EDITORIAL REMARKS

WHAT BECOMES OF THE SUBJECT?
GRAHAM MACPHEE

0RUH WKDQ WZHQW\ĥ¿YH \HDUV DJR -HDQĥ/XF 1DQF\ SRVHG WKH TXHVWLRQ ³:KR
comes after the subject?”1 Nancy’s formulation sought to encourage responses
WRWKH³FULWLTXHRUGHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIWKHVXEMHFW´WKDWZHQWEH\RQGWKHWHUPVRI
WKHUHGXFWLYHSURFODPDWLRQRI³WKHVXEMHFW¶VVLPSOHOLTXLGDWLRQ´Ī&DGDYD&RQQRU
DQG1DQF\Ħī&UXFLDOO\WKH³ZKR´LQ1DQF\¶VTXHVWLRQVLJQDOHGWKDWWKH
FULWLTXHRIWKHVXEMHFWGRHVQRWLPSO\WKHDEQHJDWLRQRITXHVWLRQVRIVXEMHFWLYLW\
EXWLQFRPLQJ³DIWHUWKHVXEMHFW´WKHWHPSRUDOLW\RITXHVWLRQLQJZRXOGEHRSHQHG
to futurity: we continue to ask “who?” but the answer is no longer prescribed
ĪDV ³WKH VXEMHFW´ī ,Q WKHVH WHUPV WKH FULVLV RI WKH VXEMHFW VR UHPDUNHG E\
contemporary philosophy would not be understood as marking a theoretical
VWDVLVRUDVFORVLQJGRZQTXHVWLRQLQJUDWKHUWKHTXHVWLRQRIVXEMHFWLYLW\Ī³ZKR"´ī
ZRXOGEHFRPHDVLWHRILQTXLU\DQGRSHQLQJ
$OWKRXJKSRVHGDTXDUWHURIDFHQWXU\DJR1DQF\¶VTXHVWLRQLVZRUWKUHFDOOLQJ
now as a gauge to measure contemporary critical discourse. What is particularly
VWULNLQJ LQ WKLV OLJKW LV WKH DEVHQFH RI WKH NLQG RI SOXUDO DQG G\QDPLF LQTXLU\
WKDW 1DQF\¶V TXHVWLRQ SURPLVHG D PRGH RI LQTXLU\ WKDW ZRXOG EH VHQVLWLYH WR
the historicity of subjectivity and the multiple trajectories to which it might give
rise. Instead, we witness the stubborn persistence of “the subject” frozen in the
LQVWDQWĪAugenblickīRILWVSHUHQQLDOGHFRQVWUXFWLRQ+RZPDQ\WLPHVGRHVWKH
analysis of a text unearth or discover the claim to presence of “the subject” only
to show how the text “disrupts,” “unravels,” or “deconstructs” it? And how many
times do we trace the operation of power through the disciplinary production of
“the subject” in social practices and institutions, only to chart the multiple nodes
of “resistance” that “transgress” and “subvert” its terms? This is not to denigrate
RUGLVDOORZVXEYHUVLRQRUGLVUXSWLRQRUUHVLVWDQFHRUDQ\RWKHURIWKHVHWHUPV
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QRULVLWLQDQ\ZD\WRFDOOIRUDQDɷUPDWLYHLQWHOOHFWXDOFXOWXUH,WLVUDWKHUWR
point to a curious temporal structuring which appears to be remarkably prevalent
ZLWKLQFRQWHPSRUDU\WKHRU\:KHUH1DQF\¶VTXHVWLRQHQYLVDJHVGHFRQVWUXFWLRQ
RU FULWLTXH DV D PRYLQJ EH\RQG WKH VXEMHFW Ī³ZKR FRPHV DIWHU"´ī ZH LQKDELW D
theoretical Groundhog Day that is perpetually suspended at the moment of the
VXEMHFW¶V GHFRQVWUXFWLRQħZKLFK PHDQV WKDW WKH VXEMHFW HQGXUHV DQG EHFRPHV
oddly durable in its perpetual deconstruction.
One way of understanding this predicament is to identify a failure in thinking
the historicity of subjectivity. This failure becomes apparent when we recall the
QHDUĥXELTXLW\RIWKHH[SUHVVLRQ³WKH(QOLJKWHQPHQWVXEMHFW´DQGWKHUROHWKDWLW
often plays in contemporary theory.2 Despite being nominally tied to a historical
PRPHQWDQGDJHRJUDSKLFDOUHJLRQ³WKH(QOLJKWHQPHQWVXEMHFW´DSSHDUVDVDQ
XQFKDQJLQJFRQ¿JXUDWLRQRIVXEMHFWLYLW\ZKLFKHQGXUHVWRGD\H[DFWO\DVLWZDV
in its initial formulation some three centuries ago. Perennially recurring and
SHUHQQLDOO\WKHVDPH³WKH(QOLJKWHQPHQWVXEMHFW´PXVWEHGHFRQVWUXFWHGRYHU
and over again. But, crucially, its deconstruction has no issue or outcomes, and so
FDQQRWJHQHUDWHGLɱHUHQWSRVVLEOHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQVRIVXEMHFWLYLW\,QVWHDGWKHUH
is only the perpetual oscillation between the subject’s claim to full presence and
its dispersal, fragmentation, disruption, and subversion. For all the claims for the
“deconstruction” and “subversion” of the subject, it would appear that it remains
resolutely and implacably in place, pristinely awaiting its next deconstruction
and subversion.
A sense of this failure to think the historicity of subjectivity becomes palpable
LI ZH VHW LW DJDLQVW DQ DOWHUQDWLYH DSSURDFK QDPHO\ *LOOLDQ 5RVH¶V DFFRXQW RI
SRVWĥ5HIRUPDWLRQ VXEMHFWLYLW\ )RU 5RVH WKH (QOLJKWHQPHQW VXEMHFW KDV QRW
remained perpetually frozen but carries the potential to develop and mutate in
unexpected ways. Indeed, it is itself recognized as a moment within a larger set of
histories that she characterizes in terms of “the unintended psychological and political
consequences of Protestant Innerlichkeit ĪLQZDUGQHVVī DQG ZRUOGO\ DVFHWLFLVP´
Ī5RVHHPSKDVLVLQRULJLQDOī5DWKHUWKDQPDUNLQJWKH¿QDOORFNLQJLQWR
place of an epochal epistemic shift, what is so often cast monolithically as “the
(QOLJKWHQPHQWVXEMHFW´LVXQGHUVWRRGE\5RVHDVRQHIRUPXODWLRQRIWKHXQVWDEOH
FRQ¿JXUDWLRQRIVXEMHFWLYLW\ODXQFKHGE\WKH5HIRUPDWLRQZKLFKWKHQOXUFKHV
through a dizzying array of mutations and transformations:
The Protestant doctrine of salvation creates hypertrophy of the inner life.
Hypertrophy of the inner life is correlated with atrophy of political participation.
(YHQWXDOO\ WKH LQWHUHVW LQ VDOYDWLRQ LWVHOI DWURSKLHV EXW WKH LQQHU DQ[LHW\ RI
VDOYDWLRQSHUVLVWVDQGLVFRPELQHGZLWKZRUOGO\RSSRUWXQLW\DQGUXWKOHVVQHVVWKLV
combination of anxiety and ruthlessness amounts to the combination of inner and
RXWHUYLROHQFHĪ5RVHī

)URP WKLV SHUVSHFWLYH HDFK FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ RI PRGHUQ VXEMHFWLYLW\ħDQG WKH
(QOLJKWHQPHQWVXEMHFWLVMXVWRQHRIWKHPħLVFRPSULVHGRIPXOWLSOHYHFWRUVWKDW
FRPELQH G\QDPLFDOO\ WR JHQHUDWH QHZ DQG XQH[SHFWHG FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV VR WKDW
earlier elements may endure and be reproduced but in transformed ways.
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,URQLFDOO\ ZKDW NHHSV WKH (QOLJKWHQPHQW VXEMHFW FRQWLQXDOO\ VXVSHQGHG DW
the moment of its deconstruction is the concern that any attempt to describe
or chart its issue will install a new model of subjectivity as the end or result of
a grand narrative of historical development. As we know, the many iterations
ZLWKLQ(XURSHDQWKRXJKWRIVXFKGHYHORSPHQWDOQDUUDWLYHVKDYHKDGFDWDVWURSKLF
FRQVHTXHQFHV RQ D JOREDO VFDOH 8QGHUVWDQGDEO\ WKLV OHJDF\ ZHLJKV KHDYLO\ RQ
contemporary theory, which sees in any history of subjectivity’s recognitions
and misrecognitions only the violence of the other’s exclusion from recognition
ĪDVGHYLDQWVDYDJHRUSDWKRORJLFDOīRUWKHOLTXLGDWLRQRILWVDOWHULW\LQLWVĪPLVī
recognition as a version of the subject. But we also need to be aware that
failure to recognize the historical development of subjectivity also has costs
DQGFRQVHTXHQFHV,IZHFDQRQO\LPDJLQHDQDOWHUQDWLYHWR³WKHVXEMHFW´DVLWV
perennial dispersal without history and without issue, then we blind ourselves to
the new modes of subjectivity that are conditioned by the social disintegration
and fragmentation of experience which so mark the predicament of contemporary
global capitalism. And in denying agency to subjectivity we deny it also to the
RWKHUZKRVHDOWHULW\LVQRZEHWUD\HGQRWLQWKHUHÀHFWHGLPDJHRIWKHVXEMHFW¶V
DFWLYLW\EXWLQWKHSDVVLYLW\RILWVGLVSHUVDO)RUDV*LOOLDQ5RVHUHPLQGVXV³WKH
RWKHUWRRLVGLVWUDXJKWDQGVHDUFKLQJIRUSROLWLFDOFRPPXQLW\ħWKHRWKHULVDOVR
ERXQGHGDQGYXOQHUDEOHHQUDJHGDQGLQYHVWHGLVRODWHGDQGLQWHUUHODWHG¶Ī
ī$QGDVVKHZDUQV³ZLWKRXWWKHVRXODQGZLWKRXWWKHFLW\´ħWKDWLVZLWKRXW
WKH KLVWRULFDO LGHQWLW\QRQLGHQWLW\ RI LQQHU OLIH DQG SROLWLFDO FRPPXQLW\ħ³ZH
FDQQRWKHOSDQ\RQH´OHDVWRIDOORXUVHOYHVĪī
NOTES
1

7KHTXHVWLRQSURYLGHGWKHRFFDVLRQDQGWKHWLWOHIRUDVSHFLDOLVVXHRIWKHMRXUQDOTopoi
Ī6HSWHPEHUīZKLFKZDVVXEVHTXHQWO\SXEOLVKHGLQ(QJOLVKDVDYROXPHRIHVVD\V
HGLWHGE\(GXDUGR&DGDYD3HWHU&RQQRUDQG-HDQĥ/XF1DQF\Īī
2
 $VVRFLDWHG ZLWK WKH ORRVH XVDJH RI ³WKH (QOLJKWHQPHQW VXEMHFW´ LV WKH FRQÀDWLRQ RI
SRVWĥ(QOLJKWHQPHQW WKLQNHUV VHHNLQJ WR UHVSRQG WR WKH (QOLJKWHQPHQW DV VLPSO\
³(QOLJKWHQPHQWWKLQNHUV´RUDVUHSUHVHQWLQJ³(QOLJKWHQPHQWWKRXJKW´,ZRXOGDUJXH
WKDWLQIDFWWKHIUDPLQJRI1DQF\¶VTXHVWLRQVXɱHUVIURPMXVWVXFKDQXQGLɱHUHQWLDWHG
FRQÀDWLRQRIPRGHUQWKRXJKWEHIRUH+HLGHJJHUVHH&DGDYD&RQQRUDQG1DQF\
 6LJQL¿FDQWO\ *LOOLDQ 5RVH GLɱHUHQWLDWHV ZLWKLQ PRGHUQ WKRXJKW E\ LGHQWLI\LQJ
D QXPEHU RI SRVWĥ(QOLJKWHQPHQW WKLQNHUVħ*RHWKH +HJHO .LHUNHJDDUG :HEHU
DQG %HQMDPLQħZKR DUH LQ GLɱHUHQW ZD\V FRQFHUQHG ZLWK H[SORULQJ ³the unintended
consequencesRIWKH3URWHVWDQW(WKLF´ĪHPSKDVLVLQRULJLQDOī
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