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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

Michel Henry was a leading French thinker in the latter half of the twentieth century whose writings addressed a wide range of philosophical topics, including phenomenology, theology, economics, political philosophy, ethics, and aesthetics. A good entryway into his work is to begin with his own observation that his thought developed out of an attempt to “understand what I really was.” The search for self-knowledge is as old as philosophy itself and has been answered in an astonishing number of ways from Plato’s witty answer “a featherless biped” to Aristotle’s “a rational animal capable of speech” to Descartes’s “thinking thing” and so on, but this effort to “know oneself” gains a new meaning and impetus in Henry’s work. His answer to this classical question seems to have been shaped by his involvement in the “Free French Forces” resistance movement in World War II. There he had the experience of having to conceal his true identity along with everything that he truly thought and did. From this experience, he came to conclude that it applies to the entirety of one’s existence. One’s true identity withdraws from the visibility of the public realm and resides in the secrecy of a clandestine, underground life.

The central aim of Michel Henry’s philosophy, from beginning to end, is to articulate the nature and meaning of this invisible aspect of life. It is important, first of all, to note that Henry’s conception of life means something altogether different from life in the ordinary sense of the word, where we usually associate life with biology. The study of life thus typically takes its starting point from the study of living beings like plants and animals. Such an approach to life, however, can only ever capture it in a secondary, derivative, and even falsifying way, on Henry’s view. This is because it can only grasp the external or outer shell of life, and as a result, it misses its internal aspect. It would be a mistake, however, to take this as a mere rehearsal of the common biological distinction between a phenotype and a genotype, where the genotype would signify the underlying, inner condition for phenotypes that are expressed on the outer surface of an organism. Both the phenotype and the genotype of a living organism would belong to the external aspect of an organism for Henry, inasmuch as they share the same mode of appearing. They both appear in their separation from the knower who observes them externally and objectively. The collapse of phenotype and genotype into a single mode of appearing establishes the crucial opening for what is entirely novel and distinctive about Henry’s own account of life – its break from the biological organism as a model of life.

The distinction between two different modes of appearing emerges as early as his masterpiece, The Essence of Manifestation (1963), where Henry develops a radical critique of the history of Western philosophy. Throughout its history, according to Henry, philosophy has been guided by an “ontological monism” that privileges a single mode of appearing and a single mode of being. This charge might come as a surprise, since the history of Western philosophy is usually taken to be a debate between two opposing camps: on the one hand, idealists who reduce the external world to ideas in the mind, and on the other hand, realists who reduce subjective appearances to a mind-independent, external world. The stroke of genius in Henry’s account is to show that, in spite of their apparent differences, these two alternatives are actually one and the same. What appears is always conceived in terms of an ek-static object, or in other words, as something that is set apart from and placed in front of the knower. Through his critique of the “ontological monism” of Western philosophy, Henry advocates an altogether different type of appearing. Life in its original essence appears in and through a radical immanence which admits of no separation, no ek-stasis, no mediation, and no representation. Its way of appearing does not take place through the seeing of an external object, either in an intuitive or theoretical sense, instead it takes place through auto-affectivity. Auto-affectivity, which is literally a feeling of oneself, occurs in such a way that this feeling and what is felt are no longer separated from one another, instead they are immediately and directly connected. Life in its genuine sense, then, is revealed through the immediate affective embrace in which one feels oneself to be alive.

This auto-affective experience of one’s own life constitutes Henry’s answer to the classical question of who we really are. This experience constantly takes place within oneself as long as we are alive, although it usually remains in the background due to the fact that we simply take it for granted and do not pay attention to it. Ultimately, this forgetting of our original essence by individuals and society alike, signifies more than a mere cognitive error. As Henry’s practical philosophy shows, its deeper implications extend into all aspects of our everyday lives, including work, economics, education, ethics, aesthetics, religion, and leisure. By spelling out the social, political, and ethical implications of the forgetting of life, Barbarism thus comes to play a very important role within the overall development of Henry’s philosophy of life, as it helps to show what is really at stake in the more theoretically oriented critique of ontological monism that is the focus of much of his other work.

Though originally published in 1987 and then reprinted in 2000, the shock value of Barbarism remains intact even today. The book offers a profound challenge to many of today’s most cherished notions – the predominance of the scientific method in the academy, the Enlightenment narrative of social progress through scientific and technological development, the enthusiastic embrace of increased information provided by new forms of media communication, and current trends in education toward a more career-oriented curriculum. Against these notions, the analyses of Barbarism develop a powerful counter-narrative that identifies them with a culture of death that seeks the annihilation of life in all its manifestations. The opening lines of the Preface to the second edition provide a clear indication of the general trajectory of the argument: “This book began from a simple but paradoxical realization: that our own epoch is characterized by an unprecedented development of knowledge going hand in hand with the collapse of culture.” Through a painstaking analysis of this unprecedented split, Henry traces its origins back to the science of Galileo. The scientific project inaugurated by Galileo consisted of a stripping away of all the subjective features of our relation to objects together with the consideration solely of its objective features that are susceptible to measurement. So, if culture is defined as a product of life and if life is a subjective experience of oneself in the auto-affectivity of life, then it follows that the setting aside of the subjective features of experience entails a setting aside of culture and of one’s own life. While this conclusion may be quite benign when it takes place on the theoretical level, it becomes much more vehement and violent when it takes place in the social world, where it implies the annihilation of actual cultures and the actual lives of individuals. The social and political practices that carry out this annihilation of life are what Henry means by the term “barbarism.”

Many readers will find special interest in Henry’s analyses of the particular practices that are identified with barbarism, and his account of current trends in the university provides an especially good example of this. The encroachment of science and technology across all domains of society has ultimately broken down the walls that previously separated the laws of the university from the rest of society. In so doing, it seeks to extend the same rules to the university that apply everywhere else. This has an impact, as Henry shows, on the two fundamental tasks of the university: research and teaching. Scholarly research signifies a higher form of culture in which life seeks to express and understand itself. But, due to the encroachment of science and technology, it has come to be defined exclusively by the scientific method, which now guides academic inquiry in all domains, including even the humanities. Following the logic of Henry’s analysis, the current condition of the humanities is such that they themselves have been transformed into the inhuman. Moreover, the breakdown of the traditional separation between the university and society has had an impact on the instructional priorities assigned to university teaching. Increased emphasis is placed on preparing students for the real world after they graduate. This focus on career-training often goes along with revisions to the university curriculum, with a decrease in the number of hours required in traditional or general education coupled with an increase in the number of hours required in the career track. It is further accompanied by changes in course content, where, for example, in order to make a literature course applicable to real life, students would read newspaper articles about current events rather than the classics. This transformation of the task of education, according to Henry, takes away the critical and creative impulse of the university and reduces it to a mere reflection of the rest of society.

Before moving any further into Henry’s argument, it is important to address a facile objection that can all too easily be raised at this point. Based on his criticism of Galilean science and contemporary trends in education, one might accuse Henry of a nostalgia that longs to return to a prescientific world before science and technology. They, to be sure, are not simply detrimental to life but can also be beneficial to it, and likewise to education. While Barbarism takes a stand that is largely critical of science and technology, it is important to emphasize that its target is not science or technology as such but the Galilean ideology that enables their predominance. What makes this ideology dangerous, in his view, is that it justifies the encroachment of the scientific attitude onto all other spheres of life, including teaching and research. This is accompanied by a narrowing of the notion of truth, such that the truth becomes reducible to what is scientific and what is scientific becomes reducible to what results from the scientific method. This ideology, which presents the scientific method as the sole source of truth, pits it against all other possible sources of truth, including the life which it eliminates from its analyses.

What Henry challenges is the untethering of science and technology from life, in the pursuit of their own internal logic and development. Henry does not deny the importance or validity of science, but his critique is designed to establish its proper limits. Science and technology are both expressions of culture and life, but they exceed their limits when they forget these origins, turn against culture and life, and set out to annihilate it. The denunciation of barbarism is thus at the same time a call for a renewed spirit of science and technology, one which is aware of its context in life. This renewal of science and technology would occur through an awareness that they originate from life and serve the purpose of life.

In both its initial claims and subsequent development, Barbarism is clearly a direct descendent of Husserl’s “Vienna Lecture” that was delivered half a century earlier, although Henry never explicitly makes this point. In his own times, Husserl likewise diagnosed Europe to be suffering from a malaise. This spiritual crisis, according to his estimate, could be traced back to the predominance of one mode of rationality – the one found in the natural sciences – to the exclusion of all other forms of rationality. This predominance of the natural sciences produced a deep dissatisfaction in the other cultural forms that were diminished or excluded by it. From this situation, Husserl famously concluded that Europe was faced with a choice between two alternatives:

There are only two escapes from the crisis of European existence: the downfall of Europe in its estrangement from its own rational sense of life, its fall into hostility towards the spirit and into barbarity: or the rebirth of Europe from the spirit of philosophy through a heroism of reason that overcomes naturalism once and for all.

It is interesting to note, then, that roughly the same alternative is presented in Barbarism. That is, either society can continue down the path toward its ultimate self-destruction or it can discover the resources for its spiritual renewal through an embrace of the original essence of life in its genuine sense. Even though the dilemmas presented by the two thinkers present are strikingly similar on the surface, for our purposes it is important to note the key differences between the remedies that they propose.

In response to the European crisis, Husserl called for a return to the original conditions of science and culture in the birth of a “new life-inwardness and spiritualization.” On the surface, this call looks similar to the one proposed by Henry, but what this means for Husserl is a return to the lifeworld. The lifeworld points back to an original contact between oneself and the world that precedes the adoption of the theoretical attitude. While Henry’s argument moves in the same direction, it ultimately takes a slightly different route. This difference can be located in a slightly different emphasis that he places on the notion of the lifeworld, in French “monde de vie.” This slight difference, which makes all the difference, identifies the root cause of barbarism not as a denial of the lifeworld but of the world of life, so to speak. In other words, the way out of the crisis of our time is not to be established through a return to a pre-theoretical contact with the world. For, such a contact still falls under Henry’s critique of “ontological monism” that was described above. Instead of renewing our ek-static connection with the world, the “new life-inwardness” to cure the crisis of our time is located in a renewed relationship to life itself. Barbarism, accordingly, is Henry’s manifesto for life. Its call is for a spiritual renewal that takes place through the reawakening of our intimate, affective connection to the life within us, and perhaps this call is more pertinent than ever in the wake of the current crises from which we suffer today.

While Barbarism goes on to pursue in more detail the line of thought outlined above, it is ultimately up to the reader to determine whether or not the proposed remedy has been administered soon enough to cure and, more broadly, whether or not the correct diagnosis and remedy were provided at all. Regardless of how those questions are answered, the deeper and more troubling question that Barbarism ultimately poses to its readers is, “Why, in these times of
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