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For Valentine Cunningham


Advance praise for Confessions

Thomas Docherty has long been not only one of our most significant, provocative and original cultural critics, but one of the most consistent. In this book he deploys some of his key concepts — the event, radical historicity, becoming as heterogeneous flux — as a basis for a sustained interrogation of the history and supposed virtue of the idea of confession. The result is a learned, sophisticated and powerful counterblast to a culture whose demand for immediate transparency is inseparable from a range of disabling fetishes, from management and security to space and speed, ‘truth and reconciliation’ and, above all, identity and identity-politics. Everyone should read it.

— Andrew Gibson, Research Professor of Modern Literature and Theory,

Royal Holloway, University of London

In this virtuoso work, Thomas Docherty uses the idea of confession to reach to the core of contemporary concerns about the subject and its responsibilities. With breathtaking boldness, and dizzying sweep and swerve of thought, Docherty mounts a devastating denunciation of the culture of transparency, in which everything must be made immediately available for consumption. Drawing on thinkers from Augustine to Beckett, he builds an impassioned case for an aesthetic democracy founded upon singularity. Rarely has theoretical reflection been conducted with such brio and scorching brilliance.

— Steven Connor, Birkbeck College, University of London

We live in an age where ‘transparency’ is everything, or its illusion at least, from the mea maxima culpa of the disgraced politician, to the pseudodoxia of institutional accountability. Tele-technologies, kiss-n-tell biographies and massmediatic intrusiveness have rendered confession meaningless to such a great degree, that to read so finely attuned a ‘confessional’ as Thomas Docherty’s is to be reminded of an ethical imperative that is as inescapable as it is misunderstood in our wilfully stupid secular culture. Docherty begins with disarmingly straightforward questions concerning what it might mean ‘to confess’, and what the role of the subject is in this practice, opening out his exquisitely crafted meditation with a breadth of scope that belies the filigree-work of its arguments, explorations and interrogations. Docherty demands that we take responsibility for that which is often beyond any mere ‘economic’ weighing of benefit or harm. The book is a reminder that ideas which have been glibly consigned to ‘literary theory’ can still have disquieting power in the hands of an original and provocative thinker.

— Julian Wolfreys, Professor of Modern Literature and Culture,

Loughborough University

I have to confess to liking this book a lot. It is a literary, theoretical and autobiographical tour de force. Docherty’s acute critical sense ranges across the philosophical and cultural landscape to read Paul de Man, Giorgio Agamben, Hannah Arendt and the Lisbon Lions. A few more books like this and the humanities might be worth fighting for after all.

— Martin McQuillan, Professor of Literary Theory and Cultural

Analysis and Dean of Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences,

Kingston University, London
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Series Editor’s Preface

Living in the twenty-first century’s confessional culture is at once alarming and soporific. On the one hand, we are subjected to unprecedented technologies of surveillance, calculated to compel exposure of our innermost failings to public view; on the other, we are cocooned by a pervasive media miasma of celebrity exposé, designed in no small part to divert attention from the fundamental challenges facing contemporary society, politics and the environment. As modern governments increasingly fetishise ‘transparency’, Thomas Docherty resoundingly demonstrates in this volume, they manipulate a longstanding confessional drive in novel ways, and thereby endanger the very communicative practices upon which democratic cultures have been built in the modern era.

In keeping with the WISH List’s underlying premises, Confessions: The Philosophy of Transparency opens up a dialogue across the disciplines that highlights the ability of scholarship in the Humanities to illuminate (and critique) not only texts and contexts but also political praxis—as it plays out both within and beyond conventional academic debates and formations. Readers of Docherty’s treatise will encounter Augustine’s Confessions, Hegel’s Phenomenology, Zola’s J’accuse and Lowell’s Life Studies, each subjected to a searching philosophical analysis that recognises its specific intellectual genealogy. But they will also find these (and a rich array of other works) resituated by Docherty, deployed to probe the problematic, interwoven paradigms of—for example—disaster capitalism, identity politics and literary criticism.

Lauded as an unproblematic virtue in much religious literature, the cult of individualised confession emerges from these pages instead as a potent threat: when transparency borne of an atomised confessional culture runs amok in democratic cultures, Docherty asserts, governments’ (and citizens’) communicative modalities are fundamentally compromised. Framed by astute analyses of classic texts and honed by judicious applications of continental theory, these arguments speak eloquently to the challenges of performing the self in the twenty-first century. For if confessional texts ostensibly proclaim the self, Docherty concludes, the process of confession all too often reduces the individual to an impoverished iteration of normative identities inimical alike to difference and democracy.

Margot Finn

University of Warwick


Preface

‘I confess.’ This is seemingly a straightforward statement, but as soon as it has any content at all, it becomes charged with difficulty. What might be the content of a confession; and what ought it to contain if it is to constitute ‘confession’ rather than just ‘statement’: is there a difference between ‘I stole the ribbon’ as a statement, and ‘I stole the ribbon’ in the mode of confession? Clearly, yes; and what makes the difference is the context and the accusatory demand, expressed or tacit, for confession rather than statement. Guilt, anguish and responsibility all immediately enter the frame. Further, the context is one that immediately places the confessing subject in a relation to others, to an audience of sorts for the confessional act. It thus becomes intrinsically a social act of some kind. And who might be the subject of the confession? When I say I stole the ribbon, is the confessing and speaking I to be identified with the I who committed the action, the I who is now rather displaced and distanced from the speaker?

These kinds of question lie at the heart of this inquiry. Out of a simple questioning came a complexity of issues ranging from matters of narrative to memory, from authenticity to sociability, from hearing to testimony, from evidence to authority. Such questions are potentially enormous; but they are held together and controlled here by the presiding demand to engage with ideas of a transparent culture and a culture that sees a prerogative for expression – free expression – of the self. The nexus of these things is a problem concerning modernity and its political formation as democracy. If the book has a purpose beyond the matters of literary critique, it is as a contribution to our possibilities for living together in democratic organization. That, too, turns out to be extremely difficult to achieve; but it would be good if a society could ever manage to try it out, and this book is an urging towards such an essay.

Parts of it have been tried out, across a number of years, before many audiences and individuals. I want to thank colleagues in the Universities of Glasgow, Edinburgh, Rosario, Utrecht, Dublin, Harvard, Sheffield Hallam and Leeds. From all of these, I have gained enormously; and to colleagues and students in these institutions, as also in the institutions where I have taught, I confess my indebtedness.


Introduction: The Philosophy of Transparency

On 13 January 1898, Émile Zola published his famous letter to Félix Faure, then President of France, accusing the French government of anti-semitism. J’accuse makes a number of demands, but, implicit within these opening words of the letter is the demand for a confession: J’accuse calls for the reply ‘I confess’. In this book, I want to consider how the modern and contemporary world has responded to such a demand. We live increasingly in what might be called a ‘confessional culture’; and there are serious consequences in this for the nature of community and for the idea of a personal identity. As Peter Brooks pointed out in his book on legal issues regarding confession, Troubling Confessions, we seem to be fascinated by the almost everyday nature of confessional discourse; but when confession becomes a matter of reality TV shows, we have perhaps reached a point where ‘televised confession demonstrates the banalization of confessional practices’.1

Confession, which in legal terms can be a matter of potentially massive significance – even of life and death, at times – is in danger of being reduced to kitsch; confession, which in religious terms is seen for the believer also as a matter of life and death or of salvation, is in danger of being reduced to the trivialities of salacious celebrity gossip. However, there are serious issues here still. Agamben has argued in recent times that it is becoming common, especially in the public sphere, for confession of wrong-doing to supplant admission to legal guilt: ‘the contrite assumption of moral responsibilities is invoked at every occasion as an exemption from the responsibilities demanded by law’.2

These, however, are not just recent phenomena. There is, obviously, a long history of confessional writing that dates back long before the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 when the Roman Catholic Church, then the single most dominant power shaping everyday life across Europe, required an annual act of confessing from its adherents. This history lingers on into present times, but it has assumed a different form and has had a different series of consequences. We might recognize this most immediately in the contemporary demand for what we might call a ‘culture of transparency’ in all aspects of public life and governance. The fact that we now require governments, businesses and (above all) publicly funded bodies to ‘reveal’ their inner workings and decision-making processes is but one aspect of this new norm. Transparency has become our rather shrunken substitute for truth; but within this demand for transparency there lies an assumption that, without transparent revelation, individuals and organizations might behave in ways that are unjust, unethical or simply unfair. The philosophy of transparency goes hand in hand with a demand for accountability in our decisions and judgements.

While there may be some social benefits from this (the emphasis here is on the words ‘may be’), there is a further corollary that is of importance to this present study. The other side of transparency is surveillance. Where a culture of transparency is the norm, it can start to permeate the everyday life of the citizen as well, such that we lose the right to any form of privacy. The intimacies that help us to shape ourselves as constituent parties to the public sphere are no longer intimate, so to speak; and we lose our right to a private life.3 There are far-reaching consequences for us as subjects and as citizens in the establishment of a transparent society.4 The question of surveillance as the sinister counterpart to transparency becomes all the more pressing when it is further internalized: that is to say, when we all start to ‘look within’ and to focus the grounds of our social and cultural being upon our sense of our own interiority or ‘selfhood’ and identity. The net result is one wherein we essentially are in danger of focusing endlessly on the question of ‘who we are’; and this leads, in cultural criticism, to identity-politics as the ground of critique that now dominates much of our everyday critical activities. There are serious and grave consequences for a democratic culture in this.

These problems and consequences of what we can call the confessional drive or impetus require some exploration and explanation; and this has assumed a much more pressing importance in the culture of the last fifty years or so. That culture has its roots in a moment of what I describe later in this book as cold-war democracy. It has a kind of counterpart in more recent formulations of capitalist activity in what Naomi Klein calls the ‘shock doctrine’. Klein’s case is that what she calls disaster capitalism works by trying to capitalize, literally, on natural (or in many cases politically generated) disasters. A disaster such as Hurricane Katrina, which devastated New Orleans in 2005, gives disaster capitalists the opportunity to raze all existing arrangements of the social sphere to the ground in the interests of an entirely ‘new start’. In this, ‘shock’ operates in precisely the same way as the more muted ‘confession’: confession seeks to establish a kind of tabula rasa for the self, by humiliating the self to a point where it is a kind of ‘zero-point’, so that it can be rehabilitated, but essentially with a new and refreshed identity. For disaster capital, read ‘redemption’.5

In this collocation of confession with capital, I mean to indicate that what is important for the work of this book is not so much a desire to treat, discretely, matters of legal confession or of religious confession (though these are important); rather, it is to explore the ways in which a culture of confession has a set of consequences for our polity, and especially for the relation of human subjects or citizens to the public sphere and to intimate human relatedness. In short, confession, as something that ostensibly is primarily a matter of conscience, is something that exists in a profound relation to the communication that is constitutive of the possibility of democracy. The argument of this book is that we do not achieve democracy through the confessing of our selves: that is to say, through a kind of ‘deliberation’, in the agora or public sphere, of points of view that are revealed as being matters of atomized or individuated consciences. Democracy does indeed have a relation to a confessional culture, but it is a relation that depends primarily upon the modes of communication and the modes of human relatedness – intimacies and public actions – that are endangered by a transparent society.

***

In 1959, M.L. Rosenthal reviewed Robert Lowell’s collection, Life Studies, in the Nation. Almost in passing, he noted what he called a major thrust towards biographical self-revelation and self-humiliation in Lowell’s writings, and he used the term ‘confessional poetry’ to describe this phenomenon. As he himself noted very soon after, confessional poetry is not at all new. Rosenthal traces it back at least as far as Thomas Wyatt’s ‘They flee from me that sometime did me seek’ in the sixteenth century; and, indeed, if we think of it as confessional writing more generally construed, it might be said to have a much longer history and one that is not limited to the anglophone world. That history has not yet been adequately examined. More specifically, the fundamental philosophical and theoretical conditions governing the drive for such a mode of writing have not been addressed; and this important dimension of writing and of culture more generally now requires fuller understanding. This is all the more important given our contemporary demand for a culture of transparency in the public sphere, a culture that disturbs the usual dimensions of, or relations between, what might constitute the private and the public, and a culture that thereby threatens a social order based precisely upon clear demarcations between these two domains.

This book explores what is at stake in the confessional culture. We have seen different key moments of explicitly ‘confessional’ writing (as in Augustine or Jean-Jacques Rousseau), of ‘testamentary’ writing (François Villon), of ‘essays’ in presenting the self (Michel de Montaigne), of more or less autobiographical revelation in that group of poets that so interested Rosenthal in cold-war America (Robert Lowell, John Berryman, Sylvia Plath, Elizabeth Bishop, Theodore Roethke), or even of self-revelation in recent philosophical writing (as in Jacques Derrida’s ‘Circonfession’), not to mention the so-called ‘confessional turn’ in literary and cultural criticism. In all of this writing, there is a certain philosophical foundation or substratum – the conditions under which it is possible to assert a confessional mode – that needs exploration and explication. In a sense, this is the counterpart to Zola’s great J’accuse: in the face of self-accusation, how is it possible to assert that I confess? Indeed, is confession even possible; and if so, what would be its grounds?

As I tease out some answers to these questions, we are also able to arrive at a philosophy of confession that has pertinence for a contemporary political culture (as also of a dominant contemporary ideology), based on the notion of ‘transparency’. Few have followed seriously Gianni Vattimo’s observations on the ‘transparent society’, which he saw as a way of understanding or explaining what he called the postmodern; and key to this was the idea that a contemporary, technologically advanced society was able to confound the real and its representations, as if G.W.F. Hegel’s Spirit had come to full self-knowing or self-consciousness. In this society, the self coincides with its self-representations. Such a position would appear to be central to the idea of authenticity and truth-telling in confessional writing: it is the basis of saying, truthfully, ‘here I take my stand’. The question is: what other consequences might there be of an assumption of the primacy of transparency?

Long predating this, however, Molière frequently considered explicitly the idea of transparency in his plays. Most especially in Le misanthrope, he was concerned to explore what it might mean in terms of being able to tell the truth. Rousseau was later to follow this up in philosophical fashion; and the question then becomes whether it is possible to tell the truth while at the same time maintaining sociability. Without sociability, of course, ‘telling’ anyone anything is impossible.6 One way of putting this is to ask the question: can the words ‘transparent’ and ‘society’ properly sit together at all? That is to say: what these texts show is that the very communication that is at the core of social life depends upon the miscommunications required in those kinds of truth-evasion. One cannot ‘confess’ oneself and, at the same time, remain a member of a social community.

Despite these historical precedents, transparency is usually regarded as a general social and ethical good; and this is probably especially so historically, particularly since the days of the cold war when, not only in political espionage but also in public life, confessions as to one’s political allegiances were required, at least implicitly. This book widens the political arena and uses the understanding of confessional writing to explore the consequences for private life in the public sphere, for a culture of surveillance and especially of an interiorized surveillance, that generates modern and postmodern anguish or guilt. The claim is that this guilt has extreme consequences for the contemporary notion of authority and autonomy; and, since the assertion of autonomy is fundamental to modernity, the book exposes certain fundamental flaws within the formation of modern cultural life. In short, confessional discourse, far from endorsing the idea of a strong identity or selfhood, is precisely responsible for a weakening of individual liberal autonomy and freedom in the face of the pressure to ‘reveal’.

Confession (in both writing and speech) has some key priority areas that can be considered as determining its intrinsic shape: especially and above all, the religious and the juridical. The book looks particularly at the religious base for this kind of writing, but prefers to see this in more secular terms. In doing so, it argues that confession requires an anorexic ‘reduction’ of the self to a kind of ‘zero-state’, in which the act of confessing becomes axiomatic to human relatedness. However, that act is shown to be one in which actual historical and material experience is precluded: the self can proclaim its relation to others (what we call love or society), but can only do so at the cost of reducing historical experience merely to official forms of identity. When it addresses the political realm, the book not only considers the politics of ‘confession-without-penance’ that shapes movements such as those for ‘truth and reconciliation’, but also examines how a contemporary culture of transparency engenders a society in which autonomy (or the very authority of the subject that proclaims ‘I confess’) is grounded in guilt, reparation and victimhood.

***

The book comes in two main sections, with a concluding third part. The first part (Chapters 1–3) has to do with the assertion of identity and what that can be based upon; and the second (Chapters 4–6) is an examination of what we might call the fundamental humiliation of the self that is central to the act of confession. In this second part, we are looking at what I call the ecology of anguish: the reduction or kenosis of the self or the subject that is necessary for a confession to take hold. The paradox is that the writing of a confession asserts selfhood, while the substance of the confession diminishes the self.

The argument of these two sections leads to the final part (Chapters 7–8). The first chapter of this section is the straightforward political summation of the argument; and it relates to what has happened to the idea and material substance of the public sphere within a confessional culture. The second (Chapter 8) is an exercise in literary confession: it relates my own experience of Shakespeare and how I come to write the very book that we have just read. More importantly, it relates the argument of the whole to what has happened in recent decades in the educational practices surrounding literary and cultural criticism, and argues that the predominant modes of this education have been profoundly anti-democratic, despite their ostensibly emancipatory credentials.

Confession, then, turns out to be a necessary response to J’accuse; but it turns out to be much more than that response. The book explores the foundations of modernity in terms of a whole philosophy of revelation, transparency and truth-telling. This last, needless to say, is never straightforward.
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