

[image: image]




Marcel Gauchet and the Loss of Common Purpose


Marcel Gauchet and the Loss of Common Purpose

Imaginary Islam and the Crisis of European Democracy

Natalie J. Doyle

LEXINGTON BOOKS

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London


Published by Lexington Books

An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

Unit A, Whitacre Mews, 26-34 Stannary Street, London SE11 4AB

Copyright © 2018 by Lexington Books

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Doyle, Natalie, author.

Title: Marcel Gauchet and the Loss of Common Purpose : Imaginary Islam and the Crisis of European Democracy / Natalie J. Doyle.

Description: Lanham, Maryland : Lexington Books, 2017. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017054165 (print) | LCCN 2017041714 (ebook) | ISBN 9781498519182 (Electronic) | ISBN 9781498519175 (cloth : alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: Gauchet, Marcel. | Democracy—Europe. | Religion and state—Europe. | Religion and politics—Europe.

Classification: LCC JC261 (print) | LCC JC261 .D69 2017 (ebook) | DDC 320.094—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017054165

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

Printed in the United States of America


Contents

Preface

Acknowledgements

Introduction

1  French Post-Marxist Theory and Gauchet’s Model of Critique

2  French Post-Marxist Theory and the Political: Gauchet and Religion

3  Gauchet and the Genesis of Modern Society

4  The Legacy of French Sociology and Anthropology: Gauchet and the Question of the Post-Secular

5  The Crisis of European Democracy: The Neo-Liberal Ideology and Political Radicalization

Conclusion

Bibliography

Index

About the Author


Preface

It is often easier to start by saying what something is not, before one can define what it is. This is true of all human phenomena, including books. I will thus begin by outlining what this book does not do. Despite having the words Europe and Islam in its title, it does not try to contribute to the social and political debates, which are being conducted about the place of the Islamic faith in contemporary European societies. It merely seeks to contextualize them by looking at their relationship to a larger problem—the crisis of democracy. It does so by drawing on the work of the French philosopher Marcel Gauchet, who, over the last ten years, has been writing a theoretically informed history of modern European democratic culture, the last volume of which analyzes the state of turmoil in which European societies currently find themselves. 

I first discovered Marcel Gauchet’s work in the mid-1990s while working on my PhD. I was dazzled by the intellectual ambition of the book for which he first became known in France: Le désenchantement du monde, which was published in 1985. Behind its speculative reconstruction of world history there seemed to lie the desire to recover something that was being forgotten at the time in intellectual culture under the influence of some of the most influential French authors such as, Foucault, Derrida, and Lyotard who had come to dominate debates in the humanities. I was not entirely sure what it was, but I knew that Gauchet’s work offered what was missing; the word that best encapsulated it was “sovereignty,” not in its statist definition, but in its association with the ideal of democracy, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau had formulated it in the eighteenth century. The aspirations this word conveyed, however, now clearly needed to incorporate a new dimension that of the individual. This is what Marcel Gauchet’s book sought to do.

The journal, Thesis Eleven had begun publishing translations of some of Gauchet’s articles. Through its editor, Johann P. Arnason, I was put in contact with the man who had taken on the daunting task of translating Marcel Gauchet’s dense French text into English. He had conducted extensive research into the book’s intellectual genealogy, and when we met in Melbourne, he very generously shared his knowledge with me. It is due to our intellectual exchanges, and those I had with Johann Arnason, that I determined I would continue exploring Gauchet’s work. This led me to examine the intellectual ties that had developed in the 1970s and 1980s between Marcel Gauchet, Claude Lefort (Gauchet’s former university teacher), and Lefort’s erstwhile fellow political militant, Cornelius Castoriadis. I published the findings of this research, which focused on the ties between Gauchet and Lefort, in the article, ‘Democracy as project of individual and collective sovereignty: the French debate on autonomy,’ in Thesis Eleven in 2003. 

As the global financial crisis erupted, a small book was published by Gauchet that served to announce his new intellectual project. The book, La démocratie d’une crise à l’autre, accompanied publication of the first two volumes of Gauchet’s history of modern democracy, L’avènement de la démocratie and La démocratie d’une crise à l’autre. The latter was intriguing in the way it postulated the existence of a severe crisis in European democracy stemming from the dominance of economism. Examining parallels between the present crisis and the rise of totalitarianism in the 1930s, it argued that such comparisons were superficial and the current crisis was completely novel. In the years that followed its publication, the European financial crisis, triggered by the American subprime crisis, became acute and the political consequences were visible everywhere. The established systems of party politics were increasingly challenged by new forms of ideological radicalization and intolerance, with “the question of Islam” as a central preoccupation. This demonstrated considerable prescience on Gauchet’s part, and I repeatedly returned to his analysis to make sense of what was happening in Europe.

Over the years, the crisis has deepened and Marcel Gauchet’s perspective—presented in articles and media interviews—was invariably enlightening. Because there were no English translations of his recent work, and only limited academic commentary in English, it was not easy for me to share this information. Consequently, I decided to write this book but not before translating La démocratie d’une crise à l’autre. It soon became clear to me that I could not present Marcel Gauchet’s interpretation of the contemporary crisis of European democracy without first explaining the complex theoretical framework informing it, which had been developed over three decades. To do so, it was necessary to return to the intellectual genealogy of his work, which I had begun to define in my first article. In the process, I became ever more convinced that the development of Marcel Gauchet’s intellectual project could not be understood without an analysis of the debate over the works of Castoriadis and Lefort and I set out to define Marcel Gauchet’s debt to these two authors. 

When it came to writing the last chapter, I contacted Marcel Gauchet seeking clarification of his analysis of the contemporary crisis. He kindly offered to send me the manuscript of the last volume of L’avènement de la démocratie, entitled “Le nouveau monde,” as it discussed points which he had not developed in his previous publications. The book you are reading acknowledges imperfections that originate from this reality, as I quickly came to realize that there was a need to rethink the scope of my last chapter in order to incorporate a much deeper discussion of neo-liberal economism than I had anticipated. “Le nouveau monde” offers a complex theoretical account of the place of contemporary capitalism in an overall project of societal rationalization. It comprises many facets: scientific, technological, and juridical. It aims at the creation of a new type of society—a so-called knowledge society. This analysis strongly evokes Castoriadis’s definition of modern culture as a pursuit of “infinite rational mastery.” Reading it confirmed my original intent, to demonstrate the continuity of Gauchet’s work with problematics first discussed by Castoriadis, a reading that goes against the conventional interpretation and emphasizes Gauchet’s debt to Lefort.

This debt is undeniable, and I explore it in depth, but I nonetheless maintain that it obscures the extent to which Gauchet’s work competes with that of Castoriadis in the scope of its theoretical ambition. As he follows in Castoriadis’s footsteps, Gauchet’s history/theory of European democracy offers an alternative critical paradigm at a moment in history when earlier theories and analyses are increasingly being overtaken by new developments. As there has been little time for me to digest the arguments of “Le nouveau monde,” I am acutely aware that I cannot do it full justice and that, by extension, my exploration of Gauchet’s debt to Castoriadis is limited. Le nouveau monde unlocks new rooms of inquiry that concern far more than the intellectual genealogy of Gauchet’s work. Potentially, in return, it also sheds light on Castoriadis’s understanding of the political dimension of human societies and, by extension, on his analysis of the paradoxical depoliticization of contemporary western societies. This, however, constitutes another project as the objective of this book is to demonstrate what Gauchet’s work contributes to an understanding of the current predicament of European societies.
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Introduction

I do not believe in the revolutionary project. But I do believe in the considerable possibilities contained in the future of democracies, as well as those of the future of the human species in its dealings with itself.

Marcel Gauchet (Fouré and Poirier 2003, 33)

European democracy is in crisis, not only its economic and political institutions but, more profoundly, its culture. This is culture as defined by the pursuit of greater human power, and the fulfillment of humanity’s capacity to create its own future, individually and collectively, politically and economically. This is a paradoxical crisis arising from democracy’s very success. Since the end of the cold war and the belief in revolutionary change, democracy has faced no strong ideological rival and enjoyed unconditional ideological dominance across the world, carried on the back of a new wave of capitalist globalization. Despite this success, the crisis in democracy recalls the struggle of European societies against the formidable enemies of the past: Fascism, Nazism, and Soviet Communism. The manifestations of the contemporary crisis seem so familiar, a profound economic crisis, growing inequality, popular distrust of party politics, rising extremism, and xenophobia. This crisis, however, is radically new and its novelty can be seen in the very rapid and thus destabilizing transformation of the most ancient structures of social life (family, gender relations, procreation), of its universal values (civility, work), as well as in the acceleration of scientific progress and technological change, which has now brought into sharp relief humanity’s ultimate dependency on the biosphere. The crisis is compounded by the cultural consequences of globalization evident in the confrontation with a new form of radicalization and political violence—Islamic terrorism—an ideology which originated outside Europe but within the contemporary malaise of European societies has been successfully exploited.

We confusedly perceive that the crisis is unprecedented in its magnitude and cannot see how to emerge from it. Faced with this uncertainty, it is tempting to revert to the explanatory models of the past and, in particular, to revive the Marxist critique of capitalism because it stands alone in offering a comprehensive narrative. The great irony of the crisis is that its primary manifestation is the complete dominance of economic thought over all aspects of social life. Communism was defeated, China, its last strong bastion, was converted to the benefits of the market, yet it seems that Marx’s functionalist explanation of human history has been vindicated by the ambient economism now commonly discussed as neo-liberalism. The last two to three decades of Western social thought saw the rebirth of interpretations of modern culture which stressed society’s creative economic power and capacity for self-regulation, downplayed its political dimension, and saw in the state simply a residual form of political domination that must be contained, if not eliminated altogether. Paradoxically, this is close to Marx’s vision of society, even if the right to own property has become uncontested. This is because the configuration of contemporary European democracy is characterized by a phenomenon which was unknown to Marx, and for which Marxist theory struggles to account: extensive individualism. Central to the pursuit of contemporary society’s freedom has been the rejection of the limits placed on individual self-realization and the celebration of global cosmopolitanism and identity politics. As part of this, private property has come to be widely accepted as a core element of individual freedom. 

Contemporary individualism has had a major impact on the self-understanding of democratic culture. Previously defined primarily as the expression of popular sovereignty and collective self-determination, democracy has been recast as the defense of human rights, within a social space reduced to the intersubjective interaction of individuals, presumably endowed by nature with the capacity for self-contained autonomy. The protracted economic downturn triggered by the financial crisis of 2008 has, however, revealed the essential limitations of this understanding of democracy: its incapacity to formulate a common political purpose and vision for the future that can create a context within which its professed ideal of individual freedom can be attained by most. The depoliticization of contemporary democratic politics has established the domination of technological/economic change for its own sake and dismantled the structures which provided a counter weight to capitalist greed. In the process, it has allowed liberal democracies to degenerate into elective oligarchies that have been corrupted into serving the interests of a plutocratic minority. It would be a mistake to interpret this phenomenon as simply the outcome of class domination. Rather, it has been part of an overall project of rationalization which, in its promises of unconditional freedom and equal opportunity, has exercised great appeal over European societies.

This project not only met the aspirations of contemporary individuals, it actively built on them, and as such they were amplified in intellectual culture. The contemporary loss of a political vision for a collective future is not only rooted in the hegemony of the right-wing radicalized form of economic liberalism which emerged in the United States in the 1970s as many left-wing analyses of neo-liberalism would have it (e.g., Harvey 2005). The contribution of economic theory is only part of the story; neo-liberalism also has a left-wing variant which has added to the depoliticization of democracy by contributing to a fundamental misunderstanding of the significance of European history and the project to which it gave birth, modernity. This variant is associated with a strand of intellectual culture that has been very influential over past decades because it matched the zeitgeist. The crisis is thus also an intellectual crisis, the exhaustion of a paradigm of radical sociopolitical critique which has accompanied the growing dominance of an ultra-liberal understanding of democracy. 

Over the past decades, this culture has highlighted the contradictions of modern European culture and its failure to live up to its professed ideas of democratic universality. It has concentrated on fostering the juridical component of contemporary democracy through the broadening of the sphere of rights, at the cost of democracy’s political dimension and the goal of collective sovereignty. The interpretation of European history this critique has constructed under the influence of Foucault’s work, has defined modern culture primarily from the perspective of knowledge which has been defined as a new form of power. This reductive understanding of modern social power has prevented it from accounting for the complexity and contradictory character of modern European culture. The notion of eurocentricity has encouraged an over-integrated and over-essentialized understanding of European modernity, and resulted in an inverted reflection of triumphant, idealizing modernism. Combined with the concern for recognition of the post-colonial experience of countries whose domination was justified by the presumed superiority of European rational knowledge, these analyses have constructed a vision of European history which cannot account for the very possibility of modern culture generating its own critique. 

However, the new conception of human power articulated by modern culture is not only scientific and/or rational but also at the service of a project of control over the very conditions of human life (social or biological), which Foucault analyzed through the notion of biopower. It demonstrates a fundamental cultural creativity that is not immediately rational, but draws on a power shared by all human societies, the power of imagination, and views humanity as a species that is defined by its capacity to transform itself constantly across time. In European history, this creativity came to engender rationalizing projects of knowledge and power but also a political project of collective self-determination, incorporating self-knowledge and self-limitation: democratic politics. It also promoted a new relationship to historical time which added an economic dimension to this political project: the development of humanity’s capacity to produce its own future. In the process, modern European culture destroyed the vertical structures of social power which, for millennia, had limited human creativity. This had been done by establishing the subservience of the collective body to the authority of the past and, of individuals, to a hierarchical form of social organization in which they were given a pre-defined place. Modern culture came to realize a latent potentiality of humanity, the capacity of individuals to determine their own lives and to develop their ingenuity through those transformative forms of action upon the physical environment we now know as work. This allowed a new societal value—individual freedom—to be articulated culturally and to be pursued politically, but always in tension with rationalizing ambitions. 

The history of European modernity is, in this respect, not a coherent narrative of progress but one of great inner conflicts. Following a destructive era marked by two globalized wars, these tensions were countered by the institutional arrangements of liberal democracy, which established a balance between the different forms democratic culture came to assume: economic, political, and juridical. However, the organized form of modernity (Wagner 1994) to which these institutional arrangements gave birth came under attack from the 1960s onwards, through cultural rebellions which pushed for an even greater liberalization of social life. The critical paradigm discussed above, with its emphasis on the new social context being post-modern, was part of this cultural rebellion which established the value of individual freedom as the dominant purpose of collective life. Contemporary post-modern individualism has, however, become blind to what it owes to the underlying societal vision of historical creativity and to the political structures which maintained the balance between the different forms of democratic culture, thereby endangering the very sociopolitical conditions of its existence, not least the protection offered by the social state. This loss of balance underpins the contemporary crisis of European democratic culture. 

This book seeks to contribute to an understanding of the contemporary crisis of European democratic culture by presenting an alternative to both Marxism and the intellectual paradigm based on the critique of power and knowledge. The latter was first inspired in the United States by what became later known as “French theory,” (Cusset 2003), an umbrella expression used to refer to the radical critique of European culture formulated by a generation of French philosophers (including Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, and Lyotard), a critique which established itself over subsequent decades as the major source of inspiration for progressive politics across the Western world and beyond. As stated in the preface, this book also draws on the work of late twentieth-century French thinkers, but focuses primarily on that of the much lesser known French philosopher, Marcel Gauchet.1 More broadly, it covers the perspective on modernity first opened up by the strand of French post-Marxist sociopolitical theory associated with the work of Cornelius Castoriadis and Claude Lefort.2

As Torey and Townshend (2006) have discussed, post-Marxism is an elusive and difficult notion to define. Here, I refer to the work of authors who engaged very closely with Marx’s writings early on in their intellectual careers but later distanced themselves from key aspects of Marxist theory. This followed the loss of faith in the possibility of revolutionary change which characterized the period after the failed popular rebellions of Prague and Paris in May1968. As we shall see, both Castoriadis and Lefort sought, in different ways, to retain the emancipatory ambition of Marx’s theory of history and its emphasis on human creativity. Proof of the relative lack of recognition given to this alternative to French theory is demonstrated by ­Cusset who draws a comprehensive panorama of French intellectual culture in the last decades of the twentieth century and discusses, in particular, the work of Jean-François Lyotard, without mentioning the names of these ­leading figures, even though Lyotard collaborated with them in his youth as part of the Trotskyist group they founded Socialisme ou Barbarie (Dosse 2014, 92). Gauchet’s work is only mentioned as part of a discussion of the rediscovery of the French liberal tradition pursued in France by a new generation of intellectuals, accused of contributing to the repudiation (Cusset 2003, 312, 329) of the program of radical social critique first outlined by the enlightened vanguard and sanctified as French theory. 

This book is not an exercise in intellectual history and, as such, I will not engage in a sustained critique of Cusset’s account of the history of French intellectual culture in the post-May 1968 era. Now that Gauchet’s reflection on democracy has started to emerge from relative obscurity in the English-speaking world,3 some intellectual contextualization is required, if only to dispel the fundamental misinterpretations that have become common in English language accounts of Gauchet’s place in French intellectual culture. These accounts have undoubtedly been fostered by the assertion, formulated in some French intellectual circles, that Gauchet’s interest in the history of European liberal thought, and its significance for the genesis of modern democratic culture, was simply part of a neo-conservative reaction against the social movements of the 1960s. As I will discuss extensively, Gauchet’s understanding of what he calls the “liberal turn” or “upheaval” in European history, is accompanied by a staunch critique of liberalism as a political ideology and of its conceptual individualism. He proposes an account of the birth of socialism which challenges many of the assumptions of classical European left-wing thought. Liberalism cannot be reduced to the political ideology which characterized the liberal destruction of the hierarchical Ancien Régime of eighteenth-century Europe, and its replacement by a new social order, defined as the fulfillment of a natural condition of freedom.4

The need for an intellectual genealogy of Gauchet’s work is confirmed by the paucity of its translation into English. This is particularly puzzling because Gauchet’s work has been translated and discussed in a multiplicity of languages including Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, German, Dutch, Czech, Polish, Romanian, Turkish, and Korean.5 The two major books from Gauchet’s early career that have been translated into English are: La Critique de l’esprit humain. L’institution asilaire et la révolution démocratique (Gauchet and Swain 1980) and Le désenchantement du monde (1985). Both translations (Gauchet and Swain 1999; Gauchet 1997a) were sponsored by Mark Lilla and Thomas Pavel who edited the collection New French Thought, for Princeton University Press. There is no denying that they tended to present Gauchet (and other members of a new generation of French intellectuals, such as Pierre Rosanvallon, who started to be known in the 1980s and 1990s), as representatives of a reassertion of liberalism in France in the 1980s, in the European and historical sense of the term (Cusset 2003, 275). This reassertion was a complex phenomenon that was by no means a purely right-wing affair as it also drew on the sustained critique of Soviet communism formulated by Castoriadis in the 1950s and 1960s and later, Lefort’s theorization of totalitarianism. This contributed to the lack of recognition in the United States of the French liberal generation to which Cusset’s book attests. 

The classics of French liberal thought were rediscovered and promoted by a new generation at the Centre d’Études Politiques Raymond Aron. The Centre was established by historians Francois Furet and Gauchet at the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales in honor of the international relations theorist, Raymond Aron. Its creation was part of the breakup of the intellectual hegemony of mainstream Marxism which dominated French intellectual life in the 1950s and 1969s and to which Castoriadis and Lefort contributed, originally from an extreme left-wing, Trotskyist position. This renewed interest has been interpreted by some French intellectual historians, such as Cusset or Audier (2008), as symptomatic of a neo-conservative backlash similar to the one which appeared in the United States in the 1980s and was pitted against progressive politics modeled on American identity politics. 

It seems that Gauchet was never forgiven in France for his critique of Foucault’s work, his lack of interest in French Theory, as Eribon’s work suggests (2007), and his critique of the identity politics that were exported to France from the 1980s onwards. It was during this period that a simplistic assessment of the significance of Gauchet’s work was imparted to the English-speaking world. Examples can be found in the articles published by Jacob Collins in New Left Review (Collins 2012a, 2012b).6

More recently the hostility directed against Gauchet in France culminated in the “Blois affair” when a group of young radical intellectuals published a call in 2014, to boycott Gauchet’s opening address at the annual conference of French historians devoted to the theme of rebellion. This episode revived memories of the profound illiberal ideological intolerance that has always existed in the Parisian intellectual milieu, reaching back to the great argument between Sartre and Aron and which made the latter a victim of the French version of the Cold War. The consequences of this argument impacted on the reception of the work of the next generation.7 The complex historical issues associated with the Blois affair not only demonstrate the need, already stated, for a reassessment of the intellectual history of the May 1968 events in France, but also the intellectual consequences of the sociocultural change promoted in France. This includes research into the intellectual role played by François Furet in breaking the hold of Marxism over the historical interpretations of the French Revolution. More broadly, his role in creating the Centre de Recherches Politiques Raymond Aron, which represented a new intellectual space in which the old ideological battles of the past could be transcended and where Lefort and Castoriadis were able to find a home, despite their differences with Furet’s own views.

To return to the question of the reception of Gauchet’s work, it must be stressed that accounts which present Gauchet as a conservative, if not reactionary thinker, supportive of a purely liberal understanding of democracy and of traditional social mores have not considered the totality of his writings in their sophisticated theoretical framework, including psychoanalysis. Those accounts have tended to take Gauchet’s ideas out of context in a manner that implies that there is a clear normative, if not ideological dimension, to Gauchet’s analysis of contemporary individualism that is generally dismissed as “republican.” To explain the destabilizing consequences of the contemporary transformation of social relationships, to highlight the negative side of the politics of identity is, however, not the same thing as rejecting the legitimacy of the transformation they have encouraged—or their rejection of very old forms of oppression such as sexism, homophobia, or xenophobia. Nor is the reassertion of the republican component of modern liberal democracy, the project of political sovereignty, and with it of the significance of the nation-state as mode of political organization, synonymous with aggressive, exclusionary nationalism. 

At this point it must be stated that the risk of Gauchet’s work being misunderstood is aggravated by the fact that his intellectual project is not always easy to grasp, even for those who can read the texts in French. Over time, Gauchet’s writings progressively constructed a complex theoretical system. Its aim was to explain the transformations of history and the forms of thought which have accompanied those transformations and contributed to humanity’s self-production.8 Extremely ambitious in scope, Gauchet’s work uses a specific philosophical vocabulary which is not always sufficiently defined and, in the Gallic tradition, is rather sparing in its use of bibliographical references. At the same time, it is informed by considerable knowledge of contemporary intellectual debates, garnered during his role as associate editor of the leading French journal Le débat since 1981.9 Through this journal, Gauchet has come to assume the status of public intellectual in French society.10 This has been even more the case in recent years when his many contributions to the media have not only brought additional clarification but also a kind of translation, in ordinary French, of his analyses.11 They have thus constituted a useful complementary resource on which I have drawn. 

Because of the specific difficulties associated with the presentation of Gauchet’s oeuvre, a major objective of this book is to provide its fundamental intellectual genealogy. From chapter 1, I have focused on the largely unacknowledged contribution to the philosophical framework within which Castoriadis established his theory of society and history centered on the notion of humanity’s “social-historical mode of being,” It is a mode of being that is grounded in the power of imagination. In chapter 2, I explore the importance of the notion of society’s (self)-institution and the ways in which Lefort explored its symbolic dimension, originally stressed by Castoriadis in his discussion of the “imaginary institution of society,” but largely neglected in his mature work. This has led to my awareness of the complexity of the intellectual and personal links between Castoriadis, Lefort, and Gauchet. There is a marked imprint of both Castoriadis and Lefort’s ideas on Gauchet’s original understanding of the meaning of history but, conversely, one can also detect traces of Gauchet’s contribution to the development of the work of Castoriadis and Lefort. This does not detract from the existence of major points of difference between them, which I will also explore.12

The complexity of the discussion of the ties that bind the work of these three authors has resulted in my devoting less attention to Dumont, another author who has exercised a
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