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Critique, Action, Ethics abstracts 

 

Critique, Action, Ethics (I): “Aesthetic Reversals” 

Chair: Andrea Rossi 

Thursday 11:45-13:15 WIN 0-05 

 

 (K)night Times: Idealism, Cynicism and Kathy Acker as Parrhesiast 

Emilia Borowska 

 

In the context of the defeated hopes of May 1968, cynicism has often been read as a 

withdrawal from the political scene. Diagnosed by Peter Sloterdijk as “enlightened false 

consciousness,” modern cynicism has been tied to an ethical nihilism, despair, egoism, and 

lack of belief in any human aspiration or alternatives. But contemporary disillusioned 

cynicism stands in many respects in opposition to its previous model that can be traced back 

to classical Greece. Rather than assert that cynicism has an antagonising and annihilating 

relationship with politics, this paper seeks to rejuvenate cynicism in its pre-modern sense, as 

theorised by Foucault in his lectures on parrhesia, and to show how it can be utilised for 

affirmative political purposes. 

I examine the important dynamic between cynicism and revolt by looking at the 1986 novel 

Don Quixote: Which Was a Dreamby American author Kathy Acker. Within this novel Acker 

rewrites the venomous reportage of Seymour M. Hersh on President Nixon’s administration 

as a chivalric quest to expose the hypocrisy and manipulation of American governors, who 

she depicts as Cervantesque evil enchanters and Hobbesian leviathans. As well as 

asserting Acker’s commitment to truth-telling in the manner of a Greek parrhesiast, I 

demonstrate how her narrative supplements, amplifies and politicises Hersh’s journalistic 

account.  

Cynicism fashioned by retrospective interrogation and critique is correlative to a low form of 

revolt, and as such has limited capacity to be world-changing. It shouldtherefore be read as 

complementary to the higher forms of politics located in the domain of the Event. 

 

Henry Miller's 'neurotic impasse' in Deleuze and Guattari's Anti-Oedipus 

Lee Watkins 

 

In my paper I look at the concept of 'neurotic impasse' that Deleuze and Guattari employ in 

Anti-Oedipus, and in what sense it describes a failure to put ideas into practice. 

 



2 
http://londonconferenceincriticalthought.wordpress.com 

londoncriticalconference@gmail.com // twitter: @londoncritical // #LCCT2013  

 

Deleuze and Guattari compare the 'departure' of the writer from the established reality of 

codes and practices to the schizophrenic's break with reality, though they consider this break 

not to be a loss for the writer, but something positive and productive. 

Henry Miller (among others) is said to 'know how to leave, to scramble the codes' (p.144*) 

and this is what makes his writing interesting.  However, 'the neurotic impasse again closes' 

for Miller (p.144), his flight from reality is only carried so far, and neurosis takes the place of 

psychosis.  So, the work of literature does not ultimately tell us how to escape our social 

reality. 

However, the neurotic impasse does not negate the value of the work, since literature is 

productive through its style, and not just through what it expresses (p.145).  The concept of 

'neurotic impasse' thus describes a compromise between style and content, where the 

writing is productive even if its author could not bring about the transformation of reality he 

hoped for. 

I conclude by suggesting that the Miller's impasse is not inevitably brought about by 

excessive idealism or utopian thinking and that it is the task of the philosopher to articulate 

Miller's critique of modern society in philosophical terms that avoid an impasse. 

*Page references are to Anti-Oedipus (2004), trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lane.  

London: Athlone. 

 

The impact of Cinematic Images on Critical Thought: Bernard Stiegler’s Contribution 

to the Role of the Event in the Politics of Control Societies. 

Ben Turner 

 

This article will tackle contemporary philosopher Bernard Stiegler’s work on the relationship 

between humanity and technics. In particular, it will address the links between technology 

and thought that are reducing the possibility for critique. I will first reconstruct Stiegler’s co-

constitutive relationship between humanity and technics, where technics is a form of external 

and group memory that informs thought. Further, I intend to clarify how modern 

technologies, such as cinematic images and objects, that are subordinated to the interests of 

capital are preventing the formation of critical thought and encouraging consumption. I will 

show that this theorisation of technics provides a thoroughly material grounding for the 

concept of control of societies as developed by Gilles Deleuze. This will show that for 

Stiegler to claim that cinematic objects are preventing critical thought, this process must be 

understood in terms of the Event. More precisely, that for Stiegler it is predetermined and 

overcoded forms of the Event in the form of cinematic objects that prevent critical thought. 

However, as Deleuze has shown, we must accept that Events are inexhaustible and have 

the potential to be reactualized. Any politics Stiegler wants to implement in order to counter 

the negative effects of modern technology must take into account the power of cinematic 

objects in affirming critique, through the potential of events to be reactualized in new and 

thoroughly critical forms.  
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Critique, Action, Ethics (II): “Critique as Ethics”  

Chair: Diana Stypinska 

Thursday 15:45-17:15 ABG024 

 

Toward a Normative Foucault: overcoming relativism through a complex conception 

of life and error. 

Mark Ollsen 

A distinction is drawn between Foucault’s opposition to advocating prescriptions as to how 

people should live, or what they should do, which Foucault always opposed, and the 

necessity for a normative architecture to guide his approach, which it has often been noted is 

lacking, or undeveloped. It is argued that notwithstanding an apparently absent normativity 

to ground his ethical and political claims, the basis of an adequate normative architecture 

can be found within his project.  Although for much of his career, spanning the entire period 

of his major books, such a normativity remained largely implicit and undeveloped, waiting to 

be unearthed and rendered visible, in his later years, from 1980 until his death, a more 

explicit dimension of normativity was tentatively pursued and developed through his 

engagement with the writings of Georges Canguilhem on life philosophy and error. 

Foucault’s late attention to Canguilhem is retraced in order to reveal how such an approach 

can normatively ground his own distinctive theoretical orientation, thus serving as a 

springboard to further ‘Foucauldian’ studies on ethics, morality, economics, welfare, 

education and normative political theory.  

 

Political Refusals: Foucault and the Practice of Critique 

George W. Shea 

 

The place of normative principles as a basis for critique in anti-foundationalist critical social 

theory has been intensely debated since the rise of post-structuralism and is currently 

contested amongst thinkers such as Charles Taylor (1984), Thomas McCarthy (1990), Amy 

Allen (2003), and Paul Rekret (2013).  While detractors criticize anti-foundationalism as an 

absurd relativism and as generating a political impasse, they fail to examine anti-

foundationalism from the perspective of the set of problematics with which it is engaged, 

which ultimately obscures the very objectives and advantages of anti-foundationalism.  So 

as to highlight its advantages, this paper situates Foucault’s anti-foundationalist conception 

of critique, “the art of voluntary insubordination,” within the context of his claim that the 

“politics of truth” is the locus of political activity.  Specifically, I argue that because Foucault 

claims discourses of truth induce effects of normalization on subjects, and are thereby a 

form of domination, he therefore refuses to employ a normative principle as a basis for 

critique, which, as another discourse of truth, would only induce new forms of normalization.  

Instead, Foucault aims political resistance at “the politics of truth,” the very apparatus of the 
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production of truth that induces effects of power.  Thus, critique, as political refusal, focuses 

on altering the conditions of the production of truth that normalize and exclude subjects.  In 

the end, this paper, by closely examining Foucault’s conception of critique, demonstrates 

that his anti-foundationalism is ultimately an advantageous strategy for altering practices of 

coercion and domination, which simultaneously evades reintroducing those practices itself. 

 

The concept of “critique” in the thought of Michel Foucault 

Laura Cremonesi 

 
In the last part of his life, Michel Foucault developed an original concept of “critique” (see: 

What is Enlightenment? in The Foucault Reader, ed. by P. Rabinow, London : Penguin 

Books, 1984, pp. 32-50). In his opinion, the current task of philosophical research is to take a 

specific “critical attitude” that must consist of a lucid questioning of our present and the 

“deliberate undertaking”, on the part of the philosopher, to accomplish a task in the current 

time. This critical attitude as is also defined by Foucault as “critical ontology of ourselves”. 

In this paper, I’d like to explore Foucault’s concept of critique. This concept seems to be built 

in a very original way around three sets of elements, drawn from different fields: classical 

thought Kant’s thought and aesthetic and literary experience.  

In building his definition of “critical attitude”, Foucault uses many elements drawn from his 

interpretation of the ancient world. The ideas of askesis, ethos and parrhesia are key to 

Foucault’s definition of the critical attitude. In addition, Foucault grounds his concept of 

critique on a detailed interpretation of two of Kant’s major short writings (see: I. Kant, “An 

Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” and “The Conflict of the Faculties”). 

Finally, he uses a specific reading of the figure of Baudelaire, related to the idea of 

“transfiguration”.  

My purpose is to understand why Foucault build his definition of “critique” in this specific way 

and why he thought such critique could constitute a useful tool to produce a critical diagnosis 

of our present. I'd like to verify  whether this foucauldian concept of critique can help us to 

act upon the current configuration of power, subjectivity and truth which, according to 

Foucault, can be considered as an historical and contingent form of our being.  

 

Ethics, action and creation in the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze 

Iwona Mlozniak 

 

[No abstract] 
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Critique, Action, Ethics (III): “Enacting Critique” 

Chair: Andrea Rossi 

Friday 14:00-15:30 ABF003 

 

Autonomism, Praxis, and Pluralism: Locating Occupy Wall Street’s ideologies in 

history and pragmatism 

Zeeshan Aleem 

 

The chief ambition of this paper is to attempt to answer the question: “What was 

Occupy Wall Street's ideology?” This paper contests parts oftheories of Occupy Wall Street's 

ideologies posited by Cornell sociologist Sidney Tarrow and University of Chicago political 

scientist Bernard Harcourt, mainly due to their inability to reckon with the history and 

centrality of pragmatism to OWS. 

This paper argues that the Occupy model of organization is predicated on a doctrine-

skeptical and practice-centric worldview that approximates the philosophical tradition of 

pragmatism, especially as espoused by John Dewey. Occupy’s prefigurative politics seek to 

create utopia through everyday practice; the ideology is located in the process itself. I argue 

that OWS's commitment to direct democracy; the individual citizen as a powerful agent; 

leftist pluralism harnessed and navigated through collaborative practice; and direct creation 

of the institutions they prescribe dovetails naturally with many strands of pragmatist attitudes 

toward truth and the world -- the essentials of which, according to Robert Danisch, are: (1) 

belief in uncertainty (2) epistemological anthropocentrism, (3) pluralism (4) attention to 

relation between individual and community, and (5) a search for useful methods and tools.  

This paper also couches OWS's pragmatist impulse within the radical left’s postwar history, 

aruging that its repertoire of structures and tactics can be traced in part to operaismo, or 

militant “workerism,” that began in Italy in the 1960s and spread and evolved throughout 

Europe in subsequent decades. 

Together, engagement with the autonomist current and pragmatism allow us to understand 

Occupy as an extrainstitutional impulse that attempts to use praxis to overcome the failures 

of the left’s 20th century institutions. 

 

Anarchism, Anti-Militarism and the Politics of Prefiguration 

Chris Rossdale 

 

This paper draws on an ethnography of UK-based anti-militarist activism to argue that, in the 

context of debates around the theory/practice divide, the contested ‘activity’ of critique, and 
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the possibility of ethics and resistance in a context of foundationlessness, useful pathways 

might be opened up by engaging seriously with anarchism (as both a political theory and 

political practice, and as a blurring of the lines between the two). Anarchism is understood in 

this context not as a theoretical or practical orthodoxy, but as a heterogeneous series of 

discourses which seek to continuously and creatively disrupt totalising political, ontological 

and metaphysical formations.  

The paper engages substantively with the concept of prefiguration, that is, the sensibility that 

the desired ends of political action must be expressed, explored, practiced and 

deconstructed in the process of action; resistance must seek (awkwardly, insufficiently, self-

critically) to embody, directly, the negation of its object. Prefigurative politics seek to take 

seriously the challenges of micropolitics and the tendency for political resistance to replicate 

those forms of domination opposed, demanding a perpetual and context-specific insurrection 

against domination. As such, it subverts the theory/practice and reform/revolution 

dichotomies in ways which seek to remain critical and creative without establishing new 

totalities. This argument is made with reference to the ways in which, as they directly disrupt 

or disable institutions of state warfare, anti-militarists can be seen to prefigure forms of social 

relations which undermine the ‘everyday’ political fabric of contemporary militarism.  

 

Radical Critique Today: On Overcoming the ‘Theory’/’Practice’ Divide 

Diana Stypinska 

 

Most would agree that the main challenge that critique seems to be facing today is how the 

political ideas it advocates might be ‘operationalized’ effectively. This problem is reflected by 

the entire discourse emerging on the basis of the binary oppositions between ‘thought’ and 

‘action’, ‘theory’ and ‘practice’, ‘being’ and ‘praxis’. So much so, that this has been 

accompanied by the emergence of such hybrids as ‘practice theory’ which critically reflects 

upon the cleft between policy and practice with the aim of finding their most effective 

correlation. At the same time, no application seems possible for radical political ideas. 

In this presentation I intend on applying Agamben’s work on the genealogy of economy and 

government in order to propose that the juxtaposition which contemporary critique is bent on 

operationalizing emerges within a framework of secularized theology. I will subsequently 

argue that the principalproblem that critique is facing today is not how to produce the most 

effective oscillation between ‘being’ and ‘action’, or ‘theory’ and ‘practice’, but rather how to 

overcome this bipolar machine. Finally, I shall propose that radical political critique is a 

distinct form of activity which manifests itself as a voluntary insubordination to the 

secularized governmental economy. Radical critique thus aims at bridging the false divide 

between ‘who we are’ and ‘what we do’ by unveiling the alienating effects of this original 

separation. I conclude with several remarks on radical critique’s profanating aspects in the 

light of Debord’s work on the society of the spectacle. 
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Thursday, 6th June 
 

Time/Room WIN 0-02  WIN 0-03 WIN 0-04 WIN 0-05 ABG024 ABF003 ABF001 

9:30-

9:45 
   OPENING  WELCOME WINDSOR  AUDITORIUM     

9:45-

11:15 

PsyAn.  

& CT (I) 

Bodies (I) Higher Ed (I) Spinoza (I) Identity (I) 
Latin 

America (I) 
  

11:15-

11:45 
      Break       

11:45-

1:15 

Represent- 

ation (I) 

Nancy (I) 
Futures 

Decon. (I) 
Critique (I) L. Bros (I) 

New 

Amateur 
 

13:15-

14:15 
      Lunch       

14:15-

15:15 
Pragmatism (I) 

Historical 

Subj. (I) 

Soul at Work 

(I)  
New Mats (I) 

Represent- 

ation (II) 

PsyAn. & 

CT (II) 
  

15:15-

15:45 
      Break       

15:45-

17:15 
Identity (II) Feminism (I) Justice 

New Mats 

(II) 
Critique (II) 

Higher Ed 

(II) 
Bodies (II) 

 
Friday, 7th June 

 
Time/Room WIN 0-02  WIN 0-03 WIN 0-04 WIN 0-05 ABG024 ABF003 ABF001 

9:30-

11:00 
New Mats (III) Nancy (II) 

Feminism 

(II) 
Bodies (III) Spinoza (II) 

Higher Ed 

(III) 
  

11:00-

11:30 
      Break       

11:30-

13:00 

Represent- 

ation (III) 

Historical 

Subj. (II) 

Spinoza (III) 

Futures 

Decon. (II) 

Pragmatism 

(II) 

Soul at Work 

(II) 

Latin 

America (II) 

13:00- 

14:00 

      Lunch       

14:00-

15:30 

Represent- 

ation (IV) 

Identity (III) Nancy (III) 
Feminism 

(III) 

PsyAn. & 

CT (III) 
Critique (III) 

Spinoza 

(IV)  

15:30-

16:00 
      Break       

16:00-

17:30 
L. Bros (II) 

Soul at 

Work (III) 

Higher Ed 

(IV) 

Futures 

Decon. (III) 

 Bodies (IV) 
New Mats 

(IV) 
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