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Night of the Unexpected: a Critique of the ‘Uncannyand its Apotheosis within Cultural

and Social Theory

Since 1995, when Martin Jay cautioned againstifigeaf the uncanny as a ‘supercharged’
word, theunheimlichhas not ceased to make itself at home acrosgye frdisciplines
including cultural studies, history, politics, etfj aesthetics and sociologWorks applying
the concept have includddhe Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern ambly
(1994); The National Uncanny: Indian Ghosts and Americahj&ets(1999);Sites of the
Uncanny: Paul Celan, Specularity and the VisuakA2007);Uncanny Modernity: Cultural
Theories, Modern Anxieti€2008);Monstrous Society: Reciprocity, Discipline and the
Political Uncanny c. 1780-184@009) andQueer Uncanny2012). There are of course
different critical tendencies represented herethadincanny is frequently linked to satellite
terms (‘spectre’, ‘ghost’, ‘haunting’) which are some cases used interchangeably
(Bergland’sThe National Uncannis concerned with American Indian ‘ghosts’, while
Derrida suggested h&pectres of Margould have been subtitled ‘MarxDas
Unheimliché).?2 However, the net effect has been to promote asyemax of interpretation
aimed at disturbing the boundaries of ‘conventibhitorical, cultural and sociological

analysis.

It is hard not to note an imperialising aspechis success. Uncanny theory tends to break
down the boundaries between itself and other alltheories, to absorb them into the
uncanny. According to Nicholas Royle, the queamisanny? psychoanalysis is uncanfly,
while the uncanny is a way of ‘beginning to thiridoat culture, philosophy, religion,
literature, science, politida the present® If all critique challenges boundaries, runs the
underlying assumption, then all critique — all thes of alienation, repression, or ‘otherness’
— are or should be uncanny. But the researcheringandt merely to extend this form of
theorisation, but to challenge, or take stock ®fritplications, is poorly served. In the first
place, the emphasis in uncanny criticism has bedtsabiquity and irreducibility. Royle’s
The Uncannywhich more than any other work put uncanny studiethe map, was an

exercise in demonstrating the sheer uncontainglofithe concept, while for Anneleen
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Masscheleinit ‘affects and haunts everything, it is in constaansformation and cannot be

pinned down®

Masschelein’s work is the most comprehensive atteha genealogy of uncanny theory,
and yet, though she acknowledges the concept uedéavfundamental transformation in
the 1990s, she chooses ‘not to focus on the helyelayeen 1980-2000, instead filling in its
anterior life in criticism from the early-twentietientury up to the 1973But this leaves us
with something of a phantom genealogy. For Masgahethe uncanny is throughout ‘the
Freudian uncanny’ (this assumption is typical ia likerature), yet she acknowledges, rightly,
that it can no longer be considered a psychoagatgiicept and ‘one may even wonder if
this was ever the caséDespite an ever-growing corpus on the ‘psychoditalyycanny’,

the ‘uncanny’ is not a theoretical concept withgyghoanalysis itself. It has no entry in
Laplanche and Pontalifanguage of PsychoanalysiSharles Rycroft'sA Critical

Dictionary of Psychoanalysisr Stephen Froshiey Concepts in Psychoanaly%i&.surer
narrative might trace the impulse within contempptheory back to Derrida’s work and to
deconstruction — this is particularly so for Royldo gives Derrida a major presence within
his overview of 2003. And yet, whatever emergea asre autonomous uncanny or spectral
theory in the 1990s is greatly shifted from thatakhvent under the name of deconstruction
in the 1970s-80s.

Rather than tracking the ‘psychoanalytic uncanthen, this article concentrates on that
watershed in order to probe the nature of the,smitl reflect on the influx of new elements
which have given the uncanny its characteristicatap within the contemporary scene.
Crucially, what is neglected in the associatiothef uncanny with both psychoanalysis and
deconstruction is the input from Heidegger, whighdamentally inflected Derrida’s own
turn to spectres at this point, and turned the mmgdérom a more ‘contained’ concept to
something approaching a ‘counter-ontology’ of huroatture — paradoxically, the very stuff
of life. For Royle, the ‘logic of haunting and ghsiss the ‘very condition of thinking and

feeling’ .1
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| will also examine the way the uncanny began tonbeilised on cultural and sociological
terrain as a specifically ethical or political toalsite of historical mourning or sociological
resistance. In the same decade in which its fosttioek off as a critical discourse aimed at
the subversion of cultural and conceptual and heges, something else was also
promoted, uneasily redolent of a sublime ontol@gew eschatology: ‘This logic of
haunting would not be merely larger and more poweéhian an ontology or a thinking of
Being... It would harbour within itself... eschatologyd teleology themselves.'Again, the
influence from Heidegger was significant but hasrbender-theorised. In all the clamour
over the inherently disturbing and in-coercibleitogf the uncanny (what could be more
subversive than a fusion of Freud, deconstructr@h@othic horror) there has been little

analysis since Jay of its potentially reactionanyction within contemporary cultural theory.

What travels under the banner of uncanny culturabagial theory has become increasingly
abstract or transcendental, increasingly estrafrgedthe ‘particular’ (despite claims that the
uncanny allows the ghost of lost or absent padratigs to resonate from beyond the
historical or sociological grave); and increasinggpoliticised (this, despite claims from the
early 1990s onwards that the uncanny had absorbdMiarx and Benjamin; that it
epitomises what is salvageable or ultimately prsgike in those radical traditions). Though
there is no space here to explore the full hisabgontext of this development, | will suggest
that the major shift in the fortunes of the uncarnis popularity, its disciplinary spread, its
bolder theoretical pitch — took place very speaificin this context of the rewriting of the
theoretical map of Marxism at the end of the 198@sigh the significance of this moment,
and the turn to Heidegger at precisely this pdiag increasingly been lost in the attempt to
roll the logic of the uncanny further and furthe@ick across history, as a phenomenon without

beginning or end.

As a way of approaching the transformation of thiecept in the late-80s, | want to go back
to the 1970s to examine two new strands of intenetste uncanny which emerged at that

time — both at this point linked to deconstructitoand which might seem to indicate

1 Derrida,Spectresp10.



something of its future direction in cultural thgoHowever, what seemed uncanny before
the concept turned ‘spectral’ had a markedly d#ifeérfunction in critical discourse compared
with the situation later on. The first examplehie tncreasing attention paid to Freud’'s 1919
essay Das Unheimliche('The “Uncanny™) which presents an analysis affEA.

Hoffmann’s tale ‘The Sandman’. Instead of develgpanspecific ‘uncanny theory’, Freud
used the investigation of uncanny incidents (paldidy Hoffmann’s macabre theme of a
Sandman who tears out children’s eyes) as a wayarimally approaching the concepts of
repetition compulsion and castration anxiety, fegehis way towards a theorization of the
death drive which arrived the following year wiBleyond the Pleasure PrinciplBuring the
1970s and 1980s, a cluster of ‘returns’ and renagoms of this text emerged, primarily in
France from theorists influenced by Derrida, inaghgdsome footnotes in Derrida’s own ‘La
double séance’ (1970) which provide some of thiesaiexamples of this kind of renewed
engagement with the uncanny in theory. Other exasngte Hélene Cixous’ ‘Fiction and Its
Phantoms: A Reading of Freudas Unheimlichg originally from 19722 and Sarah
Kofman’s ‘The Double is/ and the Devil: The Uncamess ofThe Sandman (Der
Sandmann)(1974)which reverses Freud’s reading, so that Hoffmatimeésne of losing

one’s eyes is not about symbolic castration, bauaithe escape from a world of artistic
mimicry towards the vitality of the sexulAnother is provided in Neil Herz’s ‘Freud and
the Sandman’ which addresses ‘the rivalry betwéerature and psychoanalysis’ and ‘the
power of one to interpret and neutralize the otkeiHoffmann’s text, for Herz, is in part a
parody of the tropes of Romantic fiction, but Freagresses all those aspects of Hoffman’s
tale that point up its nature as a rhetorical pemnce. All these articles return to Freud’s
‘The Uncanny’ in order to give counter-readingsrata-interpretations, and to redefine the
balance of power between psychoanalysis and otbeptines (philosophy, literature,

aesthetics), but they do not yet develop an ‘ungateory

My other example is from the circle of literarytas based at Yale, for whom the uncanny

emerges not as a Freudian text, but as a bannanfAmerican school of deconstruction,
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with no overt connection to psychoanalysis atlalh series of essays of the mid- to late-70s
(particularly a couple of articles on Wallace Stes/gpoem ‘The Rock’) J. Hillis Miller

started to use the categories ‘canny’ and ‘uncatmylefine two different kinds of

criticism1® Miller himself, along with Paul de Man, Geoffreyaiimann and Derrida are
defined as uncanny critics, while Socrates is thblem of canny criticism which follows
‘agreed-upon rules of procedure and measurablétseand whose latterday proponents are
semioticians such as Genette, Barthes and Jakdb3tis terminology was taken up by
Hartman in his Preface @econstruction and CriticisrLt979), and again by Christopher

Norris inDeconstruction: Theory and Practi¢&991).

Interestingly, Miller's description of the uncanngt only differs from Freud’s but jars with
the way the uncanny is theorised in the post-9dshais generally been written out of that
history, even for theorists, like Royle, keen ttablsh links with deconstruction. Part of the
reason for the absence of Miller on the contempwseene is the formalist bent of his
criticism. For Miller, there are various key figsrer tropes in Stevens’ poem ‘The Rock’ — a
pair of lovers, the natural cycle, and so on —ibistimpossible to tell which one the poem is
actually about. ‘Each scene is both literal andapletrical, both the ground of the poem and
a figure on the ground... in a fathomlesise en abyme® This ambiguity is extended

beyond the poem to confound the practice of csiticper se. The attempt to escape from
words to something more ontologically substantialwvewpoint from which one might
ground an understanding of experience — failsaah potential framework dissolves in the
uncertainties of interpretation. It is this ‘petyed reversal’ or ‘oscillation’, in which points

of solidity become points of groundlessness, and versa, which Miller asserts as the
central motif of uncanny criticisA?. Theirs becomes a ‘labyrinthine attempt to escapa f

the labyrinth of words®? ‘Labyrinth’ and mise en abymavere the insignia of the uncanny
in deconstruction before the advent of spectreshankiting. A similar anxiety about impasse

crops up repeatedly in Derrida’s work of the 1981id,inThe Post Cardt is a problem from

16 3. Hillis Miller, ‘Stevens’ Rock and Criticism #&ure, I', The Georgia Reviewol. 30, 1, 1976, pp5-31, and
‘Stevens’ Rock and Criticism as Cure, IlThe Georgia Reviewol. 30, 2, 1976, pp330-348.
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which he seeks to distance himself: ‘I have nevanted to abuse the abyss, nor, above all,

themise “en abyme’’| do not believe in it very much

The point about both these 1970s manifestatioiseofincanny is that they remain within a
world of distinct but undecidable positions. Foilst, the suspense of meaning oscillates
between specific alternatives (as ‘reversal, iftange, doubling’$? Similarly for Herz,
Freud’sUnheimlicheis an instance of ‘the uncanny’ because the stbifys back and forth
between the registers of the psychological anditdr@ry (his image for this is, once more,
themise en abymaevhich simulates ‘wildly uncontrollable repetitiprf3 However, a few
things happened in the late 1980s which startdefree the uncanny as a theoretical tool,
and give it a new impetus which will lead beyondhboesychoanalysis and deconstruction

towards a new uncanny theory.

The new element that enters in is firstly the laaggiof the phantom, the spectral the ghostly,
canonized in Derrida’Spectres of Mark1994). In Hillis Miller and in Herz there is notig
‘ghostly’ about the uncanny. But equally, ghostsev@ot so central a motif in Derrida’s
earlier work — they are barely presenwiting and DifferenceOf Grammatologyor

Margins of Philosophywhile The Post Cardpublished in 1987, still has relatively little to
say about ghosts, even where it is concerned wéhd; repetition and revenance.
Exceptions must be made for Derrida’s dialogue withwork of Abraham and Torok (going
back to an early version of his Foreward to tfid¢ie Wolf Man’s Magic Wordgublished in
The Georgia Reviewm 1977), and for his performance in Ken McMullefilsn Ghost Dance
(2983) in which he lectures on Abraham and Torak'scept of the phantom, and states that
cinema is the ‘art of ghosts’ (there is now a whale-genre of uncanny literature devoted to
the experience of film, includingncanny BodiesndThe Uncanny GazeHowever,

Derrida’s comments very much link such phantonikesther to psychoanalytic theories of
mourning, or to the technology of image productidgain, the uncanny does not yet
constitute a ‘general’ theory. Yet by 1993 Derradauld say ‘the logic of spectrality’ is

inseparable from ‘the very motif... of deconstranti®*

21 Jacques Derriddhe Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Bey@hicago and London, University of
Chicago Press, 1987, p304.

22 Miller, ‘Stevens’ Rock and Criticism as Cure,p9.

2 Herz, ‘Freud and the Sandman’, p112.

24 Derrida,Spectres p178, also quoted in Nicholas Royle, ‘What is®astruction’, in Nicholas Royle ed.
Deconstructions: A User’s GuidBasingstoke, Palgrave , 2000, p5.
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In the same period, the link with the spectral cmlad with increasing attention paid, in
literary and cultural criticism, to the aesthetidghe sublime and to the Gothic (Terry
Castle’sThe Female Thermometer: Eighteenth-century Culimekthe Invention of the
Uncanny and Peter de BollaBhe Discourse of the Subliraee indicative texts). As the
uncanny cross-fertilised with Derrida’s ‘ghost’ asgectre’ (and marginally with Torok’s
‘Notes on the Phantom’, translated into Englistha time) it started to absorb more and
more associations from Gothic literature. Cultdhalory experienced something of a tectonic
shift whereby theory itself turned ‘Gothic’, andpes from gothic literature and weird tales
(vampires, zombies, phantoms) started to functiohiguously not as objects for
interpretation but as themselves theoretical taséful in undermining the distinction
between the symbolic and the literal, phenomenalagid conceptualisation. Behind this one
might also discern an impulse to emancipate cultbeory from its dependence on
historicist, political, sociological or philosophicparadigms, and to develop the uncanny as a
truly ‘home-grown’ meta-theory which could be praewh beyond literary and aesthetic

studies as a transformation of cultural theoryeneyal.

From this constellation of trends there also eneaygrowing connection to the sublime in
the Burkean sense — the sublimity which attachespresentations of obscurity and excess,
the strange and the unexpected — and this mandesgmificant shift in the theoretical idiom
of the uncanny. The emphasis on the ghostly andliseurewithin theory(rather than as
objects of literary analysis) radicalised the afteto escape the boundaries of formalism and
specificity in criticism. Unlike thenise en abymeéhe uncanny no longer succumbs to the
impasse of describing itself too completely. Thecral, for Julian Wolfreys, is ‘irreducible

to any formal descriptiorf® Ironically, one of the accusations which Derrid@ds at

Francis Fukuyama iSpectres of Marxs that ‘he oscillates confusedly between two
irreconcilable discourse$®— that is to say, the former description of ungaoniticism by

Miller, now becomes something to be repudiated ftbewvantage of the uncanny as spectre.

Finally, the shift of the uncanny towards the sp@atoincides with a much stronger
association between the uncanny and modésnagporality Deferral, from early on, was an

issue for reflection in Derrida’s work, forming paf the condition otlifferance while

25 Julian WolfreysVictorian Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, the Unegmand Literature Basingstoke,
Palgrave, 2002, pxiii.
26 Derrida,Spectresp63.



considerations dilachtraglichkeitin psychoanalysis go back to Freud'’s first works o
hysteria. However, such temporal concepts are ewwonked as part of a general
uncanny/spectral paradigm which thereby acquit@®ader ontological cast. This shift is
most clearly visible in Derrida’s work of the ea#l@s in which a set of gothic tropes are
united with different tense structures to yielde@& uncanny temporalitiesevenant(both
‘spectre’ and ‘that which returnsgiéja vu(uncanny anteriority — ‘The Uncanny is what will
have come back’‘ ‘time-out-of-joint’ (a phrase haunted by the ghoHamlet's father);
and 'avenir’ (both the future and the spectral sense of wh&d come — ‘The future can
only be for ghosts’§ It is on the basis of these temporalities thatiBearwill

reconceptualise history, ethics and justice in seofthaunting’.

These shifts in emphasis come across in many aktmings of Freud’dDas Unheimliche
after the late-80s, which become noticeably modecess and more concerned to elicit — not
the death drive, or Romantic irony — but the ungatself, as a condition of all theorisation.
For Samuel Weber ‘The Sandman’ marks the spot whegsence and absence’ can no
longer be clearly distinguished, while the uncafimappens’ according to a temporality that
distinguishes it from the closure of empirical etg#fl For Julian Wolfreys, ‘The uncanny is
thus uncanny in itself’, and ‘Freud’s discourse tano way control its haunting or spectral
condition’? and for Royle, Freud’s article ‘keeps trying tg tzertain ghosts to rest, but they
keep coming back?

What is the significance of this shift towards fpectral and the historical (deconstruction
for Royle is now ‘uncanny history’¥?What changes does this bring about in the funaifon
the uncanny? Much of it, as we have seen, hingesratencies in Derrida’s work —
according to Wolfreys, the whole turn to the ungaas ‘spectral’ is arguably because of
Spectres of Marx® And yet this does not make it a tendency beingexaforward from

deconstruction where, as we have seen, the ‘untaimyplicated in tropes of

2" Royle, The Uncannyp128.

28 Derrida,Spectresp37.

29 Samuel Weber, ‘Uncanny Thinking’, pp20, 26.
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31 Royle, The Uncannyp51.
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undecideability, the labyrinth andise en abymenor is it primarily a function of Derrida’s
interest in Abraham and Torok. Rather, Derrida'w imevocation of ghosts and revenance
coincides with an increasing accommodation to tbhekwef Heidegger. It is Heidegger’s use
of the wordGeistthat is the central subject of 198D$ Spirit, and he is a guiding presence
throughoutSpectres of Marxn which Derrida repeats a phrase fréhe Post Card‘Freud

and Heidegger, | conjoin them within me like tweat ghosts®* Royle, Masschelein and
many others note this joining of Marx and Heidegge®pectres of Marxand count Marx

and Heidegger serially in their list of uncannyrers, alongside Nietzsche and Wittgenstein.
But the significance of this turn from Mata Heidegger in the context of the early 1990s has

been greatly underplayed.

There is another tradition of the uncanny comintheofore here which has a quite different
context from that of Freud, and this is Heideggeirdeimlichkeit which already irBeing

and Timas used to evoke a primordial experience of aliemawithin mass culturéDasein
[being there] has lost the ‘authentic potentidldly Being its Self’ insofar as it has fallen into
the world® Knowledge of this fall has itself been coveredypallowing oneself to be
immersed in the ‘groundlessness of the inauthdrgicg of the “they”, where the ‘they’
stands partly for ‘public conscience’, the mass,riorm?® In this condition one may hear the
call [Rufl (modelled on a religious calling) which is a c¢édl one’sown self. 3’ The caller is
‘Daseinin its uncanniness’, that is, an inner recognitioat one is primordially ‘not at home’
in modern mass societ§But it is during Heidegger's lecture courses & 1930s and 40s —
thelntroduction to Metaphysidd 935), the lectures on Holderlin’s hymibér Ister (1942),
and on Parmenides (1942-3) — that the uncanny numrése-stage. In all these texts
Heidegger draws an account of ontology from th@seéchoral ode in Sophocleshtigone
which begins:‘Manifold is the uncanny, yet nothing / beyond thenan being prevails more

uncannily’.®

34 Derrida,Spectresp196. Weber’s ‘Uncanny Thinking’ also provideseading of Freud’&Jnheimlich
alongside Heidegger; cf. Wolfreygictorian Hauntingspp15-18.

35 Martin HeideggerBeing and TimgOxford, Basil Blackwell, 1962, p220.

36 |bid., pp223, 334.
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38 1bid., p321.

39 Martin HeideggertHolderlin’'s Hymn ‘The Ister’ Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana Universiess,
1996, p52.



Even though an ‘uncanny’ critic like Hillis Millaalludes to Heidegger (in the essay on
Stevens he describes the paradoxical structuteeghdem as ‘in fact the traditional
metaphysical structure afethia the appearance of something visible out of thesslof
truth°) there are features of Heidegger’s uncanny whéetmsrather remote from whatever
was going on at Yale in the 1970s. Firstly, Heidaguaces great emphasis on the uncanny
as the ‘violent’ and ‘powerful’. This uncanny isa@ssive and sublime (which greatly
facilitated the links to be made between the Hageéegan uncanny and tropes from Gothic
fiction in the 1990s¥! Deinon(the Greek word Heidegger translates wittheimlich is the
terrible ‘in the sense of the overpowering poweichttompels panic feaf2 Secondly, for
Heidegger, something far more positive was interttlad simply that which eludes formal
representation. The uncanny in these lectureseot 830-40s is a description of the ‘essence’
of the humanilenschenwesen®/esensgruridessence both because the human being is the
‘uncanniest of the uncann{?,but also because this vision of man as the unchasy
foundational place in Western culture as Heideggelerstands it. Heidegger talks about
‘greatness of historical will’, and suggests ‘tregimning is the strangest and mightiéét’.
There is, then, something decisive, foundatiomahsttutive about this uncanny, which goes
far beyond Miller’s troubling of the formal boundks of critical interpretation — it in fact
compensates for the latter’s ‘undecideability’ watlsense of the excess required for decision

itself.

For both Heidegger and Derrida the uncanny or splestceedshe present and the familiar.

It is disturbing but also generative, existing beyoepresentation perhaps, but able in some
ways to constitute experience, or function as tgalsublime and inaccessible source. Thus
Derrida appeals tbavenir (the uncanny future) as that which ‘overflows... émtire field of
being and beings, and the entire field of histéfynd also to the ‘irruption of a future that is
absolutely non-reappropriab® Though it might be hasty to interpret this irraptidirectly

as a historical ‘force’, it foregrounds a notionhidtorical grounds and historical potential.
For Heidegger man is ‘the masbtheimlichof beings because he harbours such a beginning

40 Miller, ‘Stevens’ Rock and Criticism as Cure,p20.

41 See WolfreysVictorian Hauntingsp8: ‘The gothic is clearly always already excessgrotesque,
overspilling its own boundaries and limits’.

42 HeideggerAn Introduction to Metaphysicp149.

43 HeideggerHalderlin’s Hymn ‘The Ister’ p.68.

441bid., pp143, 155.

45 Jacques Derrida and Maurizio FerrafisTaste for the Secre€ambridge, Polity, 2001, p20.

4% bid., p21.
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in which everything all at once bursts from superatance into the overpowerift§’ For
Derrida, there is a ‘violence that interrupts tirdisarticulates it, displaces it out of its natural

lodging’.*®

What | want to suggest is that the tropes of temlgrstart to push the theory decisively
away from the scepticism of deconstruction astiatipractice and more towards a sublime
and enigmatic counter-ontology which might form Hasis for new representations of
history and culture: a counter-ontology, becauffergint modes of time become repositories
for qualitatively different experiences: ‘the urgdseeable, the incalculable, indeed the
impossible’*® Sometimes ‘beyond’ is conceived as a general aigphent within presence,
more akin to the notion afifferance But more often than not it is understood to betlaer
‘dimension’ or opening, dis-junct from the presantl breaking into it unexpectedly. The
idea of the spectre escapes, writes Wolfreys, ‘@geits apparitional instance arrives from
some other place® Deconstruction for Royle becoméhe opening of the future itsgl

future which does not allow itself to be modalizednodified into the form of the present'.
These formulations are all rather different frora thore formal and ahistorical ‘fabric of
traces referring endlessly to something other ttsaif’ of an earlier phas#. The future and
the past are sites of loss and expectation, ontathg undergirding our world, in secret

communication with each other, but for the momaatcessible or unrepresentable for us.

Much of this way of temporalising and structurihg uncanny, insofar as it has become
prevalent as ‘uncanny theory’ (particularly undeyR’s influence) comes from Derrida; it is
theleitmotif of Spectres of Marxhe essay which advances ‘into the unknown dfvitich
must remain to come’: ‘what stands in front ofNtarxism) must also precede it like its
origin’.>3 But Derrida has in turn taken over many of theseporal tropes directly from
Heidegger. In Heidegger’'s seminarsoer Ister, for instance, ‘Intimating, and especially
those who are full of intimation, extend and pratsenultaneously into what is coming and
what has been. >* The Ister commentary is one of a series on Hdhlsirate hymns to

47 HeideggerAn Introduction to Metaphysicp155.

48 Derrida,Spectresp31.

4 Royle, ‘What is Deconstruction’, p6.

50 Wolfreys,Victorian Hauntingspi11.

51 Royle, ‘What is Deconstruction’ p11, quoting Deals ‘Afterw.rds’ (1992).
52 |bid., p8, quoting Derrida’s ‘Living On/ Border hés’ (1979).

53 Derrida,Spectresppxviii; xix;

54 HeideggerThe Ister p29.
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rivers and to forms of memory in the 1940s, albich meditate on temporality — not as a
linear condition of history, but as a domain threwghich notions of source, origins or
destiny, which appear to be lost to the preseny, yeabe intimated as returning, or capable
of being returned to, the source of ontologicakragtion.Spectres of Marxor instance,
adopts Heidegger’s description of #ewesend&vhich ‘lingers in this transitory passage
(WEeile... betweerwhatgoesand whatomesin the middle of what leaves and what
arrives’> We are witnessing a partial mutation of deconsimaés critical horizon in the
direction of Heideggerean ontology.

vV

Why does the uncanny turn spectral, and the speatrtalogical’, and why at this point in
1987-1989, does Derrida return to these Heideggdoeeulations of the late-1930s-1940s?
Why indeed do these concepts of uncanny temp@slighosts and ‘hauntology’ strike such
a chord in the study of culture at this point? EBhierno secret th&pectres of Marwas
conceived originally as a submission to a confegand 993 entitled ‘Whither Marxism?
Global Crises in International Perspective’. Inompanion volume, Bernd Magnus and
Stephen Cullenberg make clear that original corftaxthese discussions was the crumbling
of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the dissolution bé&tSoviet Union, which brought with it ‘a
vague sense of foreboding, a haunted sense’ thagels of such magnitude would result in
malign and benign transformations in global cultasea whol&® It is from this point on that
the uncanny is transposed from psychological, aéistnd philosophical domains to
politics, sociology and history. For Royle decoustion now becomes ‘the opening to
freedom, responsibility, decision, ethics and pudjt®’ while the uncanny is linked to ‘the
historical and political experiences of class, racage’ and the experience of imperialism
and colonialisn®® Wolfreys sees the spectre as ‘that which haurit§gsowhen... politics is
nothing other than the law and the systéhwhile Masschelein emphasises the uncanny’s

links to alienation as an economic, political asgighological conditiof°

%5 Derrida,Spectresp25.

56 Bernd Magnus and Stephen Cullenb&utpither Marxism? Global Crises in International Bpective
London, Routledge, 1995, pviii.

5" Royle, ‘What is Deconstruction’, p11.

58 Royle, The Uncannyp23.

59 Wolfreys,Victorian Hauntingsp22.

60 MasscheleinThe Unconcepippl131, 136.
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There has been very little attempt to read thegetores for a new uncanny ethics or politics
back against the particular transformations ofit®@0s in which Marx is exchanged for
Heidegger — or indeed to probe the Heideggereduxinito uncanny theory in its own
political context of the 1930s-40s. A notable alegein the many returns 8pectres of Marx
is Derrida’s previou®f Spirit— a book in which the enigmatic relation to timaswalready
explored and consolidated with his evolving intereghe uncanny and the spectral: ‘His
step carries him into the night, likeevenant®! It is also a book which aimed to exonerate
Heidegger’s anti-metaphysical turn in the 1940a eedemptive model for cultural and

political theory at the end of the twentieth cegtur

In what follows | want to explore these links inawvays: one is to make the point that
Heidegger’s turn to the uncanny is already an aj@sture, and a metaphysical one, which
repeats motifs within Romantic philosophy; the setis that the anti-conceptualism of the
uncanny is itself a transcendant gesture, and,amereone which is not ultimately distinct
from the language of uncanny origins and the vioéeaption of truth — a politics in sublime
mode — which marks the messianism of Heideggeksw@mter with Nazism, rather than

being the prophylaxis against it.

Consider the emergent eschatology in these trapesoncealed dimension of time as bearer
of a displaced and enigmatic promise of redempta@ml Lowith criticised Heidegger’'s
‘historiological futurism’ and its remote and disged dependence on Christian

eschatology? In an interview with Maurizio Ferraris (1996) Digia himself invoked ‘a
reaffirmation of the eschatological and messiasia atructured relation to the futufé’;
likewise inSpectres of Marxhe ‘democratic promise’ will always keep an ‘alogely
undetermined messianic hope at its heart, thisagsldgical relation to the to-come of an
event®. People might concede the figure of the tempal meutral one which de facto

must accompany uncanny theory’s turn to the hisadrivhich forms the basis for a new
address to politics. But if justice is temporali®esyond all living presenthis

temporalisation transcends historiography. Instaddnd of infinite justice — boundless,

61 Jacques Derrid&@f Spirit: Heidegger and the QuestigBhicago and London: Chicago University Press,
1989, p91.

62 Karl Lowith, Martin Heidegger and European NihilistNew York, Columbia University Press, 19985.
63 Derrida and Ferrarig,aste for the Secrgp21.

64 Derrida,Spectresp65.
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‘absolutely non-reappropriabf@’— is conceived in relation to the present as shimgidis-

junct from it; it is in effect given a figurativdgre beyond the present: the infinite outside the
finite. This relation is then mythically concretisas a strata of time (the absolutely anterior,
the ‘to come’). The past and future become thetayp heaven of abstraction, of infinitude,
of ‘democracy’ in ideal mode, with the uncanny &nel spectral as the ghostly messengers

linking us to alternative and unthinkable possiias.

There is a philosophical genealogy for this wayhiriking the absolute, the ontology of the
boundless in contradistinction to the formal angkolified or conceptualised ‘present’, as an
uncanny rift in time. It is one of the ironies betmany returns to Freud and Hoffmann, in
order to elaborate uncanny histories, that norteerh follow the lead back to F. W. J.
Schelling to its ultimate conclusion. It is Schedliwho yields Freud his definition of the term
‘uncanny’ (for Masschelein it is throughout theeébdian uncanny’) and it was Schelling and
G. H. Schubert’s romantic philosophies of naturéciwhdoffmann had been reading in the
months before his work on ‘The Sandméhin 1811, Schelling began work on a new
philosophy of timeThe Ages of the Worlevhose major innovation is that it attempts to
reconfigure the idealist notion of ‘the absolute’aabeing whose absolute nature is
materialised and truncated in time, so that itemss is concealed in the unconscious past
which secretly grounds the form of the present. Witiands the present is more powerful
and boundless than ith@untologyis ‘larger and more powerful than an ontolog’/\while

no freedom will emerge except in a future thateallly disturbs the categories of the present
(‘a future which does not allow itself to be modati... into the form of the presenf?®).

Time, for Schelling, thus girdles the present vaitheschatological structure in a very similar
manner to Heidegger and Derrida’s formulations. [Bbent and ontologically ‘missing’ force
of the absolute was approached by Schelling irl8i1s through metaphors of concealed
and unbearable primeval chaos, madness or fireinBus lectures on mythology of the
1840s (in the context of yet another period oftpall reaction) Schelling returned to this
notion of a repressed ontological ground hauntimggpresent as the ‘uncanny’: ‘what one

55 Derrida,Truth of the Secrep21.

86 See Matt ffytcheThe Foundation of the Unconscious: Schelling, Frand the Birth of the Modern Psyche
Cambridge University Press, 2011, pp149-161, 185-18

67 Derrida,Spectresp10.

68 Royle, ‘What is Deconstruction’, p11.
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calls everything that should have stayed secrétdm, latent, but has come to the fore’ — the

definition which enters Freud’s text in 1999.

Schelling, in the 1810s-1840s already had his ghdss uncanny dimensions of the
unconscious, the barely intimated and inarticulaétel they are metaphysical through and
through — a holding-place for religious and metagitsl concepts of the absolute within a
seemingly secular vocabulary of tinffdough Royle names Derrida’s messianism as a
‘messianism without religion’, as a ‘structure ajperience’® one could argue that this is still
experience structureas religion would have iwith invocations of the infinite, and of
incalculable forms of justice and communiBpectres of Maris packed with such overtures
to the infinite: ‘the infinite promise’, ‘untimeless of the infinite surprise’, ‘without this
experience of the impossible, one might as wekk gig on both justice and the evefit’.
Spivak in the companion volume $pectres of Margescribes communism as a ‘figuration
of the impossible which Derrida’s work allows usctll a spectrality”? As Jay pointed out a
decade ago, it may not be enough ‘to say that hegenattempts at closure necessarily call
up their spectral others... when those othershenaselves no less — and may be more —

problematic versions of the same desire for whalsiié

There is a second point here: that this sublimebanchdless justice — ‘thexcesof justice

with respect to the accounted fdr- at the same time threatens to make void the
discriminated values and particular injusticeshef present, and indeed, to empty such values
of their possible social meaning. Derrida alertsouthe necessarily inadequate form of
whatever has to be measured against this prontise iAfinite respect of the singularigynd
infinite alterity of the other™ But such thus threatens to make particular palifositions

and ethical choices indifferent. What | want togest, then, is that this ethics and politics in
dialogue with the uncanny which emerges in the $99@itiated by a tendency towards

89 F, W. J. SchellingPhilosophie der Mythologi€1842),Sammtliche WerkeStuttgart, Cotta, 1856-61, abt. 2,
vol. 2, p649

" Royle, The Uncannyp292.

" Derrida,Spectrespp65, 37.

72 Magnus and Cullenbergyhither Marxismp110.

73 Jay, ‘The Uncanny Nineties’, p

74 Derrida and Ferrarig,aste for the Seet, p23.

5 Derrida,Spectresp65.
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abstraction (too idealised a concept of ‘justiaed alemocracy’), and that to opt for critical

theory in a sublime style — one which seeks toat#se more contingent knowledge, and

invoke the agency of obscurity in history — disalilee mechanisms for judging ethical and
political alternatives at precisely the point atieth(1930-1945; 1989-1991) political

hegemonies are undergoing seismic transformations.

The figures of the ghostly and the uncanny tendcatds abstraction in a number of ways.
Firstly, they characteristically remove themselfresh implication in any domain of
demarcated objects, relations and identities:ttheome’ is not yet categorized or
programmed; the spectral escapes ‘positivist ostroativist logic’/® just as for Heidegger
the ultimate and abysmal in man ‘can never be theckthrough the mere description that
establishes datd”. This tendency manifests itself on the ground biostas an appeabainst
the specific terms of legal or ethical distinctiaperative in particular situations. For Royle,
‘justice necessarily “exceeds law and calculatigf’Derrida’s concern for justice is, ‘Not
for calculable equality, therefore, not for the syatrising and synchronic accountability or
imputability of subjects or object§’(compare Heidegger's critique of ‘the they’, which
‘knows only the satisfying of manipulable rules gnublic norms... It reckons up infractions
of them and tries to balance them off®YOr again, justice ‘must carry beyoptesentife,

life asmylife or our life. In general’!

As a way of demonstrating the effects of such alottin in the context of the ‘political
uncanny’, | want to turn to Derrida’s defence ofidiegiger’s anti-metaphysical position@f
Spirit, which, significantly enough, turns on a descriptidrtheUnheimlichin the final

section ofAn Introduction to Metaphysigsvritten in 1934, a section which ends notoriously
enough with references to Niezsche’s transvaluatfail values and the suggestion that ‘the
works that are being peddled about nowadays ashilesophy of National Socialism’ have
nothing to do with ‘the inner truth and greatnesths movement (namely the encounter
between global technology and modern méh)h this final chapter, Heidegger argues that

the violence of the uncanny should be distinguidh@t common usage in which ‘violence

6 Wolfreys,Victorian Hauntingspx.

T Heidegger|ntroduction to Metaphysi¢c$149.
"8 Royle, What is Deconstruction, p4.
 Derrida,Spectresp22-3.

80 Martin HeideggerBeing and Timgp334.

81 Derrida,Spectrespxx.

82 Heidegger|ntroduction to Metaphysi¢c199.
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is seen from the standpoint of a realm which drisvstandards from conventional
compromise and mutual aiéf;he also asserts that the Greeks, ‘Pre-eminehgihistorical
place’ are without statute and limityithout structure and ordebecause they themselves a

creators must first create all thi¥é'.

The defence revolves around the question of whe&tleest(which might stand for ‘spirit’ in
the Hegelian, or Christian sense; or mind, or iginess’, or ghost) can be shifted away
from its multiple implications in the history of ta@hysics, particularly in German idealism.
Derrida argues that the difference betwgerstigandgeistlich(both meaning ‘with’ or ‘of’
the spirit) is ‘inscribed in contexts with a higblipical content’; in fact, ‘It perhaps decides
as to the very meaning of the political as sifeWhatGeistin Heideggemight possibly

shift towards (this is what Derrida is trying tacadain) is a more ‘ghostly’ address — which
figures itself not as governing reason, or as thieevof the metaphysical subject, but simply
as temporality, historicality, a listening into tte come’. L’avenir’, the ‘spectral’ and the

‘uncanny’ are already bonded in this text.

Here is the key passage in which Derrida raisesste of Nazism, in the context of a
critique of ‘spirit” and its ‘revenance’ — that i, the context of the passage from

metaphysics to uncanny theory:

Because one cannot demarcate oneself from biolo@iem naturalism, from racism
in its genetic form, one cannot bpposedo them except by reinscribing spirit in an
oppositional determination, by once again makirggunilaterality of subjectity, even
if in its voluntarist form. The constraint of thisogram remains very strong, it reigns
over the majority of discourses which, today andaftong time to come, state their
opposition to racism, to totalitarianism, to nazisafascism, etc., and do this in the
name of spirit, and even of the freedom of (théjtsjmn the name of an axiomatic —
for example, that of democracy or ‘human rightstkich, directly or not, comes back
to this metaphysics @ubjectity®®

83 |pid., p150.

84 Ibid, pp152-3. My italics.
85 Derrida,Of Spirit, p6.

86 |bid., pp39-40.
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The implications and syntax of this passage arepbexni- it is not immediately apparent, for
instance, what Derrida is saying about the relatimgtween biologism, Nazism and
humanism. And this is, already, what makes it imynaays a troubling, or frustrating
passage. There seem to be two critiques mappingeae other. The first could be called a
critiqgue of the bad ‘-isms’ — biologism, naturalisracism. Why are these bad? Because they
seek to objectify the possibilities of ethico-pichi life in terms of concrete categories,
differentiations and exclusions. In this contexdytlevoke Heidegger’s critiques of the

‘ontic’, as opposed to the ontological; the asdommealso suggests the emerging juridical
categories of bio-power, traced two years lateelation to the concentration camp by
Giorgio Agamben irHomo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Llifés here that we might

comfortably seek to inscribe Nazism, with its réistaeand eugenicist programmes.

However, the object of Derrida’s critiquerist simply Nazism, but something far broader
than this: it is both the culture of conceptualmatnd objectification, as well as the
‘spiritualisation of thinking’ per se For Derrida, ‘one cannot demarcate oneself from
biologism, from naturalism, from racism’, or oppdkem, except by ‘reinscribing spirit in an
oppositional determination’ — ie, except by sepagabut something transcendent, in
opposition to these cruder objectifications. Bug ttnce again threatens the return of spirit
[Geis] as a ‘unilaterality’ or ‘metaphysics of subjegtit That is to say, any discourse aiming
to separate itself out from such coercive ‘ismg’ abpealing to more ideal or spiritual
categories, inherently reimplicates it in a histofynetaphysics (Christian, rationalist, or
idealist) and hence in deployments of power anddimposition of coercive regimes. It is
perhaps here, that Nazism is inscribed, too: astaphysic of subjectity in voluntarist form,
ie., a will to power, a transvaluation of valuesidXhis gives us a new set of alignments: next
to ‘racism’ we now have, not simply biologism araturalism, but ‘totalitarianism...
Nazism... fascism’. But here comes the crucial skt real object of critique within this
passage is not Nazism or fascism but the debasegtrption of spirit, the metaphysics of
subjectity, made ‘in the name of an axiomatic —ewample, that of democracy or “human

rights™.

The more absolutely ethics centres on the finahdraf overcoming the language of
‘presence’, the more differentiated political phemema (fascism, liberalism, humanism)
become elided, or exchangeable. They are all gquiaibus from the point of view of an

‘infinite’ or unbounded justice — a justice that shiranscend all social relations and
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distinctions. This gesture was reinforced in ‘Footéaw: The “Mystical Foundation of
Authority” (originally delivered at a colloquiummi1989) in which Derrida argued that
Walter Benjamin would have judged ‘any juridicahtiof Nazism’ as vain, likewise ‘any
judgmental apparatus, any historiograghif homogenous with the space in which Nazism
developed up to and including the final solutidhBut this homogeneity appears also to
implicate: ‘any interpretation drawing on philosagdi, moral, sociological, psychological or
psychoanalytical concepts, and especially juridiomicepts®® that is to say, from almost any
possible critical position within the humanitiegtigical and social sciences apart from the

‘uncanny’.

And yet it is not hard to see how the ghostly ali¢ive — the very terms of the uncanny
temporalities Zukunftor avenir) which gesture beyond the metaphysics of preseramn
themselves, as already noted, be easily re-implidtoth in their own metaphysical tradition
(going back through Heidegger to Schelling, andbelthis to the negative theology of
Boehme, Tauler and Eckhart, where its Christiantsrace clearly evident), but also in the
appeal to Nazism. When, in his 1942 in lecturesitlderlin’s ‘Der Ister Heidegger

opposes the uncanny to an ontology based on gicatitth, he makes it clear that this
problem concerns the historic encounter betweem@&ey, Bolshevism and Americanism, an
encounter in which ‘ahistoricality and historicglédre decisively at issu&® Historicality,

here, is taken to mean the sublime and Germanagyaf destiny; as opposed to the
impoverished language of Being in Russia and Aragbound up with equivalence

(democracy, communism) and instrumentalisation.

Derrida, inSpectresmakes very lengthy reference to Heidegger’s eapilan of time as dis-
jointure Unfugor adikia), aligning his own notion of ethical justice withis concept of ‘dis-
jointed or dis-adjusted time without which thereulebbe neither history, nor event, nor
promise of justice®® and ‘on the basis of which we are trying heréhtok the ghost®* This
dis-adjustment (in which is already inscribed thgid¢ of anti-conceptualism which will guide

uncanny theory in the 1990s and 2000s) is remonged its violent contextual implication in

87 Jacques Derrida, ‘Force of Law: The “Mystical Fdation of Authority”, in Drucilla Cornell, Michel
Rosenfeld and David Gray Carlson (ed¥sconstruction and the Possibility of Justitendon and New York,
Routledge, 1992, p60.

88 |bid., p60.

89 HeideggerThe Ister p70.

% Derrida,Spectresp170.

1 1bid, p25.
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Heidegger’s texts of the 30s and early 40s, blitistioked as aViolenceof the law before
the law and before meaning, violence that integtijpte, disarticulates it, displaces it out of
its natural lodging: “out of joint”®2 The displacement from ‘natural lodging’ recalls th
German ternnheimlich just as ‘out of joint’ purposefully evokes theoghinHamlet
Derrida’s figurative doorway onto spectral and umpaethics and temporalities at the
opening ofSpectres of MarnxDerrida constantly affirms Heidegger’s insistenoghinking
‘Dike on this side of, before, or at a distance fromjtinelical-moral determinations of
justice’®® He adds: ‘What if disadjustment were on the caoyttiae condition of justice®

Derrida is making reference to Heidegger’s essafmaximander from 1946 (the postwar
year) and the point was perhaps that, rueing liagement with fascism in the early 1930s,
Heidegger’s turn to the uncanny opened the path tbinking beyond political immediacy,
and beyond the objectifications of political wikipse. Perhaps something akin to this
transition, from political identification to histical and philosophical mourning (in which
Heidegger and Benjamin are made to hold hands) haasproffered for those who felt the
certainties of Marxism and communism implode atehe of the 1980s. And yet exactly the
same constellation of terninheimlich dike andUnfug[dis-jointure] already appears at the
heart of thdntroduction to Metaphysicsf 1935, where it is invoked violently, and as a
condition for a higher ontology and a more radassertion of historical communityln the
even more overtly fascistRectoral Addressf 1933, Heidegger again disdains the ‘arsenal
of useful knowledge and values’, and ‘objectivityi,order to invoke the power to
overwhelm and disturb the conditions of existescethat the Volk may embark ‘on the way

to its future history®®

My point here is not to establish sord hominenlink between the uncanny and fascism.
Rather, what I think the foregoing brings out iatttropes which foreground the anti-
conceptual, the non-objectifiable, and the uncadoynot by virtue of this transcend either
metaphysics or violent and coercive political insption. Derrida’s ‘infinite justice’, it will

be remembered, was both a name for the Islamica@dda codeword for the bombardment

of Afghanistan. What is required, surely, is vigite over the use of terms in particular

92 |bid, p31.

93 |bid, p23.

94 |bid, p19.

9 See, HeideggeAn Introduction to Metaphysicpp160-163.

9% Martin Heidegger, ‘The Self-Assertion of the Gemtaniversity’, in Richard Wolin, edThe Heidegger
ControversyA Critical Reader Cambridge, MA, and London, MIT Press, 1993, pf383-
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concrete, historical and ethical situations, rathan the attempt to transcend that violence
through the invocation of a counter-trope, Massan& ‘unconcept’, in which all logics are

equated (Benjamin = Heidegger; Marx = Freud; Nazslrberalism).

Vi

I've followed a very particular argument here, whis that what radicalised the uncanny in
the 1990s was its merging with the ‘spectral’ amelimplication of both in a new counter-
ontology, or counter-historiography, which was take in cultural and sociological work. It
is this aspect which underlies the differentiatiduncanny theory from psychoanalysis
(which, whether post-Freudian, Kleinian or Lacaniaas its own ways of theorising the
psychical investments in social and historicaltreteships, more likely to turn on concepts of
fantasy and projection). Equally, the historicadl amtological turn, and the emphasis on the
sublime, differentiates the uncanny from earliezatestruction. The investigation then
focused on the ethical and political mobilisatidrii@ uncanny within Derrida’s engagement
with Heidegger. Here the generalised, redemptivkedsturbing condition of the uncanny
finds itself disturbingly reflected and invertederamples of political catastrophe which it is
powerless to judge, oppose, or name, becauséis ahd its message is the refusal of
objectification. This is not the only narrative ormuld extract from the uncanny in
contemporary theory (though both Royle and Wolfrelygphasise the significance of Derrida
and the associations with temporality, history atidcs). However, | could have approached
this investigation from a very different angle amould still have come up against the issue
of abstraction and the collapse of differentiatida.illustrate this, | want to draw a brief
parallel with an alternative depiction of the uncgnia a concentration aaffect which is

not so emphasised in Derrida’s work, but is in Ryl

Royle’sThe Uncannys self-consciously diverse in its approach, aagense of irony and
heterogeneity, as well as its humour, to a cegatant make it more of a playful and
sceptical work than DerridaSpectres of Marpand more resistant to the ethical messianism
of that text (though this remains one of Royle’syyjpoints of reference). One near constant
implication of Royle’s book, however, is that thecanny emerges as an experience,
sensation or intuition. It ‘involvefeelingsof uncertainty, in particular regarding the reabty
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who one is’, or ‘deelingof uncanniness may come from curious coincidentésgan be a
‘flickering sensébut not conviction) of something supernaturat’pb‘homeliness
uprooted’?® It can be felt in response to witnessing epileptic or similas’fir ‘in response to
dolls and other lifelike or mechanical object$br ‘involve afeelingof something strangely
beautiful, bordering on ecstasy’, or an experievfogéja vut®® Such feelings come above alll
‘in the uncertainties of silence, solitude and dads'°* Suddenly, ‘one’senseof oneself’

may seem strangely questionabife.

The concentration on affect and sensibility herert@terialisation within the experience of a
person, rather than diffusion in the fabric of bigtity) is markedly different from the
approach of Derrida, but we are once again beisggulitowards this strange realm of
indifference and abstraction. And this seems aqstgpous conclusion. How could the
uncanny — which here stands for something entdiyurbing, and deeply affecting — be in
any way abstract or indifferent? What | would swgide that the emphasis on feeling and
experiencing the uncanny in Royle reflects a desirepresent immediacy in experience —
the uncanny is a disturbance apprehended via teetabf a subject that has not yet elicited
the terms of what disturbs it. But this is morentlaaquestion of perceptual delay. The subject
or individual will never arrive at such terms, tbrs would be to dissipate the uncanny. In his
own essay on the uncanny, Freud recounts the imcidevhich, while alone in a sleeping
compartment on a train, a sudden jolt made the dbthre wash cabinet swing open giving
rise to the appearance of an elderly gentlemandiessing gown coming in. ‘Jumping up
with the intention of putting him right’, Freud édssmayed to find that the intruder ‘was
nothing but my own reflection in the looking-glas® This incident is included by Freud as a
stage in ‘reality-testing’. It is a moment of unznty, quickly resolved, though it may leave
a lingering effect. By contrast, in Royle’s textetsubject of the uncanny will not move
towards a reconstruction of the causes or conditajrithe disturbance. The focus remains
with the uncanny intuition itself, which is valoed precisely for its ability to ward off the
impulse towards identification and categorizatidfe are geared once more for the opening

97 Royle, The Uncannypl (italicizations in this and the following gestare my own).
% |bid., p1.
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of a future ‘which does not allow itself to be mbzed or modified into the form of the

present04

Royle’s uncanny immediacy is implicitly encountefesim the point of view, not of a subject
which is erased, but a lonely inner vantage poasidged by various kinds of foreignness and
unfamiliarity, and which encounters all othernasslisturbance. It is worth pausing here, to
consider the way in which these formulations grimyeards, but are unable to ‘present’, an
idea of mediation — in the following sense: ‘In erdo know an object thoroughly, it is
essential to discover and comprehend all of iteetspits relationships and its “mediations”.
We shall never achieve this fully, but insistenoeati-round knowledge will protect us from
errors and inflexibility’2% In effect, the uncanny has become a word for éhary that used
to be thought under terms such as ‘mediation’efistibjectivity’, ‘relationship’ — its meaning
‘may have to do most of all with what is not on&selth others, with the world “itself%®

Any aspect of experience which involves wider iiel&hips — sociological, linguistic,
psychological, political — is at some point reased) by Royle to the uncanny. They are now
all primarily interesting for the way in which thaye disturbing or inexplicable for the
subject. All historical relations, all connectidmstween people (technological or discursive)
are in this sense ghostly. The uncanny appears thebhistorical ghost of thkoughtof
connection. Implicit in Royle’s account are therterof a ‘problematisation’ of the self in
relation to others and otherness. But becausbalierms and links in this equation are now
simply ‘uncanny’, the dilemma is resolved by elisid he uncanny absorbs all differences
and makes them unthinkable, and at the same tiiffieseland interchangeable: they atke

uncanny.

There is a banal point here, which is that, throiigjlown increasingly familiar presence in
theory, the uncanny has lost terfremdung®ffect (Brecht'sverfremdung®ffect is itself
cited by Royle and Masschelein as another exanfgleeauincanny}?’ The piling on of
horror effects might then reflect an anxious attetopegain and resusbstantiate the

experience of disturbance, which has lost its gonfireference and become vague and

104 Royle, ‘What is Deconstruction’, p11.

105V, 1. Lenin cited by Georg Luk&cs, ‘Realism in fBalance’, in Ronald Taylor (ed Aesthetics and Politics
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ubiquitous. There is a less banal point which & ty remaking all other theories in its own
image — ‘everything in Marx... that has to do withiions of alienation, revolution and
repetition, comes down to a thinking of the uncayifiy*The death drive is eerily uncanny,
uncannily eerié®® — forms of critical thought which originally gaveore complex (including
ambivalent and ironic) accounts of subjective amtdddogical tensions in modernity, and
more complex accounts of the production of sociclalglifferences, have been subsumed
under vaguer definitions of malaise, estrangent@mwilderment, loss and anticipation. What
does it mean to carry forward from Marxism the tesiounreality and disturbance, rather
than the critique of capitalist economy, the dmsdf classes and the alienation of labour?
What does it mean to carry forward from psychoasialinto cultural theory a feeling of
unreality and strangeness, rather than the anailf/sigbjectivity and of the subjective and
social function of fantasy?

To return to the situation of the early 1990s, cae see how the turn to the uncanny reached
its apotheosis during a crisis in political andterdl theory, and that there was in the very
turn to tropes of phantoms and spectres an invarcati a period of political mourning and
remembrance, a melancholic introversion. Howevenrd were serious dangers in the
prolongation of this shift in critical idiom intmmething more than a temporary response.
One danger was that, by merging aspects of decmtisin (its scepticism towards
objectification) with something closer to a Heideggan counter-ontology of history, the loss
arising from a certain kind of political uncertajir{the collapse of communism, the
apotheosis of an as yet unanalysed but increasingiyphant neoliberalism) was too easily
converted into a form of critical affirmation: tldirmation of the uncanny, in which the
terms of political and sociological objectificatiomght be refused and exchanged for a
vaguer, and more sublime, historicality. Ubiquitaunease and confusion of boundaries
becomes the site from which something altogethégrént and incalculable might emerge.
Hence the general call to consolidate this aban@omwf received political and social
identities via the uncanny: ‘The uncanny is... awdisance of the very idea of personal or
private property including the properness of pramenes, one’s own so-called “own” name,

but also the proper names of others, of placestutions and events° The ‘disturbance’

18 |bid., p4-.
109 |bid., p8s.
110 |bid., p1.
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consolidated and reified as the ‘uncanny’ was floeced to carry the burden of what,

previously, might have occasioned a political, p®analytic or post-colonial critique.

There was also the danger that the Manichean seed one set of tropes — the uncanny,
the spectral, the dis-junct, the enigmatic — frowa lbgic of names and laws associated with
social or cultural objectification, would be congsil too naively or reductively. To one
theoretical language is ascribed all coercion gaes is entirely alienating), to the other
release, infinitude or a positive analytical comxfile But this is a very naive manner in

which to re-imagine the ethical-political work aleintification in criticism. As if the ethics of
criticism could be materialised in a particulargaage or topos (the beyond, the to-come, the
uncanny), like the Kleinian ‘good breast’, rathearn in a difficult, forever imperfect, set of
socio-political encounters and socio-political drintiations.

Above all, in lieu of cultural analysis and critguthe uncanny has been sustained by a
certain suggestiveness — the suggestion of otkeri¢s (Freud, Marx, Brecht, and so on);
the suggestion of radicalism (as disturbance)stlggestion of psychological and
sociological complexity; the suggestion of politiead historical redemption (the
unforeseeable, the nearly discovered) — at the siameeas sociological details and critical
paradigms have been leached away in favour ofltlegdation of the uncanny itself. Does
not the uncanny end up having more in common viaghnieoliberal culture it set out to resist,
accommodated to passivity, to half-elucidatiorheéavilderment, and to the possible, just
where greater vigilance was needed? In uncanrigisnt, community and radicalism take on
a phantom existence — ubiquitously surmised; noevbéectively materialised. Perhaps in a
context of dwindling resources and marching inseatalization within academia, uncanny
theory may yet become re-radicalised — might stakea ground and a purpose, rather than

await the emergence of history from the night ef timexpected.
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