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This paper takes as its starting point two very different responses by intellectuals to moments of crisis in geopolitics. The first of these is Merleau-Ponty’s Humanism and Terror, which attempts to formulate the role of the critical intellectual in the context of Cold War polarities. The second is Judith Butler’s Precarious Life, which undertakes a similar analysis in the context of 9/11 and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Both are framed by moments of national self-definition. Merleau-Ponty is seeking to create an intellectual space where French might evade absorption into the Cold War, Butler to imagine alternative destinations for national grief than retributive violence. It is significant that while both efforts are produced by moments of national self-definition, both seek to exceed the terms of the nation state in defining the terms of political and cultural activity.  

Humanism and Terror throws into relief the apocalyptic element which Butler’s analysis shares with the national mood she dissects. For Merleau-Ponty, the stakes are high: the future of political life. For Butler the issue is what does it mean to be human. There are nonetheless common concerns. While Merleau-Ponty defines ‘the human world’ as 

an open or unfinished system and the same radical contingency which threatens it with discord also rescues it from inevitability of disorder and prevents us from despairing of it, providing only that one remembers its various machineries are actually men and tries to maintain and expand man’s relation to man. (188)

Butler argues that:

If the humanities has a future as cultural criticism, and cultural criticism has a task at the present moment, it is no doubt to return us to the human where we do not expect to find it, in its frailty and at the limits of its capacity to make sense. We would have to interrogate the emergence and vanishing of the human at the limits of what we can know…(151)

While Precarious Life’s emphasis on the human is a significant development in Butler’s work, its central arguments are directly continuous with the preoccupations of Antigone’s Claim.  

Butler’s post-9/11 view is worth contrasting with Slavoj Zizek’s ‘Welcome to the Desert of the Real’, which refuses the apocalyptic. Zizek offers a different frame of reference, maintaining that 9/11 is not the eruption of the Real into our reality, but rather the realisation of the West’s fantasy of its own destruction. 9/11 did take a place, but that place had been so imagined, so prefigured that for Zizek it constitutes no radical reconfiguration of reality. As with Butler’s work, this is consistent with Zizek’s earlier writing, particularly in The Plague of Fantasies. 

Both Butler and Zizek’s work on 9/11 could on the surface support the argument that there has been no paradigm shift, but both are haunted by ‘the only radical historical reality’ (Kristeva), death. In this instance death functions as the Real and the limit point of representation. Butler’s adaptation of Levinas, which seeks to employ his ethical framework without its theological underpinning, is linked to this through the figure of mourning.  Zizek while arguing that ‘it is not that reality entered our image’ asserts that 9/11 actually changed the borders of symbolic and real: ‘the image entered and shattered our reality (i.e. the symbolic coordinates which determine what we experience as reality’ (234). This paper seeks to assess these claims using Merleau-Ponty’s essay as point of historical contrast.

