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MALEFICIUM:
STATE FETISHISM

We spent our time fleeing from the objective into the subjective and from the
subjective into objectivity. This game of hide-and-seek will end only when we
have the courage to go to the limits of ourselves in both directions at once. At

the present time, we must bring to light the subject, the guilty one, that monstrous
and wretched bug which we are likely to become at any moment. Genét holds

the mirror up to us: we must look at it and see ourselves.
—Sartre, Saint Genét

I: THE STATE AS FETISH

My concern lies with this endless flight in modern times back and forth
from the hard-edged thing to its ephemeral ghost and back again, which, in
what must surely seem a wild gesture, I see as a spin-off of what I plan to
call State fetishism, so studiously, so dangerously, ignored by the great theorists
of the poetics of the commodity-fetish such as Walter Benjamin and T. W.
Adorno, with the crucial exception of the implications of the latter’s early
work with Max Horkheimer on German fascism in Dialectic of En]ighteﬂmenf.lq‘.
It is to the peculiar sacred and erotic attraction, even thralldom, combin;zd
with disgust, which the State holds for its subjects, that | wish to draw
attention in my drawing the figure of State fetishism, and here we would do
well to recall that for Nietzsche, good and evil, intertwined in the double
helix of attraction and repulsion, are so much aesthetic-moralistic renderings
of the social structure of might. Given the considerable, indeed massive,
might of the modern State, it would seem obvious enough that here we
encounter the most fabulous machination for such rendering: “1 know
nothing sublime,” wrote the young Edmund Burke in his enquiry into our
ideas of the beautiful, “which is not some modification of power."2 But how
is it possible to emote an abstraction, and what do | mean by State fetishism?

| mean a certain aura of might as ﬁgured by the Leviathan in Hobbes’

rendering as that “mortal god,” or, in a quite different mode, by Hegel’s
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intricately argued vision of the State as not merely the embodiment of

of the Idea, but also as an impressively organic unity, something much riason’
than the sum of its parts.’ We are dealing with an obvious yet negl: .
topic, clumsily if precisely put as the cultural constitution of the n%o;tEd
State—with a big S—the fetish quality of whose holism can be ni erln
brought to our self-awareness by pointing not only to the habitual wa .
so‘ casually entify “the State” as a being unto itself, animiated with a wil]ya:z
mind of -its own, but also by pointing to the not infrequent signs of
exasperation provoked by the aura of the big S—as with Shlomo A%ineri

f i stance, wr .t‘ i 1< to illS J it’ e} 5 ] hEOI ) the ()dern
Or In ] ng in tll Introduction i

On o , ‘
; ct(:i one vs.rntes State” rather than ‘state,” Leviathan and Behemoth are
already casting their enormous and oppressive shadows

*

V\{hile the celebrated anthropologist, A.R. Radcliffe (in his student days
nicknamed “Anax.-chy”) Brown, in the preface to the cla‘ssic African Politicﬁ]
Systems (first published in 1940) also puts his finger on the palpable unreali

of State fetishism when he denounces it as fictional.* Yet he wf')ites as if -
words, very much including his own, were weapons; being such th o
whisk away the spell of their own mischief. ' * v

lr]-: writings on political institutions there is a good deal of discussion about
;nee::Fure and origin of the State, wl-)ich is usually represented as bein
; ity over and above the human individuals who make up a soci 8
nav1ng as one of its attributes something called ‘sovereignty ’Pand solr';tg '
:;:e; :t[;c))ken of_ as .havmg a will (law neing often defined as the will of
" or as issuing commands. The State in this sense does not exist in th
phenomenal world; it is a fiction of the ‘ph1'1'0:0,0['n»3rs,5 ’

“
What does exist,” he goes on to declaim, “is an organization, i.e. a collection
nf individual human beings connected to a complex set 0% re.latiom » H
insists that “there is no such thing as the power of the State; thelr.c .
oni.y, in reality, powers of individuals_kings, prime ministers n;a istratzlre
pOllCCTﬂEI‘l, party bosses and voters.” Please note here the repea,ted fm hasis.;
on B(lamg—on “what does exist,” and powers contained therein lt’spalf
E:;umble dat first and so desirable too, this seduction by real polic;tmén resa(;
S b i ‘ :
miggh t, ;zr:l | r:;ai }::t;;si,ci\rx:ind:n t tnlnk .I'm pulling your leg here. Jean Genét
penis in search of the really real. But we who

State Fetishism

might learn some lessons about Stately reality from Anarchy Brown and the
genealogy of Anthropology figured by his stately presence should pause and
think about why he is so hostile to what he describes as the fiction of the
State—the big S. For what the notion of State fetishism directs us to is

precisely the existence and reality of the political power of this fiction, its

Powerful insubstantiality.

The State as Mask

Some thirty years after Radcliffe-Brown’s dismissive pronunciamiento on
the unreality of the big S, Philip Abrams in a truly path-breaking analysis,
referred to this fiction in a way at once more clear and complicating:

The state is not the reality which stands behind the mask of political
practice. It is itself the mask which prevents our seeing political practice
as it is [and] it starts its life as an implicit construct; it is then reified—
as the res publica, the public reification, no less—and acquires an overt
symbolic identity p:ogressively divorced from practice as an illusory

account of practice.

And he calls on sociologists to attend to the senses in which the state does
not exist. Like Avinert he sees the big S as misrepresentation——Radcliffe—
Brown’s “fiction”—yet credits it, as does Avineri, with mighty force, not
merely in the maw of Leviathan but more to the point in work-a-day
“democracies” such as Great Britain’s, where “armies and prisons, the Spgcial
patrol and the deportation orders as well as the whole process‘ of fiscal
extraction” depend critically on State fetishism.’ For, he argues, it is the
association of these repressive instruments “with the idea of the state and
the invocation of that idea that silences protest, excuses force and convinces

the rest of us that the fate of the victims is just and ne‘cessary."u

Now the question has to be raised as to what can be done to this "

misrepresentation by means of which reification acquires alarming fetish-
power? Abrams’ striking figure of mask and reality—of the State as not the
reality behind the mask of political reality, but as the mask which prevents
us seeing political reality—is a dazzling and disturbing representation. For
it not only implicates the State in the cultural construction of reality, but
delineates that reality as masked and inherently deceptive, real and unreal

at one and the same time——in short, a thoroughly nervous Nervous System.
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Therefore how strikingly fitting, how (unintentionally) magical, is Ab-

,
rams’s response to the power of the reality-effect of the mask. “My sugges
tion,” he writes, =

fs that we should recognize that cogency of the idea of the state as
ideological power and treat that as a compelling object of analysis B?;
Fhe very reasons that require us to do that also require us not to E;e]ie
in the idea of the state, not to concede, even as an abstract formal-ob; .
the existence of the state.” o

And as an inspired dada-like shock tactic exercise in how-to pull this off, he
recommends that we should, as an experiment, try substituting the w‘ord
God for the word state—which is exactly what I intend to do, since State
fetishism begs just such an excursus, provided one is up to dealing with the
profound ambiguity which, according to one track of influential Western

analysis, the sacred is said to contain.

The impure Sacred

What | want to consider is the everlastingly curious notion, bound to
raise hackles, that not only God but evil is part of the notion of sacredness—
that bad is not just bad but holy to boot. Emile Durkheim labeled this hol
evil in 1912 as “impure sacred” and scantly illustrated it in but seven page)s{
in.his major work on primitive religion, by reference to the fresh human
corpse, to the forces conjured by the sorcerer, and the blood issuing from
the genital organs of women—all of which, he insisted, from his ethnographic
evidence from central Australia as much as from W. Robertson Smith’s The
Religion of the Semites, inspired men with fear, into which horror generall
entered, yet could, through a simple modification of external circumstancey
become holy and propitious powers endowing life. While according to thi.;
‘formulation there is the most radical anatagonism between the pure and the
impure sacred, there is, nevertheless, close kinship between them as exhibited
in the fact that the respect accorded the pure sacred is not without a measure
of horrar, and the fear accorded the impure sacred is not without reverence.
Hence not just Genét the homosexual in a homophobic society, not just

Genét the thief, in a State built on the right to property, but Saint Genét.

State Fetishism

Reason & Violence

Before you use a military force, you should use the force of reason.
——Governor Mario Cuomo"

Where this confluence of the pure with the impure sacred is most relevant to
the modern State is where the crucial issue of “legitimacy” of the institution
abuts what Max Weber regarded as a crucial part of the definition of the

State—namely, its monopoly of the legitimate use of violence within a given
territory. The other part of that definition, of course, as with Hegel’s, was the
State’s embodiment of Reason, as in the bureaucratic forms.

What needs emphasis here is how this conjuncture of violence and reason
is so obvious, and yet is at the same time denied, and therefore how important
it is for acute understanding of the cultural practice of Statecraft to appreciate
the very obtuseness of this obviousness, as when we scratch our heads about
the concept of “war crimes”—it being legal for the US State to incessantly
bomb the Iragi enemy, but a crime for the Iragi State to beat up the pilots
dropping the bombs. Such legal niceties testify to the sell-contradictory yet
ever more necessary attempts to rationalize violence.

That is why there is something frightening, 1 think, merely in saying that
this conjunction of reason and viclence exists, not only because it makes
violence scary, imbued with the greatest legitimating force there can be,
reason itself, and not only because it makes reason scary by indicating how
it’s snuggled deep into the armpit of terror, but also because we so desper.ateljj
need to cling to reason—as instituted—as the bulwark against the terrifying
anomie and chaos pressing in on all sides. Thf;}-e has to be a reason, and we
have to use reason. Yet another part of us welcomes the fact that reason—
s instituted—has violence at its disposal, because we feel that that very
anomie and chaos will respond to naught else. And consider how we slip in
and out of recognizing and disavowal. Consider this as Stately cultural
practice. Nothing could be more obvious than that the State, with its big S
rearing, uses the sweet talk of reason and reasonable rules as its velvet glove
around the fist of steel. This is folklore. This is an instinctual way of reacting
to the big S. But on the other hand this conjunction of reasor-and-violence

rapidly becomes confusing when we slow down a little and try to hgure it
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Vl()lellce llovel lllg Way n the baCkgrOund Of Ka”(a $ Cave/ dlffel ent y e f
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where he notes in hi resence i
o
es in his famous essay, “Politics As A Vo Pt. fV]O]enCe
cation,’

Munich University j " deliv
oo ratio;s;]t]); u:rel::ls, that even. with the legitimacy of domie::goat
exercised by the modem? rules, which he portrays as “the dominatjon
who in thic respot s;rvan.t of the state’ and by all bearers of ow. i
reality, obedience is det::rr:- ledl;:m,’-’ that "it is to be understood t}ixt 1(:
And in noting Weber’s “’.13 1 )’ hlg%lly robust motives of fear and hOPe’ »
defined the moderm Sip- Inclusion if not emphasis on violence as wilat
mental, his notion of vi ], we cannot forget how decidedly flat, how inst
viotence generally seems to be; how decidedly reiﬁr:c;

it is as if vio Ence were ny g
s 1 iol re a substa S a
y -
f ub nce, so m ergs of Spermatic efﬂuvia]

permission of the §
times, over ofh State, and that the State exerts over civil society and
’ r is mi an
decisive criti ; forcs: What s missing here, and I mean th o
L ritique, is the intrinsically mysteriou o is to be a
plain scary, mythical, and arcane cultura] s, mystifying, convoluting,
i al properti .
to the point where violence s very much anP perties and power of violence

; ) end in itself—jz i ‘ .
put it, of the existence of the gods 12 itself 2 sign, as Benjamin

So, what 1 wj
) Wlsh to suggest . .
with considerab]
L € urgency is that what j
A at is

P()]ltl(,al " mpo y ry
t
P rtan n m notion ()f State fEtlshlS!ll 18 that thls necessa

nstitutional in .
ot ot reasort)elz:esr:i(:ra.tu.)n 0.1‘.~ reason by violence not only diminishes the
that i i o :t - Cami it into 1deology, mask, and effect of power, but also
ina secufar and modern Woi'l ;ngthef of reason-and-violence in the State thar creates
unity and the fictions of ,']tl ) blg"ef'f o the by Sf-not merely its ap'péreh_; a
quasisacred quality of th:‘ v;’)‘,di:sl;d t.hus inspired, but the auratic and
impute to the ancient § . iration, a quality we quite will;
European Abso";‘:tcj:er:t l?tates of China, Egypt, and Peru, for gxamp;:l“;:g:g
ground to our bei;lg ‘as L(l:titl-]c't to the rational-legal State that now sta,nds
1zens of the world, as

e o,

I

1886, A Surreal Moment, The Reemergence of the Sacred:
Torture Should Give Way to Totemism

W. Robertson Smith (author of The Religion of the Semites), wrote a letter
in 1886 to the publisher of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, of which he was

editor:"’
1 hope that Messrs. Black [publishers of the Encyclopaedia Britannica] under-
stand that Totemism is a subject of growing importance, daily mentioned in
magazines and papers, but of which there is no good account anywhere—
precisely one of those cases where we have an opportunity of being ahead
of every one and getting some reputation. There is no article in the volume
for which 1 am more solicitous. | have taken much personal pains with it,
guiding {James George] Frazer carefully in his treatment; and he has put
about seven months’ hard work on it to make it the standard article on
the subject. We must make room for it, whatever else goes. “Torture,”
though a nice paper, is not at all necessary, for people can learn about
torture elsewhere, and the subject is one of decaying and not of rising

interest.

The State As Sacred: Rejuxtaposing the Colonial Gaze

Elsewhere—always elsewhere. Decay. But a nice paper. Such is the fate
of torture, especially in the face of the rising star of Totemism. So much for_
the decline of the sacred. That is why the restoration of that mysterious
entity as an object worthy of study by Georges Bataille’s College of Sociology
group in the late 1930s, and precisely its attempt to examine the place of
the sacred in the modern State, strikes me as a timely task—one that |
myself see as involving a somewhat larger project, yet to be worked out,
namely that of rejuxtaposing the terms of the colonial inquiry, recycling and
thus transforming the anthropology developed in kurope and North America

through the study of colonized peoples back into and onto the societies in
“which it was ihstituted, where the terms and practices imposed upon and
appropriated from the colonies, like fetish, sorcery (the maleficium), and taboo,
are redeemed and come alive with new intensity.H As will become obvious
from even this short attempt, such a rejuxtaposition is hardly a simple

practice, certainly more than just reversing the light from the dark zones of

empire. Let us being with the fetish.

State Fetishism
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The Fetish: Genealogy of Making

Bill Pietz has .

i - . Istory of making, roo i .
:Z:ali er‘;l?:(l:::::[::se:tf -trade,’religion, slaving, and modirn sc:::cl:l :Elizti}gllic
(Separatin o ain social practices in the commerce of ancient ROmS

carly Ro nim C}:‘:istpi:o'ducts ‘fromfactitious, artificially cultivated, oOnes) il?
denied, therefore s,‘,:' ‘lty (with God making man in His image, but n,1an
maleficium of the I;la i la:‘ S}(:rts ?f making), in the “bad making” of the
et i the P ui sC 0 .t T: Mldd.le Ages, in the notion of the fetish or
routes, and, finll gin :’hP‘;{)glril Frfndlng language of the West African slave
mystical compone);l,t of tE Oslt?vfls't renden'ng of fetishism as the sheen or
story. ¢ Positivist worship of objectness itself. Quite 3
To develop a ; .
me as curiouzlynjn:;ni:o ? N ;OmPl-'ehe.nsiOH a genealogy like this strikes
assumes that the rneang}n s foht © fetish itself, in that such genealogizing
trading with the edges Ofgt: ltme ord .bears traces of epochal histories of
traces which endowgthe y Z OWN universe and that, although it is these
bhave saidewith o seon or -—las -Raymond Williams in his Keywords might
present, these trace_mea; :‘Oma history pushing into and activated by the
ness.' What is left, and w]f:t ai‘s'ea::i\‘zrt;l:(liess lOStftT Preshent conscious-
enigmatically incg . owertul, is the word itsel
Sigfiﬁcationz’ lg:l(t:f(z::'z:f t: ju;t d-]e signifier, we could say, bereft of its Crase(fi
witcheraft. sla nd dissipated through the mists of trade, religion
precisel tl'1 fvery » and what has come to be called science—and tfis i,
by Freu)c{} ) th(;:l;l rtr;lechfmitsm of fetishism (as we see it used by Marx an;

What l;ietz doe)s, fo;E Slgmﬁer d.e pends Hpon yet erases its signification.
and erasures and W;Tave a“: :]’llth his genealogizing is restore certain traces
making. This amounts to a l;ur:;:::i.“;hat iS,fs(,Cially speaking, at stake in
though maki _ °p Istory ot consciousness making itsel
o %use f:::;g Zb:ia:l:tst,hand this me)lves a compulsion to fuse and segparat(-:-f
wrestling with Poig o € fgaker with the making with the thing made,
which i also Mari,s_cz;az urgency with what we might call Vicos insight,
and thus can con, o made‘nature, but it is man who makes history

e to understand it by understanding this making. In short
)

the fetish

. in the era of Iberian expansion into Africa an

A s i i

takes us into the realm of praxis and to genealogize the fetish the
is in effect to problematize praxis—the subject of making
he object—and by the same token this take us into
“agency”——~the vexing problem of

way Pietz does
tself through making t
the realm of what has come to be called
individual versus social determination. Now in the genealogy of fetishism as
this vexing issue can be translated into a confrontation of sorcery
the sorcery of the maleficium that informed the fetish-word
d the colonization of the New

[ write it,
with sociology,

n the other hand, and sociology as with Comte’s successor Emile
the sociologist’s sociologist, on the other. It is to sociology as a
fetish powers that | now turn, and later, with

World, o
Durkheim,
form of inquiry enlivened by
Genét, to the revelatory epistemology of the maleficium.

11: SOCIOLOGY

It was Durkheim and not the savage who made society into a god
E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Nuer Religion”

How strange and multitudinous a notion “society” becomes when we thingify
it, as if this very act makes it slip away from us. “Sacial facts are things,”
Durkheim grimly reiterated time and again in The Rules of Sociological Method
(first published 1895), desperate to nail down this elusive thinghood. Things
of God or things made? we might with a twinge of anxiety ask in turn,

made in the abyss created between God
ow the

pondering the place of things-
the sorcerer. And in keeping with that discourse, should we not all
terminology to more fully express its sacral bent, and instead of saying so
ification, thus entering not only into the
darkness created by the

cial

facts are things, say social facts are re
sacrosanct language of Latin but into the holy
Luckacsian thing (as in “Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletar-

iat”)? Thus Steven Lukes, in his study of Durkheim, aptly pin-points the

crucial flip-flop from res to deus, the instability at the heart of the fetishization

of “society”—from thing to god:

Hence, above all, his [Durkheim’s] talk of “la société™ as a “reality” distinct
from the “individual,” which led him to reify, even deify “socicty,” to
treat it as 2 deus ex machina, to attribute to it “powers and qualities as
mysterious and baffling as any assigned to the gods by the religions of this

8
world.”

State Fetishism
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The dismay expressed by exponents of Anglo common sense at what is see

as mysticism in Durkheim’s sociology is as ubiquitous as it is self-defeati ;
Hence the valiant attempts (as with Radcliffe-Brown for example) to ext ng.
social facticity clean of its mystical penumbra. Take this heroic attem :atc t
sever the Durkheimian twins, the social | fact from the social conscience coi;e '0
in the Introduction to the English translation of the Rules: “

Durkheim’s method, most suggestive in itself, yet involves, it so happe

the use of the hypothesis of a collective consciousness; 'it resultgp' -
deplorable effort to interpret social phenomena in term; of this all ms
consciousness [and thus] Durkheim is not singular among men of scizrgze

in being more valuable in res
. : pect of the byproducts of his theo i
his main contention,"” P " thanin

And that erratic genius, G(;orges Sarel, himself no slouch when it cam
jco bc.)th using and theorizing the ;)0;6;8 of mystery in modern society (a:
in his Bfﬁfi‘ff’_’f_ ,?E_‘_!f‘_‘f{‘ﬂ?ﬁﬂn,.l?\@)v claimed that Durkheim said it was
unnecessary to introduce the notion of a social mind, but reasoned as if he
were introducing it.”

In that formidably important book, The Structure of Social Action (1937)
Talcott Parsons represents this flip-flop from thing to god, not as thc:
inevitable outcome of the very concept of “society,” but as ,a movement
embedded in a more familiarly acceptable form, that of narrative——:nv
adventure of ideas in which first there was Durkheim of the Rules and of

.. The Division of Labor, the positivist empiricist who understood social facts
to be things, external and constraining faits sociaux, and then, years later
T:here emerged a new Durkheim, the idealist, beginning with his desire t(;
identify the crucial quality of social facticity as legal and normative rules
resulting, finally, with his emphasis on the weave of moral obligations as the
constitutive basis to “society.”z1

We will have need to recall this adventure of ideas from thing to deus
through the various types of rules—of fact, of law, of norm, and of moral-
ity—when we come to a certain sexual quality of the law a,nd of breakin,
the law, the beauty and libidinality of transgression, and the place of thf
sacred in the profanity of modern life, particularly French versions of that
life, from Georges Bataille’s College of (non-Parsonian) Sociology of the late
1?305, onward into the post war period with Jean Genét. Suffice it to
reinforce the point that this noble attempt to invent for the Founding Father

120
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of Sociology a narrative of the concept “society,” first thing, then God, is
the consequence of the inability to appreciate that the concept is bath these
simultaneously and, in any event, the fetish character of the “social fact” as
sheer thing and as moral thing is here strikingly conveyed. Which brings us

to totems, their sacred power, and the rule of old men.

Intoxication

The fetish is extensively theorized—not as fetish but as totem”’'—in what
is in many ways Durkheim’s greatest work, The Elementary Forms of Religious
Life (1912), the work that Parsons sees as occupying the fulcrum in the
adventure of ideas where the thing becomes a god‘n There is poignancy in
tation of this travail of ideas from thing to God, for it is

Parson’s represen
y and the stakes are high—the base of knowledge itself.

an inexorable journe

Parsons writes:

This tendency [to emphasize the idea and value factor in the constitution
of society] culminated in his sociological epistemology where he identified
the social factor with the a priori source of the [Kantian] categories, thus
finally breaking the bond which had held it as a part of empirical reality.
But having done this it was impossible for him to get back to empirical

reality. H

It must be chilling to lock yourself out of empirical reality. But when
confronted by the fact that it was this very “sociological cpistemology” that
= o

allowed for the brilliance of the Année sociolagique school, | wonder ifit was

such a terrible fate. My argument, of course, is that this brilliance was not

the result of a narrative step-by-step development from social fact as thing
to social fact as moral web and the fetishization of Society (as deus), but
instead it was the result of a specific epistemic tension within the very notion
of the Social as both thing and godly at one and the same time. In other
words, far from being‘ an unfortunate side effect, it was Durkheim’s very
fetishization of “society” that provided the intellectual power of his sociology.

Reification-and-fetishism—thing-and-deus—was a powerful mode of reckon-

ing in modern society, nowhere more so than when applied to “society”
itself, and Durkheim was correct in problematizing—to the degree of
fanaticism—the invisible presence, the intangibility, the literally unspeakable

but begging to be spoken nature of “socicty.” That is why | think it so half-

121



122

The Nervous System

hearted, so mindlessly self-congratulatory, to incessantly make the criticism
that he (to follow Lukes)

reified [the distinctions between society and the individual] intq the
abstractions of “society” and the “individual.” Indeed as Morris Ginsber,

justly observed, “in general ‘la société¢’ had an intoxicating effect on hig
mind, hindering further analysis.””*

But as against these strictures of Messrs Ginsberg and Lukes isn’t it this
very intoxication that, far from hindering, facilitates further analysis? Instead
of trying to cleave what is taken to be sober from intoxicated thou ht, why
not seize upon the intoxication itself and wonder why——as so named—it is
0 necessary and powerful a force in this influential Sociology centrally
located in the Positivist tradition? As Walter Benjamin, following the Surreal-
ists, might have elaborated on his insight into modern society as animated
by new mythic powers located in the tactility of the commodity—image, the
task is neither to resist nor admonish the fetish quality of miodern culture,
but rather to acknowledge, even submit to its fetish—powers, and attempt to

channe] them in revolutionary directions. Get with it! Get in touch with the
fetish!

In Touch With the Fetish: Inscription and Erasure

A picture keeps swimming in and out of focus in The Llementary Forms, It
comes from Baldwin Spencer and Frank |. Gillen’s two pioneering ethno-
graphies (1899, 1904) of people native to central and north-central Australia,
and it concerns the character of sacred objects called Churinga, the way
they are touched and rubbed, the way they are emblematized with abstraci
designs and—according to Durkheim——stand in some inctfably complex
way, involving the erasure of their meaning as signs, for the abstrnction that
Is our old otherwise unrepresentable friend, “society,” itself. It turns out that
it is from the peculiar way these objects embody and erase that embodiment of
society, that their sacred power derives.
To read Durkheim is to feel the force of these mysterious objects, standing
at the center of group cults and thought by many anthropologists at one
time to represent, as “totemism,” a universal stage in the history of religions

and serving to hold a group together. Conccntrating great power, which
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This empty space is where [ would liked to
have presented Spencer and Gillen’s drawing
of the frog totem because it seems to me
next to impossible to get the points about
representation across without this amazing
image. But my friend Professor Annctte
Hamilton, of Macquarie University, Sydney,

tells me that to reproduce the illustration
would be considered sacrilege by -Abon'ginal
people—which vindicates not only the
power of the design but of the prohibitions
against its being seen, strenuously noted but
not observed by Spencer and Gillen them-

selves.

sa
to)t'; :: L};O(;eg:';elr of the group of the frog totem to which the owner of the
The straight lines on one side of the Churinga represent the trees’ la

roots, and the little curves lines at one end stand for the smaller roots N(r)%:
tl-lat frogs are said to come out of the roots of these trees. Smaller conc.entric
circles reprlesent smaller roots of trees and, what to me is a radical shift in
representational logic, the dotted lines alongside the edge of the Churinga
are tracks of frogs hopping in the sand of the river bed. We would robab%
want to call this an abstract—a super-abstract—representation bil):t it h )
a decidedly mimetic concreteness to it also, as registered b ;hose fi )
tracks. This type of abstraction thus turns out to be curiousl§ comple::E

like the fetish itself: spiritually material, materialisticaily spiritual.

Now this peculiar conflation and destabilization of {what we generall
take to be) abstraction and figuration is intimately bound to the mos;g deciiiv);
i)pcration Durkheim carries out in order to derive the ve notionA of

society” as well as its sacred quality. | want you to hold l'tyhese thin
together—the image of the old men hugging their totems; the terrifz

hysicali i i
physicality of those mysterious objects; the central importance Durkheim
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gives to the design over and beyond what the design represents; the curious
abstractness of the design—and [ want you to realize that everything

turns on his proposa] that the representation is more important than the

repfesented, that the totemic design itself is not only sacred and powertul,
but more so than the totemic species or entity it represents, and more so
than the clan it also represents, because it in some way
and complex abstraction “society.” The question then fairly becomes: what

is. this way—the way, we might say, of the fetish itself?

represents the great

e signiﬁed

What seems crucial in this predominance of the signifier over th

is a certain materialization; materialization by inscription. The elementary
are not, to Durkheim’s way of thinking, to be saddled with the Ur-
presence of voice, nor with the hand-wringing of Lévi-Strauss’s appraisal of
civilization (as in White Man’s Civilization) as a writing lesson.”’ To the
_contrary, writing is the elementary form, lying at the very beginnings of
thought itself, in its aboriginality. For Durkheim it is the visual and tactile

. - . . . 34 .
image which is crucial, not the spoken sign. Furthermore, the representation
in response to the basic need
to create an image, no matter what the image is itself! Put otherwise, the image

here is an image of the need for images. In Durkheim’s words, the Australian’s

forms

of the totem by means of a design is, he feels,

urge to represent the totem

is in order not to have a portrait of it before his eyes which would

constantly renew the sensation of it; it is merely

of representing the idea which he forms of it by means of material and

. . 35
external signs, no matter what these signs may be.

Given that these signs are of acsthetic value as well as being, he says,

“above all, a written language,” it follows, he says—in one breathtaking

swoop—that the origins of design a
not so much te fix upon wood or stone

nd writing are one and the same and

that man “commenced designing,
beautiful forms which charm the senses, as to translate his thought into

16
matter.”

because he feels the fcett®s
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The Fetish is Where Thought and Object Interpenetrate in
the Signification of Collective Sentiment

It is of course to this very reciprocation of thought in worked matter,
and of worked matter into thought, that much of the puzzle (and all of the
power) of fetishism lies. This is where | began, following Pietz’ genealogy of
the fetish, from ancient Roman trading through modern slaving, as a geneal-
ogy of praxis, of the maker making him/herself. And this reciprocation of
thought in worked matter and of such matter in thought is crucial to
Durkheim’s most basic propositions concerning the nature of thought and
its relation to “society.” Elsewhere in the Llementary Forms, the Father of
Sociology states that “in general a collective sentiment can become conscious
of itself only by being fixed upon some material object; but by virtue of this
very fact [and this is what is so, remarkably, crucial), ir participates in the
nature gf this objecr, and reciprocally, the object participates in its nature.””’ He also
states that “the emblem is not merely a convenient process for clarifying the
sentiment society has of itself; it also serves to create this sentiment; it is
one of its constituent elements.”

So much for the social construction of signs as arbitrary!

Sociology as the Art of Magical Correspondences

This reciprocation of collective thought in matter and of matter in
collective thought, such that worked-upon matter itself acquires an animated
and hence a fetish character, is crucial for what Talcott Parsons calls
Durkheim’s “sociological epistemology,” whereby Durkheim sociologizes
Kant’s schematism with often wonderful results (as is also the case, for
instance, in the gemlike essay of his colleague, Robert Herts, “On the
Predominance of the Right Hand”).” What I think is exceedingly remarkable
here is not only the boldness of Durkheim's sociological argument that
Kant’s a priori categories of space, time, cause, and so forth, stem from and
express socially established classification as in settlement pattern and kinship,
but that the epistemic basis of the science of sociology he was forging
depends completely on an unacknowledged yet profoundly magical notion

. 15
of natural correspondences.

He asks whether the (Kantian) categories, because they directly translate
as
social organization, can be applied to rest of nature only as metaphors, \
1 i ity.” wit
“artificial symbols” with “no connection with reality. And he answers

ifici ociety is
a decisive No! The connections are real and not artificial because s y

part of nature—that is why “ideas claborated on the model of social things

can aid us in thinking of another department of nature.

It is at least true that if these ideas play thF r(')le of symbols w;her: :v}:;-])_
are turned aside from their original signih.catlon, they are ::, eaes]re o
founded symbols. If a sort of artificiality ente.rs into ti.len.l lf.mm th.tdrln e fact
that they are constructed concepts, it is an artificia ;:y W'tl h follows
nature very closely and which is constantly approaching it s

40
closely.

igi i i class
In other words, it is the social origin of the ideas of time, space, ,

N wit t
cause, or personalit y that lea.ds to the thcorem that the are not hou
Dy Y y

. 4yl
foundation in the nature of things.

- . — the
Where does this leave us with regard to (Durkheimian) Sociology y
. . ] ou
modern science of man? What seemed like the most rigorous case that L;)]
i i s sphere
ever be put for a science of society seeing socncty as an autonomous sp

i i ich i subtly
now suddenly collapses, imploding into nature, with which it becomnes )

Congruous. ‘ ) A
{g"his { take to be the law of the fetish itself. The most ngorously sociological

sociology in the history of Western Man turns out to be bound, hand and

foot to fetishism from which it is itself inseparable, and of which it beco

exemplary.

The Peeling Off of the Signifier and the Power Thereof

Durkheim provides spe]l-binding evocations of what 1 can only call

i iv —through them-—of us. “It is
imageric seduction, first of the natives, then—t g

1]!(3 e“ll)l(?lll tlla 18 Sa( le(l lle reiterates, a (l in ltl‘lllg |hat 1t can be i)alntLd
t 3 () ,anat
on tlle l)()d alld on the roc l ce (l’ caves 'CIIIP‘S to lllv()ke thf att]tud{.
y k a s hc at
()‘ the ])e ()l(lel tov e g raw n 0d Or II iy Salld [O|
h S ’Vard th mage d awn In huma blO d the

the Intichiuma (“life-endowing”) ritual of the emu totem.

. . nd
When the design has been made the faithful remain seated on thg grou
i v e W CNse
before it, in attitude of the purest devotion. If we give the word a se

mer™
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corresponding to the mentality of the ﬁmitive we may say t
adore it.” 8 ! b , y sy tha they

Here we are inching toward a critical dismantling of the sign in which
the image lifts off from what it is meant to represent. In this peeling off of
the signiﬁer from its signiﬁed, the representation acquires not just the power of the

represented, but power over it, as well.

The representations of the totem are therefore more actively powerful
than the totem itself.”

It is fascinating that what we might call (with some perplexity) the image
itself should be granted such a power—not the signified, the sacred totemic
species, animal, vegetable, and so forth, but the signifier is itself prized apart
from its signification so as to create a quite different architecture of the
sign—an architecture in which the signified is erased. Thus can Durkheim
make his final claim that what is “represented” by sacred objects is “society”
itself:

Totemism is the religion, not of such and such animals or men or images,
but of an anonymous and impersonal force, found in each of these beings
but not to be confounded with any of them."

Which force, for Jean Baudrillard, in the form of the image, would be
the anonymous and impersonal one of the latest form of the commodity;
the force of the capitalist market functioning at its silkiest postmodern best.
Which force, for Marx, in the form of cornmodity fetishism, would exist
and be effective precisely on account of erasure—of the erasure locked into the
commodity in its exchange-value phase ensuring its dislocation, its being
prized apart from the social and particularist context of its production.
Which force, for Durkheim, is “society.”“S

This process of inscription and erasure finds an uncannily mimetic repre-
sentation in Spencer and Gillen’s description of the Churinga of the Arunta
people of the central desert, and like all mimesis it inheres in the biological
organism, in this case the aged male body, the hands and the stomach, into
which the design disappears. While most Churinga have patterns incised
with tooth of an opossum, they write, many are “scarcely decipherable,
owing to the constant rubbing to which they have been subjected at the

hands of generation after generation of natives.” For “whenever the Churinga
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are examined by the old men they are, especially the wooden ones, very

carefully rubbed over with the hands” and pressed against the stomach.*

111: MALEFICIUM; THE BAD-MAKING

In Pietz” genealogy of the fetish, the maleficium, or the sorcerer’s “bad-

making,” enjoys a substantial place in the layering of histories that stratify

_the fetish-word. This seems particularly the case for the contribution of the

maleficio in the Iberian Peninsula at the time of Portuguese slave trading
along the West coast of Africa, and later on during the time of the Spanish
expansion into the New World. Hence, as an instance of what [ earlier
proposed as the rejuxtapositioning of anthropology, I would now like not
so much to study the sorcerer’s tool of the maleficium as to deploy it as a tactic
for drawing out some of the fetish power of the modern State. My deployment
is unabashedly plagiaristic and comes in the name of Genét, Saint Genét
who, because of the maleficent role in which Society cast him, and which
he so manifestly made the most of, was able, to the extent that love be not
blind, to illuminate the fetish force of Stately prowess. My use of Genét as
maleficium is not to ensorcel anyone, least of all readers or the State, but
rather to do what | have seen the maleficio so good at doing over my years
spent with healers in southwest Colombia, which is to stir the pot of
discussion and scratch heads as to the perennial problems of understanding
evil and misfortune in relation to social process. The maleficio, in other V?Oli“,
brings out the sacred sheen of the secular, the magical underbelly of nature,
and this is especially germane to an inquiry into State fetishism in that (as
I have discussed earlier, following Durkheim’s view of the sacred) the pure
and the impure sacred are violently at odds and passionately interlocked at
one and the same time. It is to this ability to draw out the sacred quality
of State power, and to out-fetishize its fetish quality, that the maleficium—

as | use it—speaks.

Taboo; Transgression and Fantasy

Predictably, given his emphasis on the represcntation over the repre-
sented, Durkheim states that “contrarily to all that could be forseen,” the

prohibitions refering to the representation of the totem are “more numerous,
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in the Lodge whene had to fight one of them. Bridges was present when a

State Fetishism




The Nervous System h

32

terrified novice was forced to engage in combat with Short, whose anger and
disgust at the novice had grown to almost a frenzy. Unbeknown to the novice
the outcome was set in advance so that the novice would always win and When‘
in this case, he finally threw his spirit-opponent to the ground and the identit);
of his attacker was revealed to be a fellow-human in disguise, he attacked
him with such fury, writes Bridges, “that he had to be dragged off, to the
accompaniment of roars of laughter, in which Short joined heartily.” Thus the
novice became an inner member of the Lodge.

As this laughter finally, after many adventures of transmission through
the colonial lifeline reaches through me to you, we can appreciate a certain
plenitude in the hollowness—the catharsis following the vicious struggle b
the firelight leading to the eventual revelation of the monster’s true naturz
previously concealed by its appearance of parchment, paint, and down. But
‘the catharsis is far from fulfilling. The revelation makes the novice rage. The
duped then becomes the duper, obligated to support the deception. The
basis of this primitive “State” is male theater organized around a female
audience, and it exists as a hollow core, a meticulously shielded emptiness
and magnificent deceit in whose making all members of the society, so it
would seem, conspire. When Bridges suggested to the men that the women
might only be acting so as to please them, the men’s reaction left him in no
doubt as to “their firm conviction of the women's blind credulity.” To
Bridges it seemed impossible that the women could be deceived, yet he
noted that the male initiates, who lived constantly with their mothers for
twelve years or so and would surely have heard any expression of disbelief,
v‘vere undoubtedly terrified when they came face to face with Short for the
first time. He leaves us with this reminder. “One thing is certain: that if any
woman had been indiscreet enough to mention her doubts, even to another
woman, and word of it had reached the ears of the men, the renegade would
have been killed—and most likely others with her. Maybe the women
suspected; if they did they kept it to themselves.™

Might it turn out, then, that not the basic truths, not the Being nor the
ideologies of the center, but the fantasies of the marginated concerning the
secret of the center are what'is most pbii;icaﬂy important to‘the State idea
and hence State fetishism? Here the secret takes on the burden of préteét{r;é
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not merely the deceit practised by the initiated men but of protecting a great
epistemology, one that drives philosophcrs, scientists, social scientists, and
policemen—the epistemology of appearance and reality in which appearance
is thought to shroud a concealed truth—but not the truth that there is
none. In so far as you can trust a thief, it is here where Jean Genét's thiefs
journal can be our guide, juxtaposing to the majesty of the State the

homoerotic emblem-fetishes of the criminal, Saint Genét.

Saint Genét and The Supreme Organ

The State is above all, supremely the organ of moral discipline. )
Durkheim, Professional Ethics & Civic Morals, 1904™

It is one of Genét’s triumphs to have brought the fetish character of the
modern State into a clear and sensual focus, and this could be accomplished
only by one deft in the management of the ancient art of the maleficium, the
fetish-power intrinsic to the impure sacred. By means of his remorséleééiy
l-x-(;; yet‘;‘ecular blend of crime and homose;cuality, he does for the State
what Sartre would have him do for us—he holds out the mirror in which
we might see the holiness of its monstrous self. Is it necessary here, to recall
Durkheim's notion, drawn from his theorizing from turn-of-the-century

monographs of primitive societies, of the kinship between the pure and

the impure sacreds? And Nietzsche: “It might even be possible that what- e

constitutes the value of these good and revered things is precisely that they
are insidiously related, tied to and involved with these wicked, seemingly
opposite things—maybe even one with them in essence.”

In Genét's case, to be deft in the management of the maleficium means
above all to be deft with the logos. I think of him not only as the transgressor
of the taboo but as the one who ably registers a vision born from its diabolic
logic of mystical attraction and repulsion. This is the vision of persons who,
in being prohibited access to the sacred, ensure its sanctity which, far from
being a thing in itself, is what we might call a self-fulfilling fantasy of power
projected into an imagined center—like that of the old men rubbing their
fetishes into their bodies, their adoration of these objects, as revealed to us,

but not to the tribe, by the anthropologists of long ago. But this adroit
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anthropology stumbles on its own taboos when it comes to gaining access,
let alone reveal, the seminal centers of fetish-riddled power in its own society
where male knowledge, sanctity, and age coalesce. There is no anthropology
of the ruling class that rules over us, just as there is no sociology of it, either.
And the time is long past for that project to have been initiated. There are
institutional reasons for it not having happened. Failing that revelation, we
fall back on our fantasies about the center, fantasies that in some curious
back-handed and utterly effortless manner constitute that center. It is here
where the great guides, the Dantes of our era, the siipermarginated such as
Genét, come forth to lead us underground. For they are, thanks to their
structural malposition, blessed with vision.

A Dominating Order

He loves criminals. Yet it seems to me that Genét loves crime even more.
And this is the point. For when | say “love of crime” | mcan a love so strictly
spiritual that it has to be carnal. For to love the abstraction “crime,” there
is naught else to do but make love with the infamous, the practitioners of
crime, which is where another strange catch arises. As Durkheim himself
made much of, there can be no spirit of Crime without its Other, no crime
without Law.* And so we find the thief that is Saint Genét hopelcssly in
love with the Dominating Order, the shimmering power that lies as mystery
in rthe abstraction that is the State, and carnally involved with its policemen
as well as with the spirit of Crime as incarnated in criminals.

Here he is, this handsome thief, caught by a Spanish coastguard on the
lookout for smugglers. Tt is a cold night by the ocean stretching to Morocco.
Who seduces whom, the criminal or the cop? Does it matter? The policeman
needs the criminal and the criminal . - “In submitting to the whims of the
coastguard | was obeying a dominating order which it was impossible not
to serve, namely the Police. For the moment | was no ionger a hungry,
ragged vagabond whom the dogs and children chased away, nor was | the
bold thief ﬂounting the cops, but rather the favorite mistress who, beneath
a starry sky soothes the conqueror. When | realized that it was up to me
whether or not the smugglers landed safely, I felt responsible not only for
them but for all outlaws.”**

State Fetishism

In That Skin

Genét, the thief, says that for him the police form a sacred power, a
troublesome power that acts directly on his soul. Please note first eind
foremost that when he speaks of the sanctity of the police, he is speaking
of them as an institution, of that “dominating order,” not of individual
policemen. And here’s the rub. It’s not a question of the particular policeman

i se te some
as an instantiation or symbol of the general Order. These terms are of so

K i 5 onymic
secondary relevance, to be sure, but there’s something else, more metonymic,

more carnal, tactile and sensuously material, which is central here—and this
is the issue of the fetish, of the State with its big § rearing, of the Dominating
Order as that which oscillates, like Durkheim’s “society,” between res and
deus, between thing and God, with a carnal and ritualised relation to objects,
as- with the totems. Here the policeman and his gear are precisely that—a
totem, with whom the Saint that is the thief establishes just such a carnal
and ritualized relationship. Hence Bernardini, the secret policeman whom
he met in Marseilles, “was to me the visible, though perhaps brief manifesta-
tion on earth of a demoniacal organization as sickening as funeral rites, as
funeral ornaments, vet as awe-inspiring as royal glory. Knowing that there,
in that skin and flesh, was a particle of what I would never have hoped could
be mine, I looked at him with a shudder. His dark hair was flat and gl‘ossyr_
as Rudolph Valentino’s used to be, with a straight white part on the left
side. He was strong. His face looked rugged, somewhat granite-like, and_l
wanted his soul to be cruel and brutal.”** Or, again, as instantiation of this
the most crucial, the ultimate State fetish-move and one which we all make
and succumb to: “Little by little [ came to understand his beauty. I even
think that [ created it, deciding that it would be precisely that face ani body,
on the basis of the idea of the police which they were to signify.”

The Invisible Presence of The Object In Which The Quality of
Males Is Violently Concentrated

Again, the fetish that is the other side of the reification that is the big S
Bernadino “was not aware that, beside him, at the bar, crushed by his

.
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but to the thief’s own victimization

binds not only the thief to his victim,
age. The reifications are as

at the hands of the Law and the laws of Langu
“To be a thief in my own country and to

endless as they are full-bodied.
the language of the robbed—who are

justify my being a thief who used
myself, because of the importance of language—was to give to being a thief

. : . . 59
the chance to be unique. 1 was becoming a foreigner.’

Ports

The city blurs into the male body burning with desire, and it is the city

as port, entry to the nation, that establishes this incarnation.

“What do you feel like doing?”
“With you, everything."

“We’ll see.”

He didn’t budge. No movement bor

wanted to be swallowed up within him,
ier so as to twine around him,

him. The city was exasperating. The smell

¢ him toward me though my whole
being though 1 wanted to give
my body the suppleness of os though 1
wanted to warp, to bend over

of the port and its excitement inflamed me.”

This entry to the nation is immovable. “No movement bore him toward

me.” Yet in its very stolidity its animate quality emerges, swallowing one up
into its fixed, great, and beautiful, self. This figuration of the port-city.as
man’s body is no easy substitution. It is not a question of a code, substituting

r another. The thief's journal strains to establish the co

n whereby the

one thing fo nnection
predestined in desire, the desire accompanying fetishizatio
body is the idea of the Nation-State, here by the port _where the ships of
lie at anchor. But how can a body be an idea? This thief is

many nations
ants to be in—corporated——em—

hell-bent on incarnation. He desperately w
bodied—and he has to work at it. It is his body that has to move and be
warp, and bend over the other. Hard labor.

The city is exasperating. You smell the sweat, the inflammatory smell of the

port. His scmiosis is sensuous—or, rather, from his vantage point of forbid-
f mimetic correspondences which link

supple so it can twine around,

den desire, he can visualize the sets o

the body to the Nation'’s ports.
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Borders

Why is this thief so fascinated by borders? With his innumerable border
crossings, is he not caught up in his own restless form of Statecraft, circum-
navigating the body as much as the Law of the nation? “After many stays in
jail the thief left France. He first went to Italy. The reasons he went there
are obscure. Perhaps it was the proximity of the border. Rome. Naples
Brindisi. Albania. I stole a valise on the ‘Rodi’ which set me ashore in Sant;
Quaranta. The port authorities in Corfu refused to let me stay. Before 1
could leave again, they made me spend the night on the boat I had hired to
bring me. Afterwards it was Serbia. Afterwards Austria. Checkoslovakia
Poland, where I tried to to circulate false zlotys. Everywhere it was the same:
robbery, prison, and from every one of these countries, expulsion. 1 crosse(i
borders at night, and went through hopeless autumns when the lads were
all heavy and weary, and through springtimes when suddenly‘, at nightfall
they would emerge from God knows what retreat where they had been,

priming themselves to swarm in alleys, on the docks el

Death and The Country.

Like the Nation-State, the fetish has a deep investment in death—the
death of the consciousness of the signifying function. Death endows both
the fetish and the Nation-State with life, a spectral life, to be sure. The
fetish absorbs into itself that which it represents, erasing all traces of the
represented. A clean job. In Karl Marx’s formulation of the fetishism of
commodities, it is clear that the powerful phantasmagoric character of the
commodity as fetish depends on the fact that the socioeconomic relations
of production and distribution are erased from awareness, imploded into the
made-object to become its phantom life-force. In the thiefs view of the
Nation-State, the policeman’s badge displaces his organ which has, in turn
displaced and erased Durkheim’s (“the State is the supreme organ of morai
discipline”). In like fashion the State solemnly worships the tomb of the
unknown soldier and (many) young men are, as Benedict Anderson reminds

us i
s, prepared not only to go to war and kill their nation’s enemies, but are

State Fetishism

ready to die themselves.” With this erasure we are absorbed into the object’s

emptiness‘

Less Into a Country Than to The Interior of An Image

But far from anaethetizing awareness, this involution of reference intensi-

fies sensuousness, breaks sense into the senses, and annuls the distance

between subject and object, subject and the State. The subject enters into
the object as image, into the State as tomb of the unknown soldier and, with
this sensuous entry, breaks radically with mere contemplation of the object.
As the thief writes: “The crossing of borders and the excitement it arouses
in me were to enable me to apprehend directly the essence of the nation I

was entering. would penetrate less into a country than to the interior of

. 63
an image.

The State as Fetish

So, we are back into the strange world of (Durkheim’s) totems, where
the territory was bound to the group by means of the sacred objects—by
means of the images (so the arguments runs) on those objects. In that world,
so the first anthropologists reported back to what was to become our
patrimony, only the initiated men were allowed to see those images which,
on account of their adoration, they erased over time and loving caressing,,
into themselves. But the thief, who needs to be carefully distinguished from
the anthropologist, with whom in some ways he overlaps, and from the men
at the center, sees it differently. He likewise caresses the images of the State,
the policeman’s hidden badge, but instead of his body being penetrated by
the sacred image, he says that he penetrates it. His time is modern and
godless, and he is bound to the impure sacred of the margin, not the sacred
center of power. He sees not the tabooed objects but imagines himself as
one. “A picture s worth a thousand words,” it is said. Then what of a tabooed
object? Imagine if it could talk? Imagine this thing called Genét as a taboo-
object, epitome of the impure sacred, writing the sacred designs on himself
as a Churinga of the modern Western underworld where he gathers and

concentrates into himself all the fantasies of those at the center. Now he is
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one of Walter Benjamin’s treasured devices, that infamous “dialectical image”
emerging like lightning from the storm of mimetic correspondence—Gei‘t
the petrified object being jolted awake to give voice to the modern dreamtir:
compacted within, opening up to the little hunchback of history that thro l:
cunning, will win every time so long as it enlists the sacred, wizened thml:g h
it be. For Durkheim something called “society” spoke through—or rathegr
was \fvritten int&sacred objects. That’s what made them sacred,,so lon. ,
as this curious spirit-thing, society itself, was blocked, silenced, and thg
discourse bounced back into the object’s design and substance. That’s what
made them fetishes. But as a bad fetish-object, as a ma]eﬁcﬁm, of what we
might call Durkheim’s “own society” and Nation-State, which is in man
respect “ours” too, Genét, like the little hunchback, does something WOnder)-[
fully instructive to the erased presence of society animating the fetish. First
of all, he disconcerting]y speaks back, as fetish, and thus perturbs wh:;t was
said on the fetish’s behalf. In this regard he can be said to be an agent of
defetishization. But in doing so, he displaces the balmy term ‘sgciet ’
replacing it by the State and its sexuality, and writes with clarity and beau);’
the endless story of its seductive bodily prowess and the sensuous trafﬁckiny
between thing and spirit, rationality and violence, as writ into the Law itse]fg.

He not only defetishizes; he reenchants. That is how he gained sainthood

TACTILITY AND DISTRACTION

“Now, says Hegel, all discourse that remains discourse ends in boring man.”
Alexander Kojeve, Introduction to the Reading of Hegel

Quite apart from its open invitation to entertain a delicious anarchy,
exposing principles no less than dogma to the white heat of daily practicality
and contradiction, there is surely plurality in everydayness. My everyday has
a certain routine, doubtless, but it is also touched by a deal of unexpectedness,
which is what many of us like to think of as essential to life, to a metaphysics
of life, itself. And by no means can my everyday be held to be the same as
vast numbers of other people’s in this city of New York, those who were
born here, those who have recently arrived from other everydays far away,
those who have money, those who don’t. This would be an obvious point,
the founding orientation of a sociology of experience, were it not for the
peculiar and unexamined ways by which “the everyday” seems, M e
diffuseness of its ineffability, to erase difference in much the same way as
do modern European-derived notions of the public and the masses.

This apparent erasure suggests the trace of a diffuse commonality in the
commonweal so otherwise deeply divided, a commonality that is no doubt
used to manipulate consensus but also promises the possibility of other sorts
of nonexploitative solidarities which, in order to exist at all, will have to at
some point be based on a common sense of the everyday and, what is more,
the ability to sensc other everydaynesses.

But what sort of sense is constitutive of this everydayness? Surely this
sense includes much that is not sense so much as sensuousness, an embodied
and somewhat automatic “knowledge” that functions like peripheral vision,
not studied contemplation, a knowledge that is imageric and sensate rather

than ideational; as such it not only challenges practically all critical practice,
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