright painful reflections on the lived expeerof the “existence” of the colonized and
racialized body. By drawing on the multiple diffetespects of the colonial experience
including not only the psychic and socio-culturamhension but also the economic, and
particularly, the political struggle of the colohsubject, Fanon dramatizes successfully the
death-like experience of the being inhabiting tblcial abyss.

In many ways, Fanon’s work can be viewed as a ooation of Césaire’s project.
This is because the beginning point of Fanon’dlattial trajectory is alsnégritude To be
clear, it is not the case that Fanon’s criticaliimg begins with an uncritical celebration of
négritude Rather, it is Fanon’s departure fror@gritudethat marks the genesis of
distinctively Fanonian thought. While his initialdas were originally molded mégritude
Fanon keeps a critical distance from the centeahrd ofnégritudeby unfolding a counter-
colonial discourse that overcomes the limitatiohségritudés black essentialism and
cultural nationalism. The problem that Fanon idegiin négritudeis its “abstract and
backward-looking” orientation and its almost exahesfocus on culture “at the expense of
urgent social issues and radical political moveni&rit

Certainly, the problem of essentialism and the itinal celebration of a
transcendental nativism in theégritudemovement has been pointed out by many scholars of
postcolonial studies. Edward Said, for instanceakmg of another founding figure of

négritudemovement, Leopold Senghor, remarks that, “To léheehistorical world for the
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metaphysics of essences like negritude... is to albahastory for essentializations that have
the power to turn human beings against each offi&r&nother big problem afiégritude

from the perspective of contemporary postcoloriabty is, as Bill Ashcroft, Gareth

Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin put it jointly, “its sticture is derivative and replicatory, asserting
not its difference, as it would claim, but rathisrdependence on the categories... of the
colonising culture ¥ Valid as these criticisms remain, it is importemacknowledge the
internal differences marking the heterogeneous meve: labeled aségritude Césaire’s
project certainly begs a distinction from Sengh&fack essentialism, who proposes the idea
of “black soul.” Fanon warns against such gest@iessentialism by saying, “the black soul

is a white man’s artifac*® The negro construed by such forrmégritude Fanon adds, is
the one who “buries himself in the vast black abyshis attitude, renounces the present and
future in the name of a mystical past.

While Fanon is widely known to challengégritude his argument is much too
complex to be oversimplified merely as “criticalhis is because, as Robert Bernasconi
reminds us, while Fanon was critical of thinkersovibcused on Black history/essentialism
such as Cheikh Anta Diop and Leopold Senghor, bevetl an ambivalent relation toward
Césaire “on the grounds that he was an inspirdtioa possible future, even if at times he
remained locked in the past® Indeed, Fanon credits Césaire for raising thelBlac
consciousness now widespread among the blacke iArtilles in a time in which “no

Antillean found it possible to think of himself asNegro.®*® The importance of Césairean

314 Edward SaidCulture and ImperialisnfNew York: Vintage, 1993), 228-229.
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thought to Fanon is further affirmed as Fanon emgées Alioune Diop, another key figure in
négritudemovement, whose main thesis is the restoratidiaaik genius over everything
else. Dismissing Diop’s proposal by saying “a tcuéture cannot come to life under present
conditions,” and that the talk of the black gertas occur only “when the [black] man has
regained his rightful place,” Fanon turns to Césdi®nce again | come back to Césaire; |
wish that many black intellectuals would turn tenHor their inspiration3*° To synthesize,
then, Fanon’s major disagreement witkrgritudelies around temporality. The authors of
négritudetend to encapsulate the black man in the pasevitahon holds on to the faint
hope of a forward-looking future, a future to beéaltled dialectically through the resilient
self who will make itself known, recognizét. Even when Césaire seems to make nostalgic
gestures at times, he still remains as a centsairation for Fanon. We see, somewhere in
between these two Martinican writers of the twehtmentury, a glimpse of the figure of
abyss emerge upon the historical and ontologicatto of coloniality.

As such, the colonial abyss that Fanon gazes upems even more despairing than
Césaire’s abyss. For the whole notion of being@mtdlogy fails in the colonial context
where life, for the native and colonized other,dieeady a living death®®® What lies at the
base of Fanon'’s critical reflections is perhapssingple fact of living with a black body in a
white world or in a world infused with the colonidkeology. The basic, fundamental desire,
then, is that of recognition, a recognition of hisnanity: “All | wanted was to be a man
among other mert®® This is because in the colonial reality, “the klatan is not a mart>*

The existential impasse of the black person li@sFanon, in the very fact that his/her

%20 |bid., 187.
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existence unfolds upon the “zone of nonbeing, adesbf perpetual cursé® It points to the
fractured subject who cries for recognition, yetidd, fixed under the white gaze, and
“hated, despised, detested, not only by the neighbmss the street... but by an entire
race.®?

The black person’s self is structured by a doutrdaetter, triple consciousness, as
self-consciousness is split into the consciousoegrage of the self, mirrored through the
eyes of the other. The encounter with the colagaak is also the moment in which
inferiority is inscribed in the psyche and the bgaithe realization of him/herself as an object,
or rather, arabject This encounter is famously captured in Fanon’s taumatic
experience of facing the racializing gaze on axtnaiFrance: “Look, a Negro!... Mama, see
the Negro I'm Frightened’ Fanon describes this moment of encounter as agriexge
where his “corporeal schema crumbled,” for it is thcial, racializing schema that defines
and conditions his being and existence.

The unfathomable abyss molded by Fanon’s workilsamtly caught and explored in
Nelson Maldonado-Torres’ constructive formulatidrilee notion of the “coloniality of
Being.” In his comparative reading of both Europézontinental) and Latin American
decolonial thought, he discusses the meaning dhdeadeidegger, for whom the encounter
with one’s inescapable death is the only way tingethe way to authenticity. Maldonado-
Torres remarks how the encounter with death isanaxtraordinary affair, but a constitutive
feature of the reality of colonized subjet4%.In the colonial context, adds Maldonado-
Torres, death is not so much an individual factoit & the case with HeideggebDasein

Rather, it lies on the horizon of collective experde of fear and trauma marked with the
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threat of death which surrounds the colonial subjattheir everyday life experience. For
people who already live with death and who are iclemed as non-beings, the way of

achieving authenticity is different:

The encounter with death always comes too lativeere, since death is already

beside them. For this reason, decolonization, @adization, anddes-generacciofin
sum, decoloniality) emerge not only through an enter with one’s own mortality,
but from a desire to evade death, one’s own but evere fundamentally that of

others®?°

Decolonial thinking emerges from this trauma imt@that the very edifice of being:
an unending coloniality ingrained at the deepdsti¢zof being and the encounter with the
omnipresent threat of death of not only one’s olt,of other’s. Such an existential reality
of the racialized/colonized subjects provides xfiee for what Maldonado-Torres calls,
following Dussel, the coloniality of Being. Colotitst of Being refers to the miserable
situation of a denied existence, the reality tHemiaed who “perceives life not as a
flowering or a development of an essential prodectess, but as a permanent struggle
against an omnipresent deaffi®” What underlies the horizon of the coloniality @iy is
“colonial difference,” which is, according to Madmdo-Torres, presupposed by both
Cartesian epistemology and Heideggerian ontologlyngver acknowledged by the
Eurocentric forms of thinking®* Given that beneath the logic of Cartesian epistegyp
cogito ergo sunl think, therefore | exist) lies the implicatiar “others do not think,” the

damneis for the Europeadaseinthe being who is ‘not there.” Therefore, Maldonddwores
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concludes, a reflection ataseinand Being without the awareness of colonialitydoal

difference), “involves the erasure of tiemnéand the coloniality of Being®®?

Theorizing Decolonial Resistance: From Despair to @unter-Colonial Politics

The question that arises with Fanon’s colonial aliysvhether Fanon leaves us with
any sort of hope regarding the possibility of fimglia ground for transformation or passage.
The contour of abyss that emerges along the bo@awnbnian thought seems manifestly
hopeless and irrevocable. Is then the colonial 8span Fanon’s thought closer to a deadly,
irredeemable void rather than a mystical abyss?t\Wihés of hope does one find in the
devastating wound and trauma of colonial violence?

Nigel Gibson asks a similar question by readingof&ncritical engagement with
Hegel's Master-Slave dialectic. As | summarizethi& previous chapter, the dialectic of
recognition sketched out in Hegel's master-slaadedtic raises important critical questions
when one reflects from the embodied experiencearfmalization. It is Fanon who, among
others, points out the impossibility or failuremtitual recognition in a relationship
conditioned by absolute power asymmetry (mastemstalonial context).

Hegel's idea of mutual recognition within the stire of the master-slave dynamic
is, according to Fanon, a romanticized ideal. Tlastar, more concretely, the colonial master
does not seek recognition from the slave as liéscase for Hegel. Rather, all he expects
from the slave is labor. Meanwhile, the black slaibs to negate the master through work or
objectify the master as his unquenchable desireefargnition is insurmountable. For Fanon,
then, Gibson writes, “dialectic becomes motionlg€83.How does the black slave or the

colonial subject break free from the insuperald¢esbf non-existence and non-recognition?
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To find the answer to this question, Gibson tumBdnon’s last book;he Wretched of the
Earth. Certainly, the accounts 8iack Skindo not seem to hint at a clear and compelling
conclusion. Fanon keeps a consistently pessimiiie of the colonial relation throughout
the entire book. Yet, rather than concluding witiotal pessimism, Gibson contends that
Fanon draws us back to the enduring importanceitidal engagement and freedom.

While Fanon concludes the last chapteBlafck Skinby rejecting the trope of mutual
recognition in Hegelian dialectic, neverthelessgdbes not give up the power and beauty
lying in human beings’ critical engagement withlitga“l said in my introduction that man
is ayes | will never stop reiterating thaYesto life. Yesto love.Yesto generosity®** This
is followed by the concluding remarks in the lastfpages of the book, which can be read as
an invitation, a call to radical self-reflectiondacritical engagement. Fanon claims his “self”
to be the very foundation of his groundless existeft does not indicate the self given by the
system of social signification, but the transfornsetf that emerges with the long, arduous
struggle for self-definition and self-discovery.

Therefore, going back to the previously positedstjoa, Gibson observes that the
only possible way out of the endless cycle of opgien and subjugation for Fanon, is, the
“retreat to a mind of one’s own,” that is, radisalf-reflection and to find “Black
consciousness as a possible ground for mutualromifp.”**® This way, Gibson reads Fanon
as quintessentially materializing the dialectibath his thought and his political actions, that
is, Gibson contends that the political thought Feftsmulates inThe Wretchedf the Earth
is dialectical particularly when we consider thegdctory through which Fanon'’s life and

thought unfolds.
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As such, the master-slave dialectic, as depict&laok Skirappears to signal a
rupture in the dialectic: the reader is led to aniMhean conception of the world. However,
Gibson writes, “consciousness is, in fact, forcadkiinto self-certainty and the dialectic
reappears in Black consciousness which becomesisifoaa new cognition®*® In his last
book, The Wretched of the EartRanon goes on to advance a program of decolonial
resistance deeply rooted in a firmly self-deterrdibé&ack consciousness. From this, Gibson
suggests that Fanon turns to a radical self-réfleca regress into his self-consciousness,
which results in the birth of a newly acquired seatself-determination, namely, black
consciousness. Since mutual recognition is denyetid other encountered in the external
world, Fanon turns to the othernegshin. It is only the powerful act of retreating to the
painful wound of his own that leads Fanon to a isseconstruction of the shattered self.

This is how the colonial abyss from which FanoxXsential cry is born creates lines
of semblance with both the abyss of neoplatonictitysind the underdeveloped abyss of
Hegelian dialectic: the very condition of groundliesss, becomes, paradoxically, the ground
for self-reflection and self-creation. The dialeatisubject is the one who is in the journey of
continuous becoming guided by radical self-refactr what Gibson calls “the method of
internalization, or inwardization, [which] givestim its direction.3*’

What we see iThe Wretched of the Earths a result is, in many ways, a further
concretization or complexification of the contoofscolonial abyss sketched out so far. The
politico-economic condition of the (post)coloniantext that draws us deeper into its
inscrutable depth offers, at the same time, anviatie vision of a decolonial movement of
resistance. In overall,lhe Wretcheds framed with a geopolitical analysis of the deoal

struggle of young nation-states within the inteioral landscape of the postcolonial, cold-
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war atmosphere. Fanon shows us that the life aisteexe of people in the (post)colonial
society is marked by a Manichean reality: a soaietypartmentalized in two different

worlds.

The colonized’s sector, or at least the “nativedgers, the shanty town, the
Medina, the reservation, is a disreputable plababited by disreputable people.
You are born anywhere, anyhow. You die anywhemamfanything. It's a world

with no space, people are piled one on top of therpthe shacks squeezed tightly
together. The colonized’s sector is a famishedosgbtingry for bread, meat, shoes,

coal, and ligh®

The existential quandary of the colonized is atéehbly the political/economic
impasse, which conditions life in the colonial vebrFanon resonates with the Marxist
category of base/superstructure by giving it attwish the claim, “in the colonies the
economic infrastructure is also a superstructtife fh other words, if the classical Marxist
debate of base/structure tends to build a clearpiny viewing one as conditioning the
other, Fanon argues that this distinction is irdvalithe colonial society. For, in Fanon’s
view, one’s material/economic base is inseparabkeld what species, what race one belongs
to. In a way, Fanon stands in the same traditiagh @ésaire in that he, like Césaire, relies
consistently on Marxist class analysis. Just agi@@advocated the idea of liberation based
on proletarian revolution, Fanon understands liti@meas the end of racism in which all

material means are put into people’s hatfisAnd yet, above this Manichean reality which
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splits the colonial subject and devastates thentalgociety, there is the reality of Europe
positing itself as the absolute subject upon thek lodi its dialectical other (the colonial
world). Here, Fanon points rightly at the probldrattthe young nations in the decolonial
struggle are facing. In most cases of postcolarasibn-states, their basic economic
structures are deeply dependent on the capithAleofdlonial countries so that they can never
become completely independent from them.

The only way out of the colonial impasse is, tteedjalectical affirmation or positing
of black consciousness, that is, national consoiess However, Fanon’s perspective differs
clearly fromNegritudes essentialism in that national (black) movemezeds to merge
eventually to a broader consciousness of socidigalineeds, namely, “humanisrif* In
other words, Fanon’s affirmation of national conssiness needs to be understood in light of
his notion of humanism, which entails, in Michaeak's words, “a specific negation of the
Manichean order®? It is, therefore, an act of dialectical mediatienich hints at the
possibility of a true mutual recognition, “of thegsibility of a national consciousness which
may give birth to an ‘opening of oneself to theastbn a personal level and, on a further
scale, to an ‘international consciousnes&>”

The gesture of passage suggested by Fanon ehadshievement of the universal
through a dialectical unfolding of the particuldrat is, the colonial subject. The conditions
of colonial existence is perhaps another namehicblonial abyss in which the
consciousness of the colonized is bdfhThe movement of passage through the colonial

abyss might be perhaps conceived only when théndigatabyss is re-discovered as the
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womb that gives birth to a new consciousness.iit this constant dialectic of life and death,
amidst life-in-death, that a liberating and revoary decolonial politics unfolds, thus
moving from the individual self-consciousness tmlective consciousness, from national

consciousness to a broader, pan-African solidarity.

Speaking the Unspeakable

It is the work of Edouard Glissant, another Frehtartinican poet, philosopher, and
novelist, which offers a form of thinking that bgstogether the central topics and questions
| have articulated through the course of this diasien: a certain mystical spirituality, ethics,
ontology, poetic imagination, political vision, amibst importantly, colonial difference.
However, what makes Glissant even more importatiralevant for the current project is the
fact that the trope of abyss occupies a centrakepla his thought. In many ways, Glissant’s
notion of the abyss is closely identical to thepiatonic figure of the abyss. However,
Glissant’'s abyss is not born out of a theologicédrmd metaphysical project. Rather, the
figure of abyss in his writings emerges from théemive history of suffering and the
despairing reality of colonial oppression.

While Glissant’s thought stands intentionally dmt&om theological discourse, his
writings disclose a strange marriage between thiggad and the spiritual as his long time
interest lies in articulating the inappropriablevgo of the profound solidarity from which the
thin or fragile name of the community is born. Haadoxical power of excess, emerging
from the complex texture and the unfathomable prdifty of the archipielago’s history bears
striking lines of resemblance with the axiom of tie®platonic abyss. This is because what
lies at the heart of Glissant’s project is, likenyp@ther contemporary Caribbean writers’ of
his time, a desire to redeem the repressed hiatogality of the archipelago not by avoiding

it or creating a disconnection, but rather, by oardusly engaging it. We find a powerful,
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apophatic resonance between the neoplatonistsntmioable passion to name the
unnamable name of God and the Caribbean writedsinmtable desire to name the
unnamable trauma of history.

The endeavor of working through the historical itgadntails the difficult task of
theorizing the collective wound, that is, the aiffation of the impaired reality and the
transformation of the open wound into the horizba aew beginning. It is not strange then
that this process of transformation or passagdigs&ht’s writings is characterized by an
almost mystical element that bears strong reseroélaith the theological ideas of mystical
spirituality. To be clear, and again, Glissant'sughts are not born out of theological
questions nor do they address conventional thembgppics. Rather, Glissant’s writings are
concerned with the questions of colonial histopllective identity, language, and the
political future of the (post)colonial Antilles.8ilarly, his notion of the abyss is conceived
upon the ruptured horizon of the political impaasd the haunting historical memory that
shapes the contours of the Caribbean collectiveaonsness.

Nevertheless, despite the absence of explicitialigsto the theological ideas in his
writings, Glissant offers invaluable insights fbetpractice of our theological imaginations.
Most importantly, Glissant provides a powerful aoebof reconstructing the self in the
colonial abyss, thus hinting at the movement o6pge through the abyss. His writing, which
draws an almost mystic language of apophaticismhamtd at the poetic reconstruction of a
relational cosmos out of the despairing contexhefcolonial abyss, opens the possibilities
of rethinking theology at the crossroad of the clampistorical reality of the
(post/neo)colonial global world. While it is not nmtention to translate Glissant ideas into a
theological language, | will read, in the next deapGlissant’s poetics alongside the

theopoetics of theologians and philosophers suémnass Wilder, Richard Kearney, John
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Caputo, and Catherine Keller, and explore the tiggohl potential that such reading provides
for thinking the relation between the spiritual @hd political in the middle passage.

The primary material with which Glissant’s thougjetgins is historical memory. The
reason why history and memory is so central not @ Glissant but for many other
Caribbean thinkers is because the socio-cultuadityeof the Caribbean is inseparable from
its unique history marked with traumatic violencel aupture. The dilemma that distresses
the Caribbean intellectual is not, consequentlyy araking sense of the oblivious, repressed
past, but also the present, namely, the realifyeople and their collective identity which is
nevertheless born or the time/life tiymies orafter trauma. In other words, the impasse of the
Caribbean writer is that s/he is trapped in thebt®burden of having to come to terms with
both the haunting memory of the traumatic pastthadequally elusive present.

As such, the history of the Antilles is charactedizin Glissant’s words, by
“nonhistory.” By this, Glissant is referring to &tory of people whose very birth was given
by a violent rupture, a traumatic experience olodistion, deportation, and mass deaths.
Glissant thus places the horror of the middle ppessd the center of his poetic and
philosophical imagination. The figurative and syinbmeaning of the middle passage serves
as one of the central sources of inspiration ggidifissant’s thoughts. It is also in this
middle passage where the figure of abyss is bdra.abyss as its etymological root of
“bottomlessness” indicates, represents the senggaindlessness” constituting the fabric of
reality in the colonial world. Loss haunts the kon of life just as in Glissant’s parlance, the
ocean is marked with balls and chains that werghveg down the slaves thrown into the
water, which now have gone gre¥n.This is why memory occupies a central place for

Glissant.

345 Edouard GlissanPoetics of Relatiartranslated by Betsy Wing. (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Press, 1997), 6.
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However, Glissant does not propose a regressivieneigolic project of mourning the
past without bearing an accountable perspectivartdwhe emerging future. Rather, he aims
at articulating the paradoxical moment in which éixperience of catastrophe and the middle
passage gives birth to a people. Therefore, asadiddash writes, the central image for
Glissant is neither the sea, nor the land, but fitleeliating threshold®*® In other words,
Glissant is interested neither in retrieving thet@s does Césaire nor breaking from it
(Fanon)**’ Instead, Glissant’s main concern lies in “begigiinthat is, beginning after
catastrophe or the middle passage, which entalaffirmation of both the fragmented past
and the impaired present. One finds imprinted entédxture of Glissant’s philosophy the
dialectic of dissolution and reconstruction asCelia Britton’s words, the unbearable pain of
“transportation destroys the idealist conceptioba&ifig as permanent essence. However, this
perdition opens up the possibility of relation eed of essencé’® Glissant finds in the
gaping depth of the abyss an womb that gives birthnew world, a new people whose
modes of being find expression in relation and b@ng, rather than the static terms of
essence and being.

The question that arises, then, in the light ofgaeeral framework of the current
dissertation, is, how does Glissant glance thessetdew possibility in the abyss of painful
history and the inflicting reality of the ongoinffexts of (neo)colonialism? What are the
socio-historical and the theoretical conditiond #ilbow him to envision the “passage”
through the middle passage? Glissant’s appeaktaeaivly conceived postcolonial identity
based on multiplicity, creolization, and relatioea&tes important lines of resonance with the

critical social theorists’ advocacy of a postmodand global identity for the age of post-

346 Michael DashEdouard Glissan(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 35.
347 John Drabinski, “Introduction Abyssal Beginningsinpublished manuscript.
348 Celia Britton,Edouard Glissant and Postcolonial Theory: Stratsgi Language and
ResistancéCharlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 19915.
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colonial, and post-humanist ethics. Glissant’s geswphasis, particularly in his later works,
on the non-essentialized identity or better, waddvbased on multiplicity, fluidity, eco-
poetics, errantry, and Relation draws strong dffiniith the discourse of philosophical
nomadism, which is primarily inspired by the phdpkical ideas of Gilles Deleuze.
Certainly, the impact of Deleuze’s philosophy oms&dnt is highly strong and important, and
many of Glissant’s philosophical ideas are stroradfifiated with Deleuze’s key
philosophical notions. Glissant found in Deleuzeative philosophical ideas that bore
surprising affinity with his own philosophy of ciemtion, and he borrowed several
Deleuzean concepts and developed them into imgdudals for advancing his own
theoretical framework of counter-colonial poetics.

Among many commentators of the Glissant-Deleuz@eciion, the Italian feminist
philosopher Rosi Braidotti’'s work raises very imgamt questions regarding the dynamics
configuring the philosophical dialogue that invavwevo similar, yet different forms of
thinking emerging from radically contrasting geapcél contexts. More concretely,
Braidotti's work points simultaneously at both thréliance of some of the most creative
intellectual conversations on being, identity, &tfuics in the postmodern age of
globalization,andthe shadows created by the problematic readingdipesihat such
conversations exercise. My contention is that tliesas of reading practices beg a careful
re-examination of the subtle, yet persisting laydrsolonial difference, which often go
unnoticed in the dominant forms of intellectualldgaues. Thinking the dominant forms of
European or Eurocentric discourse is crucially inguat since one way Europe’s hegemony
was able to maintain its status was by producingigersalizing, normative form of reason

and subjectivity. It is in this note that John Dredlii writes, “thinking from aertain location
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overturns or “de-links” the non-located measurexgjerial reason® It follows, then, that
while Glissant advocates a de-essentialized moteiofy in the world and an unifying vision
based on Relation and becoming, one finds, atdktern surface of his thinking, a relentless
effort to root such thinking in the specific cortex the archipelago, a socio-historical milieu
breached with colonial difference, namely, “the ocoamity in its vertigo, the landscape in its
excess, [and] time in its uncertain® In what follows, | present Glissant’s decolonial
poetics in conjunction with Braidotti’s reading@éleuze. With the end of both de-linking
the universalizing measure of the imperial reasahlaghlighting with clarity Glissant’s
unique conception of the “groundless middle,” | gare Glissant’s errantry with
philosophical nomadism and suggest, eventuptints of telling dissonance that open

between Deleuze and Glissant.

The Groundless Middle

While the trope of the middle per se does not meculy appear in the texts of
Deleuze, it signifies one of the central principleat structure his philosophy. Deleuze
espouses the logic of multiplicity and differenseopposed to what he believes to be the
essentialist tendency of the traditional Westertapigysics and the logic of One underlying

such metaphysical systefit. Deleuze’s problem with traditional metaphysicthist all basis

349 Drabinski,Levinas 13.
30 Edouard GlissanPoetic Intentiontranslated by Nathalie Stephens. (Callicoon:
Nightboat, 1997), 166.
%1 Deleuze’s relation to the One and the many has bebject to controversy ever since
Alain Badiou suggested that Deleuze, in fact, do#geverse Platonism, but instead
promotes a “Platonism of the virtual.” Badiou mains that Deleuze is not a thinker of
multiplicity since Deleuze relentlessly underscdred everything exists on One ontological
level alone. However, Badiou’s reading of Deleuas become itself the subject of
controversy as his interpretation of Spinoza'’s nity of Being can be seen as problematic
and thus, the source of his misinterpretation deDze. See Nathan Widder, “The Rights of
Simulacra: Deleuze and the Univocity of BeinGdntinental Philosophy Revies4,
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of the multiple is grounded in Oneness, the rogtieotal center, so that the “many” is
multiplied and replicated from the One. What hdscile “rhizomatic multiplicity” is “not
the One that becomes Two, or even directly thiaer, five, etc®? This would make
multiple a mere addition of the One to another @mstead of a plurality based on a
hierarchical or teleological lineage, which onlpmesents quantitative differences, Deleuze
argues for a notion of multiplicity that is ontologlly non-dualistic, open, and fluid. By the
same token, the notion of the middle, which hasliesditionally repressed by the system of
linearity, cancels out the teleological idea ofefirte beginning and end. No trajectory
reaches a teleological end according to Deleuzgit lof multiplicity. Rather, each
trajectory of becoming consummates at the edgeathar middle, which will then become
another beginning point for an ever new processeginning/becoming. This is, for Deleuze,
the very axiomatic of his idea of multiplicity as kffirms that the rhizome, a critical
metaphor for his logic of multiplicity, “has neithleeginning nor end, but always a middle
from which it grows and overspill$>® Refusing the “arboreal” or “treelike” mode of
thinking, a linear logic structured by “the alphedaomega, the roots and the pinnacle,” he
argues for the logic of rhizomatic multiplicity which beginning takes plade andthrough
the middle3>*

Such logic entails an open-ended ontology as théguoration of both the subject and
of the material reality in the crack of the middanever self-enclosed, but infinitely
mutating. When thinking from the middle, one doesbeginfrom a timeless sense of origin,

ex nihila In Deleuze’s own words, “one never commences;maver has a tabula rasa.”

2001:437-53; Todd May, “Badiou and Deleuze on time @nd Many.” InThink Again: Alain
Badiou and the Future of Philosoptiydited by Peter Hallward (London: Continuum, 2004
352 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattai, Thousand Plateau3ranslated by Brian Massumi
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press), 21.
%3 bid., 23.
354 Gilles Deleuze and Claire ParnBialogues Ill(London: Continuum, 1987), 39.
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Rather, he adds, “one slips in, enters in the reidaihe takes up or lays down rhythrﬁ%?."
Inspired by Deleuze’s endeavor, Rosi Braidotti b@sn ardently advancing her own brand of
nomadic philosophy by bringing feminist theory, toantal philosophy, postcolonial theory,
and posthumanist discourse into a dialogue witteladan philosophy. As she explains in
details in her last monograph published in Englishnspositiong2006), what she envisions
is a non-unitary subjectivity, a subject in trangith a “nomadic, dispersed and fragmented
vision,” which is nonetheless “coherent and accallet mostly because it is embedded and
embodied.®*®

In addressing her main target, namely, the so-dalleite European/American
readers, she urges themto mobilize a new formiigeitnavoidably, Braidotti claims, the
process of detachment from the familiar and corafde forms of identity creates negative
emotions such as fear, anxiety, and nostaRjiaCertainly, the enriching and positive
experience of constructing a new identity entadlsi@nd a sense of loss. Migrants and
diasporic subjects are at the center of reference &s they are the ones who bear the burden
of the sense of loss and wound the most. The pairBraidotti is that one should not be
sunk into the mournful landscape of nostalgic yemynbut to move further. One needs to
transform such loss into the new material for amsing the ground for multiple belongings
or “multilocality.” She makes reference to Glissantthe great example who transformed
“the pain of loss into the active production of tiple forms of belonging and complex
allegiances®

Despite the innovative nature and the radical jpaliaim of her argument, and

despite her acknowledgement of the conditions sfqmoniality, | find the direction she

%5 Gilles DeleuzeSpinoza: Practical Philosoph§Ban Francisco: City Lights Books,
1988),123.
%56 Rosi Braidotti, Transpositions: On Nomadic Ethid€ambridge: Polity Press, 2006), 4.
7 |pid., 83.
%8 |bid., 84.
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takes in order to advance the key principles ofgigiosophical nomadism, troubling. For
many racialized/colonized subjects who have expeed slavery, displacement, and
diasporization, the pain of loss is neither a neeteof negative feelings nor a historical
memory that needs to be overcome or transcendeldeiRauch feelings point to a much
deeper sense of coloniality inscribed in the fabfibeing: an ontological trauma. Likewise,
the vision for the beginning of a new world, a nesople in Glissant’s reflections is born out
of the “abyss” which parallels the multiply disptatreality of the Caribbean people. Glissant
does not endeavor to traverse the bottomless @éptie middle passage with haste. His
gestures are, therefore, not ambitious. Neithethtae melancholic. Rather, he moves slowly
through the path marked with a murmured silence stilitude of the “mute man who stands
in the stupor of what remains stupid and unjusaque and debilitating®®®

Braidotti might be right in remarking that Glissaransformedhe pain of loss into
the active production of new and multiple formsdefntity. However, | argue that her
reference to Glissant is problematic as the sirdpkxription of bvercominghe sense of
loss and fragmentatidndoes not describe Glissant’s agenda properly.dperho a certain
degree, for Braidotti’'s European-American readess might be perceived as a negative and
transitional feeling. However, for Glissant, logsalves a different level of magnitude and
intensity that derives from the “weight” of the onlal history and the devastated socio-
economic reality created by it. Braidotti failsdo justice to Glissant by omitting these
complex layers that constitute the “groundlessZuori out of which Glissant’s decolonial
poetics emerges when she continuously affirms“tBigsant captures the productive

multiplicity, the resonance of the great vitalifyhrmman biodiversity 3°

359 Avita Ronnell, endorsement of GlissarPsetics of Intention
360 Brajdotti, Transpositions68.
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Philosophical nomadism privileges “freedom” as titeénate liberating state of the
subject. Braidotti views freedom as the “capaatgxpress and explore the subject’s ability
to affect and be affected® Freedom transcends all boundaries of the classiomof
subjectivity and creates connections, thus fatitigathe joyful “lines of flight” of the
nomadic subject who is able to embody multiple idiexs and inhabit multiple locations at
the same time. The question that arises, theshajld not the call for accountability and
mourning for the loss and suffering of others pdectihe joyful celebration of freedom and
nomadic ontology? Should not the question of tieiobe at the center of ethics rather than
the preoccupation for one’s endless becoming?

The ethical unaccountability of Braidotti’s philgdocal vision has been a target of
criticism especially within the inner circle of famst philosophy. Of particular problem have
been notions of mobility since Braidotti fails toncretize it, as Julie Wuthnow has remarked,
in its historic and contextual picture of colontatiion®*? In other words, Braidotti's
affirmation of movement and her model of the alrRscending-and-unlocatable-subject
raises questions of accountability to the socitehiis location of the subject as Braidotti's
erasure of her own site of subject position, argifeshnow, means ignoring “her potential
complicity in colonialist discours€® Echoing Irene Gedalof, who problematizes
Braidotti’s omission of “location” in her discussiof identity construction, Wuthnow
concludes that Braidotti’s gesture results in sfylidg a model of universal subjectivity
inscribed with “important features of the unmarkeestern subject®®* This way, Braidotti's

model represents the ideal of the privileged Westebject who enjoys the freedom to

31 |bid., 148.
32 julie Wuthnow, “Deleuze in the Postcolonial, Omiéais and Indigenous Politics,”
Feminist TheoryVol 3, No 2, 2002:187
363 |bid., 190.
364 Irene Gedalof, “Can Nomads Learn to Count to F&o&i Braidotti and the Space for
Difference in Feminist TheoryWWomen: A Cultural Reviewol 7, No 2, 1996:192;
Wuthnow,Deleuze in the Postcolonjal81.
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“travel” and “transgress” borders without being keat by class or race. Given the global
context of forced displacement and exile, the btatébration of movement and
transgression is a naive romanticization of “raastieess” for those who cannot afford the
privilege of such mobility. As Gedalof has remarketthout a critical examination of its
own social location, the nomadic model is “realhfyoavailable to white western feminists,
and only under conditions where our whiteness amov@sternness continue to function as
the invisible, unmarked norms that do not seenixtodr identity at all.3®®

Admittedly, Braidotti makes visible efforts to tak#o account the historical
experience of slavery and colonialism out of whalissant'sPoetics of Relatioemerges.
Nevertheless, her efforts fall short as her readinglissant leaves out the complex layer of
coloniality that gives birth to the constructivenginsion of Glissant’s work. Braidotti
believes that the effects and the power of “trasgfm” lie in turning what is lost into “an
increased desire to belong.” She makes it cledrdich gesture is not “the avoidance of
pain, but rather about transcending the resignatimhpassivity that ensue from being hurt,
lost, and dispossessetf® While this is a valid point and a legitimate riempof Glissant’s
project, my sense of uneasiness grows as Bramjgttiopriates Glissant in order to advance
her “politics of location,” which presupposes auamsalized vision of a freely moving, non-
unitary subject. Following Wuthnow’s and Gedaloftsices of warning against Braidotti’s
overcelebration of movement, | object to the unredrfacileness embedded in Braidotti's
account of “transposing the loss” and of constngcti non-unitary subject. Especially,
reflecting from Glissant’s context, a social fabsfaracterized by the omnipresence of loss,

discontinuity, and socio-ontological trauma, remeng the past is a crucial move that

365 |rene Gedalof, “Identity in Transit: Nomads, Cyg®and Women,European Journal of
Women's Studied/ol 7, 2000:337-354, 343.
366 Braidotti, Transpositions84.
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enables people to come to terms with the presean before any form of subject position
takes place.

Glissant’s poetic vision of relation and the po#isjbof a Caribbean identity emerges
out of the shared memory (knowledge) of suffering the impossibility of articulating the
abyssal experience of coloniality. In the same WRg|ation,” the key constructive notion of
Glissant’s decolonial poetics, is not an empty isigndevoid of any material root. Relation
does not emerge from nothing. In Glissant’s owndspRelation is “not made up of things
that are foreign but of shared knowledd¥."The generative power behind the poetics of
Relation is not merely a memory spelled in pasteebut the memory of the abyss depicted
in his poetic imageries of the slave boat, whictriea the unbearable weight of the

innumerable suffering bodies of African slaves.

Imagine two hundred human beings crammed into eesparely capable of
containing a third of them. Imagine vomit, nakeskfi, swarming lice, the dead
slumped, the dying crouched. Imagine, if you cha,dwirling red of mounting to
the deck, the ramp they climbed, the black surherhbrizon, vertigo, this
dizzying sky plastered to the waves. Over the aafsnore than two centuries,
twenty, thirty million people deported. Worn dovim.a debasement more eternal

than apocalyps&?

It is in this crack of the ontological edifice, tbeerwhelming abyss of suffering, and
the terrifying time of the unknown where the enigim&rope of Relation opens up, for, utters

Glissant, “although you are alone in this sufferipgu share in the unknown with others

367 GlissantPoetics of Relationb.
368 |bid., 5-6.
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whom you have yet to know®® The blurry past filled with fractured memoriesstiock and
loss is also at the same time the very terrain ghethe mystery of Relation and the
indomitable desire to build a ground out of gro@sdhess is born. This is why Glissant calls
the abyss, the weight of the painful history, a fig” a “womb abyss*° The collective
memory of suffering is not a mere set of negative#ons that need be overcome and
transposed. Rather, the silence of the dead anchyhaf the suffering people never cease to
haunt “the freeing knowledge of Relatiotf™

The enigmatic power of Relation emerges with thevledge that survives the horror
of the middle passage: a knowledge that is borrobtite “womb abyss,” a “knowledge of
the Whole, greater for having been at the abysdraethg knowledge of Relation within the
Whole.”®"? The middle passage, however traumatic, gives birfieople. Relation emerges
out of this greater knowledge that survives theifyang experience of terror, people who
were borne by the painful abyss of the middle pgesshorn into the shore and “rose up on
this unexpected, dumbfounded lari®” Relation then constitutes the very abyssal mijddle
the groundless ground or soil upon which the fubairthe Caribbean identity waves faintly.

The trope of the abyss read in the neoplatoniccantinental tradition acquires a
wider meaning in Glissant’s thought. However, Gligsdevelops his notion of the abyss out
of the concrete historical experience of collecBuéfering which constitutes the socio-
political texture of the Caribbean reality. In botle neoplatonic and Glissant’s colonial
contexts, the abyss indicates the experience ididie, the limits of human existence. As |
have expounded in chapter 2, it is only by subngtto the limits of human existence, to the

inscrutable depth of the abyss that one comesattcglthe traces of plenitude and possibility

369 |hid., 6.
370 id.
371 \bid., 8.
372 \pid.
373 \bid., 7.
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harbored in its ocean of bottomlessness. Yet, stibgio finitude does not signify
renunciation before the impossibility of speakimgnaming the absolute Other, that is, the
“unnamable.” Rather, naming the absolute otherglatonic mysticism) or the traumatic
event (Glissant) entails acknowledging or embracing's limits. With apophatic theology,
we have learned that (un)speaking of God invohemawledging our creaturely finitude

and the vulnerability of incompleteness ingrainethie edifice of being. Similarly, Glissant’s
poetics of Relation, which emerges from the deptih® abyss of the middle passage, seeks
to embrace, and furthermore, to affirm the traucnaund and the sense of groundlessness
conditioning the collective identity of the coloa beings. Nevertheless, speaking of the
political trauma demands a clear distinction fromthithe embrace of the self’s finitude and
speech of God.

Submitting to finitude paves the way for the recgufation of the self and of the
world. In the same vein, namelessness unveilshiliesal ground for the constant re-naming
and re-constructing of both the self and the nafibeoOther, since the “impossibility” of
naming leads to the experience of “undoing” whdiréha previously known names and
essentialist categories representing the worldtlaadelf are dismantled. However, what
implication does the mystical or philosophical ndéeseness have in the historical context
where unspeakability and namelessness is not agpaiial and existential experience, but
the result of a historical and material experieoicsuffering and survival? Certainly, there
are striking similarities and resonances betweerirthpe of abyss and the language of
mysticism employed in these two different conteM#at remains unnoticed or obscure,
however, is the complex difference brought aboutmthne language and the trope of
theological/philosophical groundlessness are tea@dlinto the context conditioned by the
socio-political impasse. What are the lines of canty and discontinuity, points of challenge

and insight, or problems and questions that sutgenwhe tropes of mystical language is
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translated from its theological context to the dnisio-political situation? What happens when
namelessness extends beyond the boundary of themlog philosophical impasse and
becomes the socio-political condition of one’s teqise?

Despite the significant similarity between these apophatic discourses, there is an
important difference marked around the nature efuhnamable. The unnamable in both
contexts signals a dialectical transformation ef sheaking subject; the former aims at
empowerment and union with the unnamable whildatier aims at disentanglement
(trauma) and empowerment despite (by way of trangfag) it. Apopohatic language,
therefore, bears a different kind of ethico-paditicesponsibility in the political context in
which unspeakability and namelessness constitetedhditions of social existence. The
parallel of apophatic discourse in these two distantexts testifies to the relevance of
apophatic approach —and the theological seed iatplicin it-- in political context while the
manifest difference between the two speaks agtiasdanger of naturalizing political
trauma.

In his comparative reading of Glissant and Levida$in Drabinski demonstrates how
Glissant’s thought discloses the colonial diffeeemtherent in his decolonial poetics by
offering an account of “beginning after total cataghe,” that is, from the devastating abyss
of the middle passage which leaves no ruins antanees. Drabinski observes that Levinas
also offers, in a way, an account of beginningrafedastrophe. However, Drabinski writes,
“what survives catastrophe, in the context of theah,is the namé This is important
because, “the fecundity of the (sur)name giveduhge a meaning and continuity that
survives loss** However, for Glissant, one of the characterigtigsking the abyss of the
middle passage is that of the “drowning memory.& Thuntless number of black bodies

buried under the depth of the ocean, with ballsarns weighing them down, are the

374 Drabinski,Levinas 135, 144.
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invisible signposts reminding the present of drosvnames, bodies, and the oblivious
memory of the traumatic history: “then the sea,eneseen from the depths of the ship’s hold,
punctuated by drowned bodies that sowed in itstdegxplosive seeds of absentg.”

As Drabinski comments, “drown memory leaves no,fuamd therefore it “seals
namelessness as a condition of beginnit§.Unlike the optimistic accounts of
philosophical nomadism or the Zizekian politicabm@ctivity, the abyssal beginning for
Glissant means that one “begins without the thigife continuity of the naméeé®’ It is
from this that one finds strange lines of resondrete/een Glissant’s decolonial poetics and
the theological work of neoplatonic mystics. Infboases, the writer aims at the “impossible
possibility” of naming the unnamable. For the natmhic mystics, the unnamable refers to
the radical transcendence of the deity while theanmable in Glissant indicates the
overwhelming memory of the political trauma and ithpossibility of tracing a genealogy of
the self. Here, Jacques Derrida, in his deconstisicarticulation of negative theology,
might serve as a helpful interlocutor since hisknam name(lessness) explores the fine line
between negative theology and postmodern thoughiyden neoplatonic mysticism and the
philosophical possibility of ethics. In exploringetde-ontotheological possibility of negative
theology, Derrida finds an affinity between negatilieology and his own deconstrutivist
project: both aim at the (impossible) possibilifyttee impossible, that is, the relentless
gesture to name the indestructible, inexhaustiataa) which liedbeyondhe name. The
name of God, then, remains as a reference witledetants, as the sign of absolute alterity,
that is,namelessnes§&or Glissant, on the other hand, namelesssdhe very condition of
beginning; beginning of a new people; beginning okew future and of a new mode of

being/becoming in the world. We might perhaps difagvtheological connection here

375 GlissantCaribbean Discourse9.
376 Drabinski,Levinas, 148.
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between “God as namelessness” and “namelessn#ss @sndition of beginning” and thus
decolonize the idea of God so that we no long&ktbi God as the promise of a full form or
full presence, but as the abyss of namelessnassvitich we begin. Rather than privileging
solid ground and form, we could perhaps envisi@mugdlessness and ruin as the condition
from which we build a new cosmopolitan future.

The notion of the other is of paramount importahneee since it serves as the only,
actual (yet, forever ungraspable) reference tartkehaustible name. One stands alone in the
referentless desert where the only thing s/hetisviéh is the unnamable, forever fleeting
trace of the other, that ieference For Glissant, on the other hand, the trauma®htiddle
passage gives birth tpéople without referencé’® The question of beginning, then,
becomes a question of asserting oneself “withdereace to what precede¥? The
problem that Glissant is confronted with is thattvthe drowning memory/name, all
reference, including the name itself, is lost. ©kieer, then, signifies the faint reference to the
drown names and drown bodies. Drabinski articuldtesense of failure (as well as the
possibility that his failure opens) before suctslosstrikingly apophatic language:
“Originless, beginning begins again... narratives&iefore it begins. The word, and so too
the name, is first, wholly new, and always crealiz&°

On the other hand, what makes survival and passaigansformation possible is the
other. This is because the experience of surviviie abyss, the bottom of the ocean
becomes knowledgenly when it is sharedrherefore, there are dual sides of abyss in the
other: On the one hand, the other is indicativihefinscrutable connection between the

“suffering other” and the survival of the self. Thedy of the other, moaning and groaning

378 “What is referred to here as order is the temifynothingness in which a stained illiterate

society attempts to maintain a people without exiee. Every poetics is a search for
referenceGlissant,Poetic Intention176.
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next to my own suffering body, the innumerable leadif the others buried alive in the
bottom of the sea upon which the boat sails, wetheeglimitable horizon of the beautiful,
yet painful ocean. The other, in Glissant’s colbn@ntext is the reference for the precarious
boundaries of knowledge and being, for the surviiedugh the abyss of the middle passage
reveals that the trace and the cry of the “suftpdther” is an elusive otherness that
constitutes and conditions the self: “for the pcetf relation assumes that to each is
proposed the density (the opacity) of the ot/{&t.”

Perhaps, Glissant’s notion of opacity and the diinels a strong resonance in Judith
Butler's work as she also affirms opacity as thegom of the irreducible otherness
constitutive of the self which indicates the seiffgplicatedness with the many unknown
others. For Butler, “there is always a dimensioonwfselves and our relation to others that
we cannot know, and this non-knowing persists wglas a condition of our existence and,
indeed, of survivability.*¥? The unknown and opacity are privileged in thisyfaf knowing
as they represent both the limits or precariousreatf our finite knowledge and existence,
andthe inscrutable depth of our relation to the unn@thers. For Glissant, the unknown,
as many of his central notions do, carries a domf@aning, thus bearing also a resemblance
with the mystic notion of the unknown. As such, timknown is one of the central
characteristics of the abyss: it designates theydimfathomable density of the inscrutable
gap within the texture of the self, which, paradeMy, reveals the horizon of newness that
emerges from the depth of groundlessness. Howthegxistential finitude that Glissant
encounters in the middle passage is more thaniateeiial anxiety caused by the search for
meaning and transcendence. The unknown, gazedtfremmiddle passage is not a sign of

ambiguity from which plenitude and meaning beckdether, the unknown is another name

381 GlissantPoetic Intention 18.
382 judith ButlerUndoing Gender15.
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for the experience of the indefinite, horrifyingrter, and this is why Glissant remarks, “what

is terrifying partakes of the abyss, three timeked to the unknown®®*

Yet, at the same
time, the unknown reveals the greater knowledgedimerges from the very shared
experience of suffering, a knowledge that reveasentanglement in Relation which ties
the self to the suffering others.

This is why the other marks the sign of survival &me possibility of (the beginning
of) a community after the traumatic catastrophas fieans, in other words, that the otiser
the sign of the persistence of time, which cadifeson, and which nonetheless gives birth to
people after trauma just as the drown names (and bodies) mark the &imultiple
converging paths” of connection and relation actbhesabyss of the dark Atlantitt
Therefore, going back to the comparative readinGlifsant and Derrida’s engagement with
apophaticism, namelessness is both the conditibegihningandthe goal or the beyond to
which both thinkers are moving. Yet, despite theials resonances between Derrida’s
deconstructionist approach to the name(lessnedspassant’s idea of Relation and
becoming, there are conspicuous differences thek tha distance between them. While
Derrida’s name is an eternal call or promise alwaysking an ethical response/decision,
relation is the historically “accumulated” elemefexchange or sharing, which one
embodies, engages, and lives out in communityoth bases, however, there is a passion for

name(lessness). For Derrida, the passion for nass(gss) indicates the passion for the

impossible, passion for the unnamable name of Gudhwlies beyond all names, while for

383 The first abyss of middle passage is that of b#ingwn into the belly of the boat with
hundreds of other suffering bodies. The secondsat®fsrs to the depth of the ocean,
haunted by the bodies buried at its bottom. Thel thibyss is linked with the world and
everything that had been left behind. Seegtics of Relatior-7.
384 Edouard Glissantaribbean Discourse: Selected Essaginslated by Michael Dash
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 193 66.
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Glissant namelessness can be translated as roetdssgroundlessness or exfie=... for
exile did not arise yesterday: it began with thpadture of first caravel. It is not a state, but a
passion.®®® And this is where the powerful paradox of Glis&decolonial philosophy of
creolization lies: passion for rootlessness, gréesshess or solitude, driven by an even
greater passion for a deeper sense of rootednassdgd in Relation. He cites the French
poet Paul Claudel’s words: “from the steps of@xile manages a solitude more populated
than any empire’s land®

This, perhaps, is the moment where the movemepasdagdakes place in the
middle passage. What we witness in Glissant’s d@eal vision is a twisted account of the
alternativepassagéborn in the middle passage. He shows us how tbsaga takes place in
the abyss of middle passage in which the experiehtrauma is transformed into a newly
conceived identity rooted in Relation. It is inghvay that the middle passage challenges the
somewhat optimistic ideas of agency harboring éabcounts of passage elaborated by the
different narratives of (theo)political subjectivihat | have examined in the previous
chapters. Glissant’s philosophy of creolizatioroajsiestions the idea of an individualized
political subjectivity implied in these forms ofitlking. For, in the middle passage, the
possibility of a new beginning and passage happatiser, through the vision of Relation,
which emerges out of the unknown, the unfathomatitiglle of the traumatic ruins.

The notion of the middle opened up by Glissantrsffmportant insights for
rethinking the advancement of the postmodern psliif “mobility” and “in-between” as the

conceptual tool of empowerment for the marginaligeshmunities. Many recent works of

38> Again, there are important differences betweenibBe’s namelessness and namelessness
in Glissant. Derrida’s is utterly negative, alluglito the impossible, and constantly deferred
while Glissant locates namelessness/rootlessneke material reality of creolized life. Both
thinkers, however, evoke the passion for that whmhstantly disavows the myth of
being/presence, that which deconstructs the mesagdiyillusion fromwithin.
386 GlissantPoetic Intention106.
%87 Ibid., 108.
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critical theorists of gender and race demonsttege effort to reinvent the traditionally
neglected or degraded notions of movement, rootésss and fragmentary identity into a
positive ground for the recreation of new meanip@sed on the philosophical principles of
multiplicity, hybridity, and becoming. As Braiddtiwork on “nomadic subjectivity,” Kathy
Ferguson’s notion of “mobile subjectivity,” and Ch&andoval’s idea of the “third space”
(and her use of Roland Barthes’ notion of the tthireaning” and Hayden White’s notion of
“the middle voice”) show, the notion of the middéamains as the site of pure potential and
possibility that disrupts the dominant system ghgication.

Similarly, as | mentioned already briefly, for Dete, the middle is the critical site
for his philosophy of multiplicity and becomingsjuas the plateau, “is always in the middle,
not at the beginning or the end” (Deleuze and @uat®87: 24). The importance of the
middle for Deleuze lies in the fact that the midadéver ceases to open new doors to an
occasion for an ever-new becoming. This meanghiedtevent” does not consist of a
teleological end or a final result of the becomibgt the singulaact of becoming. In other
words, it is theact of becoming itself that is privileged by the Detean middle, rather than
theresultof becoming. In this way, the middle always sigrthle point of a new beginning at
the moment where the previous process of becongiems to have concluded. This is why,
for Deleuze, the middle is not an average, buteaisiwhich intensities are negotiated and
accumulated. It is not a localizable point. Ratitas a “perpendicular direction, a transversal
movement that sweeps one and the other asvaiream without beginning or end that
undermines its banks and picks up speed in theleiizB).

This powerful image of the middle illustrated byl®eze, finds, in my reading, a
striking parallel, and with an even more strikimgst, in Glissant’s imagery of the middle
passage, which might help us to bracket and re¢hesdeep-seated ontological privileges

presupposed in certain forms of universalized suiivjéy. Glissant opens the first chapter of
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his Poetics of Relatiomwith the image of the slave boat in order to evitieecollective
memory of the spectral past haunting the presesmtdpry of the Martinican/Caribbean
socio-political situation. The murky vision of teave boat is filled with the horrifying
images of vomit, naked flesh, and death; the voyagbaracterized by the abyss of the
unknown. The gape of the abyss opens as the botpEople are thrown into the boat, and
as the boat is dragged into the ocean, into thellmiaf its depths. The middle, in Glissant’s
poetic vision, is another name for the “petrifyilage of the abyss [which] lies far ahead of
the slave ship’s bow?®® In the abyssal middle, future does not come im#rae of the new.
Rather, it comes in the name of the unknown: “& palirmur; you do not know if it is a
storm cloud, rain or drizzle, or smoke from a cortifig fire.” As the boat keeps sailing into
the ocean, murmurs Glissanthé banks of the river have vanished on both safiéise boat.
What kind of river, then, has no mid@&°® This stunning line strikes the readers of
Deleuzean philosophy with its remarkably dispavége on the middle. If for Deleuze, the
middle is where the creative flow of the streankpiap its speed, thus finally undermining
its banks, for Glissant, the middle is the ternfyiabyss of the unknown from which all you
can do is to watch the landscape of the familiadahe banks of the riveranish

From the middle of the colonial groundlessnesss<alit teaches us perhaps an
alternative mode of thinking collective identityhies, political subjectivity, and futurafter
trauma | contend, therefore, that Braidotti’s notion“mhnsposing” is not the best term to
describe Glissant’s project properly. Transposiogveys a sense of reversing and altering
the position/form. It implies an active employmehtgency to transform the undermined
ground into a fertile horizon of becoming. Such exment of passage is far from viable in

the middle passage, the groundless middle of tlenizd abyss. Alternatively, Drabinski's

388 GlissantPoetics of Relationb.
389 |bid., 6-7.
15€



reading of Glissant proposes a more suitable a¢efudlissant’s project that does justice to
the complexity embedded in the soil of the Carilobleigtory. In order to describe Glissant’s
poetics, Drabinski employs the figurative imagéstanding at the Caribbean shoreline and
speaking the impossible,” that is, affirming at @ma the same time the tragic sadness and
the beauty that the Caribbean landscape embdtidefore the devastating experience of
the colonial reality, which is overwhelming and glgizing, Glissant shows us, in Drabinski’s
parlance, “how to say yes to ghosts and hauntang$,so how to welcome the memory of
terror because it is the constant, if often mutenated, companion to the excessiveness and
profundity of creolized life3* Before the sweeping hail of loss, the means ofsfamation
is not sought in assured terms as if one posséissgmbwer and control over the reality.
Rather, with Glissant, we see a humble, yet uniigldesture to name and welcome the
weight of the past in order to rise up and begairag

Glissant begins from the ruins. It is not a glanusrbeginning. As Michael Dash
remarks, beginnings for Glissant are “lowly, parddal, and unspectaculai® Beginning
here has none of the aura of the romantic andebéiperience as certain philosophical ideas
of Western subjectivity suggest. Without the pagiéd milieu (middle) of time and “without
the help of those plateaus in time from which thest\has benefited,” yet, which remain
unacknowledged in Western mode of universal subjgctGlissantbeginsfrom the
groundless middle in order to buildyeoundthat is a “groundless ground.” The middle,
therefore, is a groundless alluvium for becomingritad by the unspeakable past and the

unknown future, the “painful notion of time and fitsl projection forward into the future’®

390 john Drabinski, “Shorelines: In Memory of Edou@&iissant,”Journal of French and
Francophone Philosophyol 19, No 1, 2011:6.

3L |pid.

392 GlissantCaribbean Discoursewii.

393 |bid., 63-64.



Fragmentation, Duration, and Re-Collection

The middle passage, in many ways, is the womb tktmch the decolonial, poetic
imagination of the Antilles is conceived. This mgam other words, that the middle passage
epitomizes the colonial impasse or colonial abydh@ Caribbean historical reality. From the
ruins of the colonial trauma, one of the most utgedlitical imperatives emerging onto the
surface of the fuzzy present is that of politia#bjgctivity, or more specifically, collective
identity. As Michael Dash comments in his introdoctto Glissant’'€Caribbean Discourses
finding the language for the collective “We” andhag to terms with the collective history
is crucial in the Martinican context where histisynarked with oblivion and denid? It is
far from difficult to imagine that the questiongaeding the possibility of passage or crossing
in such situation takes a different form. The c@bsubject, as Cesaire, Fanon, and Glissant
show us, is the one who is dispossessed of the-patitical ground from which to envision
the “radical act” & la Zizek) of crossing. Before any act of self-detaration and bold
movement of crossing takes place, the colonialesitlsjeeds to be able to come to terms
with, and re-assemble his/her shattered, fragmesstd

The trope of the abyss lurking in the thought ofeleand his contemporary readers
(Zizek and Butler) shapes their accounts of diaatsubject in different ways. Most
importantly, however, the abyss explores the pdigibf mediating the position of the
subject in the moment of his/her encounter withatieer. The other, here, lends itself to dual
meaning: it signifies, on the one hand, the litnécrier or finitude of the self; on the other
hand, it designates the possibility of the newopneded subject. More specifically, as | have
defined already, the otherness confronting the keegeubject could be translated as the
passagdrom one side to the other, an act of crossingutincthe seemingly irreconcilable

gap. | have examined in the previous chapter hasvdialectical movement of reconciliation

3% GlissantCaribbean DiscourseIntroduction.”
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in Hegel fails to do justice to the very unfathomeatbepth of the abyss with which he has
himself structured his system of dialectic. Hegeinot fully let his subject immerse into
the bottomless, mystic abyss, which he recogniadg an the beginning of the
PhenomenologyRather, the infinitely resilient subject of theg¢lian dialectic is able to re-
assemble him/herself no matter how many timesis/brushed.

Meanwhile, Zizek also rushes through the vallethefabyss that he has himself
emphasized so much in his own works. Not only dbesk misidentify the abyss with void
or nothing(ness), but, following Hegel, his theofypolitical subjectivity hints at a sense of
optimism in which the vertiginous, devastating abgsthe negative is covered by the
infinitely self-replenishing subject. Zizek’s Hegel-Lacanian construction of the “subject”,
in this sense, shares a similar, problematic theatdase with the Deleuzean conception of
the “nomadic subject” proposed by contemporaryoaitheorists in that they both
presuppose a certain sense of a “middle groundéhvfacilitates the radical movement of
crossing®®

Perhaps, it is Butler who provides the philosophpessibility of a subject more
accountable to the fragility of human social exist, the global reality of the marginalized
others, and the overlooked power of the residugibscultural affects that condition the
structure of the self. Butler's philosophical pasiing, which takes loss and grief as the
fundamental condition that prefigures the genelsib@subject, opens the possibility for
theorizing the reality of suffering and trauma wtitle end of constructing a theo-political

imagination rooted in those “resources.” The paksilof the passage through the abyss, and

39° Clearly, the Hegelian-Zizekian account of the sabfdoes not make reference to the
notion of a “middle ground” as it is the case witbleuze-Braidotti. However, there seems to
be an unmarked, latent ground, an originary symghirghe interval between death and life,
absence and presence within the structure of Hieddic especially when remembering
Butler’s insightful remarks, that often, “sufferisgnply erode[s] whatever ground there is,”
instead of “prompt[ing] the reconstruction of a \doon yet firmer ground.” Se&ubjects of
Desire 22.
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the subsequent questiontadw such possibility is realized, takes a crucialynsiicant
divergence as she suggests that the seed of traradion is found irour vulnerability,

which is revealed by loss. In other words, agefamyButler, emerges from the very paradox
that my own being is conditioned by the sociallpstituted web of relations which will
always remain opaque and partly unknown to mysgelfler’s idea of the self, subjectivity,
and the political possibility of an ethical commiynpaves, in my reading, the path for the
passage from the Hegelian dialectic to Caribbeaoldaial thought. Her work not only
extends the ethico-political possibility of dialieei thought, but also provides an alternative
model of thinking in which psychoanalysis, theoégmotion, and the theory of ethics are
kneaded into the poetic articulation of philosophi®@asoning. Furthermore, the fact that
what underlies her philosophical ideas isdhmostmystical tone of negative theology makes
Butler’'s work more important for the current corsagion.

Indeed, one can find in Butler's work multiple Ihef resonance with Glissant’s
decolonial poetics. Her questions directed at thasdtating effects of suffering and her
reservation on the unremittingly resilient subjefcthe Hegelian dialectic draws substantially
significant lines of intersection with the centgalestions that | am raising in this dissertation.
Butler adopts the gesture of resignation beforectimalitions of finitude constituting human
social existence. Yet, she affirms that her gestafenegation are not geared towards an
actual resignation of the political possibilitythie subject. Rather, these signs of
vulnerability and relationality of the self withehmany unknown others the very condition
of existence and survivabilitj® Her trope of the unknown resonates with the mgtic
utterance of negative theology to which both Deraehd Glissant appeal as she evokes the

unknown and affirms it as a term of possibility:é\are to an extent driven by what we do

39 Butler,Undoing Gender15.
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not know.”®” The humble gesture derived from the recognitiothefself's limit and the
absolute alterity (inscrutability) of the other figh in return, is projected back to the opaque
structure of the self — renders the unknown a afiement that capacitates the existence of
the self. If the other first inscribes signs ofilindespair, and resignation to the texture of our
selves, it opens us, at the same time, to the umkn8ubsequently, the act of mourning for
loss implicated in the unknown helps us examine ftiational ties that have implications
for theorizing fundamental dependency and ethiesponsibility.**®

Nevertheless, despite these junctures of creadis@niances, there lies, in Glissant’s
Caribbean context, an immediate historical urggongffirm the collective identity which
has been largely absent throughout history. Theratpve of breaking from the all-
destructive dominion of colonial violence necedeia political vision or imagination
capable of constructing a more engaging and cowigsimted model of subjecthood. While
Butler offers profoundly insightful ideas on thegndlessness of the self and ethics, the lack
of a constructive model developed in her thougkdsi$ us to reconsider the politics of
passage that she suggests. Perhaps the differetveedn the Butlerian politics of mourning
and Glissantian decolonial poetics is derivativéhef difference of the language framing
each one of these thinkers’ works: Buter’s phildsoal terms are framed by the language of
loss, which refers to what LaCapra calls a “strradttrauma,” a transhistorical and
metaphysical notion of absence working as a saahafriginary melancholy structuring the
subject® On the other hand, Glissant's writings addresstoblem of historical loss and
trauma deriving from the atrocious and frightengwvgnts of violence, which leaves the self

dumbfounded, speechless, completely fragmentedwéhdut a nameYet, the imperative to

“name the unnamable” and taking over the impossésk of reeollecing the collective

397 |bid.
398 Butler, Precarious Life 22.
399 | aCapra;Trauma 715-718.
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identity is even more pressing in the completesgimce the abyss of suffering, the horror of
the tramatic middle passage gestates, nonethaléssire As Drabinski writes, “Glissant
sees the opening of the future as a break fronstrafihe — not as redemption, but rather, and
simply, as the persistence of tifi€ Before the irrevocable gap lying between
namelessness and the urgency to name the unnarbetieen the haunting past and the
impossible future, Glissant turns to the notiompefsistence, the indestructible continuity of
time, that isduration Drabinski adds: “it is not just that descendauwvive. Descendants
become a people.” This is because “memory of parigts, without ruin, as drown memory,
but so too does futurd® The abyss, the middle passage, therefore, inatgguasfuture, a
future sealed with namelessness, yet which stitieslife on: “that womb which bequeaths
no name, yestill bequeaths tim&**

Duration refers to the persistence of time, theuesace of life that survives death and
goes on after catastrophe. Duration does not cerarot sign of ambition or hope. Yet, as its
literal meaning indicates, duration is that whiclderes and persists. This is one of the
reasons why the tragically sad landscape of thioken islands and the history that
accompanies it remains, at the same time, beaubigpite pain, life marked with
fragmentation endures, survives, amauguratesuture, melancholic or otherwise.
Nevertheless, while the enigmatic power of relatfothat which emerges in the groundless
middle, beyond one’s control and knowledge, theifrg knowledge of the greater Whole,
that is Relation, is not something that can bepgdf&eely. Rather, future and Relation
emerge only in the relentless effort to name theaumable, that is, in the poetics and the
politics based in the decolonial vision; in theledlive work of taking upon oneself the

weight of the unbearable past and naming the uikapéapresent. Duration, in this sense,

90 Drabinski,Levinas 153 (emphasis mine).
oL |bid., 160.
%92 bid., 153 (emphasis mine).
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must contain or hint at the gestures of recollectfragmentation, duration, and recollection
are, then, part of the whole process of decolgroetics/politics. Derek Walcott’'s Nobel

address expresses these ideas magnificently astee:w

Break a vase, and the love that reassembles tipaéras is stronger than that love
which took its symmetry for granted when it was ¥ehdhe glue that fits the pieces
is the sealing of its original shape. It is sudbwee that reassembles our African and
Asiatic fragments, the cracked heirlooms whoseoragbn shows its white scars.
This gathering of broken pieces is the care and piihe Antilles, and if the pieces
are disparate, ill-fitting, they contain more p#ian their original sculpture, those
icons and sacred vessels taken for granted indhegstral places. Antillean art is
this restoration of our shattered histories, oard$ of vocabulary, our archipelago

becoming a synonym for pieces broken off from thgioal continent.

The key to survival and the possibility for re-gatihg the shattered collective
identity, Glissant shows us, lies in duration. Sthgently, the “freeing knowledge of
Relation within the Whole” also arises from it, fduration is neither an individual
experience nor an apolitical notion. Rather, Ghsserites, “Duration is share. It is the house
of the We...”%® Duration opens the door to relation, and it isyamhen the self is submitted
to the power of Relation that the possibility ofuite beckons. Glisant’s notion of multiplicity
arises out of this topographical matrix composecetztions: the bottomless middle where
finitude and vulnerability bear the soil for neviat@®ns and new beginnings. The

underdeveloped trope of relation in Deleuze (Briidand Hegel (Zizek) becomes, in

403 GlissantPoetic Intention201.
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Glissant, the very material with which he transpabe void of loss, the painful middle of
the fragmented history.

One important question that remains at the endisfahapter is directed at ethics (in
relation to the other) and theology. The relatibthe other to the self in Glissant’s thought
reveals the complexity that defies the simple dyicashrelation or the disruption of the self-
other binary. On the one hand, the other is thetitotive element of the self and provides,
through the web of relation it co-creates with sk#, the possibility of the self's survival.
The other evokes an endless passion in the sgéfssion for the impossible; passion for
alterity; passion for the creolized life and foe thhndscape in excess; passion for name or,
perhaps, for God. On the other hand, passion &other is not indicative of a desire to fully
understand the other. Neither does it signify aent@ck of hope (to understand the other).
Beyond its given appearance, the other signaldtarity that eludes our totalitarian attempt
to grasp him/her while invoking an unending pasgfonthe other) in us at the same time.
Here, name and relation evoked passionately irs@tiss writings signal at the point where
the theological endeavor of naming God and thecaklgjuest for the other intersect. While
the other marks the precarity of self in Glissathisught, it is not an absolute exteriority in
the Levinasian or Derridean seri8&.The other in Glissant does not always signify the
outside nor does it serve as the mere limit os#lé Rather, the other is indicative of the
very conditions of possibility, the sign of thefseburvival, and, of future. The self,
submerged into the groundless middle, finds ith#, othemwithin. Might not this Glissantian

notion of the other attest to something like thephatonic idea of the abyss, the porous

404 Glissant’s philosophy of creolization is an ethicall that makes us to gravitate towards
“being oneself to be the other, forever and withwape.” One opens toward the other not by
giving up herself, but by fully becoming herselhuB, being oneself is equated with being
“for the other.” On the other hand, the contradigtjuxtaposition of “forever” and “without
hope” might be understood as evoking passion (Bmeer the evanescent truth that
disappears at the moment one grasps it (without h&eePoetic Intention201.

16¢€



boundary lying at the threshold between God andtizne in which one finds himself/herself
only as entangled with the other? Furthermore,hatway does the other as “the suffering
other” reconfigure the texture of the self andftdaric of this self’s ethical responsibility?
What are the ethical questions that the sufferthgroraise in the theological space of the
mystical abyss?

The political potential Glissant’s poetics provideseds a full examination, which |
will offer in the next chapter. For now, sufficadt say that he makes crucial contributions to
the politicizing of memory and trauma. Glissantgegts a mode of thinking, being, and
resisting that is rooted in and instigated by tes/\abyssal wound of the historical reality.
What the decolonized abyss reveals at the bottenlegom of its depth is not a void that
needs to be avoided. Rather, the abyss revealle#tmg, yet corporeal traces of the other —
and so of relation-- which make survival and pasgaassible. As such, the movement of
passage through the abyss then is not solely depénd the self's radical act and decision,
but also on the other, and so on the ties of mraind solidarity which survived the terrifying
depth of the traumatic middle. It is in this groles$ of horizon of the middle where the

intersection between Glissant’s decolonial poedind theopoetics emerges.



Chapter 5. Reconstructing the Groundless Ground

For every poet it is always morning in the world.
History a forgotten, insomniac night;
History and elemental awe are always our early beiig,
because the fate of poetry is to fall in love wité world,
in spite of History.

Derek Walcott,The Antilles

With the help of Caribbean decolonial imaginatiae, are thus able to read the abyss
as the space in which spiritual and political elgrares converge. The figure of the abyss,
thus reconceptualized by the (postyritudethinkers, particularly by Glissant, points to some
crucial points that we need to consider for thigkineologically about the self, political
urgency, and the possibility of passage. Refledtieglogically about such questions, then,
leads to re-thinking God at the crossroad of thexaknial, capitalist globalization.

First, the abyss becomes the critical site forgdinering or reconstruction of the self
and for thinking about the future. The abyss isately a crucial constituent in the
metaphysical tradition of both negative theologg &egelian scholarship. However, the
trope of the abyss in the colonial world exceedsnfetaphysical contour that molds its
figurative shape. The abyss, as it is viewed frbenrhiddle passage, takes on the shape of the
historical continuum. The primary material weavofdts physical texture is altered by the
lived experiences and the reality of the commuriitye urgent, pressing needs for the
political reconfiguration of the socio-cultural erdare welded of its open and haunting
historical wound. This groundlessness grounds éve gonsciousness, the newly-born self. It
is a groundless ground, a groundless middle, wic@lissant’s decolonial poetic, is what
we might inscribe in his spirit as the unde(te)redrground. This reality leads to the second
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point, that the groundless ground, the abyssal midcconstituted by relation. The notion of
“passage,” as the political possibility offeredthe undetermined self, takes, from Glissant’s
writings, the form of duration; that is, the coliee endeavor of enduring, surviving, and
becoming by transforming loss and pain into the Wwarhpossibility and a future.

The question that arises then is how to reconsthecgroundless ground that has
been undermined and obliteraf@d.Reconstructing the new ground is more than
reconstructing the self. It is about reinventingeav idiom for rethinking the very framework
that conditions one’s form of thinking and inhafgtithe world. It amounts to what Glissant
calls —drawing upon the marine imagery of an islpaspective-- the “submarine roots:
floating free, not fixed in one position in soménpordial spot.*®® Rather, it emerges as an
envisioning of a new mode of inhabiting the cremdiZandscape passionately, in infinite
solitude and unlimited solidarity, at the same time

This chapter explores the possibilities of recarding the groundless ground by the
way of what Glissant calls poetics. The reason patics occupies a central place in the
works of Glissant is not just because the poetibgsonly way to resist and reconstruct the
collective identity, but also because poeticthe very mode of being in the world. In this
chapter, | present a comparative reading of conteanp theologians and continental
philosophers’ “theopoetics” and Glissant’s notidriamunterpoetics.” While the tradition of
contemporary theopoetics developed by Americanidiggeams and philosophers of religion
evokes the passion for the traces of the divirtbérpoetic re-articulation of the world,
Glissant’s counterpoetics seeks for a new rootaaoeinter of gravity in the poetic re-

construction of the world. There is, in both cagespmmonly shared passion: passion for the

”

405 1t needs to be clarified that what has been unihemhis the “ground,” while its “other,
the “groundless” is never fully obliterated or elivated.
0% Edouard Glissantaribbean Discourse: Selected Essaginslated by Michael Dash
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 193 66.
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ground amidst groundlessness. Nevertheless, despithared goal between the trajectories
of theopoetics and counterpoetics, the colonidédéhce from which Glissant’'s decolonial
counterpoetic emerges opens a wider horizon of mgdar poetics in which the spiritual
potential immanent to poetics leads one to liberaéind solidarity. This is followed by my
reading Glisant’s counter-poetics in juxtapositiorieminist theologian Catherine Keller's
theopoetics, whostehomictheology of becoming and relationality draws amiguting
parallel with Glissant’s poetics. Keller's endeawbdivinizing beginning, as an act of
decision that is borax profundisthat is, out of the mystical depths provides lesyguage
with which to build a theology of the middle (pagsh a theology of beginning after loss.
Finally, | examine the theopoetic narratives ongt@unds of political theology. As |
argued in chapter 1 and throughout this dissertapiolitical theology in the age of capitalist,
neocolonial globalization needs to take the dedalatrection, thus assuming a critical-
cosmopolitan agenda. This will allow us to explboth the theological vision and the
political potential that (theo)poetics offers fetdecolonial, critical-cosmopolitan project

emerging from the groundless middle.

Theopoetics: Passion for God

For the philosophical theologians and Glissantpibetic is the only, if not the best
way to set Truth free from its metaphysical andtogical curbs. The poetic deconstructs the
dogmatic shell enfolding the event of truth. Iticates the impossibility of signifying the full
name of truth. However, such an impossibility i$ c@nducive to resignation but it provides
the capacity for the passion for truth. Both theneaf God and the excess or the profound
intensity of creolized existence repudiates théonobf certainty framing the traditional

metaphysical mode of knowledge and representatiet).the unspeakable nature of these
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events renders poetics, grounded in the mysteey@fyday reality and the potential for
imagination, a crucial instrument for recreating aeconstructing the self and notion of God.

While the claims of negative theology point to itmpossibility of containing the
divine name in the limited capacity of human larggiand logic, it evokes, at the same time,
a burning passion for (the name of) God. Theopsdtagins at this juncture of impossibility,
as a theological movement that arises from thesabf/the death of God. That is, it was first
born in reaction to the death of God theology ef®0’s. For this reason, both Stanley
Hopper and David Miller suggest that the first sbégheopoetics is a “step back,” which,
subsequently, prompts a “step dovi’"The darkness experienced in the bottom, “and its
concomitant bottomlessness” Miller explains, “iguesite to and requires a third step, one
which Hopper called step througff® He goes on to add that the step through is “a
repoeticizing of existence,” an act that begs wicsiton from reading poetry since it refers to
“reading everything in life and work poeticall{P®

As the way to begin and rise up from the abysgypbetics aims at restoring the
missing power of imagination and affect in theoidog\mos Wilder affirms that the works of
great theologians were instigated by imaginatitiedf with “plastic and dynamic elements
in their thought.*!° It is important to note, however, the fact that tecourse to imagination
does not mean walking away from the reality of horagperience. Rather, it is about

engaging life deeply, by repossessing the mysteeyeryday experience. Wilder write'df

97 David Miller, “Theopoiesis: A Perspective of theovi of Stanley Romaine Hopper,” in
Stanley Romaine Hoppéihy Persimmons and Other PoefAflanta: Scholars Press,
1987), 4.
“%pid.
99 bid., 4.
#10 Amos Wilder, Theopoetic: Theology and the Religious Imaginat@hiladelphia:
Fortress Press, 1976), 25.
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is a question rather of heightened sensitivitybich the ordinary transactions of life are
shot through with meaning, with moving charitiesdavith providence... !

In resonance to the early proponents of theopqetiesphilosopher John Caputo, who
joins the tradition of theopoetics several decadtes Amos Wilder and Stanley Hopper,
presents his theopoetic of the “weakness of God'emyterpreting Derrida’s deconstructive
reading of negative theology. By following Derridakjection of the “metaphysics of
presence,” Caputo’s main aim is to set the “evéoitGod) free from the name of God. In
other words, Caputo contends that the name of @ed dot contain truth (or the event) in
the form of an immutable essence. Rather, he pegpibsit the uncontainable event is
harbored in the name of God in the form of “a pertio be kept, a call or solicitation to be
responded to, a prayer to be answered, a hopeftdfiied.”**? Theology, then, is not the
search for a certalogos a logic that contains the full presence of tlezretl God. Rather,
theology is about the passion and prayer for therieto come,” for the event that solicits,
promises, and calls us to the unknown fufdfeCaputo insists on the significance of poetics

by juxtaposing logic with poetics, side by sideainontrasting manner. While logic

1 |bid., 106.
412 john CaputdThe Weakness of God: A Theology of the E{Bibbmington: Indiana
University Press, 2006), 5.
413 caputo’s theological claim is grounded in the gétlphical ideas of Jacques Derrida, for
whom the “event” of “truth” (if there is such aigj), is not an essence, but always a future
and a promise to come. Derrida’s idea of the “naassj” for instance, differs from historical
“messianism” in the sense that the messianic sbaolute future and indeterminate which
elides and defers any claim that absolutizes thegmt form of messianism. “The messianic
future is not a future-present and is not sparked determinate Messiabh; it is not future
simply in the sense that it has not as a mattéaafshown up yet, but futural in the sense of
the very structure of the future. The messianiartiis an absolute future, the very structure
of the to-come that cannot in principle come abthé,very open-endedness of the present
that makes it impossible for the present to draefiiinto a circle, to close in and gather
around itself,” See John Capui@econstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation widttques
Derrida (New York: Fordham University Press, 1997), 162.
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interprets the world based on the real occurrerfegsoetic addresses the event of being

addressed, not by what actually is but by whatasnising.”** Caputo writes further,

Poetics interrupts the workings of the real by énglanother possibility, the
possibility of the event. In the logic of impostitlyi the impossible is something that
cannot be, whereas in a poetics, we are hailingvant that is otherwise than being.
Poetics is a discourse with a heart, supplyindhtreet of a heartless world, a

discourse with passion and desire (passion igiiyeitie impossible§*®

The other pillar that sustains the ontotheologi®atl of metaphysics, besides logic, is
the obsessive notion of power married with the iole@od in western metaphysics. Over
against the omnipotent God of the traditional iielig Caputo follows the footstep of
contemporary theologians and philosophers of mtigly proposing the idea of God as a
weak force. At the unfathomable edge of our ephaht@nguage and powerlessness,
theopoetics is perhaps an attempt to insist ofiitmgossible possibility:” an evocation
emerging from the darkness of the abi}Ss.

In his more recent work, Caputo develops his thetpe further, by extending the
definition of theopoetics into the wider discoucdeadical theology. He argues that as
radical theology uproots classical theology, ltgosof old theology is pulled up and

replaced by poetics.” If what matters for classical theology and metats/is what

414 CaputoWeakness103.
15 bid.
1% For Derrida, the “impossible” is not an antithaticoncept of possibility, but an
“impossible possibility,” an impossibility whichwa&ys “continues to haunt the possibility.”
See, Jacques Derrida, “A Certain Impossible Pdigibf Saying the Event,” in W. J.
Mitchell and Arnold I. Davidson, edsThe Late Derrida(Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2008), 234.
17 John CaputdThe Insistence of God: A Theology of Perhégisomington: Indiana
University Press, 2013), 63.
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somethings, what matters for Caputo is whapiiomisesIn this sense, theopoetics evokes
the name of God who iscall and apromiserather than a God whe. It is then passion and
desire that keeps the theopoetic hope alive.

Caputo suggests the constructive theological naifdperhaps.” Perhaps refers
neither to a guaranteed hope nor to resignatiothisnsense, “perhaps” is a groundless
ground. It does nalo anything. “Perhaps” “does not pray or weep; itslnet desire
anything.”*® Rather, it is “what makes it possible for whatséxito take place — or to lose its
place.”® As the groundless ground, “perhaps” exposes thieeimness and the contingency
of our existence. Yet, instead of leading us irgsphir and resignation, “it calls for what is
coming, strange and unforeseen though it"6% Caputo’s notion of perhaps is based on the
understanding of the self as emerging from theobatss abyss. In a way, Caputo’s
theopoetics bears a significant line of resembldadglissant as what Caputo envisages is a
poetic response to an “impossible future” from gheundless ground. The strength of
Caputo’s argument lies in the fact that he strieeSnsist” on the seemingly impossible
project of saying yes to the future without dismelyag the uncertainty and contingency
surrounding our lives.

Nevertheless, Caputo’s tendency to place the easeah absolutely irreducible
alterity beyond name and image risks certain daofyirstering a transcendence perhaps all
too familiar to traditional theology and metaphgsi©n this point, Catherine Keller questions
the event’s capacity for reciprocity and relatigtyal'Does he [Caputo] want the event, as

with Moltmann and Levinas, of a transcendent contivag trumps angmergenbecoming;

418 1hid., 260.
419 pid.
420 hid., 261.
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what comes from an exterior, a sheer alterify.’Certainly, Caputo’s event is abrupt in its
nature as it is completely unpredictable and ittensthe horizon of our expectation. He
writes: “Metanoetic time is more discontinuous adupt, more shocking and surprising...
one that is continually disturbed by the shockhefimpossible...** He then adds, “To wait
for the event is to be completely surprised andtaken, that which you are not prepared

tO."423

Again, to move further with Keller's questionsigimt not this event be a bit too
powerful (rather than weak, as Caputo suggests)mhdateral to account to the web of
relations constituting both the fabric of the evieself and the horizon of our messy
creaturely existence?

Nonetheless, a striking line of comparison is tatrthis juncture between Caputo and
Glissant as the colonial abyss from which Glissaiites is comprised of the very elements
that constitute Caputo’s event, namely, shock,r&eeyond the expectation, abruptness,
and discontinuity. While | turn to Glissant’s demwial poetic later, | conclude, at this
juncture, by asserting that Caputo’s theopoetiteghly significant for the inquiry that | am
pursing here. Caputo’s theopoetics shows us vellynweonly how poetics always arises out
of the abyss, but how poetics is a powerful — ifthe only -- way of constructing the future,
of waving to the impossiblex profundislt is important to note, however, that Caput@str
in the “depth,” is indebted to his reading of Caithe Keller, whosd-ace of the Deep
provides a crucial theological (and theopoetia)cttire for Caputo’$Veakness of God
Theopoetics, for Caputo, is the prayer for helprayer born in the bottomless depth.

Therefore, prayer as the work of theology, theas@voking the name of God (and being

called by God) does not suggest an appealing stefed with excitement and promise.

421 Catherine Keller, “Book Review of John Caputo, Wieakness of God: A Theology of
the Event,"Cross CurrentsWinter, 2007, 138.
422 CaputoWeaknessl50.
23 |bid., 110.
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Rather, for Caputo, the impossibility of prayettie very condition of prayer. Thus, prayer or
theology arises out of the abyss, as he writes) firaying where it is impossible to pray...
being left without a prayer is the true beginnifig@yer.”* Yet, Caputo’s compelling
theopoetic prayer does not seem to succeed toltdigk from its somewhat unilateral,
privatizing orientation. Despite his frequent refere to the Other, justice, and love, the
actual form of prayer practiced by Caputo — attleakis writing — rarely makes any
reference to a collective and relational form afqtice.

Another important figure in the continental phdpsy of religion, Richard Kearney,
working in close dialogue with Derrida and Capuatisp alludes to theopoetics by appealing
somewhat more explicitly to transcendence. Agdimstraditional theological understanding
that views God only in terms of actuality, Kearrsegggests God gesse a possibility. God
is a possible God, a God who may be. The theologtyKearney suggests cannot be
accommodated by ontotheology. Similar to that gb@a, being yields its place to becoming
in the work of Kearney, while essence loses itgilege over possibility. God contains a
meaning bigger than a mere spiritual significarc&earney contends that God, as a
possibility and promise, “remains powerless uniil ainless we respond to f£° Kearney’s
theopoetics, therefore, renders theology and Gaettaoal call to action and responsibility. It
is the passion of our desire, response, and atttairmakes God possible. Thus, the human
pursuit of God is, in a way, a theopoetic of thegible.

In order to counter ontotheology theologically, Kezy suggests an eschatological
approach. Kearney gives God a more concrete cobtolacating the kingdom at the
forefront of his theopoetics. Theopoetics, thethéshuman response that makes the

possibility of kingdom happen in the world: “thengdom is possible but we may decide not

24 bid., 286.
%25 Richard KearneyThe God who May Be: A Hermeneutics of Relig®loomington:
Indiana University Press), 4.
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to accept the invitatior*?®

That is, Kearney's theopoetic is a response to@ o calls us
beyond our present, to a promise, a future of pddgi Like Caputo, part of Kearney’s
agenda is to deconstruct the duality separatingdbesd and the mundane, the immanence of
everyday experience and the transcendence of tewelale accomplishes this by arguing
that the realizing of kingdom happens by way otipgrating and being transfigured by the
power of God’s transcendent®. Yet, this is not an appeal to a form of transcecdes an
escapist move, a move that leads one away frorarttimdied experience of our existence.
Rather, Kearney shares the same ground with otbeopents of theopoetics in that he
views the goal of theopoetics as restoring theeshembedded in the mystery of the
mundane experience. If the ontotheological diatsatif the thedegic has enclosed the theo-
logosinto the meta-physical (disembodied) discourskmmfuage and representation, theo-
poetics, Kearney argues, humbly surrendersatje of logosto the unrepresentable presence
of the divine surrounding the embodied experieride®mundane life, the “epiphanies of
the everyday*?®

Despite his shared concern with Derrida and Cagltwt rejecting the
ontotheological God of Being and seeking a notibdiwine that lies beyond image and
words, he ultimately disagrees with Derrida-Capaitéconstructionist directié’ The
radically transcendent idea of God beyond God, bdymy form, or name without name

(desire beyond desire or religion without religi@spoused by Derrida and Caputo possibly

suggests some problematic directions in the ey&safney. In a way, | share with Kearney

2% bid., 110.
27 bid., 5.
2% Richard Kearney, “Epiphanies of the Everyday: Taha Micro-Eschatology,” in John
Panteleimon Manoussakes, editédter God: Richard Kearney and the Religious Turn i
Continental Philosoph{New York: Fordham University Press, 2006).
2% While Kearney’s critique targets the deconstrutsibfoundations laid out by Derrida, his
major voice of disagreement is directed to Capliis is because Derrida acknowledges in
many other instances the danger harboring in tiheak‘undecidability” of the event to
come. See, Kearneyhe God who May B&5-77.
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a similar ground in my critique of Caputo in thagd€ny is also uneasy with the radically
abrupt and transcendently indeterminate natureobstructionism —or of what (the
openness to whatever) “comes” in deconstruction.

The problem for Kearney is that such a gesturest#ti@ risk of indiscrimination. He
writes, “if every other is wholly other [as Derridiims], does it stilmatterwho or what
exactly the other is%*° With his famous claimtbut autre est tout auttdevery other is
wholly other), Derrida has made a significant ttorrethics and politics. The exclusive nature
of the absolute alterity attributed to Goddifférance in Derrida’s parlance, is now extended
to the broader horizon: a transition from whaltperto everyother. For Kearney, the
problem is that we need to be able to distinguisl @om the monster, the good from evil:
“God needs to beecognizedor us to be able to say that it is indeed Godiegire.*** A
faith that says yes to the coming event withoubgedzing what it actually is, might turn into
a blind faith that loses “something of the Godafd who takes on very definite names,
shapes, and actions at specific points in tim&?..”

However, my contention is, to follow Keller's wangis, that the deconstructionist
event might lead us into a too transcendent andtenal direction. Caputo’s event or God
might, indeed, be the God who solicits us, yetahsolute transcendence of this alterity
seems to be little concerned with the myriad welet#tions and collective work that
precedes and enables our response (prayer). Irethasd, Kearney does not present a solid
view of relation either. To ask for some claritydan express concern about the asbolutely
“undecidable” and abrupt nature of the event isadelly necessary. It suggests a rather
humble gesture distinct from the one suggesteddpu’s Derrideanism. Yet, Kearney’s

proposal — the poetic of the possible — is consgtrlapon a rather optimistic affirmation of

430 Kearney,The God who May B&3.
41 |bid., 75.
432 |bid., 74
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the possibility of realizing God’s kingdom. He usges to the ethical responsibility of
responding to God that is co-creating the worldhv@ibd. What is missing is the discussion
of howto “say yes” to the call in the ruins of despaidalevastation. While his insistence on
a hearty faith signals an ethical gesture, thermideep register of negativity in Kearney's
theopoetics. Might we not be concerned about tmeehdous reality of human experience
that impedes us from saying “yes” to the call arakimg thepossgpossibility) of God a
reality? Distinct from Caputo, the abyss does iptre in Kearney’s (theo)poetic of the
possible.

Just as both Caputo and Kearney are well awaretteadf the primary principles of
theopoetics is to be rooted in the actual realityus embodied existence, Amos Wilder, the
early proponent of theopoetics, already suggeststiieopoetics be grounded in
“creaturehood, [and] embodied humanné€3.Wilder warns us that theopoetics is neither an
escape from the experience of corporeal existeaca necourse to imagination for its own
sake, “the cult of imagination for itself alonesian, phantasy, ecstasy for their own sakes;
creativity, spontaneity on their own, without rqossthout tradition, without discipline‘f34
Rather, theopoetics emerges out of the struggleseaturely existence, from the abyss
opening between the finitude and the potential @gsed in solitude, “solidarity, and

involvement in life-struggles?®®

Rubem Alves, another key figure who shaped thditica
of theopoetics, also adds that theopoetics haieadts in absence, rather than presence.
Poetics, then, is the “desperate attempt to say edrmot be said’*® Thus, theopoetics is

the language of abyss. It refers to the despevededs uttered out of and before voftf”

33 Wilder, Theopoetic 19.
3 |bid., 57.
% bid., 29.
3¢ Rubem AlvesThe Poet, The Warrior, The PropH&bndon: SMC Press, 1990) 26.
7 Ibid., 99.
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The Cry of Poetry: Forced/Counter-Poetics

The other is not others but my consenting diffegenc
Others are but of morality;

in the Other everything is a poetics

Edouard GlissanPoetics of Intention

What would a poetics arising from the abyss, paldity from the ruins of the
colonial abyss, look like? In what ways can poetizgerialize a form of existence that aims
at solidarity, resistance, and transformation efwound of the community living in despair
and devastation? If theopoetics shows that poetinsffer one —if not the only— compelling
way of speaking about God and the future from thesa of our indeterminate existence,
Edouard Glissant’s decolonial poetics shows howpthegic, in the colonial abyss, is both a
new mode of “inhabiting” the creolized landsca@ne a way of opening a creolized future--
and a way of resistance. In Glissant’s decolorefics, the unreckonable wound of the
colonial abyss cracks open on the blurry horizothefCaribbean shoreline where the sea is
not just an indication of the limits of land andtiory. Rather, the decolonial imaginary of
Caribbean thought conceives the sea as the cotitinuat land and its history. The impasse
and the solitude of inhabiting the abyssal shoedtiatween lack (of language) and excess (of
the landscape), between the traumatizing pastrendumbfounded present, between
fragmentation and reconstruction, and between soffend redemption, marks the entire
trajectory of Glissant’s writings.

More concretely, there are two critical layersigiificance weaving Glissant’s

poetics. First, Glissant’s poetics can be undetstsoan attempt to rebuild the aesthetic of
18C



the Caribbean. The creolized aesthetic, howeves bdurther explanation as it signifies
more than mere beauty. Rebuilding the creolizethaés signifies the search of or the
reconstruction of a landscape to fit the newly eptoalized being, namely, the being in
relation— in relation with others, the larger whole, coised of history, memory, political
vision, spirituality, and cultural identity. Poetidn Glissant’s vision, is neither a choice nor a
practice constrained to the linguistic and epistegioal realm. Rather, poetics in the
Caribbean is the very act of gathering the shafdseofragmented cultural heritage, the
exploration of the landscape in excess, the weawirggeating of an entire cosmos for the
community in vertigo. The poetic comes before tasise, before any act of agency takes
place.

In other words, poetics is the very mode of bemthe world. At the same time,
poetics reveals the self’s relation to the Othethagprimordial condition of existence, “for
the poetics of relation assumes that to each iggzed the density (the opacity) of the
other.”**® What its multiply branching root reveals are thars holding together the broken
pieces of the Caribbean cultural history, the failof language and of being articulated in
terms of essence. This is, perhaps, why the Glissapassage of the colonial abyss bears
an oddly surprising similarity with the Hegeliansgage of the dialectical abyss, for what lies
at the center of both of these accounts of padsape place of the other and its implication
for the self.

Second, however, poetics is also resistance. Agmpin the previous chapter,
Glissant’s poetics is born at the intersectiorhef complexities of colonial history and the
on-going reality of (neo)coloniality shaping thegent of the Caribbean. The abyss of the

middle passage and the slave ship, the centralriuiat symbol framing Glissant’s

38 Edouard GlissanPoetic Intentiontranslated by Nathalie Stephens. (Callicoon:
Nightboat, 1997), 18.
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philosophical imagination, is not only the sitetr@fuma and loss, but the generative matrix or
womb that inaugurates the future. Time persistpitee$oss, just as people who survived the
middle passage continue to inhabit the creolizaddaape. His primary concern, therefore,
involves articulating the paradoxical possibilifyidentifying the future and its beauty in the
groundless middle while constantly remembering laowbring the terrifying memory of the
haunting past.

The trope of the abyss, in Glissant’s writing, Iseaultifaceted characters as it is the
very groundless ground in which his poetic imagdorats rooted. In the figurative image of
the slave ship and the middle passage depictBdetics of Relatiarthe abyss is linked
three times to the unknown. The first one, gendrhtebeing thrown into the belly of the
boat: “a boat has no belly; a boat does not swallpywdoes not devour; a boat is steered by
open skies. Yet, the belly of this boat dissolves,\precipitates you into a nonworld from
which you cry out**® The next abyss surges from the depths of thetilseanfathomable
depth of the ocean marked with the balls and chiadgo the bodies thrown into the water.
The third and the last face of the abyss lies énféiiling memory, “of all that had been left
behind... in the blue savannas of memory and imaigint*°

These powerful figurative characteristics of thgssbare supplemented by a more
comprehensive and concrete account of the abysemed in th€aribbean DiscourseThe
trope of the abyss carries an extended meaningsakriked to the questions of history,
political reality, language, and cultural identifjherefore, first and the foremost important
guestion he is grappling with concerns collectientity. The major obstacle is, on the one

hand, oblivion. Glissant calls the Martinican higta non-history, for it is characterized by

439 GlissantPoetics of Relationb.
440 1pid., 7.
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radical rupture and discontinuity, while the coliee consciousness refuses to remember its

history***

French Caribbean’s history is characterized byurgst andegan with brutal
dislocation(A history, genesis that began with traumaticesae). Our historical
consciousness could not be deposited graduallgantihuously like sediment as the
Europeans, but came together in the context ofisloamtraction, painful negation,
and explosive forces. This dislocation of the ammiim, and the inability of the

collective consciousness to absorb it all, charegtevhat | call a nonhistor”}?.2

However, the question becomes further complicasetth@ Martinican community
lacks the language to speak from its own colleativesciousness. This is because, on the
one hand, the complexity and the intensity of tharnatic historical reality of the Caribbean
(Martinigue) cannot find its expression in languagkile on the other hand, not only is
French a contaminated means of communication fleMartinican perspective, but also
because Creole is equally debased. With the remuofi production in Martinique, Creole is
no longer, as Michael Dash comments, “the langwdgesponsibility nor of productiorf*
Here, Glissant’s analysis is extended into thecssecbnomic structure since a part of the
reason for the lack of language is attributed yneeny (productionf**

Nevertheless, Creole represents the potentiabfistance. Creole works as a form of
poetics, what Glissant calls a “forced poetics"amunter-poetics,” in a situation where “a

need for expression confronts an inability to achiexpression® He contrasts forced

441 GlissantCaribbean DiscoursexXxxii.

442 1hid., 62.
443 1bid., xxii.
444 1bid., 173.
445 bid., 120.
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poetics with what he calls the “free or naturaltpss” a collective yearning for expression
that is not opposed either in its content (whay thish) or in its language (means of
expression). Forced poetics (Counter-poetics)herother hand, is the “collective desire for
expression that, when it manifests itself, is nedatt the same time because of the deficiency
that stifles it....**® While all poetics emerge, to a certain extentyftbe abyss and strive to
speak the unspeakable, forced poetics is borreinehy concrete abyss of coloniality in

which the political, the cultural, and the spiritdanensions converge. The sense of failure is
not only constrained to language and being. Rathisrthe collective consciousness that

fails, the socio-cultural reality of the communihat is “marked by a kind of impotence, a

sense of futility.**’

With forced poetics, Glissant warns us againsotenism that
glamorizes poetics. Forced poetics, as repres@mt€ceole folktales, “leaves no room for
quiet rest. No time to gaze at things... it hardlp@erns itself with appreciating the world...
the world is ravaged, entire peoples die of fantinare exterminated"® Poetics, in this
context, is an inevitable means of resistance andval. And this is the everyday reality
with which the counter-poetics, emerging from théonial abyss, struggles.

In forced/counter-poetics, the recourse to opaaiiy relation is key to survival.
Glissant claims opacity to be the site of resistatize right of people born amidst suffering.
As such, the unknown is the central characteridtibe abyss as | remarked earlier. The
unknown, in Glissant’s colonial context, is not elgra mystical site filled with plenitude
and surprises. To open the room for a cross-cuiltuma cross-disciplinary comparison, both
Caputo and Glissant share a similar ground inttiet evoke a poetic response that insists on

the “impossible” or the unspeakable, from the de@tputo’s “theopoetic event” belongs to

the realm of absolute surprise, beyond name, lsistgpntinuous, abrupt, and shocking. Such

448 1hid, 120.
447 1bid, 121.
448 \bid, 131, 254.
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attributes of Caputo’s event resemble the “histdrevent” of the middle passage. In other
words, the poetic response Caputo reinvents frenabyss bears striking lines of
resemblance with the abyssal trauma with whichgahsis struggling. For the colonial
subject standing at the shoreline of the Archigjelanewness comes neither in a glamorous
nor an abrupt way. Beginning, for Glissant, is glaimorous or pure. Rather, beginning is
lowly, slow, and relational. As noted in chaptetht unknown and opaque are constitutive
of the new form of knowing or counter-poetics sitioey expose both the limit of the
precarious finitude of human existence and therutable depth of one’s entanglement with
the unknown other&'”®

In this sense, relation, nurtured by opacity, aohbn the groundless middle
(passage), is the matrix of being/becoming in thalibean. The site of loss becomes the
womb for the genesis of new being and metamorphasi€elia Britton writes: “The
transportation (or middle passage) destroys thadigteconception of being as permanent
essence. However, this perdition opens up the lnitigsbf relation instead of essenc&®
The insularity of the island, in this context, d@sranother meaning, as Glissant puts it,
“Ordinarily, insularity is isolation. In the Caribln, each island embodies openness. The
dialectic between inside and outside is reflectethé relationship of land and s&a.

To go back to Kearney’s question regarding thetewinate nature of Caputo’s
event, perhaps, the event that Kearney yearns ablegto distinguish might take the burden

of discernability off our shoulders, not througmare recognizable face, but through our ties

49 Another important aspect of Glissant’s opacityives from the lack of hinterland in
Martinique. Literally speaking, there is no hingertl in Martinique where slaves who fled
from the plantation could hide. Historically, theseno local, indigenous culture to which the
fugitives can retreat. In other words, there i<ualural hinterland that provides protection
for the colonized. See, Celia Brittdadouard Glissant and Postcolonial Theory: Stratsgie
of Language and Resistan@harlottesville: University of Virginia Press,99), 25.
450 Britton, Edouard Glissani.5.
%1 GlissantCaribbean Discoursel39.
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of relation and solidarity with the suffering of manameless others. Perhaps, the “ethical
handrail” for which Kearney is searching --befoagiag yes to the event-- finds a hint in
Glissant’s suggestion: “for the poetic of abyss, depths are not only the abyss of neurosis

but primarily the site of multiple converging pattig?

Tehomic Reverberations

In many ways, reconstructing the groundless gramdunts to reconstructing the
notion of the divine as the trope of abyss beagsltgical implications. However, the
theological connection inscribed in the inter-tateading between theopoetics and
Glissant’s counter-poetics remains yet obscurenTiwbat kind of theological implications
can be drawn from Glissant’s counter-poetics? Howd draw the connection between the
secular form of mystical philosophy, entangled viita complex knot of historical reality and
the theological (re)construction of abyss?

Glissant’s poetics finds, in my reading, a surpgsparallel and resonance in
Catherine Keller’'s theopoetics. Drawing on the He&bwordtehom the depth or the
primordial water of creation in Genesis 1.2, Kepeesents irFace of the Deep
constructive theology of creation that redefinesatipn as becoming in the multiplicity of
beginning. She traces not only the theologicalii@ibut also the Western literary and
philosophical traditions that have fostered a gjrabomination of depthdhonophobia) and
its associated image of darkness. The theologmaexquence of this, according to Keller, is

the edification of the unquestionable doctrine, Thath that “everything is created not from

452 |bid., 66.
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some formless and bottomless something (abysgjdmtnothing: an omnipotent God could
have created the world onéx nihila”**3

Keller's tehomic theology of becoming suggestsahgssal “Deep” beneath the water
of creation as the womb or “the site of becomingersesis*** In other words, the abyss,
for Keller, is the very womb and the matrix on whigach and every new act of becoming
takes place (begins) in/with God. By deconstructimglinear notion of origin that inscribes a
cosmology with a clear beginning and end, Kellepases the idea of beginning as the new
imagery of creation. Therefore --and this is whéeeline of similarity between Glissant and
Keller opens up-- every beginning is abyss&klomis inscribed... not before the
beginning, butn it.”**> Common to both authors is the metaphor of thetdepthe sea as it
denotes the abyss, which, for both authors, siemifie middle space of becoming: the womb
that gives life to a new beginning/becoming whighthe same time, is the horizon haunted
by the innumerable number of deaths (Glissantyros$ed possibilities” (Keller). Creation —
of the cosmos including the creation of a new (ized) race and of the self— in this sense,
refuses to belong to a pure timeless origin of 6bef’ Rather, creation belongs to the time-
relation bound flow of ever new beginnings.

However, just as every beginning is haunted byrieeable loss for Glissant, for
Keller too, each beginning “is a beginning thadlisays haunted by a cloud of missed
possibilities.**® This is because any beginning, every actualizatfgrossibility entails
decision/choice, therefore, a sense of loss. larottords, at the moment of

beginning/creating/becoming in which certain podiids are chosen, there are other

453 Catherine KellerfFace of the Deep: A Theology of Becomibgndon: Routledge, 2003),
XVi.

** Ibid., 12.

5 |pid., 158.

%% |bid., 160.



possibilities that are excluded and misseehomis the depth, the difference that enfolds and

unfolds those possibilities. She writes,

A cloud of missed possibilities envelops every hagig: it is alwayshis beginning,

this universe aneot some other. Decision lacks innocence. Aroundatsations

gather histories of grievance: what possibilitiesevexcluded? The darkness over the
deep precedes the beginning. The cries of Idegprofundis—disrupt the confidence

of total origin in a secure end. A wound to thd texlnus vulvaof the text, gapes

open,ginan at the beginning of the candt.

Keller's tehomic theopoetics emerges, as any dtheo)poetics, from the abyss
preceding creation/beginning. Like Caputo and Kewrshe too, in a way, insists on the
impossible, the seemingly impossible task of spegkif that which surpasses image and
speech, of setting the divine free from the metajaa constraints dbgos However,

Keller's theopoetics goes beyond the appeal tosdts for ethical actions or the linguistic
practice of poetics/prayer. Rather, she seekg#ge of the divine in the grace of “relations”
that emerge, endure, and survive each loss, thdiig us to ever new beginnings at the site
where previous acts of becoming ended. The burflenpmssibility alleviates, and so thus
the gap between human and divine as the abysssamgleach act of new beginning/creation,
reveals “this self-organizing relation” to be thery possibility of God. Even this abyss
(tehom) can not be identified with “God nor with the AlBhe writes: “It signifies rather

their relation: theoposof Creation.**® Tehom therefore, “remains neither God nor not-

God, but the depth of God> For both Keller and Glissant, relation is selfamigational

47 |bid.
458 hid, 227.
459 hid.
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and born in the abyss, the depth of the oceantiBels the very sign and the means of
survival in the bottomless ocean of “the middle’its mystery of the unknown, we
transform the unfathomable bottom of the oceaedillvith loss into the womb of possibility,

and of new beginnings.

Beginning... and the Theology from the Middle

The tehomic theopoetic, while iconoclastic in iEcdnstruction of ontotheology, does
not turn to a radically transcendent and abrupbhetecome or an optimistic prospect of “the
possible.” Rather, tehomic theopoetics turns tostiréace of immanence, to the myriad web
of relations constituting the known and the unknpwhat precedes, what is there, and what
is to come. Nevertheless, the self-organizing maitrelation necessitates “decision.”
Theopoeticss decision. As Keller writes, becoming requires ploétical act of decision:
“any form of actualization takes the form of a démn.”*® While acknowledging that the
womb and the matrix of our becoming emerges froewvikb of relations, she claims that the
difference, the possibility of salvation out of tteaseless continuation of becoming —which
may end up in meaningless death—liegégision*®*

Likewise, for Glissant, beginning is an act of dem, a political act of searching for
a new center of gravity and founding a new growgrdyndless ground) -- for the new world
to emerge. Commenting on Glissant’s poetics otimiaStanka Radovic also asserfbo*
begin is an act of gravity and an act of respoliibespecially if a new world is about to
begin.”®? Poetics, in this sense, is an act of politicssThieven more so if this poetics is a

forced-poetic emerging from the context of politisauggle. Therefore, all (ethno)poetics,

%0 1bid., 226.
481 Keller, 227.
%62 Stanka Radovic, “The Birthplace of Relation in Bdal Glissant’s Poetique de la
Relation,”Callaloo, vol 30, number 2, Spring 2007, 475.
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Glissant argues, “must face up to the politicalation.®® For a poetics born as a response
to the urgent experience of collective strugglés itot enough to set “saving language” as its
only goal. Rather, “it will be necessary to tramsidheconditions of productioand release
thereby the potential for total, technical contrglthe Martinican of his country, so that the
language may truly develof® A counter-poetic means more than transforminguang
and symbol. Its transformative imagination is rooite and geared towards the concrete
material conditions that determine the survivalhef community.

The poetics of/about God, theopoetics finds itsligical possibility at this juncture.
Its horizon is the abyss; its first step alwayetflace from the ruins, from the innumerable
losses haunting the new possibility; its goal igibeing, beginning in the groundless middle.
Beginning is an ethical act and a political movegBning is the founding of the new
ground, (re)constructing the groundless groundh@soil of a new mode of being, in which
both God and creatiobecomePerhaps, to take one step further, with the thetip
imagination, we might be able to envision the notb the divine itself differently. Keller
provides the key insight here as she brings Désidsding of the medieval mystic Angelus
Silesius into conjunction with the Jewish mystiabition. She intertwines Silesius’ claim
that “the place is the word,” and “the place arelword is one*® with the Jewish
mysticism that views God as place. According tolé&tethe medieval Rabbi Jacob ben
Sheshet associates the Hebrew waetbf bereshit (beginning) the opening of the verse of

Genesis 1.1, with “housebéyit):

%63 GlissantCaribbean Discoursel33.
%64 1bid. (Emphasis mine).
45 Keller, Faced of the Deef.67. Originally cited in Jacques Derridn the Name
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), 104.
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The Holy One, blessed be He, is the abode of theetge, and the universe is not His
abode. Do not read [the letter bet], but rathetud®y” as is said “With Wisdom the

house will be built.” (Proverbs 24§

In this way, Keller builds the metonymic connectammong the three
seemingly different notions: God is not only reeebas place and house, but also
beginning In other words, beginning is an act of founding place/house, an act of
grounding, which is, at the same tindé&yine Certainly, as David Miller reminds us,
the ancient root of theopoetics, poeticizing ofdhenity, comes frontheopoiesis“a
term meaning ‘deification,’ ‘making God,’ ‘makingidne.” ¢’ Might we not, then,
say that the inaugurating of the ground, the plamese for the newly born-relational
self from the colonial abyss, is divine in itself?

The various thinkers examined in this chapter potrttthat poetics might be
one way of carrying the impossible task of recarting the self in the abyss. Seen
from the colonial abyss, poetics is the very moidieeing in the world, a mode of
inhabiting the land(scape) and time differentlyjathyin return, opens a creolized
future. In the colonial abyss, every poetics isradd-poetics, a counter-poetics, one
that binds the spiritual and the political, histaryd future, the divine and the
mundane. The middle passage bears the invisibéepee of the drowned bodies. Not
only bodies, but memories, and names too are drdwnie depth of the ocean, and
so does the name of God: the ontotheological @éitgetaphysics. Beginning,

therefore, takes namelessness “as a conditiongirimiag.”

466 jacob ben Sheshet of Gerona, “The Books of FaiffReliance,” inThe Early
Kabbalah 126. Cited in KellerfFace of the Deefl67.

67 Miller, Theopoiesis8.

488 Drabinski,Levinas and the Postcolonia#8.
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The bottomless depth of this terrifying oceanhmyever, a “womb abyss”
that gives birth to people, to the life that goesaad persists, after catastrophe. The
trauma of the middle passage gives birth to pewafileout reference. However, and
paradoxically, this suffering, the suffering selfdehis/her shared experience with the
“suffering other” hints at the possibility of suvell and transformation. And it is
poetics that makes one realize his/her entanglemiémiothers by opening oneself to
the other, by revealing “that this [illimitable]aexists within us with its weights of

now revealed island$®®

The insularity of the island reveals one’s sepanatrom
others, yet, just as each island embodies an openties insularity shows one’s
unbreakable connection with others. In this wagtjps capacitates the “passage,”
from loss to life, from death to womb. It discovérghe ties of relation and solidarity
the potential for transforming the unde(te)rmineddte into a root of new

possibility: “the creativity and solidarity thatlixmake rootlessness more tolerable,
make the present void more negotiaif€.” Might this poetics of the abyss and the
opening of the door to relation and solidarity hefptake on a cosmopolitan political
project or a cosmopolitical account in which we htjgperhaps, envision a theology
where both the name of God and the name of th¢eskdtself or the dismantled
community find their future in each other? In whatys might the poetics from the

ruins of the abyss inform our cosmopolitical consshness in the age of neocolonial

globalization?

469 GlissantCaribbean Discoursel39.
470 bid., 112.
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Towards a Decolonial, (Cosmo)Political Theolog

As | outlined in chapter 1, cosmopolitanism is eialgpolitical idea based on
the Stoic notion of the “citizen of the world.” Tois is added the Kantian idea of
“hospitality,” thus making cosmopolitanism one loétmost important political
discourses for advocating the equal rights of matisnal/dislocated subjects in the
age of globalization.

Situating cosmopolitanism within the ongoing sopaitical processes of
globalization, Ulrich Beck contends that the questo be asked in an age where the
traditional notion of nation-state is no longereatd give definition to the global
order, “is not how to revive solidarity, but howlidarity with strangers, among non-
equals can be made possibl&€.”Beck provides a helpful definition of political
cosmopolitanism which defies the traditional poatiframework of nation-state for
thinking about the ethical questions of human sghiigration, and ethnicity. Lying
behind his investment in political cosmopolitanisnthe philosophical and ethical
concern for the “otherness” of the other. The disse of cosmopolitanism arises,
Beck writes, out of the question of “how to handtberness and boundaries during
the present crisis of global interdependeAty’Beck rightly points out the tension
present in the idea of cosmopolitanism with redardniversalism and relativism,
that is, setting up a universal principle of resgecothers might lead to the erasure
of particularity/difference. Therefore, the mairegtion lies on how to find the fine
balance of founding a universal principle of eqyalihile not falling into the trap of

imperialism/colonialism.

471 Ulrich Beck, “The Cosmopolitical Perspective: Seiy of the Second Age of
Modernity,” British Journal of Sociologyol 1, Issue 1 (January/March 2000), 92.
472 Urich Beck, “The Truth of Others: A Cosmopolitapgxoach,”"Common Knowledge
Vol 10, Issue 3, Fall 2004:430.
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Cosmopolitanism or what he calls realistic cosmibpoism defies, Beck
contends, the either/or proposition, which is adaet of alternativé$® Rather,
cosmopolitanism seeks a contextualized universaNgimt are these basic universal
norms that transcend the complex boundaries oegtul/cultural difference? Beck
gives us a concrete list of what such principlefolike by telling us what
cosmopolitanism rejects: “dictatorial standardizativiolation of human dignity, and
of course, crimes against humanity such as genosfaeery, and torture’™ Beck’s
influential work on cosmopolitanism, however, does address the crucially
important question of coloniality underlying modéyrand contemporary
phenomenon of globalization. As | emphasized impttral, following the warning of
Mignolo, critical cosmopolitanism must by necessitlye a decolonial direction. In
other words, cosmopolitan conviviality and solit\adgannot be envisioned without
addressing the deep-seated structure of violenaégewing the global order of Euro-
American hegemony and capitalist dominion: violeprzcticed by the history of
colonialism and the on-going reality of neocoloisial; violence effectuated by the
ever-spreading force of capitalist globalizationt &ifferently, as it is the case with
many other contemporary discussions of cosmopaant is not clear whether
Beck’s cosmopolitanism takes a critical stance toviae “cosmopolitanism of
capitalism.*’® It is worth to remember David Harvey's point —alig discussed in
chapter 1—that sometimes, it is not clear whetlbsnmpolitanism is a counter-
narrative against globalization or a mere reflactbit. We might also benefit from

reiterating Mignolo’s point regarding cosmopolitemi that modern (Kantian)

473 bid., 438.
474 |pid., 439.

47> paul Gilroy, “Planetarity and Cosmopolitic§;he British Journal of Sociolog3010, Vol

61, Issue 3, 622.
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discourse of cosmopolitanism stands in continuatigh the age-old western
Christian agenda d@drbis Christianugthe Christian cosmos), which dates back to the
ancient Roman Empire. This means, in other wordkowt seriously engaging
coloniality, cosmopolitanism can easily fall inteettrap of imperialism and
triumphalism which extends the rationally advanicksél of equality and to the
“inferior” others?®

In the final chapter of this dissertation, afteving articulated the abyss from
the standpoint of coloniality and the immeasurahiéering caused by political
trauma and violence, we might, perhaps, take areifit approach to political
theology in light of cosmopolitanism, and decoldmpiaetics. With the insights drawn
from the neoplatonic mystics, Hegel, Butler, FarGhssant, and Keller, among
many others, we witness a decolonial (cosmo)palititeology emerge from the
(theo)poetics of the abyss.

Cosmopolitics begs a distinction from the kind o$mopolitanism that
naively assumes “one cosmos” as something thadlrexists out there and as
something that serves as the ground of conviviaitysmopolitics grounds itself on
the understanding that the common world is not $bimg to be “discovered,” as
something to be taken for granted. It refusesgfioee, to be a mere description of the
cosmopolitan state of the globalized capital orfdredelitist ideal of transnationalism
accompanying it. Rather, as Bruno Latour suggestamenting on Beck’s

cosmopolitanism, cosmopolitics seeks to build thamon world from below, “from

47® Similarly, Sheldon Pollock, Homi Bhabha, Carol &tenridge, and Dipesh Chakrabarty
also warn against this danger as they write, iif theoduction to the special issue on
“cosmopolitanisms” irPublic Culturethat cosmopolitanism needs to draw a clear line of
distinction from “other more triumphalistic notion§ cosmopolitan existence” because
“modernity has never fallen short of making uniadit claims to world citizenship.” See,
Sheldon Pollock, Homi Bhabha, Carol Breckenridgel Bipesh Chakrabarty, “Introduction:
Cosmopolitanisms,Public Culture Vol 12, Number 3, Fall 2000:581.
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scratch.*”” Just as counter-poetics begins in the middle @ftbyss, cosmopolitics
emerging from the colonial abyss, begins from the,from below, by co-creating
the world of cosmopolitan justice and solidarityiwothers. Cosmopolitical theology
as a counter-colonial narrative would refuse ampigtunderstanding of the
“common cosmos” as a given, realized, and finalizetion. The process of its
construction is perennially accompanied by decanstin. Its making is also its
unmaking in that it is an open project, alwaysrincess, always becoming.
Cosmopolitical theology affirms the power of bdtie tosmos to resist reduction and
the people who, however fractured, fragmentedntedized, or displaced, gather
themselves and begin, and thus (re)build the co$rosthe ruin. Within this
cosmopolitical scheme, the name of God cannotrbieeld to the realm of the
unnamable divorced from the political struggletfe# tommunity. Rather, the
unnamable name of the divine might signal the werydition, the abyssal ruin from
which we construct a new cosmopolitan future anéw, decolonized name/image of
God.

Every beginning is an act dieopoiesisa divine act. This is because every
beginning is a new beginning and iieatesthe self and founds the ground,
constructing the groundless middle as the siteradva beginning yet to emerge. This
is not, however, divine in the traditional theolajisense. The divine that | propose
here along with the contemporary theopoets ands&tisis divorced from the
sovereign, omnipotent divine agency. Rather, thimdiin the colonial abyss takes a

relational, self-organizational, and collectiverfor

477 Bruno Latour, “Whose Cosmos, Which Cosmopolit€emments on the Peace Terms of
Ulrich Beck,” Common Knowledg#0:3, 2004:462.
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Life or the self is born in this middle: a grouest horizon of becoming in
which the hope of new life or new becoming is cavee right where the previous act
of becoming ended. Each loss is irredeemable. Deattsuffering might seem to
prevail. Nevertheless, the irreparability of los®d not effect the resignation to
justice and of the possibility of restoring thef sBlather, the abyssal middle is also
the womb in which the shared experience of suffegives rise to a sense of
collective identity pregnant with a futural visiohrelationality. The “event” of God
might then be glimpsed upon this groundless hordahe fragmented self. There it
is that we may envision the cosmopolitical pos#ibdf reconstructing or reollect
ing the self in theollecive work ofbearing the weight of the unbearable past and

gazing upon the unknown future.



Conclusion

In BeyondGood and Evijl Friedrich Nietzsche writes, “when you stare fdorg time
into an abyss, the abyss stares back into §6uThe journey that | have taken in this
dissertation can be read, perhaps, as an actrofgstato the abyss. Perhaps, to be more
accurate, the trajectory that my inquiry has tatkeaugh the chapters of this dissertation
might be better described as “plunging into” thgsah rather than just gazing on it. As | have
been consistently arguing, the abyss, after atinotibe restrained to matters of
epistemology. Rather, it signals an ontologicalstioa. WWhat does, then, the abyss that
stares back at us look like? What happens to wseagaze upon the abyss and as it gazes
back upon us?

My answer, to echo the central argument in thisatigtion, is that the self is
transformed, born anew as s/he goes through tlahaorhable valley of the abyss. This is
not, as | hope has become evident, some refresdrstm of the all-too-familiar story of a
triumphalistic theology. Rather, this reading & ttbyss has pointed to the ceaseless
movement of the dialectical tension lurking at lieart of the indeterminacy structuring the
self. This implies, first, that the self and itsndoare not constituted by an immutable,
prefigured substance, but an open-ended process afidlde relentless unfolding of a
dialectical oscillation. The self emerges through process of becoming, always in relation
to the other. Second, tldkalecticalmovement does not indicate a resignation or passiv
surrender to the unknown. Rather, it points toatwzious labor of the self to take on the

movement of passage, the passage from the negative positive, from limit to possibility,

"8 Friedrich NietzscheBeyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy effuture ed.
Rolf Peter and Judith Norman Horstmann, trans.tddorman (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), 69.
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from death to life. It is to this resilience of thelf and his/her act of the passage that the
accounts of the abyss in both the neoplatonic/medimysticism and the Hegelian dialectic
testify.

Nevertheless, the question that is somewhat ovetbn these accounts is what
happens when the self is not just a metaphysid@mof a disembodied self, but a
contextualized self, a racialized and sexualizéf® €0 the modes and forms of the passage
take the same shape or trajectory for the diffesehtes entangled and conditioned by
various forms of power relations infused with viade and foreclosure? Is the passage or the
reconstruction of the self even possible at allcientain subjects?

These questions become crucial for thinking abloeblbgy in the era of capitalist,
neocolonial globalization. It is then by staringte abyss of the traumatic historical womb
of modernity, that is, the middle passage, tham lproposing the possibility of a decolonial
cosmopolitical theology conceived upon the horiebthe colonial difference. The long
journey of conversation with multiple intersectwvgjces in this dissertation leaves us with a
complex idea of the self, the subject, and Goduh which our previous understanding of
the self and of the world is undone.

The theological and political potential of the deeked figure of the abyss has then
been lurking all along in the theological thoughthe mystics in which ontotheology yields
to a relational understanding of God, just as f@phatic gesture of mystical theology hints
at the failure of ontology. The neoplatonic abysspnstitutive element structuring the self
and its relation to God, becomes, in the Hegeliatedtic, the ethical threshold that opens
and mediates the self’s place in relation to iteearity ingrained at the heart of itself,
namely, the other. If the ethico-political signditce of the passage in the abyss is highlighted
by Hegel, the Caribbean decolonial thought has shasthat the actual possibility of such

passage for the contextualized self is only possibla collective act, through the persistent
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force of Relation that survives the unfathomabletd@®f the middle passage. Thus
reconceived, the theological possibility of theatielnal self inaugurated in the middle
passage lies in its act of beginning, that is, tonting the groundless middle as the ground
for a new future. As we stare at the abyss antleaaltyss stares back at us, perhaps, we lose
ourselves for a creolized self yet to be createtherever-unfolding horizon of the

groundless middle. It is perhaps here where thadery between the human and the divine
dissolves, at this juncture of exile in the growsdl middle, between the absolute solitude and

the inexhaustible ties of our solidarity with théfering other.
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