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Introduction

Move Your Buridan’s Ass!

A Miracle in China

In November 2021, the general public in China debated the story of Chen Zi, a migrant worker who dropped out of college as a sophomore and worked for 10 years for a pittance as a machine repairman in a camera factory, wearing a blue dust-free suit that exposed his eyes to work on an assembly line. Secretly, after 12 hours of daily repetitive and debilitating work, he learned English, began reading Heidegger, and translated into Chinese Richard Bolter’s Introduction to Heidegger. After he finished some other translations, he asked online if he could publish the books to prove that he could go to college. His offer was rejected, but his post was discovered by the media and became a hot topic on the internet.1

Is there something liberating in this dedication to Heidegger or is it a false way out? It is easy to imagine the orthodox Marxist answer: assembly line workers do not need Heidegger as an antidote, what they need is to change their miserable conditions of work. Heidegger appears a really bad choice, and for obvious reasons. Lately, after the publication of Heidegger’s Black Notes, attempts abound to exclude him from the list of philosophers to be taken seriously on account of his anti-Semitism and Nazi links. For this very reason, one should insist that Heidegger remains pertinent: even when he is at his worst, unexpected links open themselves up. In the mid-1930s, Heidegger said: “there are human beings and human groups (Negroes like, for example, Kaffirs) who have no history […] however, animal and plant life has a thousand year long and eventful history […] within the human region, history can be missing, as with Negroes”.2 (“Kaffir” was at the time of apartheid an ethnic slur used to refer to black Africans in South Africa.) The quoted lines are strange, even by Heidegger’s standards: so animals and plants do have history, but “Negroes” do not? “Animal and plant life has a thousand year long and eventful history”—but for sure not in the strict Heideggerean sense of the epochal disclosures of Being … Plus where do then stand countries like China or India which are also not historical in Heidegger’s specific sense?

Should then the case of Grant Farred, a noted contemporary Black philosopher who teaches at Cornell, be dismissed as a simple case of misunderstanding? Farred’s short book Martin Heidegger Saved My Life3 was written in reaction to a racist encounter: in the Fall of 2013, while he was raking leaves outside his home, a white woman stopped by and asked him “Would you like another job?”, obviously mistaking him for a paid gardener of the rich family which lived in the house. Farred sarcastically responded: “Only if you can match my Cornell faculty salary.” In order to understand what happened, Farred turned to Heidegger: “Heidegger saved me because he gave me the language to write about race in such a way as I’d never written it before. Heidegger enabled me to write in this way because he has made me think about how to think.”4 What he found so useful in Heidegger was the notion of language as a “house of being”: not the abstract-universal language of science and state administration but language rooted in a particular way of life, language as the medium of an always-unique life-experience which discloses reality to us in a historically specific way. It is easy to imagine how such a stance enables a subject to resist being swallowed into a global universe of technological domination … however, is this the way to fight what is often called the “Americanization” of our lives? To answer this question, we have to think—and, as Farred repeatedly points out, this is what he learned from Heidegger, not just to think but to think about thinking.

To make it clear, I am not a Heideggerian. But what I do know is that we live in a unique moment which gives rise to the urgency to think. Ours is not a peaceful time which provides the opportunity to comfortably withdraw into reflection on the world but a time when our survival itself as humans is under threat from different directions: the prospect of total digital control, which plans to invade our mind itself (“wired brain”), uncontrollable viral infections, effects of global warming … We are all affected by these threats, so-called ordinary people even more than others. So we should celebrate miracles like the one with Chen Zi—they demonstrate that philosophy is much more than an academic discipline, it is something that can all of a sudden interrupt the course of our daily life and make us perplexed. Alain Badiou opens up his True Life with the provocative claim that, from Socrates onward, the function of philosophy is to “corrupt the youth,” to alienate them from the predominant ideologico-political order.5 Such “corruption” is needed today especially in the liberal-permissive West where most people are even not aware of the way the establishment controls them precisely when they appear to be free—the most dangerous unfreedom is the unfreedom that we experience as freedom. None other than Goethe already knew this: “None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they are free.”6 Is a “free” populist who works on destroying the thick social network of customs really free? Mao Zedong wrote in 1957: “Let a hundred flowers bloom; let a hundred schools of thought contend.”7 Today, we should say: let a hundred Chen Zi’s study philosophy—only in this way we will find a way out of our sad predicament.

No Free Choice Without Being Chosen

We are all afraid that new dangers pose a threat to our hard-won freedoms, so what deserves special attention is precisely the notion of freedom. It is not enough to defend freedom, what is even more needed is to take a step back and reflect upon what we mean by freedom. Authoritarian and totalitarian regimes often characterized political opponents as mentally ill (and treated them accordingly). In the good old Soviet times, the Serbsky Institute in Moscow (which after 1990 went on doing the same thing under a new name, the Serbsky Centre) was the psychiatric flagship for punitive political control; its psychiatrists developed painful drug methods to make detainees talk and extract testimony for use in national security investigations. Underpinning the power of psychiatrists to incarcerate people was an invented political mental disorder known as “vyalotekushchaya” (“sluggish schizophrenia”). Psychiatrists described the person suffering this condition as somebody appearing quite normal most of the time but who would break out with a severe case of “inflexibility of convictions,” or “nervous exhaustion brought on by his or her search for justice,” or “a tendency to litigation” or “reformist delusions.” The underlying premise was that a person had to be insane to be against the existing Soviet Communist order, and the treatment involved intravenous injections of psychotropic drugs that were so painfully administered that patients became unconscious.

Although, of course, this notion (and practice) are to be unconditionally rejected, we should nonetheless endorse the idea that there is something “crazy,” something of a madness, in radical freedom—Kant and Hegel knew this, they were both aware that freedom is at its most radical a disease, something that parasitizes on our organic wellbeing, something destructive and self-destructive, or, to put it in Freud’s terms, something that operates “beyond the pleasure-principle.” However, in contrast to the ideology of the Serbsky Institute, they were also aware that this “disease” of freedom is the very foundation of our “normal” social existence, which is why our “normal” life is irreducibly exposed to the threat of freedom. In Kant, there is an exact homology with the moral Law, which is the ratio cognoscendi of our freedom, the only proof that I can act autonomously (independently of pathological reasons); however, it is at the same time experienced as a foreign traumatic intruder into our immanent inner life, i.e. as something that functions “beyond the pleasure principle.”8 Let us be more precise here: freedom is not just something which can be distorted, which can undergo a disease; freedom is at its most basic a disease, which is why—as Kant put it—the human being is an animal which needs a master to discipline/educate it. Which is the dimension upon which discipline and education work? Kant seems to claim that it is our animal nature:



Discipline or training changes animal nature into human nature. An animal is already all that it can be because of its instinct; a foreign intelligence has already taken care of everything for it. But the human being needs his own intelligence. He has no instinct and must work out the plan of his conduct for himself. However, since the human being is not immediately in a position to do this, because he is in a raw state when he comes into the world, others must do it for him.”9



However, the need for discipline is not just grounded negatively, in the lack of an instinctual firm base; discipline is also needed because humans display an “unnatural” savagery (Wildheit) or passion for freedom specific to human nature:



Savagery or unruliness, Wildheit is independence from laws. Through discipline the human being is submitted to the laws of humanity and is first made to feel their constraint. Thus, for example, children are sent to school initially not already with the intention that they should learn something there, but rather that they may grow accustomed to sitting still and observing punctually what they are told, so that in the future they may not put into practice actually and instantly each notion that strikes them … Now by nature the human being has such a powerful propensity towards freedom that when he has grown accustomed to it for a while, he will sacrifice everything for it.10



The predominant form of appearance of this weird “savagery” is passion, an attachment to a particular choice so strong that it suspends rational comparison with other possible choices—when we are in the thrall of a passion, we stick to a certain choice whatever it may cost. And, as the subdivision “On the inclination to freedom as a passion” tells us, “For the natural human being this is the most violent [heftigste] inclination of all.”11 Passion is as such purely human: animals have no passions, just instincts. The Kantian savagery is “unnatural” in the precise sense that it seems to break or suspend the causal chain which determines all natural phenomena—it is as if in its terrifying manifestations, noumenal freedom transpires for a moment in our phenomenal universe. Freud’s Unbehagen in der Kultur (uneasiness in, discontent with, culture) could and should thus be paraphrased as “discontent with freedom”: we never feel at ease in freedom, the more we are free, the more we dwell in anxiety. Freedom is one of those deceiving notions that appear self-evident, but the moment we try to dissect them we get caught in ambiguities and contradictions. I think the best illustration of these ambiguities is the situation imagined in the expression “Buridan’s ass.”

The three basic meanings of the term “ass” in English (donkey; a stupid person; the part of the body a person sits on) nicely come together in this expression: a stupid donkey who is equally hungry and thirsty is sitting on its ass midway between a stack of hay and a pail of water (or, in another version, midway between the two exact same stacks of hay)—it dies of both hunger and thirst since it cannot make a decision which of the two to choose. (In digital electronics, something similar appears as “metastability”: when a circuit must decide between two states based on an input that is in itself undefined (neither zero nor one), it gets stuck, i.e., it spends more time than it should in this “undecided” state.) Far from being a pathological exception, the stance of the Buridan’s ass is in some sense the Degree Zero of freedom: if a clear calculation tells us what to do, we just follow the calculation of reasons, there is no doubt or oscillation and, consequently, no freedom. But if, in a choice between equivalents, we just follow reason, we die. All radical decisions are undecidable, only the decision itself makes the reasons for it palpable and apparent?

If there is a free choice it is that of a love object, we cannot be ordered to love somebody; however, once fully in love, we experience it as our fate—it holds us in its clutches, no matter how hard we try we cannot escape it. This is why we can (usually) enumerate reasons why we fell in love, but these reasons appear as reasons only after we are already in love—we are never in a comfortable external position in which we can compare reasons to fall in love with different people and decide whom to choose. Kierkegaard says exactly the same about faith: I do not acquire faith in, say, Christ after comparing different religions and deciding the best reasons to speak for Christianity—there are reasons to choose Christianity, but these reasons appear only after I have already chosen, i.e., taken the leap of faith. To see the reasons for belief, one already has to believe. And, let’s go to the end here, the same holds for Marxism: it is not that, after objectively analysing history, I became a Marxist—my decision to be a Marxist (the experience of a proletarian position) makes me see the reasons for it, i.e., Marxism is the paradox of an objective “true” knowledge accessible only through a subjective partial position.

We thereby touch the ultimate politico-theological dimension of the present book. In our conscious experience, we directly jump from the non-decision of Buridan’s ass to the certainty that we have discovered our fate. The purely virtual moment of decision (free choice) which never occurs in the present of our reality is the moment of radical freedom, of “freedom as such”—I am paraphrasing here the title of Walter Benjamin’s famous essay “On Language As Such and on the Language of Man.” His point is not that human language is a species of some universal language “as such” which comprises also other species (the language of gods and angels?, animal language?, the language of some other intelligent beings out there in space?, computer language?, the language of the DNA?): there is no actually existing language other than human language—but, in order to comprehend this “particular” language, one HAS to introduce a gap that separates the actually existing language from language “as such” (the pure structure of language deprived of the insignia of the human finitude, of erotic passions and mortality, of the struggles for domination and the obscenity of power).

Language is the basic medium of freedom—not just language as the medium which allows us to think and say what we want, but also what Lacan called lalangue, language in all its non-intended ambiguities and wordplays—lalangue opens up the space in which we can resist the hegemonic discourse of power. In today’s China, the Grass Mud Horse or Căonímă is an internet meme based on a pun: it is a play on the Mandarin words cào nǐ mā, literally “fuck your mother”. Căonímă is an exemplary case of the resistance discourse of Chinese internet users, a mascot of netizens in China fighting for free expression, inspiring poetry, photos and videos, artwork, lines of clothing, and more. As such, it is part of a broader Chinese internet culture of spoofing, mockery, punning, and parody known as e’gao, which includes video mash-ups and other types of bricolage.12

What this means is that “freedom as such” and “language as such” are radically opposed: “language as such” is a pure asubjective structure, with no desire inscribed into it and, consequently, no freedom at work in it—this structure gets subjectivized only through the idiosyncrasies of lalangue. The same split between “as such” and experienced reality is at work also in freedom: beyond (or, rather, beneath) free acts of an actual subject there is the abyss of “pure” freedom. The status of “language as such” is symbolic, a stable structure, while the status of “freedom as such” is that of an impossible/Real, a singularity popping out and disappearing. The whole mystery of subjectivity resides in the co-dependence of these two opposed moments.

From a properly Hegelian perspective, we should not limit freedom to a predicate of some entity: at the highest point of freedom, freedom itself is the subject and we—fighting for freedom—are its predicates, instruments even, as in the refrain of an old German Communist song from the 1930s “Die Freiheit hat Soldaten!” (Freedom has its soldiers!) has it. It may appear that such an identification of a particular unit as the military instrument of Freedom itself is the very formula of the “totalitarian” temptation: we do not just fight for (our understanding of) freedom, we serve freedom, it is freedom itself which immediately avails itself of us … The way seems open to terror: who would be allowed to oppose freedom itself? However, the identification of a revolutionary military unit as a direct organ of freedom cannot simply be dismissed as a fetishist short circuit: this is true of the authentic revolutionary explosion. What happens in such an “ecstatic” experience is that the subject who acts is no longer a person, but, precisely, an object. And it is this dimension of identifying with an object which justifies the use of the term “theology”: “theology” is here a name for what is, in a revolutionary subject, beyond a mere collection of individual humans. In our ordinary daily lives, we are free, freedom is a human property, but in an authentic revolutionary situation, freedom itself becomes a subject and acts through us—we reduce ourselves to its objects. To make this religious component even clearer: at the level of subjective freedom, I (an agent-subject) make a free choice; but at the level of freedom itself acting, I am not the agent of choice, I am myself chosen. As Deleuze put it somewhere apropos Leibniz?, “I really choose only if I am chosen.”13 So yes, we should shamelessly admit the point often made against the Marxist notion of revolutionary agent: it is chosen in the religious sense of the term.

At this highest point when we are reduced to objects, freedom and necessity coincide, but we are as far as possible from becoming just a cog in the structure that determines us. Free decisions are only possible within a structure which is in itself subjectivized through an immanent inconsistency. Agnes Sligh Turnbull wrote: “If a diplomat says ‘yes,’ he means ‘perhaps.’ If he says ‘perhaps,’ he means ‘no.’ And if he says ‘no,’ he’s the hell of a diplomat.”14 What makes this triad (a diplomat can say yes, perhaps, or no) a structure (in the strict structuralist sense) is the cut between the second and the third statements: while the first two explain the real meaning of a claim (yes means perhaps, perhaps means no), the third one changes the terrain from real meaning to the direct disqualification—a diplomat who says no is a bad diplomat. A true diplomat is thus defined by an imbalance between what he says and what he means: he never says no, but he also never means yes. In other words, what makes this triad a structure is that the third logical variation (when a diplomat says no, he means yes) is excluded, and what fills its lack is the direct reference to the subject of enunciation—structure is never flatly “objective,” it always includes a moment of subjectivization.

The Odds of Freedom

However, this notion of radical freedom is clearly an exception: our daily experience of freedom has many shades, from simple choices (which movie to see?, which commodity to buy?) to difficult and painful decisions of engaging oneself in a political struggle, from our subjective experience of being free (“I can think and do what I want”) to social freedom in all its complexity and ambiguity (“I am free if I can publicly express my opinions and organize, together with others, my life in the way I find appropriate for my well-being and dignity—in short, I am free if my voice matters in how the society I live in is organized”). But a totally different approach to freedom opens up with modern science: are we (humans) really free in the sense that what we are doing is not fully determined by neuronal and other processes of which we are not aware? In short, is there a free will, and is the notion of free will compatible with scientific determinism?

Until now, at least, this different approach was limited to the scientific domain: the fact that I experience myself as free and that I strive to live in a society which offers a space for my freedom was perceived as fully compatible with the fact that my intimate experiences as well as social activity are neuronally and biologically determined. But today, with the latest advances in digital control and brain sciences, our intimate self-experience and our social activity can be controlled and regulated to such a degree that the liberal notion of a free individual becomes obsolete and even meaningless: the scientific determinism which grounds the technological control of our lives is more and more not just a theory but a social and political fact that directly affects our intimate self-experience.

All these levels have to be analysed in their interconnection. The self-experience of a free inner life should be, of course, supplemented by an account of the Freudian unconscious (which is simultaneously a social fact): is the Unconscious an agency of determinism, or is it (as Schelling and Lacan thought) the site of the most radical free decision? Brain sciences raise the question of freedom to a new level: are we free at all, is our free will compatible with scientific determinism, and if it is, in what precise sense can we claim this? Within a social space, we are always caught in the tension between abstract and concrete freedom, and thereby with the “alienated” institutions which mediate our freedom: market, state, and representative democracy. Are they an irreducible condition of our freedom or do they also function as an obstacle to it? Our immersion in the digital universe clearly indicates how free circulation in virtual space gives birth to new non-transparent forms of domination. And, last but not least, what is the lesson of our ecological crises with regard to freedom? How will we be obliged to reinvent (or limit) the contours of our freedom?

The present booklet is accordingly divided into two parts: “Freedom as Such” deals with freedom as its own subject, while “Human Freedom” deals with the mess of our social lives in which we are free (or not) in different ways. “Freedom as Such” does not only stand for the abstract-formal structure of freedom, it also stands for concrete social situations in which this abstraction is directly realized in what cannot but appear as a ridiculous excess that violates all particular rules—such situations are freedom at its most dangerous, and simultaneously at its most promising as a way towards emancipation. But how will this emancipation look? Since capitalism implies permanent self-revolutionizing—are we aware of how thoroughly our lives changed in the last fifty years?—my wager is that, perhaps, the time has come to re-conceive Communism as a counter-revolution, as an effort to establish a new stable order.

*

I dedicate this book to Wolfgang Kieling, a West German actor who died in 1988 in the German Democratic Republic—why? The official name of the foreign intelligence service of the Ministry of State Security (Stasi), the main security agency of the German Democratic Republic headed by Markus Wolf, was Hauptverwaltung Aufklärung (HVA, The Main Directorate for Reconnaissance); in German, the main meaning of Aufklärung is “enlightenment,” which, of course, gave birth to many ironic comments. Although HVA was, without doubt, a very dark organization, it didn’t wholly escape what one cannot resist calling, following Adorno and Horkheimer, die Dialektik der Aufklärung (“the dialectic of enlightenment”): there were (rare, true) people who, if not collaborated with it, went over to the GDR for proper ethico-political reasons. For me, the most fascinating case is that of Wolfgang Kieling, the well-known West German movie and TV actor who played also in some Hollywood productions. His biggest role in Hollywood is that of Hermann Gromek in Hitchcock’s Torn Curtain. Gromek is a Stasi officer who suspects that Armstrong (Paul Newman), the movie’s hero, did not sincerely defect to the East, so he follows Armstrong to a lone farm where Armstrong went to make preparations to return to the West via an escape network. Gromek realizes that Armstrong is a double agent, and as he is calling the police, a tortuous struggle commences that ends with Gromek being brutally slain by Armstrong—by far the best scene in the movie which demonstrated, as Hitchcock put it, how difficult it is to really kill a man: Gromek’s head is pushed into a gas oven where he slowly suffocated, desperately waving his hands … Here comes the big surprise: during the post-production of the movie in Hollywood in late 1965, the Watts race riots occurred which were brutally suppressed by the police, leaving Kieling disgusted with American society. As a result, after the film was released, he defected to East Germany in real life, calling the United States “the most dangerous enemy of humanity in the world today” and guilty of “crimes against the Negro and the people of Vietnam.”15 The irony of his case is supreme: the production of a movie about a fake defection to the East led to an actual defection to the East … A truly dialectical approach to the Cold War has to give space also to such peculiarities which disturb the simple opposition between democracy and totalitarianism.



Freedom as Such



1

Freedom and Its Discontents

Freedom versus Liberty

I remember how, more than a decade ago, my younger son teased me. We were eating lunch at a large table, and I asked him if he could pass me the small bottle of salt that was on his side of the table; he answered, “Of course I can” … and did nothing. When I repeated my request, he snapped back with childish impudence: “You asked me if I can do it, and I answered you—you didn’t tell me that I should really do it!” Who was in this situation more free, me or my son? In a sense—if we understand freedom as the freedom of choice—my son was more free: he had at his disposal an additional choice of how to understand my question, either literally (am I able to do it?) or in the usual everyday sense (as a request for reasons of politeness formulated as a question). I renounced this choice and automatically relied on the usual sense. However, let us try to imagine a world in which most people would act like my son: we would never know for sure what our partner in conversation wants to say and would lose an immense amount of time with pointless interpretations.

Are we not facing in our political life in the last decades a similar situation? Even when Donald Trump and his alt-Right populists do not violate explicit laws, they ignore the unwritten rules and customs. In Slovenia, my own country, there was two years ago a conflict concerning the nomination of Slovene members of the European court: the Rightist government took literally its purely formal function of taking cognizance of the proposed names and acted as if it effectively had to decide and make a choice—exactly like my son who took my request “Can you pass me the salt?” literally and didn’t do it. Trump’s Republicans are doing something similar in the US: the American legal system stipulates as an exceptional measure that, when in one of the federal states the outcome of elections is not clear, this state’s congress can directly nominate electors; in the Republican interpretation, this means that if the Republican-dominated congress doesn’t like an electoral result it can directly nominate electors … One of the conditions of political democracy is that all political agents speak the same language—say, that they understand in a similar way the electoral rules, so that even when the electoral outcome doesn’t fit them, they accept it. If this doesn’t happen, we find ourselves close to a civil war. And the same holds for international politics: all sides are expected to speak the same language when they talk about freedom and occupation.

However, things are never as simple as that: we may speak the same language while each of us gives it a specific spin. The finale of Act I of Mozart’s Don Giovanni begins with Don Giovanni’s powerful appeal to all present “Viva la liberta!”, repeated forcefully by all, interrupting the melodic flow, as if the music got stuck at this point of excessive engagement—but the catch is, of course, that, although the entire group is enthusiastically unified around the call to freedom, each subgroup projects into “liberta” its own dreams and hopes, or, to quote Etienne Balibar: “Sociability is therefore the unity of a real agreement and an imaginary ambivalence, both of which have real effects.”1 Imagine a situation of political unity where all sides unite under the same Master-signifier (“freedom”), but every particular group projects a different meaning into this universality (freedom of property for some, anarchic freedom outside the state law for others, social conditions which allow individuals to actualize their potentials for yet another group …). It is crucial here that affect is invested already in the universal notion: we passionately participate in the struggle for “freedom” although our idea of freedom is not the same as that of others—passion is abstract-universal, not particular. What we have to avoid here is the pseudo-Marxist reduction of “freedom” to an illusion which conceals the conflict of multiple “real” meanings—the unity of agreement is real, it has performative efficiency.

We should even go a step further here: every figuration of freedom is in itself plural and full of inconsistencies, but what if the gap that separates the universal notion of freedom from the multiple meanings freedom has for different groups is the gap that constitutes (actual) freedom? Concretely, the fact that for me
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