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ABSTRACT 
 

Social Justice Leftism as Deconstructive Postmodernism 
 

Allen Porter 
 

In the past few years, cultural critics, political commentators, and social scientists 
have increasingly converged in claiming that a certain constellation of recently emergent 
phenomena—especially in the Western or Anglophone world, especially at universities 
and colleges, and especially on the political left—constitutes a novel, significant, and 
perplexing development in contemporary culture and politics. I argue that this 
phenomenon, which I term “Social Justice Leftism” (SJL), is essentially political and, 
after surveying various critical accounts of the phenomenon and finding them all wanting 
(Chapter 1), I offer my own account. The core of my account is the thesis that SJL and its 
characteristic features are best explained in terms of the political philosophy or ideology 
that I call “Deconstructive Postmodernist Leftism” (DPL), and that all of the features of 
SJL found puzzling by critics turn out to be straightforwardly predictable in this light.  

In Chapter 2, I explain Derridean deconstruction for the uninitiated, since it is 
perhaps the most uncompromising and exemplary form of deconstructive postmodernism. 
In doing so, I intervene in an ongoing debate about the relation between deconstruction 
and normative theory. My goal here was to explicate the “D” in “DPL” and to give 
readers an “insider’s” understanding of deconstruction and its logic, so as to provide a 
basis for understanding DPL. Chapter 3 is something of an interlude, in which I provide a 
more detailed sketch of the logic of DPL in light of Chapter 2’s explication of 
deconstruction. Specifically, I talk about the “P” and “L” in “DPL”, I examine the status 
of leftist theory in academia today—including the meaning of “critical theory” and 
related terms—and I explain why I chose a “case study” approach for Chapter 4.  

In Chapter 4, I conduct a case study of Laclau & Mouffe’s (1985) Hegemony and 
Socialist Strategy. Intended as a postmodernist intervention in the (Marxist) foundations 
of leftist theory, this work exemplifies in remarkably honest fashion the nature and limits 
of DPL. I build on this in Chapter 5 to explain what I mean by CCEIP (“coalitional, 
common-enemy identity politics”) and why any DPL politics, such as SJL, must be a 
form of CCEIP. I also explain why DPL CCEIP entails what I call the “Core Practical 
Paradox of identity politics”—which in turn is explanatory for the SJL phenomena 
covered in the next chapter. In Chapter 6, I explore various aspects of SJL in light of it 
being a form of DPL CCEIP, resolving any remaining puzzles. In particular, I examine in 
detail SJL’s necessary features (grouped under “identitarian politicization”) and its 
contingent features (grouped under “silencing”) as following from DPL. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, I provide some personal context for this project and its 
origins, and I explore the question of the relation between DPL/SJL and political 
violence. I do this primarily by way of a mini case study of Giorgio Agamben’s 1970 
essay “On the Limits of Violence”, which is an exemplarily DPL treatment of the topic of 
political violence. I then conclude with a comparison between political liberalism and 
contemporary political leftism and a clarification of the choice confronting liberals and 
leftists in this historical moment.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION: SOCIAL JUSTICE LEFTISM (SJL) 
 
  
§1 “Something Strange is Happening”—“What on earth is going on?”2 

For this is an experience which is characteristic of a philosopher, this wondering 
[θαυμάζειν: to wonder or marvel at, be astonished or puzzled by]: this is where 

philosophy begins and nowhere else. 
– Plato, Thaetetus (155d)  

 
For human beings originally began philosophy, as they do now, because of wonder 

[θαυμάζειν], at first because they wondered at the strange things in front of them, and 
later because, advancing little by little, they found greater things puzzling[.] 

– Aristotle, Metaphysics (982b) 
 

In the past few years, an increasing number of cultural critics, political 

commentators, and social scientists have converged in claiming that a certain 

constellation of recently emergent phenomena—especially in the Western or Anglophone 

world, especially at universities and colleges, and especially on the political left—

constitutes a novel, significant, and perplexing development in contemporary culture and 

politics.  

The first significant break in the dam probably came with the publication of an 

article in The Atlantic in September of 2015. Titled “The Coddling of the American 

Mind”, it was written by Jonathan Haidt, a social scientist, and Greg Lukianoff, a First 

Amendment lawyer and head of the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education 

(FIRE). Their general thesis was captured in the article’s sub-headline: “In the name of 

emotional well-being, college students are increasingly demanding protection from words 

and ideas they don’t like. Here’s why that’s disastrous for education—and mental 

health.”  

In the article, the authors considered then-recent events like the following: the 

publication by a Harvard law professor of an article about “law students asking her fellow 

 
2 The first quote is from the first sentence of Haidt & Lukianoff (2015), which reads as follows: 
“Something strange is happening at America’s colleges and universities.” The second quote is from 
Campbell & Manning (2019, xix). 
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professors at Harvard not to teach rape law—or, in one case, even use the 

word violate (as in ‘that violates the law’) lest it cause students distress”; the publication 

of an anonymously authored article titled “I’m a Liberal Professor, and My Liberal 

Students Terrify Me”; the fact that a number of prominent comedians had recently 

decided to stop performing on university and college campuses, on the grounds that 

students were oversensitive and too politically correct; the quick rise “from obscurity into 

common campus parlance” of the terms “microaggression” and “trigger warning”; and an 

incident at Brandeis University in which the “Asian American student association sought 

to raise awareness of microaggressions against Asians through an installation on the steps 

of an academic hall” that included putative examples of such microaggressions, like “I’m 

colorblind! I don’t see race”—only to face a backlash from other Asian American 

students “who felt that the display itself was a microaggression”, which resulted in the 

association removing the installation and its president writing an apology email to the 

entire student body (specifically, apologizing to anyone “triggered or hurt by the content 

of the microaggressions”). 

Haidt and Lukianoff described the Brandeis incident as “surreal” and noted that 

this “new climate” was already being “institutionalized”—for example, in the University 

of California school system, where, in the 2014-2015 school year, all “the deans and 

department chairs […] were presented by administrators at faculty leader-training 

sessions with examples of microaggressions [that] included: ‘America is the land of 

opportunity’ and ‘I believe the most qualified person should get the job’” (Haidt & 

Lukianoff 2015). Their diagnosis in 2015 was that a “movement is arising, undirected 

and driven largely by students, to scrub campuses clean of words, ideas, and subjects that 

might cause discomfort or give offense”, and that this movement was partly “a 

resurgence of political correctness”, but was nevertheless novel compared to previous 

political correctness movements in the 1980s and 1990s in that its calls for the censorship 

of speech are framed in terms of harm and, more specifically, emotional well-being.  

The 2015 article was successful enough to warrant a 2018 book-length treatment 

with the same title, and in 2018 and 2019 a number of other books were published on the 

same or similar topics. These books—all thematizing more or less the same set of 

phenomena, all critical of these phenomena, and written by authors from a wide range of 
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political orientations3—include at the very least sociologists Bradley Campbell & Jason 

Manning’s (2018) The Rise of Victimhood Culture: Microaggressions, Safe Spaces, and 

the New Culture Wars, conservative political commentator Noah Rothman’s (2019) 

Unjust: Social Justice and the Unmaking of America, and cultural critic Douglas 

Murray’s (2019) The Madness of Crowds: Gender, Race, and Identity.4  

A comparison of these works gives one the overwhelming impression that they 

are all talking about the same essential phenomenon, though they approach it from 

varying perspectives and with varying emphases and methodologies, give differing 

names to and explanations for it, and so on. In the first place, they all thematize roughly 

the same set of things (beliefs, behaviors, institutions, events, etc.) as being part of the 

phenomenon, and much of what they have to say about these things overlaps—indeed, 

sometimes they even approvingly cite each other.5 They all note that the phenomenon is 

particularly prevalent on one side of the political spectrum—namely, the left—and at a 

particular kind of social institution, namely universities and colleges: the phenomenon 

seems to have originated roughly around 2013 from university and college campuses, 

where it arguably remains the most concentrated even while becoming increasingly 

mainstream in the larger culture, and it is characterized by the use of a rhetoric and/or 

lexicon drawn from “theory” in the academic humanities and social sciences (see Chapter 

 
3 Campbell & Manning note that critics of what they call “victimhood culture” “come from across the 
political spectrum, and include moderates, liberals, libertarians, and socialists” (2018, 155). Interestingly, 
while the term “socialist” has undergone significant semantic inflation on the left in recent years, the one 
socialist Campbell & Manning cite (DeBoer 2017) seems to use it in a traditional sense (i.e., one closer to 
classical, metaphysical Marxism than to the sort of deconstructive postmodernist “post-Marxism” I discuss 
later in this introduction and especially in Chapter 4). This makes sense in light of the analysis I offer in the 
coming pages: the one conspicuous omission from this list of political orientations is what I term 
“deconstructive postmodernist leftism” (DPL), of which “social justice leftism” (SJL) is an instance. In 
other words, SJL has been criticized by people from all political orientations—including the “old left” of 
economic socialism—except SJLs themselves.  
4 See also Bawer (2012), Novak & Adams (2015), Lilla (2017), Fukuyama (2018), Eberstadt (2019), 
Lindsay & Pluckrose (2020), and Gonzalez (2020, forthcoming). For more or less closely related 
precursors, see also Kimball (2008) [first edition 1990, second edition 1998], Schlesinger, Jr. (1998) [first 
edition 1991], and Bloom (2012) [first edition 1987]. Of all of these as well as the books examined in this 
chapter, Lindsay & Pluckrose (2020) is by far the closest to my own account, including their recognition of 
the essential importance of postmodernism, their recognition of the political specificity of the phenomenon, 
and their detailed treatment of various DPL theories such as critical race theory, queer theory, and more. 
Unfortunately, this book was published as I was nearing the end of my final revisions, so I have been 
unable to incorporate it in what follows.  
5 For example, both Campbell & Manning (2018) and Murray (2019) cite Haidt and Lukianoff’s work 
multiple times. 
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3). In the words of Douglas Murray, there has been a “march into the mainstream” of 

terms and ideas that “were previously known solely on the obscurest fringes of 

academia” (Murray 2019, 2; cf. Campbell & Manning 2018, vii, 87-8)—terms that most 

readers today will surely be familiar with, including “microaggression”, “safe space”, 

“trigger warning”, “intersectionality”, “cultural appropriation”, “toxic masculinity”, 

“white privilege”, “cisgender”, and many more. Moreover, this mainstreaming—of what 

may be broadly called the theoretical “lexicon” or “moral vocabulary” (Campbell & 

Manning 2018, 88) of “social justice”, to use the term most widely preferred by 

proponents of these notions—has been associated with a number of perplexing behaviors 

and events, some of which have received novel names of their own. These range from 

“virtue signaling” to “call-out culture”, from “deplatforming” to “hate crime hoaxes”, and 

include events like calls for university-enforced racial segregation by minority students6, 

the publication of student articles containing troubling justifications for political 

violence7, and the violent protests that erupted in 2017 at Middlebury College, The 

Evergreen State College, and UC Berkeley8.   

Most of these critics and social scientists also share a certain style of presenting 

the material they thematize, which is to frame the various beliefs, behaviors, and so on 

that they associate with the phenomenon as being surprising, puzzling, or perplexing, and 

thus as being in need of explanation. For example, when relating the origins of their 

collaboration on this issue, Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 5) recall getting together for lunch 

in Manhattan in May of 2014 “to talk about a puzzle that Greg had been trying to solve 

for the past year or two”. The “puzzle” was that, while Greg had dealt with “calls for 

 
6 See my discussion in Chapter 6, §4.3. 
7 See Chapter 6, as well as Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 84-6), Dang (2017), Prieto (2017), Lawrence (2017), 
Meagley (2017), and Anonymous (2017). 
8 For the violent student protests at Middlebury College in 2017, which were designed to deplatform invited 
speaker Charles Murray and which ended up putting political science professor Allison Stanger (who was 
to question Murray following his talk) in the hospital followed by six months of physical therapy, see Haidt 
& Lukianoff (2018, 87-8), Murray (2019, 170-2), Stanger (2017), Murray (2017), Seelye (2017), and 
Independent (2017). For the student protests at The Evergreen State College in 2017, see my discussion in 
Chapter 6, as well as Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 114-19), Murray (2019, 128-32), Volokh (2017), Weinstein 
(2017), and Haidt (2017); for the most comprehensive documentary treatment of the incidents at Evergreen, 
see Boyce (2020). For the Berkeley riots over Milo Yiannopoulos’s invitation to speak on campus, see 
Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 81-86), Rothman (2019, 203-5), Kell (2017), Lochner (2017), Park & Lah 
(2017), Mackey (2017), and Arnold (2017). For Campbell and Manning’s take on all three of these 
incidents (and more), see Campbell & Manning (2018, 221-38). 
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campus censorship” throughout his career as a First Amendment lawyer fighting for 

academic freedom and free speech, these calls “had generally come from administrators”, 

whereas students “had always been the one group that consistently supported free 

speech—in fact, demanded it” (2018, 5-6). “But now something was changing”, they 

write: students had become the ones calling for the censorship of speech and engaging in 

related behaviors, such as “asking for ‘triggering’ material to be removed from courses”, 

pushing “for school administrators to disinvite speakers whose ideas the students found 

offensive”, and, when those speakers were not disinvited, “increasingly using the 

‘heckler’s veto’—protesting in ways that prevented their fellow students from attending 

the talk or from hearing the speaker” (2018, 5-6). Haidt and Lukianoff even describe their 

2018 book as “a social science detective story” in which they “try to solve the mystery” 

of “[w]hy [things] change[d] so rapidly on many campuses between 2013 and 2017” 

(2018, 14-15).  

Plato and Aristotle famously theorized that philosophical inquiry originates from 

an experience of wonder, awe, or puzzlement in the face of an aporia or apparent 

contradiction.9 The phenomenon that Haidt & Lukianoff (2018) call “safetyist culture”, 

that Campbell & Manning (2018) call “victimhood culture” (but which they almost called 

“social justice culture”10), and that Rothman (2019) and Murray (2019) most frequently 

refer to as the “new ideology” of “social justice”—and which I will call “social justice 

leftism” (henceforth “SJL”11)—exhibits many puzzling and perplexing features, some of 

 
9 See Llewelyn (2001). 
10 See Campbell & Manning (2018, 190-1): After noting that “in practice, those who use the term [‘social 
justice’] tend to use it as a shorthand for leftwing politics”, they write the following: 

Given how central the concept of social justice is to the morality of those promoting victimhood 
culture, we initially considered calling it social justice culture instead. […] Still, social justice 
culture works as an alternative, and though it fails to take into account conceptions of social 
justice that have little to do with victimhood, it does have the advantage of corresponding more 
closely with the way the culture’s adherents describe themselves. It even corresponds with the way 
the culture’s harshest critics describe them, since Social Justice Warriors (or SJWs) has become a 
pejorative term for campus activists and others who embrace the morality of victimhood[.] 

11 Nota bene: the abbreviation “SJL” may be read in a number of ways; which one is intended in a given 
instance should always be clear from context. First, “SJL” may function adjectivally (“SJL ideology” = 
“social justice leftist ideology”) or nominatively (“ideology of SJL” = “ideology of social justice leftism”). 
Second, the nominative plural always refers to people (“SJLs” = “social justice leftists”). Finally, “SJL” is 
the name I will be using to refer to the phenomenon generally going forward, i.e., independently of any 
particular interpretation of it such as my own (unless I need to discuss the phenomenon as interpreted by 
one of the other accounts, such as Haidt & Lukianoff’s account of the phenomenon as “safetyist culture”, in 
its specificity and as distinct from my notion of SJL—in which case I will simply use that name instead). 
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which may indeed appear contradictory to “outsiders” 12. Here are some of the puzzling 

questions raised by SJL:  

 Why did SJL arise when it did (around 2013), where it did (at universities and 
colleges), and in the form it did (articulated through the rhetoric of “social 
justice”)? 

 Why does SJL characteristically involve identity politics, to the point that some 
critics may have mistaken the latter for the former?13 

 Why is SJL rhetoric characterized by a critical rejection of identity-neutral or 
“identity-blind” justice? 

 Why do SJLs characteristically try to silence, censor, shut down, and/or avoid 
speech they find offensive or politically incorrect (as opposed to, e.g., trying to 
refute it)? 

 Why do SJLs tend to express their grievances in terms of a cluster of harm-related 
concepts and terms (e.g., harm, safety, danger, trauma, violence)? 

 Why does SJL usage of these harm-related terms often, even characteristically, 
exhibit what Haidt & Lukianoff and Campbell & Manning call “concept creep”?14 

 Why do SJLs often, even characteristically, exaggerate claims of identitarian 
victimization—to the point that some have claimed the existence of an inversely 
proportional relationship between the intensity of SJL normative claims about 
identitarian oppression and the degree to which those forms of identitarian 
oppression have been mitigated or eliminated?15 

 Why do SJLs so often, perhaps even characteristically, reproduce the sorts of 
problematic practices that they ostensibly—as politically progressive leftist 
activists—aim to combat and eliminate (including discursive practices like 
silencing, dehumanizing, stereotyping/generalizing, and “othering”, as well as 
institutional practices like identity-based discrimination and segregation)? 

 
Most people who do not themselves identify as SJLs (and perhaps some that do!) 

probably find many of the phenomena of SJL puzzling and perplexing. The 

aforementioned critics and social scientists certainly did, and like them, it was my 

 
12 Both of the aforementioned works of social science on this topic—namely, Haidt & Lukianoff (2018) 
and Campbell & Manning (2018)—explain SJL as a new “moral culture”, and both note that the actions of 
those within a given moral culture “may be unintelligible to outsiders” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 10; see 
Campbell & Manning 2018, 2, 250). 
13 In particular, see Lilla (2017), Eberstadt (2019), and Rothman (2019). 
14 See my discussion in Chapter 6, as well as Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 24-7) and Campbell & Manning 
(2018, 89-93): “Concept creep” essentially refers to the expansion or inflation of a term’s meaning, such 
that it comes to refer to a wider variety of phenomena. For example, the term “abuse”: “Once limited to 
physical violence and sexual abuse, it has since expanded to include emotional abuse and neglect. In this 
way a term that originally referred to harmful physical acts now also refers to harmful words as well as 
failure to engage in beneficial acts” (Campbell & Manning 2018, 89).  
15 See Murray (2019, 6, 127) and Campbell & Manning (2018, 59-62). See also my discussion of the Core 
Practical Paradox of identity politics in Chapter 5. 
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puzzlement at these same phenomena that motivated me to begin this project. Campbell 

and Manning capture this motivation well when they write “Those seeking to understand 

this new culture or contextualize campus debates have little else available to help them. 

The academic articles by proponents are little more than propaganda, while the polemics 

of opponents tend to offer condemnation without insight. Many are hungry for a better 

understanding of what is going on” (2018, 252).  

As the idea for this project began to take shape in my mind, I not only had the 

sense that the various phenomena (of what I now recognize as SJL) were connected and 

exhibited some sort of underlying or overarching unity, such that they collectively 

constituted “a” phenomenon rather than merely being a set of only accidentally 

associated or contingently related items; I also gained the sense that, of the various 

explanations of the phenomenon being offered by critics and social scientists, none 

seemed to cover the entire thing. Together, these accounts seemed to me to form a kind of 

incomplete, multi-layered mosaic, in which each account provides a layer whose pieces 

mostly but still only partially overlapped with the others, with no single layer covering 

the entire base, and with gaps still present even when all the layers are overlaid.    

My project in the following chapters is to critically supplement the 

aforementioned attempts of cultural critics, political commentators, and social scientists 

to explain this novel phenomenon, the existence of which, if not its nature and exact 

properties, they all seem to agree upon. In the remainder of this introduction, I survey and 

critically evaluate these accounts in order to motivate my own and explain how it is 

distinct from the approaches others have taken. Then, in the coming chapters, I explicate 

the implicit political philosophy, ideology, or “logic”—which I call “deconstructive 

postmodernist leftism” (DPL)16—that I posit as underlying the general existence and 

specific character of the various SJL phenomena thematized by the aforementioned 

critics, commentators, and social scientists. After explaining why any DPL politics—i.e., 

any politics affirming the core philosophical commitments of deconstructive 

postmodernism—will necessarily be a form of what I term “coalitional common-enemy 

 
16 For my understanding of deconstruction, see Chapter 2; for my definitions of “postmodernism” and 
related terms, see Chapter 3. I provide a brief explication of “DPL” at the end of this introduction, and a 
fuller account in Chapters 3-5. 
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identity politics” (CCEIP), I explain the various phenomena of SJL in this light. In the 

end, all of the phenomena presented as surprising, puzzling, and/or perplexing by the 

aforementioned critics and social scientists turn out to be quite unsurprising, unpuzzling, 

and unperplexing; indeed, they turn out to be quite straightforwardly predictable in light 

of the logic of DPL CCEIP.  

 

§2  The Explanations of Critics, Commentators, and Social Scientists 

Most of the aforementioned critics acknowledge that no monocausal explanation 

can be completely explanatory for as complex and wide a range of phenomena as that 

falling under SJL. For example, Haidt and Lukianoff explain the rise of SJL, or what they 

term “safetyist culture”, as a product of a “confluence” of social and ideological factors 

(six in all). This is because large-scale social phenomena like SJL are generally 

overdetermined, both at the individual and the collective levels. Consider wars, for 

example: an individual’s decision to enlist to fight may be overdetermined by a 

multiplicity of types of reasons (e.g., perhaps he has not only nationalistic reasons to 

enlist but also personal ones—and/or political ones and/or ethical ones and/or economic 

ones and/or… etc.); similarly, good historical accounts of the causes of war do not restrict 

themselves to a single type of cause (e.g., economic, political, cultural, etc.).  

However, while the various accounts of SJL have differing emphases and give 

differing weights to the various sorts of factors invoked as explanatory, they all include 

an ideological component. In what follows, I will use “ideology” in a loose and informal 

sense to mean a shared system of ideas (concepts, ideals, values, principles, images, 

models, etc.), and I will use “political ideology” in a slightly narrower sense to mean a 

shared system of ideas normatively oriented toward action and especially collective 

action.  

Now, all of the aforementioned critics of SJL attribute a political ideology to 

SJLs, but none of them offer an adequate account of this ideology. Moreover, while each 

account makes a unique contribution of value to the study of SJL, each also leaves certain 

mysteries or puzzles intact. Perhaps the greatest of these puzzles, which remains puzzling 

on most of the accounts, is why the phenomena of SJL apparently emerged from and 

continue to be most prevalent on the political left. My thesis is that the phenomenon in 
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question is fundamentally or essentially one of political ideology and that an adequate 

understanding of that ideology solves the various puzzles of SJL, including the ones left 

lingering by other accounts; I also argue that my account, precisely because it supplies an 

adequate understanding of the ideology underlying SJL, is superior to the others with 

respect to the presumptive goal of persuading SJLs to change their views and/or 

behaviors. 

In the rest of this introduction, I will do three things. First, I will briefly explicate 

and evaluate the aforementioned accounts. Second, I will briefly explicate my own 

account in essential outline and compare the other accounts with my own vis-à-vis the 

two claims just made—namely, that my account of the phenomenon as essentially one of 

political ideology resolves more puzzles than the others, and that it provides a better basis 

for engaging in persuasive discourse with SJLs themselves. Third and finally, I will 

summarize the following chapters. 

 

§2.1 Haidt & Lukianoff (2018) 

As previously mentioned, Haidt & Lukianoff describe their project as a “social 

science detective story”—more specifically, as one “in which the ‘crime’ was committed 

by a confluence of social trends and forces” (2018, 14). Their account focuses on the 

“[s]urprising events [that] began happening on college campuses around 2013 and 2014, 

and [that] became stranger and more frequent between 2015 and 2017” (2018, 14). Their 

explanation for these events is that they were a function of the emergence of a new moral 

culture that they termed “safetyism”: “‘Safetyism’ refers to a culture or belief system in 

which safety has become a sacred value, which means that people become unwilling to 

make trade-offs demanded by other practical and moral concerns” (2018, 30). They 

explain this rise of safetyism, in turn, by way of six explanatory factors or “threads”:  

[W]e try to solve the mystery. Why did things change so rapidly on many 
campuses between 2013 and 2017? We identify six explanatory threads: the rising 
political polarization and cross-party animosity of U.S. politics, which has led to 
rising hate crimes and harassment on campus; rising levels of teen anxiety and 
depression, which have made many students more desirous of protection and 
more receptive to the Great Untruths; changes in parenting practices, which have 
amplified children’s fears even as childhood becomes increasingly safe; the loss 
of free play and unsupervised risk-taking, both of which kids need to become self-
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governing adults; the growth of campus bureaucracy and expansion of its 
protective mission; and an increasing passion for justice, combined with changing 
ideas about what justice requires. These six trends did not influence everyone 
equally, but they have all begun to intersect and interact on college campuses in 
the United States in the last few years. (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 15) 
 

It is notable that the ideological component—“changing ideas about what justice 

requires”, which I will typically paraphrase as “changing conceptions of justice” in what 

follows—is only one of six explanatory components, the rest of which are comprised by 

sociological and/or psychological influences. Even more notable is the way in which they 

treat this component: they completely fail to engage with the sort of (postmodernist) 

continental philosophy and theory from which the new, SJL conceptions17 of justice 

actually emerged and in terms of which they are articulated by SJLs themselves. Instead, 

they reduce SJL conceptions of justice to the “equality of outcome” side of the familiar 

debate between “equality of opportunity” and “equality of outcome” and make familiar, 

classically liberal arguments for the preferability of a traditionalist “proportional-

procedural” conception of social justice to the “equal-outcomes” conception of SJLs 

(2018, 217-30). The problem with this part of the account is that the new, SJL 

conceptions of justice are predicated upon a postmodernist critique of precisely that sort 

of classically liberal conception, as exemplified by Iris Marion Young’s (1990) Justice 

and the Politics of Difference, among many others.  

It is unclear why Haidt & Lukianoff’s discussion in their chapter on the sixth 

explanatory factor remains so external to actual SJL discourses around justice, but a 

reasonable guess (and this also holds for other critics whose critiques exhibit the same 

lacuna) would be that they are simply not sufficiently familiar with the sort of continental 

philosophy and theory that underlie SJL ideology and discourse. In an earlier chapter on 

identity politics, Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 67) actually do associate SJL with the right 

sorts of (postmodernist) philosophy and theory, which they group under the infelicitous 

label “Modern Marcuseanism”—named after Herbert Marcuse, “[o]ne of the most 

 
17 I write “conceptions” in the plural for reasons covered in later chapters (see especially Chapters 3, 4, and 
6). Basically, DP precludes the possibility of establishing a single, definitive conception of justice, and 
DPL entails an imperative toward identitarian politicization—with the predictable result for SJL that there 
has been a characteristically postmodernist proliferation of SJL identitarian conceptions of justice, 
including but not limited to “queer justice”, “fat justice”, “trans justice”, “Indigenous justice”, “racial 
justice”, and so on.  
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important Marxist thinkers for understanding developments on campus today”, whose 

1965 essay “Repressive Tolerance” and other “writings were influential in the 1960s and 

1970s as the American left was transitioning away from its prior focus on workers versus 

capital to become the ‘New Left’, which focused on civil rights, women’s rights, and 

other social movements promoting equality and justice” (2018, 64-5).  

They begin the subsection titled “Modern Marcuseanism” as follows: “In the 

decades after ‘Repressive Tolerance’ was published, a variety of theories and approaches 

flourished on campus in humanities and social science departments that offered ways of 

analyzing society through the lens of power relationships among groups. (Examples 

include deconstructionism, poststructuralism, postmodernism, and critical theory)” (2018, 

67). They go on to discuss the theory of “intersectionality” as a recently emergent 

instance of this “Modern Marcuseanism” (2018, 68), and they cite an SJL’s usage of 

Foucault in relation to this (2018, 69). However, their discussion is rather superficial and 

is clearly conducted from an “outsider’s” perspective (the inclusion of “postmodernism” 

in a list the other items of which are “deconstructionism”, “poststructuralism”, and 

“critical theory”—the latter all being discrete movements within 20th century continental 

philosophy, unlike “postmodernism”, which in fact describes them all—is alone 

sufficient evidence for this). They are familiar enough with postmodernist philosophy and 

theory that they know to associate it with the “common-enemy” form of identity politics 

that they decry (on which, see Chapter 5) in virtue of the former’s proclivity for 

conceptualizing society in terms of power relations (on which, see Chapter 3). However, 

they are not familiar enough with this sort of philosophy/theory to explain that 

association or the way that philosophy/theory played a fundamental role in the rise of that 

sort of identity politics—nor to incorporate this sort of philosophy/theory (used by SJLs 

to explain their own views of justice) into their discussion of SJL conceptions of justice.  

This also explains why they have trouble accounting for the political specificity of 

the phenomenon, i.e., its emergence and predominance among political leftists. They do 

give an explanation for this political specificity, which is of course unmistakable, but it is 

ultimately unsatisfying. Essentially, they note that their study’s scope is confined to 

American colleges and universities, and that both faculty and students have become more 

politically homogeneous(ly leftist) in recent decades, with the result that a general social 
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phenomenon like “safetyist culture” or “identity politics” will naturally appear as 

specifically or predominantly leftist in this particular institutional context—an impression 

that is dispelled when we “zoom out” from colleges and universities to the broader 

society, at which point we can find the same phenomena or at least some of the same 

phenomena on the political right (see Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 63, 113, 127).  

My response to this can only be “methinks they doth protest too much”: certainly 

there are some aspects of SJL, instances of which can be found on the political right, 

though in most cases only with much less frequency and/or with much less mainstream 

presence/approval (e.g., identity politics is as prevalent on the white-supremacist fringe 

of the far right as it is on today’s mainstream left)—however, given the phenomena Haidt 

and Lukianoff themselves thematize as being characteristic of SJL, the social reality does 

not seem to match their neutralist ideal. For example, I am unable to find instances of 

political conservatives engaging in microaggression complaints, setting up “safe spaces”, 

or demanding “trigger warnings”; the rhetoric of “social justice” is entirely or almost 

entirely absent from conservative discourse; the same goes for the lexicon of social 

justice “theory” characteristic of SJL discourse (from “intersectional oppression” to 

“epistemic violence”, from “cultural appropriation” to “cultural hegemony”, from 

“patriarchy” to “heteronormativity”, from “transphobia” to “misgendering”, etc.); the 

same goes for appeals to emotional safety; and so on. This holds for both “on campus” 

and beyond, in the broader society and culture, at least as of 2020.  

 

§2.2  Campbell & Manning (2018) 

Campbell & Manning’s (2018) sociological approach is similar in many ways to 

that of Haidt & Lukianoff (2018), which they cite as an inspiration for and influence on 

their own work (2018, vii-viii). Like Haidt & Lukianoff (2018), they view the 

phenomenon as the rise of a novel “moral culture”, which they call “victimhood culture” 

rather than “safetyist culture” (but which they almost called “social justice culture”18), 

and which they characterize as follows: 

Victimhood culture, as we define it, is marked by a low tolerance for slight. It 
produces a correspondingly low tolerance for all sorts of discomfort and 

 
18 See footnote 9 above. 
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difficulty, even if these are not considered offenses as such. Victimhood culture is 
also distinguished by a tendency to ask third parties for support in conflicts, and 
to do so in ways that advertise or exaggerate one’s victimization. It likewise 
produces a tendency to ask third parties, especially authorities, for help with a 
variety of problems, and a tendency to do so in ways that emphasize one’s 
vulnerability. (Campbell & Manning 2018, 74-5) 
 
Also like Haidt and Lukianoff, they explain the rise of this novel moral culture in 

terms of a confluence of social factors, some of which (e.g., the expansion of campus 

bureaucracy) are the same ones as cited in Haidt & Lukianoff (2018); unlike Haidt & 

Lukianoff (2018), Campbell and Manning do not limit the scope of their study to a 

particular social group or institution, such as students at American colleges and 

universities. (They do, however, give sociological reasons as to why the social conditions 

present in that institutional context should be expected to be particularly conducive to 

victimhood culture.) Their book takes the theory and practice of microaggression 

complaints as a kind of case study in victimhood culture, and they summarize their 

(sociological) explanatory approach to SJL in that context:  

Microaggression complaints occur under a particular set of social conditions, and 
it is these conditions that explain victimhood culture. Each can be found to 
varying degrees in many other times and places, where they give rise to forms of 
conflict and social control that share some aspect of microaggression complaints. 
Yet it is historically rare for all these conditions to be present at the same time, in 
high degrees. It is thus rare to see social control that combines all aspects of 
microaggression complaints. Minorities throughout history might have resented 
slights by the majority, but publicly complaining about these was rarely feasible. 
We see extreme reliance on third parties in totalitarian states, but little concern 
with ethnic equality. We see fierce egalitarianism in hunter-gatherer societies, but 
no campaigns for support. Only in more recent times have conditions like 
equality, diversity, authority, and weak ties combined. One place these conditions 
are highly developed is at modern colleges and universities, where students from 
different social groups interact as social equals under the paternalistic authority of 
a rapidly growing bureaucracy—one that will come to their aid if only they cause 
enough of a stir. […] The university is the epicenter of victimhood culture. 
(Campbell & Manning 2018, 65) 
 
Most of Campbell and Manning’s explanatory account therefore consists of 

sociological reasons for the existence and characteristics of victimhood culture, but they 

do include an ideological component in their explanation—an exploration of the ideology 
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of “social justice”, a term of which they say that “in practice, those who use [it] tend to 

use it as a shorthand for leftwing politics” (2018, 190)—though its role in and relation to 

the rest of their account is more ambiguous than in the case of Haidt & Lukianoff (2018). 

They discuss the ideology of social justice in the sixth chapter of their book, titled 

“Sociology, Social Justice, and Victimhood”, which is primarily a case study of how the 

academic discipline of sociology is dominated by this ideology—to the point that they 

call it sociology’s “sacred project” and assert that, “[a]t the extreme, some sociology is 

nothing more than political ideology, perhaps indistinguishable from that of the most 

strident campus activists” (2018, 192).  

Campbell and Manning trace the rise to dominance of this ideology in sociology 

(2018, 197-203) and then extend their analysis to academia more generally, as I will 

briefly explicate and evaluate now. Noting that “Durkheim, Weber, and Marx 

retroactively became sociology’s founders as mid-twentieth century sociologists selected 

them from among the many names associated with sociology to represent the field’s then-

current intellectual strands”, they claim that sociology’s “canon took its present form” 

with “Marx’s inclusion in the 1960s” as a result of the “increasing popularity of leftist 

politics at the universities and among sociologists” at the time (2018, 197-8). They 

explain that “Marx employed a new kind of analysis—conflict theory, which ‘explains 

human behavior as a struggle for domination’”, noting that in the case of classical 

Marxist theory, this struggle or “clash of interests is between [economic] classes” (2018, 

198). “Following Marx’s general framework subsequent”, however, sociological 

“conflict theories employed a similar kind of analysis, but with different oppressor and 

victim groups”: “[f]or feminist theorists the groups were men and women, for critical 

race theorists they were whites and people of color, for queer theorists they were 

heterosexuals and homosexuals as well as the cisgendered and transgendered, and for 

world systems theorists they were core nations and periphery nations” (2018, 198-199). 

Of these various post-Marxist conflict theories they write: 

The amalgam of conflict theories that constitutes the worldview of many 
contemporary sociologists does not explain anything; it provides an interpretation 
of social life. It enables people to see the world in terms of domination, to see all 
institutions and interactions in terms of the oppression or liberation of designated 
victim groups. Those who embrace this worldview condemn the oppression they 
believe they have discovered and advocate an agenda to address it. The 
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interpretive work is so closely connected to this agenda that in practice the 
framework acts almost exclusively as a comprehensive moral and political 
ideology rather than a sociological theory. It is the intellectual source behind all 
the moral features of victimhood culture we have discussed here. (Campbell & 
Manning 2018, 200-1; my emphasis) 
 
Finally, they expand the scope of this ideological explanation beyond sociology to 

academia more generally. Their discussion can be summarized as follows: SJL dominates 

some disciplines more than others, depending on how “politicized” a given discipline is, 

with SJL generally predominating in the social sciences and humanities. They say that 

“The natural sciences, mathematics, and engineering have little of it, while the social 

sciences and humanities have much more. Within the social sciences and humanities, 

economics has little of it, psychology much more, and sociology and anthropology more 

still, while many of the humanities and the various ‘studies’ disciplines that combine 

social sciences and humanities are about little else” (2018, 203-4).19 They then go on to 

devote a paragraph to psychology and three paragraphs to the humanities. 

When discussing the humanities, they primarily rely on Bawer (2012). Their 

descriptions here thematize the right sort of (postmodernist) theoretical phenomena—e.g., 

“Philosophers began ‘preaching that there was no such thing as objective truth’” (2018, 

204)—but they don’t really explain these phenomena, except (by implication) as effects 

of the rise of victimhood culture more generally20 and/or as “natural” developments 

parallel to the rise of the conflict theories in sociology.  

Their account of the social justice ideology behind victimhood culture thus 

exhibits the same sort of outsider’s perspective that we encountered in Haidt & Lukianoff 

(2018) above: in this case, they’re sufficiently familiar with the relevant theories in 

sociology, but not with these theories’ bases in continental philosophy and theory more 

 
19 For further discussion of this claim, see Chapter 3, §4.3. Briefly, while it is true that SJL originates from 
humanities departments (and, to a lesser extent, social science departments) and is academically developed 
and disseminated primarily in humanities and social science departments, it is naïve to think either (a) that 
its influence has not increasingly crept into STEM fields, or (b) that STEM fields are inherently less 
politicizable than the humanities or social sciences (e.g., because “more closely anchored in empirical 
reality”, “dealing with objective rather than subjective phenomena”, etc.).   
20 See Campbell & Manning (2018, 205), for example: “What has also happened, as the humanities have 
changed their mission and embraced victimhood culture, is that new disciplines that overlap with various 
humanities and social sciences now specialize in one part of the victimhood framework. Women’s studies, 
black studies, queer studies… [etc.]”. 
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generally. Hence, also like Haidt and Lukianoff, they think the essential and unifying 

feature of these theories is the analysis of phenomena through the lens of power relations 

(relations of privilege/dominance and oppression/victimhood)—when this is what the 

new theories share with the older Marxism, their postmodernism and identitarianism 

being what sets them apart. Similarly, while Campbell and Manning are aware of the 

incompatibility between classical Marxism and these (postmodernist, identitarian) post-

Marxist theories, even alluding to the former’s “historical materialism” as the root of this 

incompatibility, they do not explicitly thematize the latter theories’ commitment to 

postmodernism or its critique of metaphysics (or how a commitment to identitarianism 

follows from a postmodernist critique of metaphysical Marxism—on which, see Chapter 

4): 

Despite the stylistic and logical similarities, orthodox Marxism is incompatible 
with the other versions of conflict theory due to its historical materialism. For the 
Marxist it is class struggle that matters. All else, such as gender conflict or racial 
conflict, is a reflection of class relations. But most student activists and activists 
sociologists are not orthodox Marxists; nor do they adhere to any other 
unidimensional conflict theory. They have embraced what Patricia Hill Collins 
(1990) calls the “matrix of domination,” where race, class, gender, and other 
identities all act as systems of oppression. More recently they have added the idea 
of intersectionality, meaning that sexism, racism, and other kinds of oppression 
cannot be studied independently[.] (Campbell & Manning 2018, 200) 
 
The major issue with Campbell and Manning’s account, in terms of ideological 

explanation, is thus twofold. First, it is not clear how this ideological explanation is 

supposed to fit with their sociological explanations. On the one hand, they seem to 

explain the rise of the post-Marxist conflict theories in sociology sociologically, as 

simply a function of the broader rise of victimhood culture in the university, itself 

explained sociologically as well (i.e., in terms of changes in general social conditions).21 

On the other hand, they label these theories “the intellectual source of all the moral 

features of victimhood culture we have discussed here” (which would seem to be all the 

features of victimhood culture, since victimhood culture is a “moral culture”). Perhaps 

the implication is that the sociological factors are fundamental, and ideological 

 
21 See, e.g., Campbell & Manning (2018, 251): “We explain moral variation with social structure. [… W]e 
sought relationships between each aspect of victimhood culture and a social condition that encourages 
people to behave in that way.” 
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rationalizations are superstructural or epiphenomenal (always to be reductively explained 

in terms of social structures and conditions, rather than vice versa)—or perhaps their 

account is meant to hew closer to Haidt & Lukianoff (2018) in this regard, with 

sociological and ideological explanations peacefully coexisting within the same account 

of an overdetermined phenomenon. At any rate, it is unclear.  

Secondly, they make the rise of these SJL post-Marxist (postmodernist, 

identitarian) “conflict theories” seem like a natural phenomenon requiring no particular 

explanation—or, at least, a social phenomenon requiring only sociological explanation 

(i.e., roughly: “leftists began dominating sociology in the 1960s, so naturally leftist 

theory started to dominate in sociology at the same time”). There is no explanation, for 

example, of any internal (intellectual or ideological) motivation for the replacement of 

classical, metaphysical Marxism with postmodernist identitarianism; it is presented as a 

natural development, along the lines of “once Marx developed the tool and applied it to 

this one identity, naturally others came along and applied it to other identities”. I submit 

that this is because Campbell and Manning do not grasp the essential ideological 

commonality unifying these various theories, namely, a commitment to what I call 

deconstructive postmodernist leftism (DPL).22 This is also why they simply present 

postmodernist developments of philosophy and theory in the humanities as an extended 

case or parallel example of what happened in sociology, when in fact the very post-

Marxist sociological theories they cite have their intellectual bases in that broader 

postmodernist philosophy and theory. 

In light of these inadequacies in Campbell and Manning’s account of the ideology 

of SJL, it is unsurprising that, like Haidt and Lukianoff above, they prove unable to offer 

a compelling account of the political specificity of the phenomenon, i.e., its emergence 

and predominance on the political left. They make two suggestions in this regard, almost 

as asides: first, that liberals and leftists are psychologically more predisposed toward 

social justice ideology and victimhood culture than are conservatives, and second, that 

this ideology and culture emerged “on campus” (an institutional context conducive 

 
22 The reader may find it clarifying if I observe that my hypothesis here is that they miss the essential 
ideological (in the narrow sense of political ideology) unity of the various theories (i.e., the ideology of 
DPL) because they miss, more broadly and fundamentally, their essential philosophical or ideological (in 
the broad sense) unity (i.e., the philosophy of DP). 
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toward it for reasons they elaborate), and campus populations (both students and 

especially faculty and administration) are predominantly left-leaning (as it happens). 

They thus make the connection between social justice ideology and victimhood culture, 

on the one hand, and political leftism, on the other, seem like a theoretical and empirical 

contingency (note that they frequently use the term “liberal” rather liberally in the 

following passage, such that the further “left” someone or something is, the more 

“liberal” it is23): 

Critics [of victimhood culture] come from across the political spectrum, and 
include moderates, liberals, libertarians, and socialists.24 […] We understand this 
opposition as a clash between dignity culture and victimhood culture. The 
distinction between these moral cultures is not synonymous with the conventional 
political distinction between left and right. Yet it is also true that victimhood 
culture is most advanced among some segments of the left. It is relatively more 
congenial to the leftist worldview and to liberals’ moral focus on harm and 
fairness (Haidt 2012). And it is currently most entrenched on college campuses, 
where faculty and administrators are overwhelmingly liberal, and where it is most 
visibly advanced by student activists in the name of liberal and progressive 
causes. Conversely, it is also true that opposition to victimhood culture is most 
frequent and strenuous on the right. Furthermore, in their attacks conservative 
critics frequently make no distinction between victimhood culture and liberalism 
as a whole, and they might use the most extreme examples of campus victimhood 
eruptions to condemn the political left. Thus, at least in the US context, the 
backlash against victimhood culture has played out along lines of political 
partisanship and has helped attract voters to conservative candidates. (Campbell 
& Manning 2018, 155-6) 
 

As I will argue in later chapters, neither the rise of (postmodernist, identitarian) conflict 

theories in the humanities and social sciences nor the connection between 

SJL/victimhood culture and political leftism are theoretical contingencies best explained 

in terms of extra-theoretical social influences and conditions; rather, these developments 

had internal, ideological motivations driving them—the same ones, in fact.  

 

 

 

 
23 See Chapter 3, §3.1, for discussion of the sense of “liberalism”, “leftism”, and their cognates.  
24 See footnote 3 above, noting the conspicuous absence of only one political orientation from this list 
(namely, postmodernist leftism).  
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§2.3  Rothman (2019) 

Rothman (2019) stands out from the other texts surveyed here primarily for its 

distinctive approach to identifying and explaining the phenomenon: Rothman views the 

phenomenon as fundamentally one of political ideology, and he restricts the scope of his 

analysis to American politics and its history. Rothman (2019) essentially tells a grand tale 

about the identitarian corruption or perversion of the “American tradition of political 

idealism” and its commitment to “the kind of blind, objective justice toward which 

Western civilization has striven since the Enlightenment” (2019, xiii). Echoing Lilla’s 

(2017) liberal critique of leftist identity politics, Rothman claims “social justice” is a 

“toxic ideology” (2019, xvi) characterized by a new and troubling form of identity 

politics that has emerged through a perversion of the ideals of classical liberalism (such 

as equality). Like Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 59), Rothman avers that identity politics as 

such is neither new to American politics nor the privileged province of one political party 

or orientation—and he also draws a distinction similar to the theirs between “common-

humanity” and “common-enemy” forms of identity politics25, decrying today’s identity 

politics as “less interested in continuity and legitimacy than in revenge” (2019, xii).  

Rothman (2019) is unsurprisingly the most polemical of the texts surveyed here, 

and it is devoted to “attack[ing] social justice as a governing program and the identity 

politics that serves as its underlying ethos” (2019, xv). Asserting that social justice is “the 

venomous progeny of identity politics (2019, xiii), Rothman states that his “hope [is] to 

demonstrate that a preoccupation with identity becomes a mania when it forms the basis 

of an ideology, and that ideology blinds its devotees to certain inopportune realities” 

(2019, xv). Rothman names this sort of identity politics “Identitarianism”—which he says 

“suffices to describe a set of values and beliefs based on the politics of personal identity” 

(2019, 6)—though it is unclear how this is supposed to be distinguished from earlier and 

putatively less problematic forms of identity politics.  

Rothman’s overarching thesis is essentially that “Identitarianism” and “social 

justice” are “related ideologies” that “can be understood only through the lens of history” 

(2019, 32)—and that when we examine this history, we find that these two “ideologies 

were shaped and, in many ways, bastardized by generations who sought to remake the 

 
25 See Chapter 5.  
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honorable American ethos in their own image” (2019, 32). As he says elsewhere, “The 

history of social justice and Identitarianism in the United States is a fascinating and often 

sad story of unscrupulous operators and missed opportunities” (2019, 33) in which 

“American liberals have allowed their movement to be hijacked by an ideology that 

mimics their style but betrays their traditional values” (2019, 5). The prime puzzle that 

Rothman presents to motivate his explanatory account of the phenomenon is thus the 

following: “So how was an ethos of equality and egalitarianism across lines of class, race, 

and sex transformed into a bitter ideology that resents classically liberal policies?” (2019, 

5). And his answer is that “[t]he mixing of identity consciousness with the precepts of 

social justice seems to have a lot to do with it” (2019, 5). 

Rothman thus essentially tells a story of good things gone bad. His primary 

narrative of decline concerns how the American political tradition of classical liberalism 

was perverted by activists who combined identity politics and the tradition of social 

justice. But he also implies that similar narratives can be told about social justice and 

perhaps even identity politics themselves, though he does not really follow through on 

these implications. Passages like the following are exemplary in this regard: “In some 

ways, the pursuit of social justice is perfectly compatible with the principles of the 

American founding. The way in which social justice has been perverted to mean, 

censorship, thought-policing, and inequality in the name of social leveling is a scandal, 

but it is a scandal that was centuries in the making. Social justice in theory is markedly 

distinct from social justice as practiced by its modern devotees” (2019, 33). Rothman is 

generally harsher when it comes to identity politics, claiming “Identity politics in 

America is not new, and it has always conflicted with the founding ideals of the republic” 

(2019, 33), but he similarly implies that it may have sprung from legitimate concerns, 

speaking again of the perversion of what was originally “a healthy awareness of identity” 

(2019, 31). 

When we turn to evaluation of Rothman’s (2019) account of social justice, the 

first thing to note is the sort of explanation that Rothman offers of the relevant 

phenomena, which is ideological rather than sociological: his explanation for the 

phenomena is that they result from the ascendance of a novel political ideology, as 

opposed to changes in general social conditions. Whereas Haidt and Lukianoff’s account 
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had the emergence of a new ideology of social justice (“changing conceptions of justice”) 

as only one of six explanatory factors, for Rothman, this is the whole story.  

However, like Haidt & Lukianoff (2018)—in fact, much more so—Rothman’s 

account of this ideological explanans is conducted from an “outsider” perspective. Like 

them, when it comes to discussion of “social justice’s philosophical roots” (2019, 91), his 

analysis completely fails to engage with any of the (postmodernist) intellectual sources of 

the new ideology. Unlike Haidt and Lukianoff, however, he does not even associate the 

right kinds of (postmodernist) philosophy and theory with SJL. After observing that there 

have been both “valuable” and excessive leftist critiques of philosophy’s traditional “core 

curriculum” as being exclusionary of various historically marginalized identities (2019, 

92-3)—a deconstructive critique that will make more sense in light of the discussion in 

Chapter 2, incidentally—Rothman’s discussion opens with the assertion that most SJLs 

are unfamiliar with the history of philosophy that he is about to relate: “Sadly, many of 

today’s students of philosophy have little use for those who laid the foundations of their 

disciplines simply because of the philosophers’ demographic backgrounds” (2019, 92). A 

couple of pages later, he elaborates this claim in more polemical terms: “These activists 

don’t know what they don’t know, but they also don’t seem to care that they don’t know 

it. They are not familiar with the Western philosophy they claim to resent. They don’t 

appear to know much about philosophy in general—neither the philosophy of others nor 

even their own” (2019, 94).  

Rothman then gives, in five brief parts, his personal take on the history of 

Western philosophy vis-à-vis the question of justice. Over the course of about ten pages, 

he discusses Aristotle and the Catholic “acolytes” of Luigi Taparelli—whom he 

discussed earlier when covering the history of the term “social justice”, as he claims that 

Taparelli was “the first to use the phrase ‘social justice’ (‘giustizia sociale’) in a way that 

is rudimentarily consistent with its modern definition” (2019, 34-5)—followed by Rawls, 

Nozick and Hayek, and finally luck egalitarianism. The gist of this polemical story is that 

those social justice advocates who aren’t entirely ignorant of the philosophy underlying 

their own political ideology identify as “luck egalitarians”, i.e., “theorists [who] are 

content to use the noble idea of equality as a starting point, but [who] veer off the paths 

forged by Aristotle, Hume, and Rawls” by endorsing “social leveling” as a means for 
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mitigating the inequalities created by luck (2019, 102-3). Rothman’s critique of SJLs’ 

conception of justice is thus in the end very similar to Haidt and Lukianoff’s, above 

(since the primary complaint about an “equal outcomes” model of justice is that it tends 

to require social leveling). 

The biggest problem with this explanation is that it is emphatically not the case 

that SJLs are generally ignorant of philosophy, whether “the Western philosophy they 

claim to resent” or “their own”—for that matter, “their own” philosophy is part of the 

history of Western philosophy, just a very recent part and not the part identified by 

Rothman (I have never heard an SJL identify as a “luck egalitarian”, for instance). If 

anything, as the other critics seem to grasp to varying degrees, the “new ideology of 

social justice” is a product of philosophy/theory, which is why it originated “on campus” 

and is most prevalent among faculty, administrators, and students in the humanities and 

social sciences (i.e., where the influence of the relevant sort of continental 

philosophy/theory has been the greatest). Indeed, the seed for this project on my part was 

the realization that the mainstream rhetoric of SJL was directly imported from the kind of 

continental philosophy and theory that I had acquired a background in first as an 

undergraduate at Princeton University and later as a graduate student in philosophy at 

Tulane University and Rice University. Most of the social justice advocates I have met 

are more than happy to discuss philosophy, which they tend to have some degree of 

familiarity with, however superficial—just not the kind of analytic philosophy that 

Rothman et al. use to explain the beliefs and behaviors of these same social justice 

advocates.26  

Thus when Rothman claims that “John Rawls built a theory of social justice that 

animates its activists today, many of whom have probably never read a word he wrote” 

 
26 It may be tempting to defend Rothman along the following lines: Of course there are SJLs—primarily 
leftist professors and graduate students—who can give an explanation of their views in terms of the history 
of philosophy, but these are precisely the luck egalitarians Rothman cites, and his point is that most SJLs, 
though they parrot some of the rhetoric of the leftist intelligentsia, really know nothing about the theory 
behind that rhetoric. Besides being speculative and unbacked by empirical evidence, there are two 
problems with this defense: (1) the philosophically “knowing” SJLs in question do not identify as “luck 
egalitarians” or use that language or draw on that tradition (that of “analytic” philosophy)—rather, they 
draw on a different philosophical tradition (that of “continental” philosophy); (2) the rhetoric of the 
philosophically “ignorant” SJLs is likewise not that of analytic philosophy, but is rather that of continental 
poststructuralism, deconstruction, and other postmodernist philosophies/theories. Again, the mainstreaming 
of this formerly arcane academic jargon is one of the signal features of SJL. 
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(2019, 97), he is right in claiming that many SJLs have probably never read a word of 

Rawls, but wrong in identifying Rawls as an important figure in the intellectual history 

that underwrites the current SJL conception of justice. SJL ideology comes from a 

different tradition of philosophy and theory—moreover, one that is not just different from 

but critical of the tradition(s) that Rothman draws on—and the names populating it are 

not those cited by Rothman, such as Taparelli and Rawls, but are rather those of 

influential postmodernist philosophers and theorists, such as Heidegger, Adorno, 

Foucault, Deleuze, and Derrida. If anything, SJLs familiar with the name “Rawls” will 

have gained that familiarity from reading texts like Young’s (1990) postmodernist 

critique of Rawls and of distributive conceptions of justice more generally. Rothman 

seems to be not just insufficiently familiar with these intellectual sources of the ideology 

he is criticizing, as I alleged of Haidt & Lukianoff and Campbell & Manning above; 

rather, he seems to be largely or entirely ignorant of them—he seems to genuinely 

believe that SJLs by and large have no explanations based in philosophy and theory to 

offer for their own political beliefs and behaviors, so he simply diagnoses those beliefs 

and behaviors on his own terms, or rather, in the terms of the intellectual traditions and 

discourses with which he is familiar, even though they are not the ones of the ideology he 

is criticizing.   

Because he gets the ideology so badly wrong, his account suffers from two other 

problems: (1) he can’t explain why the claimed declination/perversion of American 

liberalism happens, so he has to make it seem like a natural and/or contingent 

phenomenon (like the rise of post-Marxist conflict theories in Campbell and Manning’s 

text, above); (2) he can’t account for the political specificity of SJL, i.e., its 

emergence/predominance on the left. 

First, then, the incorrect identification of the ideology’s intellectual sources is 

why Rothman never satisfactorily resolves the mystery of why the ideological tradition of 

classical liberalism declines or gets perverted in the way he claims. Similar to Murray’s 

(2019) contention that SJL came to fill the “postmodern vacuum” left by intellectual 

deconstruction—which makes it sound like a contingent, “right place at the right time” 

sort of affair—Rothman’s claims about “perversion”, “distortion”, “hijacking”, and so on 

beg the question. The question is why this development, in its specificity—is it just a 
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matter of a gradual, natural conceptual decline contingently exacerbated by those who 

stand to profit from the rise of identitarian social justice, or is there a better internal, 

ideological explanation for these developments? Rothman’s explanations often make it 

seem like an external accident or the result of a series of accidents, with no internal logic 

beyond that of natural decline: 

For most of the history of the United States, social justice—even the branch of it 
tinged with paranoia and identity obsession—was focused on ensuring that 
minorities were able to achieve the American dream. At some point in the 
progression of American scholarship, a toxic idea sank its hooks into the minds of 
the intelligentsia. Suddenly, the activist class went from fighting for the American 
dream to determining that it was unattainable—at least by minorities. (Rothman 
2019, 56) 
 

However, as I will elaborate in later chapters, an examination of the right ideological 

lineage or intellectual history reveals that this is far from the case, that there is indeed a 

coherent story to be told here, and moreover, it is one according to which we can 

understand this ideological “decline” such that it “makes sense”, rather than having to 

attribute it to a series of accidental and/or natural declinations. 

Second, the incorrect identification of SJL ideology’s intellectual sources explains 

why throughout his book Rothman adopts a implausibly neutralist stance on the political 

specificity of the phenomenon, similar to that of Haidt & Lukianoff (2018) above, 

claiming identitarianism is a problem on both the left and right—and even going so far as 

to transfer the label of “social justice” to the right when it exhibits aspects of SJL like 

identitarianism: “Liberals are not the only Americans who are seduced by social justice 

fanaticism. […] White supremacists and the social justice left use different vocabulary 

but speak the same language” (2019, 173).  

Much of Rothman’s diagnosis of social justice identitarianism—e.g., his 

identification of it as fundamentally a phenomenon of political ideology, his focus on its 

characteristic rejection of identity-blind conceptions of justice, and so on—is on point, 

albeit articulated in an excessively polemical fashion. However, as an explanatory 

account, it is perhaps the least adequate of those surveyed in this introduction: not only 

does it treat SJL as a politically neutral American phenomenon (when it is clearly a form 
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of leftism flourishing in at least Canada, Europe, Australia, and South Africa as well27), 

but its ideological explication and evaluation completely misses the ideology that is its 

mark. 

 

§2.4  Murray (2019) 

From the social scientists to the political commentator, then, and now on to the 

cultural critic. Of all the accounts surveyed in this introduction, Murray’s generally 

comes closest to my own, especially with regard to identifying the theoretical origins of 

what he calls the “new ideology” of social justice (2019, 2). His account is generally 

more diagnostic and prognostic than it is explanatory, but what explanation he gives is 

not only ideological, but it gets the intellectual sources of this ideology right.28 My only 

real criticism of Murray’s (2019) account is its lack of specificity: I think he gets the 

explananda and explanans right, it’s just that he doesn’t explain their connection with 

adequate specificity. Of course, this may quite plausibly be attributable to the type of 

book it is—i.e., a bestselling book rather than an academic dissertation—so I do not mean 

really this as a criticism of the book, per se, since one should not criticize a book for not 

doing something it did not set out to do. Regardless, for Murray, the explananda are a 

number of beliefs, behaviors, and events that he thematizes as part of a great and ongoing 

“crowd derangement” (2018, 2)—namely, the sort of phenomena thematized in the other 

accounts as being part of SJL—and the explanans is what he calls “the social justice 

ideology” (2019, 51). Put in terms of the terminology of my account: Murray, like 

myself, explains SJL in terms of DPL. 

Murray (2019) writes of “a great crowd derangement” we are currently 

undergoing, in which people “are behaving in ways that are increasingly irrational, 

feverish, herd-like and simply unpleasant”, averring that “while we see the symptoms 

everywhere, we do not see the causes” (2019, 1). He notes that while “[v]arious 

explanations have been given”, “the origin of this condition is rarely acknowledged”, and 

 
27 Incidentally, I take this fact as further evidence for the essentially ideological, rather than sociological, 
nature of the phenomenon.  
28 Murray’s explanations for the phenomena of SJL are primarily but not quite exclusively ideological; e.g., 
he devotes an “interlude” titled “The Impact of Tech” (2019, 107) to discussing the influence of social 
media technology on these phenomena. (Nevertheless, compared to, say, Haidt & Lukianoff or Campbell & 
Manning, his account overwhelmingly favors the ideological.) 
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then claims that this origin is “the simple fact that we have been living through a period 

of more than a quarter of a century in which all our grand narratives have collapsed” 

(2019, 1)—i.e., the fact that we live in postmodernity. And “into the postmodern vacuum 

new ideas began to creep”—inevitably and/or naturally, it would seem, since the 

“question of what exactly we are meant to do now—other than get rich where we can and 

have whatever fun is on offer—was going to have to be answered by something” (2019, 

1-2). Murray’s claim is that the “answer that has presented itself in recent years” to this 

question “is to engage in new battles, ever fiercer campaigns and ever more niche 

demands” (2019, 2). However, these “wars” are “not being fought aimlessly”: “They are 

consistently being fought in a particular direction [that] has a purpose that is vast. That 

purpose—unknowing in some people, deliberate in others—is to embed a new 

metaphysics into our societies: a new religion, if you will” (2019, 2). Associating, as we 

saw above, this development with the recent “march into the mainstream of ideas that 

were previously known solely on the obscurest fringes of academia”, Murray claims that 

“The interpretation of the world through the lens of ‘social justice’, ‘identity group 

politics’ and ‘intersectionalism’ is probably the most audacious and comprehensive effort 

since the end of the Cold War at creating a new ideology” (Murray 2019, 2).  

As I have already said, compared to the other accounts, Murray (2019) does a 

much better job of identifying the intellectual sources of this new ideology—starting with 

his thematization of deconstruction and postmodernism as early the first page of his book. 

In the chapter of his book titled “Interlude: The Marxist Foundations”, he attributes the 

development of “the social justice ideology” to “Marxist and post-Marxist” leftist 

academics and intellectuals (2019, 51-2). He claims that “[e]ven when it does not identify 

itself as such, the Marxist and post-Marxist trend on the political left can always be 

recognized by the set of thinkers whom it cites and reveres, and whose theories it tries to 

apply to any and all disciplines and walks of life” (2019, 52-3).29 Besides Marx, he goes 

on to cite Foucault and other thinkers whom he describes as “post-Marxists”, including 

 
29 Incidentally, this is essentially how Hannah Arendt defines “ideology” in her book The Origins of 
Totalitarianism: “an ideology differs from a simple opinion in that it claims to possess either the key to 
history, or the solution for all the ‘riddles of the universe’, or the intimate knowledge of the hidden 
universal laws which are supposed to rule nature and man” (1968, 159); “Ideologies—[that is,] isms which 
to the satisfaction of their adherents can explain everything and every occurrence by deducing it from a 
single premise” (1968, 468). 
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Italian neo-Marxist Antonio Gramsci and French poststructuralist Gilles Deleuze (2019, 

53). He does not explicitly name Derrida, but he does talk about “the aim—taken from 

French literary theory—to ‘deconstruct’ everything” (2019, 53). He connects this sort of 

postmodernist, “post-Marxist” philosophy/theory to the rise of identity studies (2019, 53-

4), and his thesis is ultimately as follows: postmodernist leftist academics and 

intellectuals performed a great deconstructive “unweaving” of tradition, and having 

“cleared the space, they then turned out to have cleared it for ideas of their own”—i.e., 

“the foundational texts of social justice and intersectionality stepped in” to fill the 

“postmodern vacuum” (2019, 54).  

In this context, Murray even devotes several pages to discussing Laclau & 

Mouffe’s (1985) Hegemony and Socialist Strategy—the subject of my “case study” in 

Chapter 430—as “provid[ing] one of the earliest foundations for what would become 

identity politics” (2019, 55). In this discussion, he makes several observations that I will 

echo in Chapter 4, e.g., regarding the normative indeterminacy of Laclau & Mouffe’s 

theory (see Murray 2019, 56). Perhaps most importantly, he recognizes the importance of 

identity politics for SJL, the importance of particularistic identity (e.g. gender, race, 

sexual orientation, etc.) for identity politics, and thus the importance of particularistic 

identities for SJL. Thus he asserts, for example, that “Laclau and Mouffe were explicitly 

setting out to try to find, or create, a new class of ‘exploited’ person” (2019, 57) because 

they recognized “the utility for the socialist struggle of ‘new social movements’ such as 

the women’s movement” for “a socialist movement that needs new energy” (2019, 56). 

Finally, throughout his book—up to the final section, titled “Depoliticize Our Lives” 

(2019, 255)—Murray demonstrates an implicit understanding of the importance of what I 

term “politicization” and “depoliticization” (where these are implicitly to be understood 

in identitarian terms).31  

 
30 Nota bene: I had already written the first draft of this case study when I first read Murray (2019), which I 
take as evidence that we are indeed independently converging on the same objective phenomenon.  
31 See the final section of this introduction, as well as Chapters 4 and 6. Briefly, leftist “politicization” or 
identitarian politicization refers to the reinterpretation of a phenomenon, formerly treated as apolitical, in 
terms of identity and power—i.e., in terms of identitarian relations of dominance/privilege and 
oppression/victimhood; “depoliticization” is the negation of politicization and/or of the politicized qua 
politicized.  
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As I have said, the ideological component of Murray’s account is the most 

adequate compared to the other accounts surveyed here, but it is lacking in specificity. 

This is evident in his discussion of Laclau & Mouffe (1985), as just cited. In that 

discussion, Murray focuses on the empirical utility and potential for re-energization the 

“new social movements” posed for a socialist movement that was then “reeling” from the 

empirical failures of socialism in places such as “Budapest, Prague, Vietnam, and 

Cambodia (just a few of their own examples)” (2019, 57). The story he tells goes 

something like: “the socialists were disappointed by the workers and their failure to effect 

the revolution, so they looked for new classes of exploited/oppressed persons to, if not 

replace the workers as privileged/destined agents of social change/progress, then at least 

add to them and bolster their ranks” (see 2019, 57).  

This is not exactly wrong, but it is clearly the product of an outsider’s perspective. 

It is reminiscent of the story we saw Campbell & Manning tell above about the extension 

of Marxist conflict theory to identities or social groups beyond the economic working 

class (making this seem like a natural but contingent phenomenon). But again, as we will 

see in Chapter 4 and as theorized by Laclau and Mouffe themselves, the motivations 

driving the left’s ideological transformation from classical (metaphysical) Marxism to its 

newer (postmodernist) identitarianism were both theoretical and practical, and were 

articulated in terms of necessity rather than mere utility. Murray thus makes the right 

theoretical associations—and in greater detail and with superior accuracy than the 

others—but his actual explanation of the ideology remains that of an outsider, and he 

explains the rise of this ideology primarily in empirical terms. More specifically, vis-à-vis 

the discussion of Laclau & Mouffe (1985), the right association is made, but it is 

misdescribed as a relation of practical utility (when it should be one of both theoretical 

and practical necessity). 

This is also why some “puzzles” remain on Murray’s account, which in terms of 

substantive content is primarily diagnostic (describes how the problem is) and 

secondarily prognostic (predicts future developments of the problem and prescribes some 

remedies to prevent these), and is only tertiarily explanatory (explains why the problem is 

and is as it is). For example, the puzzle captured by his “accelerating train” metaphor: 

why does the intensity of SJL normative claims about various types of identity-based 
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oppression seemingly increase in inverse proportion to the elimination of those types of 

oppression (2019, 5-6)? Campbell and Manning, as we will see in Chapter 6, offer a 

sociological explanation for this in terms of general social conditions; in contrast, 

Murray’s account of the phenomenon indicates what an internal explanation of this 

feature would have to look like—namely, an explanation in terms of the political 

ideology of SJL (what I call DPL), qua grounded in deconstructive postmodernist 

philosophy/theory (DP)—but Murray himself does not elaborate one, presumably 

because of a lack of sufficient familiarity with the philosophy/theory in question.  

However, Murray (2019) does not have one problem that plagues the other 

accounts, namely, that of how to explain the political specificity of the phenomenon. His 

explanation of the phenomena of SJL is that they are a function of the rise to cultural 

dominance of an ideology that was and continues to be created, developed, and 

disseminated in university humanities and social science departments by leftist 

academics/activists (2019, 52); his account of this lacks only specificity. 

 

§2.5  Summary 

Each of the accounts surveyed in this introduction contribute something valuable 

to the study of SJL not covered by the others (beyond the empirical examples they 

relate—of which there are a multitude in each of these texts, with each containing some 

examples not found in the others). For example, Haidt and Lukianoff devote many pages 

to the psychological and mental health ramifications of safetyist culture for students, and 

they also offer concrete remedies drawn from psychology—more specifically, from 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (or CBT). Campbell & Manning give us a case study of 

the theory and practice of microaggressions, as well as a case study analyzing the way 

their field of sociology has become dominated by the ideology of SJL. Rothman gives us 

brief and incomplete but nevertheless informative histories of the origins of the term 

“social justice” in Catholic theology (2019, 34) and of early American identity politics, 

starting with the “Know-Nothing” party (2019, 39). Murray devotes an entire chapter to 

discussing SJL and gender. These are just examples, not the only examples. 

However, these accounts also each fail to account for various aspects of the SJL—

they leave some puzzles about SJL intact. In particular, all but Murray (2019) fail to 
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account for its emergence from and predominance on the political left (and Murray fails 

to account for this with adequate specificity).  

My thesis is that these failures all stem from an inadequate understanding of the 

ideology in question. My hypothesis for the reader is that, by the end of Chapter 6—that 

is, having achieved an adequate understanding of this ideology—all of these remaining 

puzzles and unexplained features of SJL will no longer be puzzling or unexplained, but 

will have turned out to be straightforwardly predictable in light of the logic of DPL as the 

ideology of SJL. And further, as I will explain at the end of the next section: I claim that 

my account, precisely because it offers a more adequate understanding of the ideology of 

SJL, places critics in a better position to persuasively discourse with SJLs and criticize 

their problematic beliefs/behaviors.  

 

§3  SJL, DPL, and CCEIP: The Imperative to Identitarian Politicization  

On my account, SJL is a kind of leftist politics—more specifically, a kind of 

“coalitional, common-enemy identity politics” (CCEIP)—that has emerged from the 

ideological combination of philosophical deconstructive postmodernism (DP) with 

empirical political leftism. My account thus views the phenomena of SJL as primarily 

political and explains them as following from a particular political ideology, which I call 

deconstructive postmodernist leftism (DPL), which bears certain necessary and 

contingent implications for any politics governed by it. This, I claim, is what the other 

accounts tend to get wrong: the theoretical foundation of SJL ideology (i.e., of DPL) in 

philosophical DP. Formally speaking, my account thus consists in three theoretical 

constructs and three sets of implications (see Figure 1). I will now sketch this account in 

a little more detail before summarizing the chapters to follow. 
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First, to briefly and anticipatorily summarize a few issues that are explained in 

greater depth in what follows: SJL’s quasi-transcendental imperative to “identitarian 

politicization” fundamentally consists in the prescription to intensify and proliferate 

identitarian antagonisms. I analyze the modes of pursuing this imperative into three 

categories according to their relation to the core logic of DPL: unconditionally necessary 

focusing on identitarian differences and victimhood, conditionally necessary 

exaggerating of identitarian differences and victimhood, and contingent but predictable 

ontic forms of “silencing”, which can also be described as modes of the “avoidance of 

rational discursive engagement”.32 Ontologically, “to silence” means “to negate or 

preclude responsiveness toward”.33 This can be quickly and quasi-analytically expanded: 

“to silence (something/someone)” means “to negate or preclude responsiveness toward 

the normative claim(s) implied or expressed by (something/someone)”. There are many 

senses in which “silence” is used as a verb, but I believe this gets at their common 

conceptual core. In Chapter 6, I categorize ontic practices of silencing into four kinds: 

discursive (e.g., the “immunity to criticism” techniques covered in Chapter 6), coercive 

(e.g., laws and policies censoring speech), violent (e.g., murder), and indirect (e.g., social 

 
32 For more on “identitarian politicization”, see especially Chapters 4, 6, and 7; for more on “avoidance of 
rational argument”, see especially Chapter 6. For the technical sense in which I use the term “rational”, see 
Chapter 2, §4. 
33 See Chapter 2 (§2) and Chapter 6 (§4) for explanation of and context for these terms.  
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segregation into “echo chambers”). I claim that SJL exhibits this characteristic tendency 

to avoid rational discursive engagement with the Other for two primary reasons that will 

emerge over the coming chapters: (1) DPL cannot ground positive normative content that 

is both determinate and nonrelativistic, and (2) rational argument is potentially 

depoliticizing. Fundamentally, the various practices of silencing are contingent but 

predictable ways of preempting depoliticization.  

Roughly, then, the ideology of DPL entails that SJL (as a form or instance of DPL 

politics) has the goal of eliminating the oppression of the non-hegemonic by the 

hegemonic34, and it entails that SJL pursue this goal through the necessary means of 

identitarian politicization—this goal and this means are (stipulatively) necessary for SJL 

qua DPL CCEIP. The ideology of DPL also bears a number of contingent implications 

for SJL qua DPL CCEIP—namely, implications for how SJLs can effect identitarian 

politicization in the pursuit of eliminating oppression. Like the particular practices 

covered under “focusing on identitarian differences and victimhood” and “exaggerating 

identitarian differences and victimhood” in Chapter 6, as contingent ways of pursuing a 

necessary aim, the practices grouped under “silencing” are not necessary characteristics 

of SJL, but they are predictable.  

The situation is analogous to my needing to travel from Houston to New Orleans: 

it is not necessary that I fly on a plane or drive a car to get from Houston to New 

Orleans—I could walk, after all—yet these are still predictable means for me to take in 

pursuit of that end, especially in context. Put it this way: to get from Houston to New 

Orleans, it is not necessary that I fly, not necessary that I drive, not necessary that I walk, 

etc., but it is necessary that I walk or fly or drive or… (etc.), which is what makes each 

of these disjuncts more or less predictable as a means to the end in question, such that 

context can increase the power/accuracy of this prediction—e.g., if we know that I must 

either drive or walk or fly or…, and we also know that I need to get there within 24 

hours, that I have a car, that I am on the federal do-not-fly list, etc., then we can predict 

with great confidence that I will drive. 

Indeed, consideration of context is the most important for these sorts of 

predictions—in the case at hand, predictions (on the basis of contingent implications of 

 
34 See Chapter 4 for discussion of the post-Marxist term “hegemony”. 



33 
 

DPL) of the particular and contingent ways that SJLs may effect identitarian 

politicization—precisely because of their contingency. For example, disinvitation of 

speakers is one practice that can serve the end of identitarian politicization, but it 

presupposes a certain sort of institutional context, one most prominently fulfilled by 

universities and colleges. If the context is not that of an institution which invites speakers 

to give public or corporate speeches, then clearly this tactic will not be possible. 

The category of “silencing” thus covers many of the features of SJL that are 

characteristic of SJL but not necessarily entailed by the logic of DPL. Some of these 

contingent characteristics of SJL, such as the practice of “virtue signaling”, may not seem 

like modalities of silencing or ways of avoiding rational argument at first glance—and 

some may seem to be better explained by non-ideological factors (e.g., sociological 

factors) than by political ideology. With regard to the first point, about ambiguous or 

dubious cases (of interpreting an action or practice as a kind of “silencing”), I do not 

mean to claim that silencing is the only purpose or function ascribable to these practices 

in individual cases, nor that “silencing” is always the most useful/accurate/relevant way 

to describe them, i.e., across all contexts. Nevertheless, given the way I define 

ontological silencing, I will still make an argument that the essence of these practices (as 

practices, rather than individual instances of practices) is that they aim at silencing in this 

ontological sense.  

With regard to the second point, I can only say that this is the part of my 

account—i.e., the way the contingent characteristics of SJL follow from contingent 

implications of the logic of DPL—in which the explanatory claims are the weakest. 

Moreover, this part of the account concerns the most overdetermined phenomena because 

it includes individual actions and patterns of behavior. Thus this is also where the sorts of 

sociological and psychological reasons favored by social scientists can be especially 

helpful—e.g., in answering questions like “Why does identitarian politicization tend to 

assume contingent form X in context Y, but not in context Z?” or “Why does this SJL 

prefer this kind of means, while that one prefers that kind?”  
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§3.1  Talking about SJL vs Talking with SJLs 

Before explaining why I think my account better positions critics of SJL to 

persuasively discourse with SJLs about SJL, I would like to sound a note of humility. 

While I have acknowledged the overdetermined nature of SJL and its phenomena, I have 

also claimed that the essential or most fundamental explanation of these is in terms of 

political ideology. However, I could be wrong about this. 

It could turn out, for example, that the enduring phenomenon is not SJL but 

victimhood culture. How would we be able to determine this? Well, if it turns out 

empirically that, over the course of the near future, victimhood culture becomes as 

prevalent on the political right as it currently is on the political left and, over the same 

period of time, the political left comes to predominantly reject DP—this would be pretty 

good evidence that the essence of the phenomenon all along really was (politically non-

specific or neutral) victimhood culture in general, rather than SJL in particular. Only time 

can tell, of course, and philosophers cannot predict the future—“The owl of Minerva only 

takes wing at dusk”, as Hegel famously remarked at the end of the preface to his 

Elements of the Philosophy of Right. 

However, the note of humility sounded, I still want to make two claims about my 

account vis-à-vis the others. The first is that, the way things stand now, my account of 

SJL does the best job of providing a coherent explanation for all of the various “puzzles” 

associated with SJL; it is the most explanatorily comprehensive. The second is that, even 

if the above hypothetical does eventuate—so that empirical reality proves the essential or 

more fundamental phenomenon to have been victimhood culture rather than SJL—in the 

meantime, critics still have to deal with actual SJLs and the sorts of ideological 

explanations they tend to give for their actions. For understanding them, much less 

persuading them of the supposed errors of their ways, an adequate understanding of their 

ideology is critical.  

There is much that potentially could be said in this regard, but I do not mean to 

make any particularly strong claims here—my account is intended as primarily 

explicative rather than argumentative (more “here is what SJL is and why it involves the 

kinds of claims/behaviors it does” than “here is why SJL and the claims/behaviors it 

involves are wrong”). I certainly do not mean to imply that some algorithm for 
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ideological refutation, persuasion, or conversion follows from my explicative account of 

SJL. However, at least prima facie and ceteris paribus, there is at least one obvious sense 

in which my account (assuming my relevant claims about it are valid) nonetheless 

provides non- and anti-SJLs a superior basis for engaging SJLs in this sort of 

argumentative and/or persuasive discourse. That superior basis is simply superior 

familiarity with the ideology of SJL.  

Take a well-established ideology like Christianity, for instance. In order to 

criticize Christianity in a way that is even merely potentially persuasive to a Christian, 

one must have a certain level of familiarity with Christianity. Criticisms made from a 

place of total or near-total ignorance of Christianity are unlikely to be even potentially 

persuasive to Christians, and the same goes for any ideology. Imagine, for example, 

someone arguing against Marxism with a Marxist, only the critic thinks that Marxism is a 

form of feudalism. That is not far off from what happens when SJL is treated as a deviant 

form of liberalism, for example, its postmodernist specificity ignored. In short, if one 

wants to get an ideologue to give one’s criticisms of their ideology a hearing in the first 

place, much less actually persuade them of the errors of or problems with their ideology, 

one must first authentically listen to them as to what the ideology in question is.  

 

 

§3.2  Summary of Chapters 

In Chapter 2, I explicate the “D” in “DPL”—that is, I explicate deconstruction as 

a or even the exemplary form of philosophical postmodernism. My goal is to give readers 

an “insider” understanding of deconstruction and its logic, so as to provide a basis for 

understanding the DPL ideology of SJL—in contrast to the typical, polemical portrayals 

by “outsiders”, who present deconstruction as so much arcane gibberish, esoteric 

nonsense, or meaningless wordplay.  

Chapter 3 is a short, interlude-esque chapter in which I provide a more detailed 

sketch of the logic of DPL in light of Chapter 2’s explication of deconstruction. 

Specifically, I talk about the “P” and “L” in “DPL”, I examine the status of leftist theory 

in academia today—including the meaning of “critical theory” and related terms—and I 

explain why I chose a “case study” approach for Chapter 4.  
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In Chapter 4, I conduct a case study of Laclau & Mouffe’s (1985) Hegemony and 

Socialist Strategy. Intended as a postmodernist intervention in the (Marxist) foundations 

of leftist theory, this work exemplifies in a remarkably honest fashion the nature and 

limits of DPL. 

In Chapter 5, I explain what I mean by CCEIP (coalitional, common-enemy 

identity politics) and why any DPL politics (such as SJL) must be a form of CCEIP. I 

also explain why DPL CCEIP entails what I call the “Core Practical Paradox of identity 

politics”, which in turn is explanatory for a number of the SJL phenomena covered in 

Chapter 6. 

In Chapter 6, I explain various aspects of SJL in light of it being a form of DPL 

CCEIP, resolving any remaining puzzles. In particular, I examine in detail SJL’s 

necessary features (grouped under “identitarian politicization”) and its contingent 

features (grouped under “silencing” qua avoidance of rational discourse) as following 

from DPL. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, I provide some personal context for this project and its 

origins, and I explore the question of the relation between DPL/SJL and political 

violence. I do this primarily by way of a mini case study of Giorgio Agamben’s 1970 

essay “On the Limits of Violence”, which is an exemplarily DPL treatment of the topic of 

political violence. I then conclude with a comparison between political liberalism and 

contemporary political leftism and a clarification of the choice confronting liberals and 

leftists in this historical moment.   
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CHAPTER 2 
 

DECONSTRUCTION AND JUSTICE 
 
 
§1  What is deconstruction? 

“Deconstruction” is the name (in)famously associated with certain figures, texts, 

and trends rooted in continental philosophy that ascended to intellectual prominence in 

the decades following World War II. For the reader entirely unfamiliar with 

deconstruction, the following entry from the Encyclopedia Britannica may serve for 

initial context and provisional definition: 

Deconstruction [is a] form of philosophical and literary analysis, derived mainly 
from work begun in the 1960s by the French philosopher Jacques Derrida, that 
questions the fundamental conceptual distinctions, or “oppositions,” in Western 
philosophy through a close examination of the language and logic of 
philosophical and literary texts. In the 1970s the term was applied to work by 
Derrida, Paul de Man, J. Hillis Miller, and Barbara Johnson, among other 
scholars. In the 1980s it designated more loosely a range of radical theoretical 
enterprises in diverse areas of the humanities and social sciences, including—in 
addition to philosophy and literature—law, psychoanalysis, architecture, 
anthropology, theology, feminism, gay and lesbian studies, political theory, 
historiography, and film theory. In polemical discussions about intellectual trends 
of the late 20th-century, deconstruction was sometimes used pejoratively to 
suggest nihilism and frivolous skepticism. In popular usage the term has come to 
mean a critical dismantling of tradition and traditional modes of thought. 
(Encyclopedia Britannica 2019) 
 
However, in the scholarly literature on deconstruction, not only is defining 

deconstruction often treated as an impossibility, but denial of the appropriateness of the 

demand for a positive definition of deconstruction is a veritable trope. Almost as 

prominent a trope is the denial that deconstruction is a “method” that can be “applied”. 

This denial must be heard or have its hearing, but it also must not have the final word, if 

only as a matter of practical necessity.35  

The allergy to positively defining deconstruction, or saying “what it is”, stems 

from the concept of deconstruction itself and can be traced back to Heidegger’s critique 

 
35 See, for example, Critchley (2014, 22), Anderson (2015, 50), Thomson (2005a, 168), Lucy (2004, 11), 
Caputo (1997, 9), Wortham (2010, 32).  
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of Western metaphysics, which is the immediate intellectual inspiration for Derridean 

deconstruction. The worry, essentially, is that propositional predication (of the form “A is 

B”) is as such metaphysical—that is, that propositional predication as such is a product of 

the history of metaphysics, and it involves metaphysical presuppositions; thus, any 

positive definition of “deconstruction” of this form (“deconstruction is…”), because 

metaphysical, would itself require deconstruction. As Simon Critchley says, “All 

ontological statements of the form ‘Deconstruction is x’ miss the point a priori; for it is 

precisely the ontological presuppositions of the copula that provide one of the enduring 

themes of deconstruction” (Critchley 2014, 22).  

But I am getting ahead of myself; I have not even said what I mean by 

“metaphysics”. For the moment, then, let me offer the following initial, provisional, and 

minimal characterization of deconstruction (so that we are able to talk about it now, even 

if we don’t yet know precisely what it is)—a characterization purposefully intended to be 

vague and to remain open-ended: deconstruction is a method of interpreting texts. And to 

be explicit about just how open-ended I intend this to be: when I say “method”, I mean 

“method and/or practice and/or style and/or…”; when I say “interpreting”, I mean 

“interpreting and/or reading and/or thinking and/or…”; and the same goes for the object 

of deconstruction, i.e., what is read or thought about, which is a “text” in a technical, 

general, and open-ended sense (“text and/or concept and/or position and/or theory 

and/or…”).  

This chapter, then, is devoted to explaining that method; its goal is to provide the 

reader with an adequate understanding of deconstruction, such as will form the basis for 

understanding the subsequent chapters’ discussions of deconstructive postmodernist 

leftism.  

Now, there are many approaches to or “ways into” an understanding of 

deconstruction (at least as many as the objects targeted for deconstruction by Derrida). 

One way, the way I will take, goes through intellectual history.  

Even so, there are multiple ways into deconstruction through intellectual history; 

for example, the relation between Derrida (as a “poststructuralist”) and Saussurean 

linguistics (as well as the philosophical “structuralism” it inspired, primarily in France).36 

 
36 This approach is taken by Lüdemann, for example, in the first chapter of Lüdemann (2014).  
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Or the relation between Derridean deconstruction and Hussserlian phenomenology 

(specifically, Husserl’s phenomenology of internal time-consciousness).37 Or the relation 

between Derridean deconstruction and Levinasian “ethics as first philosophy”.38 

Yet few would dispute that the single greatest intellectual-historical inspiration for 

Derridean deconstruction is Heidegger’s critique of Western metaphysics, including the 

Heideggerian notion of Destruktion from which “deconstruction” takes its name. It is 

beyond the scope of this project to explore this connection in any truly substantial detail; 

nevertheless, it cannot be simply passed over in silence, either—not just because it is 

important for understanding deconstruction, but because it is illuminating for 

understanding postmodernism more generally (see Chapter 3, §2).  

 

§2  Deconstruction of Metaphysics: Presence and Positivity 

Heidegger’s critique of Western metaphysics, often referred to as the 

“metaphysics of presence” in this context (see Polt 1999, 5), was extremely influential for 

virtually all later continental philosophy and theory. As such, there are few details of it 

that have not been subjected to scholarly contestation or interpretative debate over the 

years; thus, my explication in what follows will be selective and somewhat stipulative, in 

that I will ignore many debates in the literature and implicitly take stands on others 

(without explicitly justifying either). My primary concern in this section is not to provide 

an exact exegesis of Heideggerian philosophy, but rather to give intellectual context for 

understanding Derridean deconstruction. 

The term “metaphysics” comes from the Greek for “after the physics”—or rather 

“after The Physics”, since it was originally used to refer to that part of the Aristotelian 

corpus that dealt with “first philosophy” or “the study of being qua being”, which 

commentators/editors traditionally placed after those treatises dealing with nature (ta 

phusika) in compilations of Aristotle’s work (see Cohen 2016). This “first philosophy” or 

“philosophy of first principles”—in other words, that part of philosophy which “concerns 

issues that are in some sense the most fundamental” (Cohen 2016)—was to study “the 

features common to all beings (onta)” and “the nature of the first or highest being, God or 

 
37 This approach is taken by Hägglund, for example, in the second chapter of Hägglund (2008). 
38 This approach is taken by Critchley (2014), for example.  
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the unmoved mover” (Inwood 1999, 126). Over time, the dominant understanding of the 

term shifted to reflect its conceptual content rather than its empirical history, which is 

captured in terms of the shifting understanding of the prefix (“meta”: after, beyond, 

across) in relation to the root word: from “metaphysics” as meaning “after The Physics” 

to “metaphysics” as meaning “beyond physics” (i.e., metaphysics as dealing with 

questions that are beyond the ability of physics to answer). Today, metaphysics is often 

simply described as the study of “ultimate reality” (in the sense of what “really” or 

fundamentally exists).  

In what follows, I will use the term “metaphysics” in a stipulative but roughly 

later-Heideggerian sense that I will explain now. Firstly, as I will be using the term, 

“metaphysics” refers to Western metaphysics or to the Western metaphysical tradition—

and as such, it refers to the dominant “understanding of being” either of a particular 

epoch in Western history or of Western history in general, as a concatenation of epochs. 

In other words, an epoch’s metaphysics contains its fundamental (pre)suppositions about 

beings in general, or about being qua being, as opposed to the posits about particular 

beings and types of beings that are the concern of other branches of philosophy and other 

fields of human inquiry (such as the sciences). Secondly, as I will explain momentarily, 

metaphysics in this sense is ultimately (fundamentally, foundationally) rooted in a 

conception of being as presence. Thirdly, as I use the term, “metaphysics” is 

characterized conceptually by a commitment to three fundamental philosophical 

positions—namely, foundationalism, universalism, and essentialism (such that “the 

metaphysical” is characteristically foundationalist, universalist, and essentialist).  

Briefly and roughly, here is what I mean by these terms. Essentialism39 is the 

view that things have essences (or sets of essential properties) that determine what (kind 

of thing) they are; essentialism thus constitutively involves the distinction between the 

 
39 It is worth noting that, in the phenomenological tradition from which deconstruction arises, there is a 
general understanding that something like essentialism and thus metaphysics are fundamentally 
presupposed by the positive sciences: each positive science is indexed to a “region of being” (e.g., “nature” 
or natural being for the “natural sciences” in general, living beings for biology, physical beings for physics, 
etc.)—i.e., each positive science inquires into a kind of being, which presupposes that it already has a 
determinate conception of that kind of being. Thus, in order to study the beings of a particular region of 
being, scientific inquiry must be guided in advance by a “regional ontology” (Husserl 2014, 19) or “basic 
concepts” (Heidegger 1962, 28-31), which define which beings properly belong to that region by defining 
what is “essential” for a being of that kind. E.g., one cannot begin studying particular “physical beings”, 
like rocks or electrons or quarks, without a conception of what the physical essentially is.  
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essential and the inessential (which may be elaborated or given concrete content through 

subsidiary distinctions—e.g., intentional/accidental, necessary/contingent, 

central/peripheral, etc.40). Essences can be relativized or nominalized, but once a context 

or perspective is fixed, it is inherent to the concept that essences do not admit of 

exceptions. For instance, assume it is part of the essence of “balls” to be round: if an 

accident on the assembly line at the ball-manufacturing plant one day results in the 

production of an inflated rubber object with a cubical shape, we would tend41 not to call 

this a “ball”, however adjectivally modified (“exceptional”, “unusual”, etc.). That is, as 

reflected by our ordinary language usage, the lack or loss of an essential property changes 

the ontological status of a thing: what it is changes. In other words, what counts as 

essential for a given class of objects may vary relative to (e.g., cultural) context—but 

once context is fixed, essences do not admit of exceptions, and an “exceptional X” in this 

sense (e.g., a former X that lost a property essential for X’s) is really just something else, 

a Y or Z. Nota bene: the verb “essentialize” is a normatively pejorative term that 

sometimes crops up in DPL/SJL discourse, wherein it means something like “to reduce to 

an essence or set of essential properties” (in this usage, the verb is typically takes a 

person as direct object, with the presumption that “essentializing” a person is 

dehumanizing).42 

Universalism in general is the view that at least some theoretical entities 

(concepts, propositions, theories, etc.) have universal validity, i.e., validity across all 

 
40 See section 4 in this chapter. This seems to be an insight of deconstruction which I am doubtless not the 
first to notice, though I am unable to cite an explicit formulation as precedent: abstract categorial 
distinctions receive content through identification with subsidiary categorial distinctions (that are typically 
less abstract).  
41 There are always exceptions, of course, and it is possible to imaginatively construct hypothetical context 
so as to create them. For example, the floor supervisor at the plant might well call the object a (failed, bad, 
unsuccessful, unusable, etc.) “ball”, since his interest in the object is as a (malfunctioned) product of his 
ball-producing factory. But most people, upon being presented with the object—even if told that it was 
produced by a malfunctioning ball-making machine—would probably not affirm its classification as a 
“ball”.  
42 For example, to “essentialize” a black man (qua black) would be to reduce the unique individual that he 
is to a particular set of properties (having to do with race—e.g., skin color) posited as definitive of or 
essential for a generic type (“black people”): this is generally considered dehumanizing because the 
singular individual is “more than” the race to which he is being reduced (he is not just black, he is also, 
let’s say: a man; a patriotic American; a loving father; a dutiful son; an ethical lawyer; a good friend; a 
funny guy; and so on). And of course, people can essentialize themselves—see Sartre’s famous discussion 
of the “bad faith” of the waiter in Being and Nothingness, for example.   
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contexts.43 It is thus closely related to the notion of objective truth. Most versions of 

universalism are not so general, however, and universalism is typically indexed to a 

particular theoretical domain and/or class of theoretical entities (e.g., one can be a 

universalist about morality—“moral universalism”44—about mathematical truth, and so 

on). Universalism is opposed to various forms of relativism (such as perspectivism, 

contextualism, and particularism). Thus, if one is a universalist about, say, morality, one 

believes that there is a morality (e.g., a set of moral propositions) which is universally 

valid (i.e., for all moral agents across all contexts). 

Finally, foundationalism is most prominently a view in and/or about 

epistemology, according to which “our justified beliefs are structured like a building: 

they are divided into a foundation and a superstructure, the latter resting upon the former. 

Beliefs belonging to the foundation are basic. Beliefs belonging to the superstructure 

are nonbasic and receive justification from the justified beliefs in the foundation” (Neta 

& Steup 2020).45 Like universalism, it is typically specified by being indexed to a 

particular theoretical domain: one can be a foundationalist about mathematics (e.g., 

“logicists” famously thought all of mathematics had its foundations in arithmetic and that 

arithmetic was in turn founded in logic), about biology (e.g., as founded in chemistry as 

founded in physics), about knowledge in general, and so on. The primary theoretical 

motivation for foundationalism is to secure the validity of knowledge-claims against 

regress problems.46 

 
43 Depending on context, this may or may not involve a metaphysical thesis about non-theoretical entities. 
For example, if (the theory of) physicalism is universally true, then all things are physical—i.e., physicality 
is universal (which is different from saying that physicalism is universally true, though entailed by it).  
44 Also called “moral objectivism”; see, e.g., Gowans (2019). 
45 It can also be a view in metaphysics, however. For example, one of the first and most famous 
foundationalists, namely Plato, put forth a philosophy in which metaphysical and epistemological 
foundationalism coincided (with the “Form of the Good” being both the source/foundation of being and the 
source/foundation of knowledge—arche as both “first thing” and “first principle”). The concept of God 
typically plays such a dual (metaphysical and epistemological) foundational role in monotheistic 
theologies.   
46 To illustrate this point playfully: justified beliefs are like garments handed down from generation to 
generation, such that each person with the garment got it from another person who got it from another 
person who…etc.—except the first person to get it, of course, who must have gotten it from somewhere 
other than another person (e.g., perhaps he sewed it himself or had a machine construct it). Similarly, most 
of our beliefs are justified in terms of other beliefs, but this cannot “go all the way down” on pain of 
regress. For example, perhaps the basic/foundational beliefs are given as certain through sense, and the rest 
of our justified beliefs are constructed by intellect on this secure foundation (this was roughly the view of 
so-called “logical positivism”, a movement in 20th century analytic philosophy).  
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I will illustrate shortly how these features plausibly follow from what Heidegger 

calls the originary “error” of metaphysics, but to be clear, I am stipulating rather than 

arguing for these features as part of the sense of “metaphysics”. For now, the important 

point is just that “metaphysics” refers to the Western metaphysical tradition in general—

or to the Western intellectual tradition in general as metaphysical, i.e., as grounded in and 

departing from the assumption that being means presence (and therefore as characterized 

by foundationalism, essentialism, and universalism). Incidentally, DPL writers 

characteristically use the term “metaphysics” loosely in this sense (sometimes so loosely 

that it threatens to become synonymous with “the history of Western philosophy”). With 

this understanding of the term stipulated, I will now briefly tell the story of Heidegger’s 

critique of metaphysics.  

According to Heidegger, the origin of Western metaphysics (in Ancient Greece) is 

an originary “error”. This error is the forgetting of the “ontological” question of being 

(i.e., that in virtue of which a being/entity is a being/entity) in favor of the “ontic” 

question of beings and thus the covering-over of the former question by the latter. More 

specifically, the error is the assumption of a particular answer to the question of being—

namely, that being is to be understood in terms of time and, more particularly, in terms of 

presence and/or the present (in slogan form: “to be is to be present”; being = presence). 

So, according to Heidegger, the originary “error” of metaphysics is the forgetting of the 

question of Being (roughly: “what is isness?”), which gets presupposed as answered in 

terms of presence—and which is then, because assumed settled, replaced or covered-over 

by the question of beings (“what is it?” for a given being/entity). This fundamental 

assumption thus “sets the term of the debate”, as it were, for any inquiry proceeding on 

its basis, such that Heidegger describes the history of Western metaphysics itself as no 

more than the protracted “erring” set off by this originary error.  

This distinction between being and beings and the way the question of being is 

answered in terms of presence and then covered-over by the question of beings is best 

illustrated in terms of a famous distinction that Heidegger introduces in Being and Time, 

namely, that between beings that “show up” (i.e., in conscious experience) as “present-at-

hand” (Vorhanden) and those that show up as “ready-to-hand” (Zuhanden) (see 

Heidegger 1962, 67, 98). Roughly, presence-at-hand is the mode of being of an entity as 
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it shows up for the detached subject of mere observation or theoretical knowledge, 

whereas readiness-to-hand is the mode of being of a piece of equipment as it shows up 

for the engaged or involved subject of praxis.  

Contrast the way a hammer would show up for a detached Descartes, engaged in 

his philosophical meditations, with the way it would show up for a carpenter actively 

engaged in carpentry: Descartes sits in his armchair, staring at the hammer on the table, 

wondering whether it really exists (i.e., whether it is really present) or is just an illusory 

presence, and how he can know; for his metaphysical considerations, the hammer could 

just as well be any other present-at-hand thing, and its particular features and meaningful 

relations to other objects (e.g., other carpentry equipment) in no way figure in Descartes’ 

consideration of it. Contrast this with the carpenter who sets a board in place, grabs a nail 

from his pocket, and then looks around for his hammer as the specific equipment he 

needs to nail the board (perhaps he even begins reaching for it before realizing it is not 

ready-to-hand). Upon sighting it, he immediately and without conscious reflection or 

deliberation reaches out for it, grabs it, and begins to use it skillfully with the other 

equipment—nail, board, beam, etc.—in its “equipmental context”. “Skillfully”: that is, 

the carpenter demonstrates his “knowledge” of the hammer’s meaningful/intentional 

relations to other equipment through exercising his “know-how” of how to properly use it 

vis-à-vis that other equipment—or rather, since it is not primarily theoretical knowledge: 

he exhibits and/or enacts his practical understanding of the meaning of the tool, including 

its intentional relations to other equipment, in his skillful use of it (see Crowell 2013, 

269).  

The carpenter, in some sense, does not even “see” the tool as such as he uses it (in 

his practical “absorption”, it phenomenologically “withdraws”), while Descartes in a 

sense only sees it (i.e., as a present-at-hand entity or thing, detached from all its specific 

practical context and concrete possibilities for use). It is the difference between admiring 

a finely made shotgun and using it to shoot clays: when one aims and shoots a shotgun 

skillfully, the gun literally “withdraws” from the shooter’s vision entirely, leaving only 

the moving target as the sole visible focus of conscious attention. And actually, admiring 

the finely-made shotgun does not abstract from the specificity of the shotgun as shotgun 

since, in admiring how finely it is made, one sees it not merely as a present-at-hand thing, 
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nor even merely as a firearm, but as a shotgun (which is designed and functions 

differently from, e.g., a rifle). Thus, a better example to illustrate the contrast would be 

checking to verify the mere presence of the shotgun—e.g., by the manager of a Wal-Mart 

warehouse (who sees it as a stored resource like any other, in this regard no different 

from packs of wet wipes or batteries). In fact, this sort of technocratic mode of perceiving 

the world and the things in it (the interpretation of being as “will to power” and the 

triumph of “enframing”) is what the later Heidegger views as the defining characteristic 

of modernity as the culmination of Western history’s metaphysical “erring”.47  

According to Heidegger’s critique of metaphysics as the protracted erring set off 

by the originary error, then, what is in fact a “founded” and “deficient” mode of being-in-

the-world (what Heidegger calls “knowing the world” in Being and Time48: the 

phenomenological detachedness of the armchair philosopher or the scientific 

theoretician) gets (mis)taken as the primary or paradigmatic mode of being-in-the-world, 

just as its correlate, presence-at-hand, gets (mis)taken as the primary or paradigmatic 

mode of being for worldly entities (see Heidegger 1962, 85-8). 

That is, Heidegger argues that our fundamental way of being-in-the-world is 

involved or engaged rather than detached or disengaged: it is care and concern about 

people and things rather than mere knowledge or consciousness of them (see, e.g., 

Crowell 2013, 25)—and in this mode, things do not show up merely as present-at-hand, 

but as always already meaningfully ready-to-hand for use, relative to a project the subject 

is committed to. But because philosophers from Plato to Descartes and on—each further 

compounding the originary “error”—have presupposed without question that their mode 

of being-in-the-world (qua philosophers49) was the (primary, fundamental, essential, 

default, etc.) mode of being of the subject as such, and because in this mode of being 

entities show up as present-at-hand, being as such was presupposed to mean presence or 

presence-at-hand. And, according to Heidegger and his successors, this has had 

 
47 See Heidegger’s famous essay, “The Question Concerning Technology” (Heidegger 1954). See also 
footnote 197 in Chapter 6, §4. 
48 See Heidegger (1962, 85-6, 246). 
49 In other words, their mode of being insofar as they are engaged in the activities of philosophy, such as 
the notorious “armchair philosophizing” (thinking, reflecting, meditating, etc.)—emphatically not insofar 
as they are engaged in the other activities of being-human (eating, defecating, working, playing, fighting, 
etc. etc.).  
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fundamental and pervasive consequences for subsequent philosophical inquiry—

especially when it comes to theorizing subjectivity, for example—which is why, in his 

quest to construct a “fundamental ontology” that would ground the various regional 

ontologies of the positive sciences (such as “nature” for physics), Heidegger thinks that a 

Destruktion of the metaphysical tradition is a prerequisite (see Heidegger 1962, 44). 

We can now roughly grasp the sense in which the “originary error” is supposed to 

give rise to an “erring” metaphysics: presupposing that being means presence (fore)closes 

the question of being and opens up the question of beings—but this (fore)closure of the 

former question only opens up the latter question in certain directions or only allows for 

certain kinds of possible answers. For example, the “error” predisposes subsequent 

inquiry toward foundationalism. The basic idea of foundationalism is that something 

present depends on something else which is absent (i.e., an absent presence), like a credit 

or promissory note, which in turn depends on something else that is absent (and so on), 

like a chain of credits or promissory notes. And this chain of credits or promissory notes 

must ultimately be backed by something present (or by a presence that is not absent), like 

cash or gold reserves; i.e., there must be a first/foundational thing which does not depend 

on anything absent for its relevant characteristic or value—but which is instead a “full 

presence”, self-sufficient in whatever aspects are relevant (again, a role traditionally 

played by God, hence Heidegger’s use of the term “ontotheology” to describe 

metaphysics—see, e.g., Thomson 2005b).  

We can now also begin to understand Derridean deconstruction, which has 

Heideggerian Destruktion as its most proximate intellectual-historical inspiration, in 

terms of Derrida’s observation that the principle of noncontradiction is “the cornerstone 

of all metaphysics of presence” (Derrida 1978, 217). This is because, as Martin Hägglund 

notes vis-à-vis Aristotle, the principle of noncontradiction, which is the foundation of the 

“philosophical logic of identity”, “provides the definition of being as presence in itself” 

(Hägglund 2008, 20): 

[The principle’s] canonical formulation is found in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, where 
Aristotle asserts that ‘the same attribute cannot at the same time belong and not 
belong to the same subject’ (1005b). The temporal qualification is important here. 
Aristotle does not exclude that the same subject can have contradictory attributes 
at different times […] but it cannot have contradictory attributes at the same time. 
The principle of noncontradiction thus prescribes that what is must be identical to 
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itself—that its originary form must be an indivisible unity [of presence]. 
(Hägglund 2008, 14)  
 

The historical, intellectual, and cultural dominance of this metaphysical “logic of 

identity” is but one of many ramifications of the originary error of metaphysics on this 

view. For example, the Cartesian conception of subjectivity, itself viewed as an 

insidiously proliferating influence relative to later thought, is another favorite target of 

postmodernist anti-metaphysicians. For more examples, one need only refer to the texts 

of Derrida and his successors. 

Now, at the core of Heidegger’s analysis in Being and Time is the conviction that 

the philosophically presupposed privileging of the temporal mode of presence/the present 

distorts our understanding of being-in-the-world by portraying it in a one-sided, partial 

fashion. Part of Heidegger’s project in that text was to undo this “blinding” for his 

readers, to reveal how the present is conceptually and phenomenologically inseparable 

from the past and future and how presence only receives its meaningfulness from 

“factical” pastness and “projective” futurity—or, alternately put, how meaning is never 

fully present or a full presence, but is instead a kind of play or dialectic between presence 

and absence, between the present and the not-yet and no-longer. Part of that project was 

also to get us to recognize how differently philosophical inquiry must be conducted in 

light of these facts, as opposed to how it has traditionally proceeded on the basis of the 

presupposition that being means presence. 

In this context, one way of articulating the basic insight or fundamental principle 

of deconstruction would be to say that nothing is exempt from time, or, in more Derridean 

terms, nothing is exempt from the spacing of time (this is the way taken by Hägglund, for 

example). 

The “spacing of time” is a phrase that signifies that time is not just the present and 

should not be conceptualized exclusively in terms of presence, for the present is but one 

of the three modes of temporality, and it is not obvious why it should be the most 

fundamental or why the others should be explained in terms of it (the past as a series of 

present-moments that have passed, the future as a series of present-moments yet to pass). 

Indeed, as just explained, the being of the present qua present, or the meaning of the 

present, is incomplete in itself: the present time and/or time of presence is “spaced” by 
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the past and future, is not perfectly self-coincident. In short, no present presence can ever 

be complete in-itself, as Derrida tries to show concretely on many occasions and through 

many and various examples, but perhaps most paradigmatically with regard to linguistic 

meaning: for example, in the process of reading (or writing), a word’s meaning is never 

completely present or given in itself, but depends contextually on the preceding and 

following words in the sentence, and even on preceding and following sentences. Nothing 

is ever fully present in itself, no identity can absolutely close on itself, because everything 

is “spaced” by time, which renders all present self-identity incomplete (or which renders 

all self-identical presence internally divided—and thus all claims to “full presence” 

suspect). As Hägglund puts it, “[f]or Derrida, the spacing of time is an 

‘ultratranscendental’ condition from which nothing can be exempt” (Hägglund 2008, 19).  

Now, if there is one kind of thing (passing over God in silence for the moment) 

that traditionally has been taken to be exempt from time (and therefore from its spacing), 

it is concepts (starting with the “Ideas” or “Forms” of Plato).50 The traditional eternality 

of mathematical truths, for example, derives from this more fundamental view of the 

atemporality of concepts “in themselves” (as opposed to “for us”, i.e., as accessed by we 

finite and historical beings).  

Like Foucault and other postmodernists influenced by Heidegger, Derrida follows 

Heidegger (who follows Hegel, in this respect) in historicizing concepts, but he also goes 

further, in that he uses deconstruction to show that even when concepts are considered 

formally or ahistorically, they are still always necessarily incomplete or not fully “in 

themselves”, even though this takes the form of a logical rather than temporal “spacing” 

(at this point, it may be convenient to shift to a Derridean idiomatic term other than 

“time”, such as différance, for referring to this “ultranscendental” condition—as 

 
50 I cannot defend this point further without entering some murky and deep philosophical waters—a detour 
I believe I can do without, given my purposes in this chapter. For, on the one hand, my claim would only 
seem to apply to those concepts which imply unconditionality in some way. For example, justice is a 
concept which admits of degrees of realization, and which thus implies (in Kantian fashion) the notion of 
an unconditional or absolute version or instance of itself—but what about “empirical concepts”, for 
example: does “doghood” admit of degrees of realization, and what about my particular concept of my dog 
Spot? On the other hand, we could debate what ought to count as a concept, so that “empirical concepts” 
could end up counting as something else (e.g., perhaps we should follow Hegel in distinguishing between 
the “thinking” of “concepts” and the “picture-thinking” of “representations”). In what follows, I will 
primarily be dealing with concepts that imply unconditionality anyway, but I do not think the coherence of 
my arguments depend upon taking a determinate stand on the issues in this area.  
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Hägglund (2008, 16) says: “time is différance”).51 In other words, all concepts make a 

claim to identity or self-identity, or to purity of identity, merely qua concepts: e.g., the 

concept of politics is traditionally supposed to have its own identity, such that it is 

differentiable (e.g., extensionally) from other concepts, like those of ethics or aesthetics. 

And Derrida shows that such concepts, even when considered ahistorically, are logically 

“spaced”, and thus deconstructible (as I will explore further in the next section).  

In addition to the pretensions to presence and identity that deconstruction targets, 

it is useful to add the term “positivity” and its cognates (“posit”, “position”, 

“presupposition”, etc.) to our deconstructive lexicon. For now, all that matters in this 

regard is understanding positivity in terms of identity and presence—more specifically, 

understanding positivity in terms of (explicit or implicit) identity-claims and 

understanding identity in terms of presence. These identity-claims or posits, while often 

implicit or presupposed within a given positivity or position, are paradigmatically “is-

statements” (of the form “A is B”).  

I understand the traditional notion of presupposition in terms of the metaphysics 

of presence from a deconstructive postmodernist perspective as follows: a “pre-supp-

position” of some position X is something that must be accepted in order to “get 

underway” with X, indeed, something that must have already been accepted in order for 

one to presently be underway with X (as though one could successfully articulate and 

sustain, whether by discovery or invention, a pure distinction between a 

concept/theory/etc. and its presuppositions). The prefix “pre-”  (a temporalizing function 

of the metaphysics of presence) functions to separate, or functionally projects a 

separation between, the “supp-”  (the “supposition” of the presupposition, i.e., the posit or 

position which functions as a “supplement” to the position X) and the “-position” (the 

position X that presupposes the presupposition in question).  

“Pre-supp-position” would then name that way (either implicit in practice or 

explicitly thematized) of viewing presuppositions which separates them as inessential 

from the essential contents of the positions which are claimed to presuppose them, or 

which interprets their relation to those positions according to a metaphysics of presence: 

 
51 Derrida himself once defined deconstruction in terms of these two ways or “styles” it can be practiced, as 
I explore in the next section (in the discussion of the “second definition” of deconstruction). 
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namely, interpreting the absence of the presupposition in the position as (1) inessential 

(the position is a “full presence” or totality, so that any presupposition is just an 

inessential supplement, which is precisely why it may be presupposed, as opposed to 

having to be included in the content of the position), and as (2) explainable in terms of 

presence, as follows: the presupposition is absent from the present position because it is 

present in a past/passed present-moment, or in a past position that exists in a past/passed 

present-moment. It is important to note that, in invocations of or references to 

presuppositions, it is typical that this past/passed moment of presence (this past/passed 

present-moment) never actually existed (in other words: it is located in a fictionalized or 

hypothetical past/passed present-moment)—the exception being when the presupposition 

is something one has oneself explicitly articulated in the past (e.g., “I presuppose here 

what I argued in my previous book”, or “But I did argue for that premise, not five 

minutes ago in this very conversation!”).   

The most general feature of deconstruction, then, is its interruption and/or 

suspension of posits of various kinds (claims, distinctions, values, concepts, etc.), as well 

as of the positions composed of such posits and the positivities composed of such 

positions52: it interrogates these posits, positions, and presuppositions so as to “trouble” 

or “make tremble” the positivities that rely upon them, so as to expose how all of these 

are always already “spaced” from themselves. And whereas Heideggerian Destruktion 

had a teleological goal which oriented its task of dismantling the ossified conceptual 

tradition of Western metaphysics, and which thus made it an in-principle finite task—

namely, to “clear” the way for a more authentic, primordial experience of being (such as 

the Greeks supposedly had, at the very least prior to Plato), access to which has been 

blocked or covered over by the sedimentation of metaphysical tradition—Derridean 

deconstruction is a structurally (not merely empirically) infinite task, without posited end 

(whether in the sense of terminus or in that of telos).53 The positive as such is always 

 
52 For example, the theology of the Roman Catholic religion is a positivity, monotheism is one of the 
positions it comprises, and God or the existence of God is the core posit of this position. Note: “positivity” 
may also be used to characterize anything positive, i.e., anything that involves or presupposes positing a 
presence (thus posits, positions, and “positivities” all exhibit positivity).  
53 Strictly speaking, there is one possible end to deconstruction—namely, the end of time (assuming this 
notion—of time being something that can “come to” an “end”—is coherent in the first place). 
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metaphysical and thus always open to deconstruction (or even “deconstructs itself”, on 

some formulations).  

Deconstruction may thus be characterized as a kind of generalized Destruktion or 

dismantling of positivities.  

 

§3  Three Definitions of Deconstruction 

This is all still pretty abstract, so it is time to pour some concrete on the 

hermeneutic foundation thus far laid. Despite the natural allergy to positing and positive 

definition—especially when it comes to deconstruction itself—on the part of 

deconstructionists, Derrida himself defined deconstruction on at least three occasions.54 

Exploring these three definitions will greatly enhance our understanding of 

deconstruction.  

The first definition may be found in the 1971 interview “Positions”: 

At the time of this interview, 1971, Derrida’s deconstructions seemed always to 
target texts and ideas found in the Western metaphysical tradition, which Derrida 
(somewhat infamously) had dubbed ‘the metaphysics of presence’ (VP, 53). In 
‘Positions’, Derrida states that the deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence 
consists in two phases. The first phase, which is critical, attacks the classical 
oppositions that structure metaphysics, oppositions such as inside and outside, 
same and other, and identity and difference. These oppositions, Derrida states, are 
subordinating: they are violent hierarchies. The first phase of deconstruction 
‘reverses’ the hierarchies. In order to reverse, Derrida focuses on the 
presuppositions of the superior term’s authority. Under scrutiny, it turns out that 
the superior term presupposes traits found in the subordinate term. […] 
 
This sharing of traits points to a necessary structure, more precisely, to a process 
at the base of the hierarchy itself. So, deconstruction, in this first definition, has a 
second phase that aims at marking the basic process that made the hierarchical 
opposition possible in the first place. (Lawlor 2014a, 123-4) 
 

This first definition seems to set forth deconstruction as a two-step procedure applicable 

to traditional hierarchical oppositions. For example, take the traditional opposition 

between “nature” and “culture”. Either term may be the normatively privileged term, 

depending on context. For example, perhaps one is a rationalist of the classical 

Enlightenment stripe, and one believes that the history of culture is the history of human 

 
54 In §5, I will consider a fourth definition or “possible definition” of deconstruction as “inheritance”. 
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reason overcoming nature both external and internal (i.e., “human nature”: instincts, 

inclinations, etc.). Or perhaps one is a Rousseauean, and one privileges nature over 

culture, viewing culture as a corruption of an originally pure nature. Either way, one’s 

privileged term can be shown to depend on the subordinated term, such that the 

distinction cannot be maintained in its purity. For example, for the former position: 

whether or not culture is considered a part of nature, it emerges out of nature and always 

bears traces of this origin (thus, in Politics of Friendship, Derrida tries to show that the 

political concept of “friend” secretly presupposes a basis in “natural” fraternity, or that 

the notion of political affiliation, supposedly purely normative, secretly depends upon 

notions of natural filiation). And for the other position: “nature” is not a given thing-in-

itself, but a historically conditioned concept, and we have no access to nature except 

through culture—no perceptual or conceptual access to a “pure” nature “in itself” that 

would not already be culturally conditioned. 

To round out the hypothetical example: suppose we are thematizing this 

distinction because of the foundational role it plays within a certain racist discourse or 

discursive positivity, which associates favored races with “culture” and disfavored races 

with “nature”, e.g., characterizing racial minorities in animalistic terms or even as 

animals, and thus representing them as imposing fewer moral obligations on us (or even 

none) compared to people from favored races. The second step of deconstruction would 

be, after having destabilized the distinction between nature and culture, to reinscribe this 

destabilized distinction in the discourse for which it is foundational. That is, to “mark” 

the “process that made the hierarchical opposition possible in the first place” means to 

show how the presentation or presupposition of the oppositional distinction as pure (in 

the discourse in question) always already depended upon implicit or erased exclusions or 

“evasions of insight” (Gaschè 1986, 127)—namely, exclusion of (or evasion from 

noticing) precisely those features of conceptual contamination or impurity that 

deconstruction will expose or mark.  

Finally, this result (of the destabilizing of the opposition) should prompt 

rethinking, not jettisoning, of the concepts in question; in our example, the result 

wouldn’t be to simply throw away the concepts of “nature” and “culture”, but to rethink 

them without the problematic presuppositions of purity that attended their traditional 
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opposition.55 That is why Hägglund formalizes this procedure in terms of three steps 

rather than two: 

The deconstruction of conceptual logic that Derrida describes can be formalized 
as a three-step operation, which recurs in different variations in his readings of 
other philosophers. First, Derrida locates a conceptual distinction that serves as 
the ground for the given discourse with which he is engaged. Following the logic 
of all or nothing, Derrida reinforces that the distinction in question must be 
absolutely pure and that the entire edifice for the discourse otherwise would 
crumble. Second, Derrida demonstrates that the distinction in question cannot be 
absolutely pure—not for empirical reasons but due to an essential necessity of 
contamination—so that the construction of the edifice already implies its own 
ruin. Third, Derrida argues that this principle of ruin is not simply negative or 
destructive and does not authorize any imprecision in the treatment of concepts. 
Rather, it calls for a new conceptual logic, which must be developed ‘in the most 
conceptual, rigorous, formalizing, and pedagogical manner.’ (Hägglund 2008, 
178) 
 

This “logic of all or nothing” is a reference to the claim of self-identity implied by every 

concept according to the law of non-contradiction: “Even if in ‘reality’ or in ‘experience’ 

everyone believes he knows that there is never ‘all or nothing’, a concept determines 

itself only according to ‘all or nothing’. Even the concept of ‘difference of degree’, the 

concept of relativity is, qua concept, determined according to the logic of all or nothing, 

yes or no: differences of degree or nondifference of degree” (Derrida 1988, 116-17). 

The second definition may be found in the “Force of Law” essay, wherein Derrida 

“says that deconstruction is practiced in two styles. […] On the one hand, there is the 

genealogical style of deconstruction, which recalls the history of a concept or a theme. 

[…] On the other hand, there is the more formalistic or structural style of deconstruction, 

which examines ahistorical paradoxes or aporias” (Lawlor 2014a, 124-5). I call these two 

styles “genealogical” and “logical”, respectively. 

This point was already noted above, where I explained it in terms of the 

“ultratranscendental” of “spacing”, which renders everything a priori non-self-identical 

(or never completely self-identical). An example of the genealogical style was also just 

 
55 This is expressed well vis-à-vis humanism (as founded on a distinction between the human and the non-
human, and more specifically the animal) by Cary Wolf, an eminent theorist of “posthumanism”—which, 
according his sense of the term, is a kind of deconstructive postmodernism focused on the traditional 
category of the human: “the point is not to reject humanism tout court—indeed, there are many values and 
aspirations to admire in humanism—but rather to show how those aspirations are undercut by the 
philosophical and ethical frameworks used to conceptualize them” (Wolfe 2010, xvi).  
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given: in Politics of Friendship, Derrida deconstructs the Schmittian “friend-enemy” 

distinction, which is supposed to be purely normative (specifically, political), showing 

how friendship has always in fact been conceptualized in terms of descriptive relations of 

natural filiation, such as fraternity/brotherhood. In other words, and by looking at texts 

from Aristotle down to the present, Derrida tries to show that the traditional and 

Schmittian political concept of “friend”—which is presented as one of the two ahistorical 

terms of a logical opposition in the political realm (indeed, as founding the political as 

such)—(a) is historically conditioned, and (b) has always, historically, depended on 

notions of natural filiation (such as unity in virtue of common blood).  

Derrida’s treatment of the “aporias of justice” in “Force of Law” is an example of 

the other style. For example, the paradox of the just decision: “There is apparently no 

moment during which a decision could be called presently and fully just. Either it has not 

followed a rule, and hence it is unjust; or if it did follow a rule, it was calculated and 

again unjust since it did not respect the singularity of the case” (Lawlor 2014a, 126). That 

is, a just decision must follow some rule in order to be just, because if it followed no rule 

it would be arbitrary—but on the other hand, if it merely followed some rule, if the 

decision was merely the algorithmic application of the rule to the particular case, then it 

wouldn’t be a decision (and a computer could do it, i.e., could “execute” justice without 

ever “deciding” anything). Moreover, this algorithmic application of the rule would be 

indifferent to any and all specificity of the particular case, and this, too, makes us hesitate 

to call it “justice”.  

I would have to say more to defend this argument, but my purpose in citing it here 

is simply illustrative, i.e., to give an example of the “logical” or ahistorical mode or 

“style” of deconstruction, which exposes the way that concepts are “spaced” from 

themselves even when their historicity is disregarded or bracketed.  

Finally, the third definition, which Lawlor characterizes as “the most general 

definition” of the three, may be found in the 2000 essay “Et Cetera” (Lawlor 2014a, 126):  

Each time that I say “deconstruction and X (regardless of the concept or the 
theme),” this is the prelude to a very singular division that turns this X into, or 
rather makes appear in this X, an impossibility that becomes its proper and sole 
possibility, with the result that between the X as possible and the ‘same’ X as 
impossible, there is nothing but a relation of homonymy, a relation for which we 
have to provide an account…. For example, here referring myself to 
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demonstrations I have already attempted… gift, hospitality, death itself (and 
therefore so many other things) can be possible only as impossible, as the im-
possible, that is, unconditionally. (Derrida 2000, 300) 
 

I will return to this third definition in §6 below, when considering Derrida’s claims about 

the “undeconstructibility” of justice; for now, I think the best explanation of this 

definition is given by Hägglund (2008, 37), and it is essentially the following: the 

possibility of some X is simultaneously the impossibility of a pure X (of an unconditional 

X, an absolute X, a complete X, etc.). Allow me to illustrate with a concrete example. 

Dan-el Padilla Peralta’s (2018) “Peace and shit: Aristophanes as a primer on 

copropolitics” is, among others, a genealogical deconstruction of the traditional concept 

of peace (as the absence of violence).56 Padilla Peralta tries to show how the ancient 

conception of the peace of the polis as the exclusion or suspension of violence (in favor 

of persuasion)—the historical origin of our modern, traditional concept of peace—in fact 

presupposes the inclusion or enactment of types of violence that remained “invisible” to 

the theoretical eye of the ancient Athenian political philosopher (because happening to 

“the Other”), such as the violence of slavery and of sexual subjugation. In slogan form: 

“one man’s ‘peace’ is an Other’s violence (a non-Greek’s slavery, a woman’s sexual 

domination, an animal’s imprisonment and slaughter, etc.)”. In deconstructive terms, 

these sorts of violence were a “condition of (im)possibility” for the “peace” of the polis: 

without this violence, there would have been no such “peace” at all (e.g., the Athenian 

economy would have collapsed if all the slaves had suddenly disappeared), but on the 

other hand, this “peace” is not really peace—or, at least, is not pure or absolute or 

unconditional peace—insofar as it involves and presupposes this violence. In short, the 

possibility of (impure) “peace” is also the impossibility of (pure) peace.57 

In the following chapters, I will refer to ideas (concepts, arguments, theories, 

etc.), whose potential validity presupposes the possibility of a pure or unconditional 

instance of a phenomenon, as committing the “purity fallacy”. For example, a conception 

 
56 This is very closely related to Agamben’s (1970) deconstruction of the traditional notion of violence, as 
explored in Chapter 7.  
57 Incidentally, this is the theoretical point of departure for Laclau & Mouffe (1985), the subject of my case 
study in Chapter 4—i.e., the recognition that a conflict-free society (“pure peace”) is both impossible and 
undesirable (hence, that a political theory should presuppose not the possibility of pure peace but the 
ineradicability of antagonism/conflict).  
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of peace that presupposes the possibility of pure peace, an argument that uses or 

presupposes such a conception, or a political theory that uses or presupposes both of 

these.  

To recapitulate our progress thus far in developing an understanding of 

deconstruction: deconstruction is a method of interpreting texts; it consists in the 

dismantling of positivities, or in the exposure of how they are always already “spaced”, 

via a two-step procedure; and it may take a historical/genealogical or an 

ahistorical/formal approach to this dismantling, or to the exposure of this (temporal or 

logical) “spacing”. Since this “spacing” renders the complete or full presence of identity 

impossible, we can also describe deconstruction as a method of exposing the way that the 

conditions of possibility for a phenomenon, such as justice or hospitality, are 

simultaneously the conditions of the impossibility for a pure or absolute instance of the 

phenomenon (a method which then proceeds to use this result to trouble or “make 

tremble” a given positive discourse which relies on positing such a pure or absolute 

instance).  

 

§4  Reason and Rationality 

In the remainder of this chapter, I will focus on interrogating the relation between 

deconstruction and normative content—in particular, with regard to the sense in which 

one can speak of a specifically “deconstructive” conception of justice. First, however, I 

need to say a few words about my usage of the term “reason” and its cognates (like 

“rationality”, “irrational”, etc.), since I will be using these concepts fairly frequently in 

later chapters and since they are favorite targets of deconstruction. In this section, then, I 

will briefly sketch the deconstructive perspective on reason/rationality, and then I will 

stipulate my own sense for these terms going forward.  

DPLs are instinctively suspicious of language that invokes reason/rationality 

(unless it is in order to criticize traditional conceptions of reason/rationality, of course). 

This is because reason is traditionally one of the most metaphysical of concepts.58 

 
58 In the tradition of the Enlightenment and of Western rationalism more generally, reason is conceptualized 
as universal, essential, and foundational. First, it is traditionally posited as universal across persons and 
contexts that vary in other ways (e.g., culturally, racially, religiously, physically, physiologically, etc.): the 
idea is that however else we might differ as humans, our reason is the same. Second, reason is traditionally 
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Moreover, to anticipate later chapters (see especially Chapters 5 and 6), this likelihood of 

suspicion is especially the case when invocations of rationality are potentially 

depoliticizing. For example, say A is in charge of hiring for his engineering firm, and one 

day A is choosing between two potential hires, B and C: B is black and possesses only 

the minimal qualifications for the job, and C is white and possesses ideal qualifications 

for the job.59 Let’s say that A hires C rather than B, and B accuses A of racism, asserting 

that B was not hired by A because of racial discrimination. A’s response is that he has 

simply made the “rational” decision: he claims that consideration of race didn’t even 

factor into his decision, in fact, and that instead he simply went with the more qualified 

candidate for the job in question because that was the rational thing to do (given his goal, 

qua hiring manager, of promoting the company’s success).  

How would a DPL respond to A’s attempt to defuse the charge of racism through 

this invocation of rationality (as opposed to irrational prejudice) as the basis of his 

decision? By deconstructing this conception of reason/rationality, of course. First of all 

(the DPL would assert), there is no such thing as reason in itself or as such—there are 

only multiple and different perspectives on or conceptualizations/constructions of 

rationality, with no possibility that one can be established as best or most true (since this 

would require a transcendent perspective). A purportedly definitive 

perspective/conception/construction is really just an empirically dominant one, on this 

view. 

 
posited as essential for humanity and/or personhood (starting at the latest with the Latinized Aristotelian 
definition of “man” as “rational animal”). Third, reason is traditionally posited as foundational for 
knowledge. For example, on one view, logic is just the formalization of reason, the explicit articulation of 
reason’s internal form or structure—and since logical validity is a prerequisite for any empirical claim to be 
potentially true, for example, we can say on this view that all empirical knowledge is founded in reason. 
Again, Kant is probably the most famous or exemplary rationalist in most of these regards (e.g., his attempt 
to analytically derive morality from an analysis of pure reason).  
59 Note that DPL theorists like Iris Marion Young would want to stop the conversation from getting even 
this far in terms of accepted premises—and thus would likely criticize the standards used to determine 
qualification in the first place (as implicitly universalizing and/or normalizing the qualities of some group 
identities while marginalizing and/or pathologizing the differing qualities of other group identities). See, 
e.g., Young (1990, 204, 210): she would argue that since an absolutely identity-neutral standard for 
competence (of whatever kind) is impossible, all purportedly neutral standards really just privilege some 
(dominant) identity’s features as universal and normal relative to the others. Unfortunately, there is no way 
to get past this sort of conversation-blocking if the deconstructionist is insistent and willing to recursively 
challenge the terms used to defend a given claim—a technique I call “pan-deconstruction”, a form of 
discursive silencing which I discuss in Chapter 6. 
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Next, like all concepts, reason is (both logically and genealogically) constituted 

via conceptual opposition and exclusion—it is itself made distinct as a concept via 

distinctions made between it and other concepts. At the most general level, reason is 

opposed to unreason, and the rational excludes the irrational. This general distinction is 

then specified through various subsidiary distinctions in which one term is normatively 

privileged and identified with reason/rationality and the other normatively subordinated 

and identified with unreason/irrationality—such as the distinction between cognition and 

emotion (reason is identified with cognition and opposed to emotion, and the rational thus 

comes to exclude the emotional60) and the distinction between mind and body (reason is 

identified with the mind and opposed to the body, and the rational thus comes to exclude 

the corporeal61), to take just the two focused on by Young (1990), an exemplary DPL text 

in this regard: 

[R]acist and sexist exclusions from the public have a source in the structure of 
modern reason and its self-made opposition to desire, body, and affectivity. 
Modern philosophy and science established unifying, controlling reason in 
opposition to and mastery over the body, and then identified some groups with 
reason and others with the body. [… T]he claim of modern reason to universality 
and neutrality, and its opposition to affectivity and the body, leads to the 
devaluation and exclusion of some groups. […] Modern racism, sexism, 
homophobia, ageism, and ableism are not superstitious carry-overs from the Dark 
Ages that clash with Enlightenment reason. On the contrary, modern scientific 
and philosophical discourse explicitly propound and legitimate formal theories of 
race, sex, age, and national superiority. […] Critical theoretical accounts of 
instrumental reason, postmodernist critiques of humanism and of the Cartesian 
subject, and feminist critiques of the disembodied coldness of modern reason all 
converge on a similar project of puncturing the authority of modern scientific 
reason. (Young 1990, 124-5) 
 
In light of the foregoing sections, we can see how a thorough leftist 

deconstruction of reason/rationality would proceed in this context. First, one points out 

 
60 The idea here is not that this exclusion is absolute, and it does not preclude that emotions can be 
rationalized—e.g., I can take a feeling of anxiety or discomfort as giving me a reason to leave a particular 
social situation—just that emotions are not rational inherently or essentially, “in themselves”, “by nature”, 
etc. (indeed, to the extent they were already rational, to that extent at least they could not be rationalized).  
61 Again, the idea here is that the rational essentially (or in some other qualified way—e.g., 
“fundamentally”, “ultimately”, etc.), not absolutely, excludes the corporeal; as with psychological 
influences like emotions, the corporeal can be rationalized—e.g., I can take a hunger pain to give me a 
reason to eat—but is not in itself rational. (Indeed, if it were already rational, it would not be possible to 
rationalize it.)  
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that the discourse in question (A’s discourse in my example) depends upon (the validity 

of) a number of distinctions for the potential validity of its claims—starting with the 

rational/irrational distinction, in this case, which is then given concrete content through 

various subsidiary distinctions, e.g.: cognition/emotion, mind/body, culture/nature, 

reasons/instincts, freedom/compulsion, impartiality/partiality, civilization/barbarism, 

sanity/madness, sense/nonsense, etc. Then one takes these distinctions and observes that 

one term is always normatively privileged over the other and identified with 

reason/rationality, while the opposed term is normatively subordinated and identified 

with unreason/irrationality. Then one shows that each distinction is untenable—either 

logically, genealogically, or both.  

For example, the rational is supposed to exclude the affective, such that a 

“rational decision” would not be influenced by the flux of emotions and passions but 

would rather be made on the basis of reasons arrived at through a process of reasoning 

conducted from the detached standpoint of dispassionate deliberation. (Kant’s moral 

philosophy is of course exemplary in this regard.) However, if we take this claim about 

rationality to its logical extreme, it undermines or deconstructs itself: if a decision were 

purely rational, such that there were no affective component, then it could not be made at 

all (because one would need to feel at least the inclination to choose the rational option 

over the irrational option).62 Moreover, when we adopt a genealogical approach (so the 

DPL argument goes), we see that these distinctions were historically constituted in terms 

of identity—e.g., the association of the rational with the masculine and the emotional 

with the feminine, of “culture” with European peoples and “nature” with non-European 

peoples, etc.—and were used to rationalize or legitimate the domination/oppression of 

some people (those with non-hegemonic identities) by others (those with hegemonic 

identities).63  

Finally, one shows how the original discourse depends upon a purity fallacy and 

how it falls apart when the distinction is reinscribed in its impurity back into the original 

 
62 Of course, this point could be elaborated in much more specific, sophisticated, and persuasive terms—
e.g., by drawing on Heidegger’s analyses of the disclosive nature of mood (see Heidegger 1962). Here I am 
just trying to illustrate how the reasoning basically works, not provide the most persuasive treatment of the 
example as possible.  
63 See Chapter 4 for discussion of the terms “hegemonic” and “non-hegemonic”.  
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discourse. In the case of my example, A is fending off a charge of racism by appealing to 

rationality as characterized by various distinctions, including that between impartiality 

and partiality. He is essentially asking “How could my decision have been racist when it 

was simply rational?” His claim that his decision was not racist because it was rational 

thus presupposes a conception of rationality on which reason is not racist and racism is 

not rational. Obviously, if reason itself were racist, then the truth conditions for his claim 

would be reversed (such that if his decision was rational, then it was racist). And this is 

precisely what the DPL interlocutor will claim, as we saw Young just do: A’s conception 

of reason is a product of a history of oppression and domination of the non-hegemonic by 

the hegemonic, and the content of that concept was constituted by taking features 

associated with the hegemonic group/identity and identifying them with the privileged 

(e.g., universal, normal, “centered”, etc.) term while simultaneously taking features 

associated with non-hegemonic groups/identities and identifying them with the 

subordinated (e.g., particular, pathological, marginal, etc.) term. Once we show that the 

privileged term is always “contaminated” by, or not fully distinct from, the subordinated 

term, we can then reinscribe this in A’s discourse, such that it undermines his claims. For 

example, A claims his decision was rational rather than emotional, but it turns out this 

just means that his decision included some emotions (i.e., the normalized ones 

historically associated with the hegemonic group/identity) rather than others (i.e., the 

pathologized ones associated with non-hegemonic groups/identities); he claims his 

decision was neutral with respect to race, but his conception of neutrality is already 

racialized and even racist at a fundamental level; he claims his decision was impartial, 

but his conception of impartiality as race-neutral is already partial and even racist; and so 

on.  

That’s how DPL arguments for identitarian discrimination, e.g., racial 

discrimination in the form of affirmative action or segregation policies, generally get off 

the ground: there is no such thing as identity-neutrality, which means that any purported 

neutrality merely conceals an  identitarian bias toward the dominant identity, which 

means that we must not aspire to identitarian neutrality if our goal is to combat the 
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oppression of oppressed peoples.64 The obvious gaps in this view, at least prima facie as 

explicated here, are that the impossibility of total neutrality doesn’t entail that any 

instance of purported neutrality always privileges the dominant group/identity, in the first 

place, and that it doesn’t entail the undesirability of neutrality as an ideal (e.g., as 

“regulative” rather than “achievable”), either—at least, not without further argument.65 

Regardless, that is its basic logic. Put in summary form: A claims that his decision was 

rational rather than prejudicial, and his DPL interlocutor responds by asserting that A’s 

conception of rationality is itself composed of various prejudices that A simply doesn’t 

recognize as such because of their cultural dominance/hegemony.  

I will discuss these sorts of issues more in later chapters. To be clear, my goal 

with this discussion was neither to defend nor criticize the standpoint being illustrated—

such evaluation, to the extent that I engage in it, comes in later chapters. Rather, it was to 

illustrate the logic of deconstruction with a concrete example, and to provide context for 

my stipulation of how I use the terms of that example (since they are frequent targets of 

deconstruction), which stipulation I will give now.  

In the introduction and in later chapters, I use “rational” and related terms fairly 

frequently, and I mean them in a narrow, stipulative sense. In particular, I will speak 

frequently of “rational argument”, “rational discourse”, and “rational discursive 

engagement”, which I define in terms of the giving of reasons that are at least potentially 

persuasive to everyone in the relevant discursive domain in virtue of being sufficiently 

universalistic relative to the speakers in that domain. For example, consider the following 

domains of religious speakers: Wahabist Sunni Muslims; Sunni Muslims; Muslims; 

monotheists; non-atheists; humans. The types of argument that a given Wahabist Sunni 

Muslim could “rationally” make to others, or the kinds of reasons he finds potentially 

persuasive and could “rationally” give as potentially persuasive to others, depend on the 

 
64 For examples of DPLs and SJLs arguing for identitarian discrimination, see Chapter 6 as well as, e.g., 
Young (1990, 197-8). 
65 For further discussion of the second point, see Chapter 6. To be fair, from the fully developed perspective 
on deconstruction that I will have elaborated by the end of this chapter, these “gaps” in the example follow 
not from deconstruction per se, but rather from its implicit combination with empirical leftism (whence the 
normative interpretation, moreover in identitarian terms, of exclusion as violence and injustice—on which 
see sections 5 and 7 in this chapter). Also, however, to be fair: this combination, though extrinsic to 
deconstructive method per se, is present in many or even most of Derrida’s own writings, i.e., his own 
applications of deconstruction (for discussion of this distinction between methodological core and 
peripheral application, see §7 in this chapter). 
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discursive context or relevant speaker domain: in a conversation with fellow Wahabists 

only, this class of reasons is the broadest (because the most premises/priors shared), and 

it is the narrowest in a conversation where the diversity of speakers means their humanity 

is all they share (least premises shared). So, for example, it is not a “rational” argument 

when X, a monotheist, tells Y, an atheist, that Y should do Z on the basis of reasons 

ABC, where ABC depend for their potential persuasiveness on the presupposition that 

God exists. (However, it would be “rational” for the monotheist to give those reasons to a 

fellow monotheist—thus “rationality” is relative to context, on my view.) E.g., it is not 

“rational” for a Roman Catholic to tell an atheist that the latter should not eat meat on 

Fridays because that’s what the Church, as a stand-in for God, commands: the atheist 

does not recognize the normative authority of the Church or the existence of God for that 

matter (and the Catholic knows this, we’ll suppose), so such reasons are not even 

potentially persuasive to him.  

I stipulate this narrow, technical sense of the term in part simply for the sake of 

clarity, but also in part because of my sensitivity to deconstructive (and postmodernist 

more generally) critiques of traditional conceptions of reason/rationality. That is, I want 

to be clear that if I characterize a given SJL argument as “irrational”, for example, I mean 

this in a technically descriptive sense, rather than in a polemically normative sense: I 

mean the argument relies on reasons that are not sufficiently universalistic relative to the 

relevant domain of speakers to be potentially persuasive to all the speakers in that 

domain. Thus, when I call an argument “irrational”, I do not mean to imply that the 

argument is mere nonsense, violates basic laws of logic, is really just a form of irrational 

emotional expression or venting, is stupid, or anything like that.  However, to be clear: I 

do not thereby mean to claim that my stipulated definition of rationality (or my usage of 

the term, so defined, in what follows) is immune to deconstruction by DPL critics—for 

no concept with positive content is undeconstructible, as I will explore further in the 

following sections.   

 

 

 

 



63 
 

§5  The Two Movements of Deconstruction: “Deconstruction is Justice” 

Now, given this understanding of deconstruction, and in light of the larger project 

of explaining SJL ideology as founded in deconstructive postmodernism, a question 

naturally arises: what could deconstruction possibly have to tell us about justice? 

That is, given its dedication to the unrelenting dismantling of all positivities, we 

might well wonder how deconstruction could have anything positive to say about justice, 

given that this would require reintroducing positive claims about justice, which would 

thus themselves demand deconstruction in turn (and so on). Prima facie, it thus seems 

like deconstruction must be completely normatively indeterminate.  

However, in “Force of Law”, Derrida famously fends off the accusation that 

deconstruction “corresponds […] to a quasi-nihilistic abdication before the ethico-

politico-juridical question of justice and before the opposition between just and unjust” 

by saying that it instead corresponds to “a double movement” (Derrida 2002, 247). That 

is, Derrida is claiming that deconstruction does not require one to turn away from the 

normative—e.g., from questions of justice, from political decisions, and so on; rather, it 

requires a certain way of engaging with the normative, which way Derrida 

“schematize[s]” in terms of these two “movements” or (especially in the second case) 

“moments” (Derrida 2002, 247-8): 

1. The sense of a responsibility without limits, and so necessarily excessive, 
incalculable, before memory; and so the task of recalling the history, the origin 
and the sense, thus the limits, of concepts of justice, law [loi] and right [droit], of 
values, norms, prescriptions that have been imposed and sedimented there, from 
then on remaining more or less readable or presupposed. As to the legacy we have 
received under the name of justice […] the task of a historical and interpretative 
memory is at the heart of deconstruction. This is not only a philologico-
etymological task or the historian’s task but the responsibility in face of a heritage 
[…] Deconstruction is already pledged, engaged by this demand for infinite 
justice [… that] always addresses itself to singularity, to the singularity of the 
other, despite or even because it pretends to universality. Consequently, never to 
yield on this point, constantly to maintain a questioning of the origin, grounds and 
limits of our conceptual, theoretical or normative apparatus surrounding justice—
this […] compels to denounce not only theoretical limits but also concrete 
injustices, with the most palpable effects, in the good conscience that 
dogmatically stops before any inherited determination of justice. (Derrida 2002, 
247-8) 
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In essence, this passage describes deconstruction in its “first movement” as a way of 

“inheriting” (a concept, a work, a tradition, etc.), and it prescribes that this inheriting be 

done critically rather than uncritically (e.g., that received concepts be historicized and 

interrogated, rather than simply accepted as given). As Haddad (2013, 1) notes, Derrida 

even offered this as a potential definition of deconstruction: “This is one of the possible 

definitions of deconstruction—as inheritance” (Derrida 2005c, 81). What does it mean to 

“inherit” a tradition, “legacy”, or “inheritance” in this deconstructive sense?66 

 The fundamental difference between the deconstructive sense of “inheriting” and 

the vernacular sense of this term is the former’s emphasis upon the necessity of active 

decision on the part of the inheritor—most prominently, as a necessary part of 

interpretation—whereas in ordinary language we often speak as though one can 

passively inherit something (e.g., a sum of money). Especially when it comes to 

constructs of meaning—like texts, theories, traditions, etc.—the problem facing any 

inheritor is that of interpretative selection or discrimination: it is the question of what 

should be retained and what abandoned, or of how to transform the legacy being 

appropriated.67 In other words, the problem is that, for any tradition or legacy, there will 

always be multiple and conflicting ways to appropriate it (depending on how it is 

interpreted), so the would-be inheritor must recognize this, which means recognizing the 

necessity of interpretation for inheriting. That is, the inheritor must recognize that any 

purportedly non-interpretative appropriation which claims to simply transmit or present 

the thing itself, without in any way transforming it, is in reality just one interpretation 

among others (albeit one that poses as though it were the only one and thus no 

interpretation at all, but rather the unmediated presentation of the thing itself and/or the 

thing “in itself”). Thus, the inheritor must recognize the necessity of deciding upon an 

 
66 “Inheritance” is a popular theme among deconstructionists (probably because one confronts the question 
of how to “inherit” Derrida and/or deconstruction itself as prior to any application one would make of 
deconstruction). See, e.g., Haddad (2006, 2007, 2013), Earlie (2015), Gasche (2005), Barad (2010), Richter 
(2015), Norton (2013), et al. 
67 This seems to hold for all “inheritances”, however—i.e., not just those whose being consists primarily or 
entirely in meaning. Even, e.g., a random financial windfall—such as when one finds a bag of money in the 
desert or is anonymously bequeathed money—requires inheriting to some minimal degree: one must decide 
whether to (literally/physically) take it or how much of it to take. If there is more meaning to the 
inheritance, more interpretation/inheriting is called for: e.g., a son who is bequeathed all his billionaire 
father’s assets does not just receive money, but a legacy.  
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interpretation for inheriting in general, and in any given case of inheriting, the inheritor 

must actually, actively decide/interpret: 

An inheritance is never gathered together, it is never one with itself. Its presumed 
unity, if there is one, can consist only in the injunction to reaffirm in choosing. 
“One must” [Il faut] means one must filter, sift, criticize, one must sort out several 
different possibilities that inhabit the same injunction. And inhabit it in a 
contradictory fashion […] If the readability of a legacy were given, natural, 
transparent, univocal, if it did not call for and at the same time defy interpretation, 
we would never have anything to inherit from it. We would be affected by it as by 
a cause—natural or genetic. […] The injunction itself (it always says “choose and 
decide from among what you inherit”) can only be one by dividing itself, tearing 
itself apart, differing/deferring itself, by speaking at the same time several 
times—and in several voices. (Derrida 1994, 16)  
 

This can be put in terms of the metaphysics of presence: neither an inheritance nor its 

inheriting can ever be “finished”; neither of these can ever be fully given or present in 

itself, such that its meaning would be transparent and it could be taken up simply and 

passively as given (i.e., without the need for transformative interpretation). This is why 

inheriting “is thus ‘always a task’: In the reception of a legacy there is something left to 

be done, and it is always so, because of the irresolvable nature of the legacies received. 

One will never be finished with inheriting, as the aporias that it involves will never be 

reconciled, always calling for more” (Haddad 2013, 28).68  

 However, it is clear that inheriting can only be guided by deconstruction in its 

negative, critical, or destructive moment, not in the positive moment of construction or 

reconstruction (which is just as necessary a component of “inheriting” as the negative 

moment it follows). I will return to this point again, especially in Chapter 4, but as 

Saccamano says with respect to the “task” of inheriting the Enlightenment:  

To reaffirm critique as the bequest of the Enlightenment is, for Derrida, to carry it 
forward in a reading (since ‘one must filter, sift, criticize’ in every inheritance) 
that questions its most essential concepts and practices. ‘[I]n the name of an 
Enlightenment to come,’ deconstruction would suspend ‘in an argued, deliberated, 
rational fashion’ all ‘hypotheses, conventions, and presuppositions’ and would 
‘criticiz[e] unconditionally all conditionalities. (Saccamano 2007, 407)  
 

 
68 To invoke a cliché of everyday life: this is why one can re-read the same book many times over the years, 
each time achieving a new perspective on the work, and sometimes even coming to have a perspective that 
is in direct opposition to one taken away from an earlier (perhaps, e.g., more naïve) reading. 
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Suspension of the positive cannot, ceteris paribus, yield positive content.69 

The second mo(ve)ment of deconstruction is one of suspension, epoche, or 

undecidability, and it is a “structurally necessary moment”  of any decision, without 

which there can be no authentic justice or “exercise [of] responsibility”, at least “if such 

responsibility is never to abandon itself to dogmatic slumber, and therefore deny itself 

[qua responsibility]” (Derrida 2002, 248-9). In terms of political action, this “structurally 

necessary moment” of responsibility occurs in the interval between the destabilization of 

traditional notions, which precedes it, and the action (for the sake of justice) resulting 

from decision, which follows it. Derrida says that “This anguishing moment of 

suspense”, in which we can no longer appeal to extant conceptions of justice to say what 

it is or what is just (and don’t yet have new concepts that could allow us to do this)—in 

short, when we are unable to appeal to any rule or norm that could determine, as opposed 

to, e.g., incline or motivate, our decision/judgment—“also opens the interval of spacing 

in which transformations, even juridicopolitical revolutions, take place” (Derrida 2002, 

249).70 Thus, Derrida’s phrasing here is not as helpful as it could be: the aporetic 

experience/epoche would be better described as a necessary “moment” of any 

“movement” of deconstructive inheriting (hence, just the one “movement” of 

inheriting/deconstruction, but always with a “moment” of aporetic epoche).  

This claim that the deconstructive aporetic experience “opens the interval of 

spacing in which transformations, even juridicopolitical revolutions, take place” goes 

hand in hand with Derrida’s (2002, 243) striking claim that “deconstruction is justice”, 

and we can come to understand the sense of the former by exploring the senses of the 

latter. For there are several potential senses to this latter claim, and they are worth 

 
69 As I discuss later in this chapter, there is one way a purely negative operation (suspension, bracketing, 
negating, etc.) can yield positive content “on its own” or “by itself”—namely, through partial/limited 
application (so that some positivities are deconstructed but others are “left standing”). However, as the 
cited passage indicates, that is not plausibly what Derrida has in mind with regard to the negative moment 
of inheriting the Enlightenment.  
70 Thus this aporetic experience or moment of suspension is a structural necessity of decision as such, not 
just a necessary feature of the legal hermeneutic situation in which jurists find themselves when deciding 
cases. It is not only that a decision fully determined by an extant rule could not be a just decision, it is that it 
could not be a decision. An agent must first experience this inability of extant rules to determine, rather 
than motivate or incline, his decision, in order to be able to make a decision at all or in the first place. Cf. 
Derrida (1995, 77) and Derrida (2002, 255).  



67 
 

exploring systematically. Once this is done, we can return to the question of whether 

deconstruction can yield normative content. 

 

§5.1  Four Senses of “Deconstruction is Justice”  

In one sense, the claim that “deconstruction is justice” is meant very literally: 

justice is “done” (“rendered”, “enacted”, etc.) in the decision of the judge on a case; the 

(inherently) hermeneutic situation of legal decision is thus the space of justice or the 

space in which justice can come to exist; and the process of justice is the judge’s 

interpretative process of coming to and rendering a decision on a case. Now, the situation 

of legal decision is an instance, indeed an exemplary instance, of the structural situation 

of decision as such (qua deconstructive suspension of external determinants’ 

determinativeness or power to determine). In short, in this descriptive sense of the claim, 

which can be paraphrased as “justice is deconstruction”, justice is located in the 

deconstructive situation of legal interpretation and decision, not in the positive law which 

is considered and transformed in the course of this situation.  

Another sense of the claim could be paraphrased as “deconstruction is just” or “it 

is just to deconstruct”; this sense foregrounds the historical and depends upon the thesis 

that established positivities are disguised forms of violence or oppression. Whereas the 

preceding sense was primarily descriptive, this one is primarily prescriptive, conveying 

an imperative to deconstruct positive forms and structures of power. This deconstructive 

sentiment is expressed in slogans like “Down with the patriarchy!” and “Fuck the 

police!” (or, more recently, “Abolish the Police!”)71 

Yet another sense of the claim would descriptively highlight the processual, 

iterable nature of law and justice, or the fact that the meaning of a law is never 

completely present in itself. We can paraphrase this sense as “justice is deconstructive”: 

laws can be reinterpreted or repealed in the future, legal contexts can change, and new 

precedents can be set; and in the other direction, legal judgments depend upon 

interpretation of prior laws and precedents, and laws themselves often refer back to 

previous laws (and ultimately, in a constitutional state, all laws refer back to the 

 
71 Strictly speaking, this (normative) sense of the claim presupposes the combination of philosophical 
deconstruction with political leftism: see §6 in this chapter. 
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constitution, which functions like an ur-law as well as a meta-law). As Derrida himself 

says, “Each time you replace one legal system by another one, one law by another one, or 

you improve the law, that is a kind of deconstruction, a critique, a deconstruction” 

(Caputo 1997, 16). Not to mention the fact that all laws ultimately refer back to the 

“mystical foundation” of their authority that consists in an extralegal (but law-founding) 

performative act of force (Derrida 2002, 242), as well as referring forward to possible 

future enforcements and applications.  

To take a concrete example of the latter: the meaning of Article 48 of the Weimar 

Constitution, which allowed the President to take emergency measures (including 

suspending constitutional rights and civil liberties) without the prior consent of the 

Reichstag under certain circumstances, was transformed when Article 48 was invoked as 

a precedent in arguments for the Enabling Act of 1933 (Gesetz zur Behebung der Not von 

Volk und Reich), a constitutional amendment that, in combination with the Reichstag Fire 

Decree that it quickly followed, turned Hitler’s government into a legal dictatorship in a 

permanent “state of exception”. In other words, the originally intended meaning of 

Article 48 was to allow the granting of exceptional powers to the executive for dealing 

with exceptional situations, but in the hands of the Nazis, it was invoked to justify the 

rendering of these exceptionalities non-exceptional, or the norm (absolute executive 

authority all the time).    

Finally, there is the claim that “deconstruction is justice” signifies an “idea of 

justice” (as “to come”) that, Derrida claims, provides deconstruction with its normative 

orientation and its motivation or “impulse” (Derrida 2002, 254). I will explore this notion 

further in the next section, in the context of Derrida’s claim that justice is 

undeconstructible, but already we can infer some of the meaning of this notion: if justice 

always already remains “to come”, then that is because it can never be fully present in 

any “now”—in other words, like all concepts, it is “spaced”, its full meaning “deferred”. 

We can also infer that the “arrival” of this “arrivant”, or the coming of this “to come”, is 

impossible: the possibility of conditional justice—in other words, of law—is 

simultaneously the impossibility of unconditional justice (a pure or absolute justice). This 

is why Derrida will speak of an “experience of the impossible” and claim that 

deconstruction, as justice, “is possible, as impossible” (Derrida 2002, 243).  
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We can now understand the sense of Derrida’s claim that the aporetic experience 

“opens the interval of spacing in which transformations, even juridicopolitical 

revolutions, take place”. This experience is the experience of the “spacing” of justice—of 

the gap between positive law and the justice that it claims to be, or between what is 

claimed to be justice and itself. It is an experience of the inadequacy of “law” as justice 

or in its claim to be justice.72 If there is no experience of this interval of “spacing”, then 

there can be no escape from the closure of positive law, and nothing ever happens 

because there is no room for conceiving of change or improvement. I can only fight to 

change a law in the first place, and only will be motivated to make this fight in the second 

place, if I can experience the non-absoluteness of the law’s authority, and if I have a 

sense—however vague or indeterminate in terms of positive content—of a higher 

standard that the law fails to meet (namely, that of “justice”). Moreover, this gap will 

always be there for me to experience if I am open to it (thanks to the ultratranscendental 

status of this ‘spacing’, as explained above.) 

This notion of the “to come”, which figures widely in Derrida’s writings (perhaps 

most famously in the formulation “democracy to come”), is rather opaque. On the one 

hand, justice “to come” is supposed to normatively orient deconstruction (in the direction 

of greater justice) and to serve as a kind of standard from which quotidian claims to 

justice can be judged inadequate. On the other hand, while Derrida takes pains to 

distinguish it from various theoretical constructs we might be tempted to identify it with, 

such as a Kantian regulative ideal or an object of negative theology, he seems unable to 

say much about what it is, if not these. It is unclear, for example, how justice “to come” 

could serve as a standard or measure for present justice, or claims thereto, if it is has no 

accessible content.   

I will explore this notion more in the following sections, but first I want to put on 

the table the most common move made here (though not always in these particular 

terms), which is to assert that deconstruction affirms justice “to come” without 

positivizing it or positing content for it. As Caputo puts it, the notion is, for 

 
72 In “Force of Law”, Derrida frequently uses “law” and “justice” as opposed terms, with “law” implicitly 
referring to the positivization of justice and “justice” implicitly referring to justice “to come”. To be clear, 
in this usage, “law” refers to any positivization of justice—not just laws but also, e.g., systems and norms 
of law enforcement.  
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deconstruction, “affirmative without being ‘positive’” (Caputo 1997, 129). The idea 

seems to be that one can have some “sense”, however vague or indeterminate, of the 

meaning of “justice” as either itself being or as carrying with it an unconditional 

normative injunction—such that one can recognize failures to live up to this injunction, 

even if one cannot be certain why or cannot explain why they are failures—even if one 

cannot posit positive content for it.  

This may sound to the reader suspiciously like some kind of innate moral 

sentiment, such that we can “feel” when a situation is unjust even when we can’t 

positively articulate why (either because the situation does not involve any violations of 

positive law or because we don’t have a positive, contentful concept of justice—or both). 

If our mode of access to the “idea of justice” as justice “to come” is not “cognition” (in 

the Kantian sense) of a concept with positively given content; if it is not the 

“thinkability” (in the Kantian sense, and as opposed to cognition) of a regulative ideal; if 

it is not the non-accessibility of an object of negative theology; and if our access it to, of 

whatever mode, nevertheless enables us to judge present claims to justice as inadequate 

relative to what it “promises”: then it is hard to see what kind of access we could have to 

it other than sentiment or feeling—and it is even harder to see how to theoretically posit 

this access in any other than a “speculative” fashion.  

More generally and fundamentally, it is hard to see how concrete normative 

content could follow from this deconstructive notion of justice “to come”. It is hard to 

see, for example, how “justice to come” could guide deconstruction in its two 

movements—i.e., guide the inheriting (first “movement”) of a given tradition of justice, 

such as that of the Enlightenment, through the aporetic epoche (second “movement”) 

structurally necessary for any inheriting. The next section, which discusses the 

“undeconstructibility” of justice “to come”, should go some of the way toward 

demystifying this obscure notion of the “to come”; however, my full view will only 

become clear in §7. 

  

§6  The Undeconstructibility of Justice 

In this section I will be concerned with giving a close reading of a particular 

passage from “Force of Law”, which is one of the most opaque but also clearly one of the 
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most important passages of the text, and which, while almost ubiquitously cited in 

discussions of these issues, is rarely if ever given a close reading—doubtless, at least in 

part, because of the tremendous difficulty of the passage. The passage in question 

immediately follows the paragraph in which Derrida asserts that law is essentially 

deconstructible, that this is “not bad news” and that “[o]ne may even find in this the 

political chance of all historical progress” (Derrida 2002, 242)—claims we now 

understand, given the above discussion of deconstruction’s aporetic experience as 

“opening the interval of spacing” in which juridical and political “transformations” and 

“revolutions” become possible. In this paragraph, he also asserts that “justice”, in contrast 

to “law”, is not deconstructible, and that deconstruction is justice. He concludes the 

paragraph and introduces our passage with “Whence these three propositions:” 

1. The deconstructibility of law (for example) makes deconstruction possible. 
2. The undeconstructibility of justice also makes deconstruction possible, indeed 

is inseparable from it. 
3. Consequence: Deconstruction takes place in the interval that separates the 

undeconstructibility of justice from the deconstructibility of law. 
Deconstruction is possible as an experience of the impossible, there where, 
even if it does not exist, if it is not present, not yet or never, there is justice [il 
y a la justice]. Wherever one can replace, translate, determine the X of justice, 
one would have to say: deconstruction is possible, as impossible, to the extent 
(there) where there is X (undeconstructible), thus to the extent (there) where 
there is (the undeconstructible). (Derrida 2002, 243) 
 

I will briefly canvass the chief interpretations on offer in the secondary literature, 

of which I find there to be four, of this putative undeconstructibility of justice before 

offering my own close reading of this passage. These possibilities for understanding this 

notion, none of which is adequate, are as follows: 

(1) Justice “to come” is a regulative ideal in the Kantian sense 
(2) Justice “to come” is an ethical imperative 
(3) Justice “to come” is a negative-theological idea 
(4) Justice “to come” is what deconstruction affirms and what motivates 

deconstruction73 
 

 
73 For an example of (1), see Lüdemann (2014, 69); for examples of (2), see Lüdemann (2014, 65) and 
Critchley (2008, 29); for an example of  (3), see Lüdemann (2014, 70); and for an example of (4), see 
Caputo (1997, 129). 
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Without going into details, (1) and (3) should be immediately rejected because they were 

repeatedly rejected by Derrida himself (see, e.g., Derrida 2005a, 82-6; cf. Derrida 2002, 

254-5). The problem with (4) is that it doesn’t really tell us anything (it is compatible 

with each of the other three, for example); it just repeats assertions by Derrida. Moreover, 

it fails to consider the possibility that deconstruction only requires that something 

undeconstructible be affirmed in order for deconstruction to receive an orientation and 

“impulse”, as opposed to requiring that some particular “what”, such justice or 

democracy (much less a particular, e.g., leftist, conception of justice or democracy), be 

affirmed.74 

That leaves (3), namely, that justice “to come” cannot be deconstructed because it 

is not a positive proposition but rather an ethical imperative, which has two major 

problems. The first is that the attribution of this Levinasian ethical imperative 

(commanding ethical responsibility toward the Other) to deconstruction is contentious; I 

will consider this issue in the next section but can say now that if this attribution fails to 

withstand scrutiny, then this interpretation falls with it. The second problem is that it is 

unclear on what basis authors like Lüdemann identify justice “to come” with this ethical 

imperative, rather than deriving the latter from the former (or vice versa, for that matter). 

I merely note this second potential objection because I take the first to go through in the 

next section. 

Now I will give my reading of this passage and these notions.  

“Deconstruction is possible as an experience of the impossible”—as an 

experience of what impossibility, exactly? Answer: the impossibility of pure presence or 

complete self-coincidence of a thing with itself—given that every temporal phenomenon 

(which is all phenomena) is “spaced” by time, so that the conditions of possibility of a 

given phenomenon are simultaneously the conditions of impossibility for a pure 

(absolute, unconditional, etc.) instance of the phenomenon.  

So deconstruction is possible as an experience of the impossibility, in this sense, 

of justice: “…an experience of the impossible, there where, even if it does not exist, if it 

is not present, not yet or never, there is justice”.  

 
74 This last point will receive its full significance for the reader retroactively, once the next section has been 
read. 
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Next, this “there” which is the “where” of justice: “there where, even if it does 

not exist, if it is not present, not yet or never, there is justice”—where, exactly (where is 

this “there”, exactly)? Where is it that this experience of justice (or of the “there is” of 

justice) occurs despite the non-presence of justice there? Answer: “Wherever one can 

replace, translate, determine the X of justice”.  

In other words, wherever one can positivize justice by positing its content. 

“Replace the X of justice” thus means: replace the “X”—which functions as a 

placeholder, i.e., marking an absence—with positive content, such as “giving each his 

due”, “the most equitable distribution of material goods”, “the most equitable distribution 

of material goods according to Rawls’ Difference Principle”, etc. Or even particular 

applications of such positive principles, yielding positive content like, say, “executing the 

prisoner forthwith” or “paying $1000 of reparations to the plaintiff”. In other words, the 

“where” is wherever we substitute some particular, positive content for, or identify it 

with, justice “as such” or “in itself”, such that we can say things like “it is just to… [do 

such-and-such in this situation]” or “justice has been served”.  

Now it makes sense why Derrida says these kinds of situations are the “where” 

for the experience of the (im)possibility of justice—namely, because whichever positive 

contents are substituted for or identified with justice, they will always fall short of 

complete coincidence with the unconditional idea(l), and they will always exclude things 

that we feel should be included (as exemplified by the various attempts to define justice 

in first few books of Plato’ Republic, for example). This is similar to the sense of 

“deconstruction is justice” that I paraphrased as “justice is deconstruction” above, though 

there I only considered the hermeneutic situation of legal judgment on the part of a judge 

deciding cases—whereas here we can see how not only the judge, but anyone who 

becomes “involved” in the justice system in any way (from a plaintiff to a prosecutor to a 

witness), could have an experience of the inadequacy of present “justice” relative to an 

unconditional idea(l) of justice (i.e., an experience of the “space” between these).  

But why does Derrida say that there, too, is where “there is” justice (despite its 

non-presence or, at best, merely-partial presence)? Because the quasi-transcendental, 

quasi-messianic idea of justice “to come” is operative in motivating and orienting those 

determinations of justice and their application, precisely insofar as they are (intended to 
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be) determinations and applications of justice, as opposed to determinations of amoral 

strategy or power, for example (and also as opposed to determinations of other 

unconditional ideas, such as “charity” or “forgiveness”, for example).  

It is the same idea that Heidegger and Derrida try to get at with their respective 

writing practices of writing “under erasure” (Heidegger 1998, 310) and “sous rature” 

(Derrida 1976, 60): if I refer to justice or the good, and I write the term sous rature, say 

in the context of a definition, it would be because I want to evoke the referent or 

intentional target of that term for the reader—so that you know what I’m aiming at—

while foregrounding the fact that this name (as well as the descriptive content I associate 

with it) necessarily fails to adequately capture or fully coincide with this referent. In a 

sense, on this view, everything is always already implicitly written or spoken sous rature.  

In short, in situations of empirical “justice”, justice is present as absent (like 

something hoped-for or aimed at, or a haunting spirit). It is explicitly, thematically, what 

is aimed at, but it can only be presently experienced as an impossibility (which 

nevertheless motivates and orients75).  

“Translate the X of justice”: into the propositional language of law, for example. 

What is codified law, the actual text of law(s), if not translations of “the X of justice” into 

positive propositions that will always necessarily fall short of the unconditional idea(l) 

(otherwise justice would not need judges/interpreters and could proceed algorithmically, 

executable by computer)? And, of course, “determine”: i.e., determine the conceptual 

content of justice, determine the existence or nonexistence of justice in a given case, etc. 

So, now to the hardest part: Wherever one can replace, translate, determine the X 

of justice, there “one would have to say: deconstruction is possible, as impossible, to the 

extent (there) where there is X (undeconstructible), thus to the extent (there) where there 

is (the undeconstructible).”  

There are two lines to the thought articulated in this difficult sentence. One 

concerns the possibility of deconstruction, the other its impossibility (and, 

 
75 Nota bene: these negative normative ideals (justice, democracy, etc., as “to come”) may indeed be 
capable of, or even necessary for, motivating the deconstruction of positive normative content; 
nevertheless, these ideals are still normatively indeterminate because negative. Justice, democracy, etc., are 
normative ideals inherited from history and tradition; as such, they must be “inherited” in the 
deconstructive sense before they can be used, but deconstruction can only guide the negative (critical, 
destructive, etc.) moment of inheriting, not the positive one (of reconstruction, recuperation, etc.).  
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correspondingly, one concerns “justice” as positive or posited or partially present, the 

other justice as justice or as justice “to come”). On the one hand, there is the positive 

“replacement, translation, or determination” of justice (or of the “X” of justice / the X 

that “justice” is)—e.g., a definition or principle of justice, an application of such a 

principle, etc.—and this can be deconstructed, because it is positively constructed or is a 

positive construction. On the other hand, present in this positive construction, albeit as a 

“haunting” absence, is the unconditional idea of justice (as “to come”)—the thing that the 

positive construction is aimed at, is motivated and oriented by, but cannot possibly 

achieve or capture (at least, not completely, not in a “finished” way). And this cannot 

possibly be deconstructed, precisely because of its absence qua presence/positivity, its 

structure of being “present” or present in the positive construction through its very 

absence there, its “haunting” of the positive construction.  

Thus deconstruction of the positive, qua oriented by the idea of a “to come”, is 

made possible both by the (de)constructability of the positive (here, law) and, necessarily 

simultaneously, by the un(de)constructibility of the “to come” (here, justice).  

 

§6.1  The Deconstructive Conception of Justice “To Come” 

 I began this section by departing from the observation that, prima facie, 

deconstruction is normatively indeterminate and can have nothing positive to say about 

justice—or ethics and politics more generally, for that matter. I then explored some of 

Derrida’s claims about deconstruction and justice, including his characterization of 

deconstruction as a “double movement”, his claim that “deconstruction is justice”, and 

his elaboration of a deconstructive conception of justice “to come”. I will say my final 

word on these matters in the next section, but as things stand now, it would seem that the 

prima facie view has been confirmed, in that justice “to come” would seem to be 

normatively indeterminate.  

 What has emerged from the foregoing is that the deconstructive conception of 

justice (i.e., as “to come”) is just that, deconstructive: in its negativity, it cannot ground 

any positive conception of justice or positing of content for justice, but what it can do is 

unground any positive conception of justice or positing of content for justice. That is, 

justice “to come” will never allow us to assert what justice is, either in general or in a 
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particular case. Rather, it can only allow us to deny that justice is what a(ny) given 

positive position (conception, definition, etc.) claims it is—because the validity of that 

claim will depend upon presuppositions, on the basis of which the position can be 

deconstructed.76 Thus justice “to come”, like anything “to come”, is undeconstructible—

for the same reasons that it is normatively indeterminate, namely, because it is entirely 

negative. In terms of the language of presence: something that is “to come” cannot be 

deconstructed (at least not qua “to come”), precisely because it is not yet “here”, i.e., 

present and thus available for or accessible to deconstruction.   

 

§7  Deconstruction and Normativity: “Inflationary” vs “Deflationary” Views 

In this and the final section, I explicitly address some of the questions haunting 

the beginning of this chapter: what is deconstruction (and, more specifically, is it a 

method that can be “applied”), and what is its relation to normative theory and practice 

(i.e., ethics and politics)? The answers to these questions turn out to go hand in hand, so 

that it does not really matter which we begin with; however, since the latter question is 

the more significant for my broader project, I will begin by focusing on it.  

In the secondary literature, views on the relation between deconstruction and 

ethics/politics (broadly: “normative content”) can be divided at the most general level 

into two camps—call them “deflationary” and “inflationary”. This most general level 

concerns solely the positivity or negativity of the putative relation: in my stipulative 

terminology, “inflationary” views posit a positive relation between deconstruction and 

ethics/politics (e.g., deconstruction has a relation of identity to ethics and/or politics, or 

deconstruction is different from but can inform or guide ethics and/or politics, etc.), while 

“deflationary” views deny such a positive relation (whether of identity, informativeness, 

etc.). Thus, all inflationary views involve the assertion that deconstruction can ground or 

even produce normative content of some kind, whether ethical or political—or aesthetic, 

for that matter—whereas deflationary views deny this. 

 
76 E.g., here is a simplified or mock (even caricatural) example: One traditional conception of justice says it 
is “giving each his due”, but this presupposes individualism (“each”)—moreover, an implicitly gendered 
individualism (“his”)—as well as distributionism, or the idea that justice is best conceptualized in terms of 
the distribution of goods. Each of these presuppositions can be deconstructed; indeed, the last of these is the 
main target of Young (1990).  
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Richard Rorty famously held a deflationary view in this sense (see, e.g., Rorty 

1996), but a far better representative of the deflationary camp is Martin Hägglund, whose 

view I will ultimately adopt after some necessary supplementation. First, however, I will 

briefly discuss the “inflationary” camp further.  

“Inflationary” views can be further divided in terms of how specifically they 

conceptualize the relations among deconstruction, ethics, and politics; these fall under 

three main types. One sort of view, call it the “strong ethical” view, posits a positive 

relation between deconstruction and ethics, but denies such a positive relation between 

deconstruction and politics. The second sort of view, call it the “strong political” view, 

posits a positive relation both between deconstruction and ethics, on the one hand, and 

between deconstruction and politics, on the other. Obviously, there is one more logical 

possibility, namely, a view that posits a positive relation between deconstruction and 

politics but not between deconstruction and ethics. I know of only one example of this 

position being taken in the secondary literature—namely, Thomson (2005a); call this a 

“weak political” view (see Thomson 2005a, 103, 121).  

For example, in his Ethics of Deconstruction (which I take as exemplary of strong 

inflationary views), Simon Critchley holds both of the first two kinds of views at 

different times: he starts out with the view that deconstruction bears a positive relation 

toward ethics, or that there is a titular “ethics of deconstruction”, but also that there is an 

“impasse of the political in deconstruction” (2014, 219). He concludes that 

deconstruction requires a political supplement in order that it not devolve into the kind of 

private ethical practice, with no political significance, that Rorty had famously accused it 

of being (Critchley 2014, 236-7). Once he has provided this supplement, he can then 

speak of deconstruction as founding “a politics of ethical difference” (2014, 236). From 

there, he can go on to derive specific normative political content, such as a preference for 

democracy as the most potentially ethical form of government, the minimal ethical 

content of a “democracy to come” as greater inclusiveness, and so on (2014, 240). In 

short, in this book, pre-supplement Critchley holds a “strong ethical” view of 

deconstruction, or of deconstruction’s relation to ethics/politics, and post-supplement 

Critchley holds a “strong political” view.  
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The major problem with all such “inflationary” views is that, in asserting a 

positive relation between deconstruction and ethics and/or politics, they seem to posit 

something deconstructible. This is clearest in Critchley (2014), wherein all of the putative 

ethical import of deconstruction derives from its interpretation in terms of Levinasian 

ethics. But is deconstruction separable from this ethical grounding, and if so, why think 

that the latter is anything but “external” to deconstruction? As the foregoing sections 

have shown, insofar as deconstruction bears an intrinsic relation to normative content, it 

would seem to be a purely77 negative one: deconstruction shows us how any positive 

normative concept, or any normative concept with posited content, can be picked apart on 

the basis of its presuppositions—but from this nothing follows with respect to questions 

of how to positively construct or reconstruct a concept. 

In my view, Hägglund (2008) offers the strongest argument for a deflationary 

reading of deconstruction’s relation to ethics/politics and thus against inflationary 

readings. The argument for his deflationary view can be synoptically captured in a simple 

thesis: “the other” of Derridean deconstruction is not the same as “the Other” of 

Levinasian ethics; more specifically, the “other” of deconstruction is a purely descriptive 

category of the structure of temporality, and thus bears none of the ethical force or 

baggage of the Levinasian Other, with which it has so often been saddled by other 

commentators (especially after the publication of Critchley’s book)78:   

In Derrida, ‘the other’ does not primarily designate another human being. On the 
contrary, alterity is indissociable from the spacing of time. Such spacing is 
irreducibly violent because it breaches any interiority and exposes everyone—
myself as well as any other—to the perils of finitude. Thus, when Derrida 
maintains the irreducibility of the other for the constitution of the self, he does not 
locate an ethical openness toward other human beings at the core of subjectivity. 
Rather, what is at stake is the primordial opening to corruption and dissimulation, 
which opens the possibility of every relation, including the relation to oneself. 
(Hägglund 2008, 75) 
 

 
77 The reader may be reassured that I am not committing the purity fallacy here or in similar instances 
(which is why I said “would seem to be” here): in fact, deconstruction can yield determinate positive 
content in application, it is just that this content will have at most relative, exemplary value—as I explain a 
few pages further into this section.  
78 In what follows, I will only capitalize “Other” in the phrase “the Other” when I mean to refer to a person, 
or when I mean to use it in the Levinasian sense. 
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This is an extremely strong argument for reading Derrida in a deflationary fashion vis-à-

vis the question of whether deconstruction can deliver positive normative content for 

ethics or politics, and it is thus simultaneously an extremely strong argument against 

inflationary views: 

[O]ne of the most persistent claims in Derrida’s writings [is] that there must be 
exposition to an unpredictable future, there must be finitude and vulnerability, 
there must be openness to whatever or whoever comes. The failure to understand 
the status of this ‘must’ has given rise to a number of influential misreadings that 
I will scrutinize in the course of this book. Their common denominator is that 
they ascribe a normative dimension to Derrida’s argument. The 
ultratranscendental description of why we must be open to the other is conflated 
with an ethical prescription that we ought to be open to the other. However, 
Derrida always maintains that one cannot derive any norms, rules, or prescriptions 
from this constitutive exposition to the other. The other can be anything 
whatsoever or anyone whosoever and one cannot know in advance how one 
should act in relation to him, her, or it. (Hägglund 2008, 31) 
 

Just how austere his position is on this issue is clear from passages in which Hägglund 

(2008) argues that deconstruction cannot guide inheritance of various kinds of normative 

content: it cannot enable us to distinguish democracy from dictatorship (177); cannot 

determine a preference for democracy (171), not even as opposed to fascism (187); 

cannot prescribe more rather than less openness to the other (187); cannot even prescribe 

more rather than less openness to the future (231-2); and so on. In short, “no prescriptions 

can be derived from the logic of deconstruction” (203).  

When it comes to the question of justice, Hägglund draws on Derrida’s essay 

“Violence and Metaphysics” to develop a deflationary conception of the deconstructive 

pursuit of justice as the pursuit of the “lesser violence”, as opposed to the pursuit of pure 

peace (2008, 82-3, 169-70). The idea here is that deconstruction reveals the impossibility 

of escaping from the “economy of violence” (which escape is what peace, as an 

unconditional concept, would signify), which is due to the inescapability of finitude or 

the “spacing” of time (2008, 170). This is why Derrida says that we can only 

“indefinitely tend toward justice by acknowledging and practicing the violence within 

it”—i.e., as opposed to being able to take a “purer” path of nonviolence, one which 

would aim at and/or be oriented by a notion of pure nonviolence or peace—and that 

politics thus can at most aim for the “least violence” (Derrida 1978, 117). For Hägglund, 
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even this “least” is too strong, its superlativity implying a certain sovereign 

exceptionality or absoluteness, so that he alters it to the comparative. 

And even then, for Hägglund, deconstruction cannot provide any “measure for the 

calculation of the lesser violence”, and thus cannot even guarantee the legitimacy of the 

struggle for the “lesser violence” (2008, 170). As Hägglund says, the “desire for lesser 

violence is never innocent, since it is a desire for violence in one form or another, and 

there can be no guarantee that it is in the service of perpetrating the better” (2008, 83).  

Now, the problem with Hägglund’s reading is obvious, and it is the problem that 

would beset any reading that is “deflationary” in the sense I stipulated above. Namely, 

what about all the apparent evidence to the contrary? What about “the empirical Derrida”, 

“Derrida the man” or Derrida the leftist? What about all his many and various statements 

that seem to imply a positive relation between deconstruction and ethics/politics (or even 

a particular politics or political program)—between the deconstructive conception of “the 

other” and the (Levinasian) ethical conception of “the Other”, between the deconstructive 

conception of justice and democratic government, etc.? What about the “pathos” of 

Derrida’s writings, the passionate affirmation or “Yes!” to “emancipation”? Why a 

democracy “to come” instead of a monarchy or fascist dictatorship “to come” (Caputo 

1997, 174)? Why the expressed hope for a “New International” and the auto-

deconstruction of Europe, why the encouragement of American “critical legal studies” at 

Cardozo and in “Force of Law” (Derrida 2002, 236)? In short, what about all the 

normative content we find in Derrida’s writings?  

As I see it, there are two possible responses open to Hägglund.  

The first is that Hägglund could pull a Hartmannian “defensible core” move (see 

Hartmann 1976): even if Derrida himself was confused, whether pervasively or 

occasionally, about the implications of deconstruction for ethics/politics, that doesn’t 

mean we have to be. In short, whatever we might find in Derrida’s own life and views, 

including occasional, regrettable statements in published texts about deconstruction and 

ethics/politics—i.e., implying a positive relation between them—may be disregarded or 

dismissed from consideration (while we retain the “philosophically defensible core”, 

which is radically descriptive and negative and cannot possibly ground or deliver positive 

normative content of any kind). 
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This seems to be the response Hägglund opts for. In the introduction to his book, 

he offers a “remark on the strategy that informs [his] reading”, saying “my main 

approach is analytical rather than exegetical. I not only seek to explicate what Derrida is 

saying; I seek to develop his arguments, fortify his logic, and pursue its implications” 

(2008, 11). He goes on to acknowledge that “[o]ne question that is bound to arise, then, is 

whether there are aspects of Derrida’s work that do not adhere to the radically atheist 

logic I develop, especially since it stands in sharp contrast to the readings proposed by 

many other major interpreters” (2008, 12). His response is that 

[E]ven if one is able to find passages in Derrida that cannot be salvaged by the 
logic of radical atheism, it is far from enough to refute the reading I propose here. 
Like everyone else, Derrida was certainly liable to be inconsistent. However, in 
order to turn these inconsistencies into an argument against the logic of radical 
atheism that I establish, one has to show that they are not in fact inconsistencies 
but rather testify to the operation in Derrida of a different logic altogether. 
(Hägglund 2008, 12) 
 

In other words, while it may disappoint some zealous acolytes or “superfans” of 

deconstruction, Derrida was not infallible, and he was sometimes inconsistent. The best 

way to respect his thought is to discard the inconsistent parts—they’re only a real 

problem if they’re not in fact inconsistencies, but rather evidence that Derrida is 

consistently operating according to some other, non-Hägglundian logic (e.g., some 

normatively inflationary logic, like the Levinasian one deployed by Critchley).  

Now this is not a particularly great response to the objection. First of all, there 

would be many instances of inconsistencies indeed. On the one hand, Derrida made 

statements such as “I have never succeeded in directly relating deconstruction to existing 

political codes and programmes” and “I try where I can to act politically while 

recognizing that such action remains incommensurate with my intellectual project of 

deconstruction” (Derrida 1984, 105, 119-20). On the other, there are statements like the 

claim that deconstruction is “literally the most ethical and political way of taking 

seriously what is implied by the very concepts of decision and responsibility” (quoted in 

Patrick 1997, 141), not to mention the claims already canvassed, such as “deconstruction 

is justice”. To be clear, there are many more such statements on both sides. 

But more importantly, the explanation is in principle unsatisfying, insofar as it 

explains away these parts of Derrida’s texts as inessential mistakes or inconsistencies 
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relative to his methodology of deconstruction, rather than immanently explaining them in 

terms of that methodology—which is not necessarily an objection, at least as long as a 

superior alternative is not available (after all, there may be no such alternative 

explanation: sometimes people really do just make mistakes, and there’s nothing 

profound behind them).  

Hence I propose a second option, which I believe is not only perfectly compatible 

with Hägglund’s deflationary reading of Derridean deconstruction, but which achieves 

the just-stated explanatory desideratum: instead of treating all the problematic bits of 

Derrida’s texts as mistakes and relegating them to the discard pile, we can view them as 

the product of singular applications of deconstruction by Derrida (the singular individual) 

to his own concrete contexts, and thus as having merely exemplary and relative value and 

validity.79  

In other words, I propose a supplement to Hägglund (2008)’s deflationary reading 

of deconstruction, which is to analyze deconstruction into a “formal core” and an 

“exemplary periphery”—or, in expanded form, a formal core of general method with an 

exemplary periphery of singular application. The formal core just is deconstruction (as 

understood on a deflationary, Hägglundian reading). The exemplary periphery is 

everything else—all the particular content that results from a deconstructionist’s singular 

application of deconstruction to a given positivity in a given concrete context. In other 

words, “the other” of deconstruction can be “the Other” of Levinasian ethics, just as it 

can be democracy “to come”, or justice “to come”—but only in singular application, only 

by presupposing concrete context, and not only relevant sociohistorical context but also, 

e.g., the deconstructor’s ideology, psychology, etc. What readers like Critchley (who 

privileges the ethical), Thomson (who privileges the political), et al. miss is the necessary 

separability of the formal core of deconstruction (before whose gaze all positivities must 

wither) from its exemplary periphery (which must negotiate with positivities, or between 

the imperatives of deconstruction and construction).  

 
79 Like I said, I take this view to be an as-yet-unrealized implication of Hägglund’s (2008) account. I have 
not been able to locate any explicit formulation of it prior to my own, but Haddad (2013, 33, 37, 43, etc.) 
deserves mention as standing out in the literature on deconstruction for being unusually sensitive to these 
sorts of concerns—doubtless in part because it was influenced by Hägglund (2008).  
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So, while deconstruction per se yields no positive normative content, its singular 

application may. This application, qua singular, is unpredictable by means of any norm, 

rule, etc. Thus deconstruction can be “applied” to successfully yield determinate 

normative content, but only when applied by a singular individual to a concrete 

situation/context—and there is no way to determine the “output” of this singular 

application, not even for the individual agent concerned, and not even after the fact (i.e., 

one can never know with certainty whether one has indeed authentically applied 

deconstruction, whether one has indeed made a just decision, etc.).  

Moreover, the validity of singular applications of deconstruction—specifically, of 

the positive normative content they may yield—is necessarily relative for the same reason 

the value of such applications is merely exemplary. Whenever an application of 

deconstruction yields positive normative content, this entails that some presuppositions 

have been left intact as part of the context of the application, rather than deconstructed. 

These could be presuppositions of the social context (e.g., a social norm, the 

presuppositions of a social norm, etc.), of personal context (e.g., psychological 

predispositions or ideological convictions), and so on. That some such presupposition is 

left intact whenever deconstruction yields positive content is necessarily the case because 

deconstruction per se implies no limits to its own application and is thus “pan-acidic” to 

positivities; if applied with complete consistency, deconstruction could never yield 

positive content, since everything positive can be deconstructed. Thus, the validity of the 

positive normative content yielded by a singular application of deconstruction is relative 

to the validity of the presuppositions left intact (i.e., undeconstructed) by that 

application—but since all presuppositions as such are deconstructible, this validity will 

always be relative.  

This means that all the normative content that a good leftist deconstructionist 

would like to attribute to deconstruction, as derivable from it, really should just be 

attributed to Derrida or to his singular performances of deconstruction—i.e., to the 

empirical individual and his singular negotiations with the concrete contexts in which he 

happened to find himself. Those singular performances have an exemplary value, and the 

validity of the normative claims they involve, to the extent that they are valid, is relative 
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to the concrete context of singular application. This includes all such normative content, 

whether more or less fundamental to Derrida’s personal practice of deconstruction.  

For example, in the preceding pages we have frequently seen exclusion identified 

as violence. When a singular individual is made to conform to the generality of a concept, 

for example, various singular aspects/features that do not conform to the concept are 

excluded, and this process of exclusionary conforming can be most basically and literally 

understood as a way of “forc[ing] the other to be the same and no longer to be the other” 

(cf. Lawlor 2014b, 565). When applied to people or “the Other” in the Levinasian sense, 

the violence of this can sometimes be quite obvious—e.g., when the process of 

“conforming” in question involves physical disciplining, deformation, etc.80 However, 

strictly speaking, deconstruction does not ground the position that “exclusion is violence” 

or “exclusion is violent”, unless this is meant purely descriptively, to the effect of 

“exclusion is violent—but violence is not necessarily or even in general bad”—which is 

perhaps implausible in light of the ordinary language usage of the term “violence”, and at 

any rate is not how DPLs tend to use it (i.e., they tend to presuppose the normative 

badness of violence—especially if, e.g., they hold a Levinasian, ethically inflationary 

view of deconstruction). Even when Hägglund speaks of the preferability of “the lesser 

violence” as opposed to “peace” or even “the least violence”, for example, he is 

presupposing more than the formal core of deconstruction—as we saw him admit 

above.81 

To take a less fundamental example, this time political rather than ethical82: just 

because Derrida seems to have come to certain leftist conclusions in his own singular 

 
80 E.g., the historical practice of foot-binding could be interpreted as a concrete instance of this process of 
exclusionary conforming: in this case, physical force is used to progressively and painfully bring a singular 
individual (i.e., a female infant) into physical conformity with a particular culture’s normative conception 
of “woman” (the singular Other is forced to become, in this case through corporeal discipline, the “Same” 
as the others conforming to the type or typical form—i.e., deviations are forcefully excluded). 
81 Of course, there are a great many contexts in which it would be relatively uncontroversial to presuppose 
that it is ideal to seek the lesser violence. Another way of putting this: presupposing such a quasi-
deconstructive ideal in a singular application of deconstruction will not negatively impact the exemplary 
value or validity of that application and the claims it yields for (relative to) a given reader, insofar as and to 
the extent that the reader accepts the presuppositions in question (the possibility of which presupposes a 
certain proximity to or similarity of context between reader and deconstructor).   
82 I say “less fundamental” because most or even all of the positive political claims that Derrida asserts (or, 
more typically, implies) presuppose the general validity of the ethical claim that exclusion is violent, but 
the reverse is not true—e.g., the ethical claim that exclusion is violent does not presuppose a political claim 
about leftist internationalism in the 20th and 21st centuries.   
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applications of deconstruction to his own concrete contexts, doesn’t mean that those 

conclusions are at all valid outside of or beyond these singular applications in these 

concrete contexts by this singular individual. For example, someone even more 

successfully deconstructively pious/virtuous than Derrida—a veritable saint of 

deconstruction, as it were—could, a year or decade or century after Derrida’s death, come 

to very different conclusions from Derrida through a similar application of deconstruction 

(e.g., deciding in favor of Chinese authoritarian world-rule over a “radically democratic” 

“New International”). And could do so with equal deconstructive validity, or, without 

being any less deconstructively “responsible” than Derrida was. It is to Hägglund’s credit 

that he faces up to these facts where most shy away from them. 

Now this, it seems to me, is a powerful argument. It doesn’t just discard the 

“problematic” bits of Derrida’s texts (i.e., those that seem to assert or imply that some 

positive normative content follows from deconstruction per se) through some 

deconstructible gesture of exclusion—such as “inessential biography!” in the sense of 

“well that’s a matter of Derrida’s inessential empirical biography, not an essential part of 

the theoretical philosophy of deconstruction!”, or such as “human nature!” in the sense of 

“we all make mistakes sometimes, it’s just human nature!”. Instead, it explains and, 

though only qua problematic, explains away those bits in terms of Derridean 

deconstruction as such (the singular application of which is an essential intentional 

implication of the concept or is not external to that concept—indeed, we could playfully 

affirm that “there is no such thing as deconstruction outside its singular application”).  

This singular applicability of deconstruction—also as a limit to or of 

deconstruction that prevents it from becoming programmatic or dogmatic—is part of the 

concept, and Derrida always wrote very carefully and with the utmost precision in this 

respect: on my view, he never (or at least more rarely and never determinably) “erred”, 

the way Hägglund is forced to accuse him of doing. He never “slips up” or “falls” from 

deconstructive “responsibility” into “positivity”, not even implicitly. If he seems to 

imply, for example, that the preferability of democracy is derivable from deconstruction, 

then the “error” is not his but his reader’s: all his normatively-laden statements, barely-

implicitly favoring or disfavoring some X over some Y, are the result of or are part of his 
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personal singular application of deconstruction to his own concrete historical, cultural, 

etc. contexts. They only have exemplary value and relative validity.  

With this revisionary supplement in place, I adopt Hägglund’s deflationary 

reading, which means I can now return to the question of justice “to come” from §4-5. On 

my Hägglundian reading, when considered apart from singular performances in the 

exemplary periphery of deconstruction, this concept has no content apart from the 

descriptive reference to the structure of temporality: “As we will see, the unconditional 

that exceeds law is not an Idea of absolute justice; it is the coming of time that undercuts 

the very Idea of absolute justice” (Hägglund 2008, 40).   

In short, to affirm justice “to come” is to make a deconstructive statement about 

(the inadequacy of) any present claim to justice, but it says nothing about the future 

except that (a) it will come, and (b) we cannot predict it. Justice “to come”, as the 

deconstructive conception of justice, is just the general deconstructive notion of the “to 

come” (i.e., the ultratranscendental of temporal spacing) applied to a given tradition or 

conception of justice—just as democracy “to come” is just the deconstructive “to come” 

(i.e., the ultratranscendental of temporal spacing) applied to a given tradition or 

conception of democracy. In short, “X to come” signifies not some positive conception of 

X, but the fact that no positive conception (theory, definition, etc.) of X can ever be fully 

final, complete, decisive, authoritative, definitive, etc., because it will always be ‘spaced’ 

from itself and thus will always be deconstructible. This does not mean that it cannot 

yield positive political content when singularly applied in a concrete context, i.e., when 

used to deconstruct some positive claims about justice but not others—just that the 

validity of that content will be relative to the presuppositions left as undeconstructed 

context in the application (because the content is provided by those presuppositions, 

rather than by the deconstructive conception of justice “to come”).  

 

§8  Conclusion 

 The goal of this chapter has been to provide the reader with an adequate, 

“insider’s” understanding of deconstruction because deconstruction is perhaps the most 

exemplary form of philosophical postmodernism—thus, attaining an adequate 

understanding of its core logic should poise the reader to understand the ideology I have 
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named deconstructive postmodernist leftism or DPL, which consists in the combination 

of philosophical postmodernism and political leftism. In order to properly explicate 

deconstruction and its significance for any politics grounded in or committed to its sort of 

anti-metaphysical postmodernism, I also had to intervene in an established debate in the 

scholarly literature—namely, between inflationary and deflationary readings of 

deconstruction, where I provided a crucial supplement to Hägglund’s deflationary 

reading. In this last section, I will offer a few summary reflections with an eye toward the 

chapters to come.  

 First, I can now provide a definitive answer to a question that I raised, only to 

immediately problematize, at the outset of this chapter’s discussion: the question of what 

deconstruction “is”—and, more specifically, whether or not it is a “method” that can be 

“applied”. My answers are (1) deconstruction at its core is a formal, though non-

algorithmic, method of dismantling positivities that is necessarily singular in application, 

and (2) thus it can be “applied”, and even is nothing outside its application, but it can be 

applied only singularly and non-algorithmically—and, therefore, instances of its 

application, i.e., singular performances of deconstruction in concrete context, have only 

exemplary value and relative validity.  

Second, by adopting the supplemented Hägglundian view that I have developed in 

this chapter, I can directly answer the question of deconstruction’s relation to positive 

normative content: deconstruction can yield positive normative content, despite its 

procedure or operation being entirely negative, (a) only in singular application in 

concrete context, and (b) only by failing to be applied to all of that context, or only by 

being held back from application to all of that context, such that certain presuppositions 

are left intact/undeconstructed. Neither the decision to limit the application of 

deconstruction, nor the selection of which contents to spare from deconstruction, can 

follow from deconstructive method—hence, they must come from the singular, concrete 

context of application. Again, deconstruction itself is normatively indeterminate, and that 

any positive normative content it yields in application has only exemplary value and 

relative validity.  

This has a fundamental implication for any politics or political theory that would 

base itself in, or even simply strive to conform to, deconstruction—such as DPL. As I 
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will discuss further in later chapters, politics and political theory require positive 

normative content, but since deconstruction can’t provide this, a deconstructive politics 

or political theory that nevertheless contains or provides positive normative content must 

be doing so via some other, positive theoretical resource—e.g., a foundationalist 

normative theory such as Marxism, classical liberalism, etc. However, any such positive 

theory is deconstructible in virtue of its presuppositions, and there is no undeconstructible 

basis for “firewalling” the positive theory off from the deconstructive method, i.e., for 

limiting the application of deconstruction so as to spare the positive theory. Thus, any 

politics or political theory committed to deconstruction (a) receives whatever positive 

content it has from sources other than deconstruction (undeconstructed theories, 

traditions, social context, etc.), and (b) is committed to relativism with regard to the 

validity of that content.  

Finally, the supplemented Hägglundian view of deconstruction that I have 

elaborated also provides a conceptual standard for how “application” of deconstruction 

can fail, or how deconstruction can fall into “irresponsibility”—namely, when the content 

of a deconstruction is taken to have informative or dogmatic/programmatic rather than 

merely exemplary value and/or when the application of deconstruction becomes general 

or generic rather than singular. As we have seen, deconstruction can motivate but not 

determine the normative: for example, application of deconstruction can motivate 

political action against an oppressive regime by disclosing the abyss yawning between 

that regime’s idealized claim to justice (or its claim that it is presently just) and its 

current, inadequate actualization of that ideal; however, deconstruction as such can 

neither theoretically determine positive normative content—such as which particular 

political actions should be taken in pursuit of justice, such as what alternative regime 

should be adopted if the current one is overthrown, and so on—nor practically determine 

normative commitments (however abstract—e.g., justice over injustice, inclusion over 

exclusion, etc.). Deconstructive practice falls into “irresponsibility” whenever 

deconstructive method is taken to be able not only to negatively motivate the 

deconstruction of positive normative content, but to be able to positively determine that 

content (whether in theory or in practice, and including justifying the selection of what to 

deconstruct in the first place). 
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One form this can take, even a characteristic form, is the limiting of the 

application of deconstruction along predictable partisan political lines.83 The result is that 

deconstruction is always a weapon wielded in one direction, automatically and 

algorithmically applied to the discourse of one’s political enemies and just as 

automatically and algorithmically precluded from being applied to one’s own discourse—

to the point that deconstruction itself may begin to look, to its applier, as though it favors 

or even produces one political ideology rather than another.84  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
83 See Chapter 6 for related discussions of “pan-deconstruction” and “identitarian inconsistency”. 
84 In this way deconstruction is indeed either explicitly taken or implicitly presupposed to algorithmically 
determine positive content—even according to a universal rule (if X is a concept/value/etc. of a political 
enemy, one deconstructs it; if of a political friend, then it is “left standing”). By always deconstructing the 
positive content of one’s political enemy’s ideology and never doing so for one’s own, one (ab)uses 
deconstruction to determine positive normative content, namely, the content of one’s own ideology.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

DECONSTRUCTIVE POSTMODERNIST LEFTISM (DPL): 

SURVEYING THE TERRAIN 
 
 
§1  Introduction  

In the first chapter, I laid out my project of providing a corrective supplement to 

the various accounts of what I call “social justice leftism” (SJL) that have been offered in 

recent years. I claimed that the major lacuna common to these accounts was an 

inadequate understanding of the political ideology they attributed to SJLs—in particular, 

of this ideology’s sources in the philosophy/theory of what I call “deconstructive 

postmodernism” (DP). I hypothesized that an adequate explanation of this ideology in 

terms of its underlying philosophical commitments would remove any remaining 

mysteries lingering around the phenomena of SJL, and I set out to provide that.  

In the second chapter, I explicated what is perhaps the most uncompromising 

form of postmodernism in philosophy, namely, Derridean deconstruction; I thereby laid 

the sort of philosophical basis necessary for understanding DPL as the implicit political 

ideology of SJL.85  

In this short, transitional chapter, I begin providing that understanding. Having 

already explained the “D” in “DPL” in Chapter 2, I talk about the “P” and “L” in this 

chapter. The main purpose of this chapter relative to the overall project is twofold: to 

clarify my terminology, and to provide a formal sketch of the essential contours of DPL 

so as to facilitate the reader’s comprehension of the next chapter’s case study. In 

particular, I explain what I mean by the DPL characteristics I term relativism, 

indeterminacy, contextualism/perspectivism, pan-politicization, and identitarianism. In 

this chapter, I also explain why I opted for a “case study” approach in the first place, and 

I describe the status of DPL theory in contemporary academia.  

 
85 The qualification in this sentence is intentional: I say an understanding of deconstruction is the “sort of” 
philosophical basis necessary for understanding DPL in order to indicate that an understanding of 
Derridean deconstruction is not the only possible way of entry into an adequate understanding of 
philosophical postmodernism. For example, one could opt for an entry via structuralism and then “post-
structuralism” (a label sometimes applied to Derrida, but especially to, e.g., Deleuze and Foucault).  
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§2  “Postmodernity” and “Postmodernism”  

Like “deconstruction”, the term “postmodern” and its cognates notoriously defy 

easy definition.86 Definitions differ both across and within disciplines, and there is no 

general consensus, though there are generally shared commonalities. For my purposes, 

given that my concerns are primarily conceptual rather than historical, it is easiest to 

stipulate the meanings of the relevant terms. 

In my usage, “postmodernity” is a descriptive term which refers to our current 

socio-historical situation. This may be characterized in various ways, such as a loss of 

faith in “grand narratives” and “metanarratives”, the pervasive deconstruction of 

tradition, or the loss of a canonically authoritative moral and epistemological standpoint 

followed by the proliferation of partial and relative perspectives. The common 

philosophical core of such descriptions is a rejection of, or loss of faith in, what I have 

termed the core philosophical commitments of “Western metaphysics”: foundationalism, 

essentialism, and universalism (see Chapter 2, §2). In what follows, I use “postmodern” 

as the adjectival form of “postmodernity”; in general, the postmodern is non-

foundationalist, non-essentialist, and non-universalist. 

In contrast, “postmodernism” in my usage is a normative term referring to those 

views, theories, etc. that affirm the aforementioned features of postmodernity as desirable 

or valuable (thus not all postmodern theories are postmodernist, but all postmodernist 

theories are postmodern87). In what follows, I use “postmodernist” as the adjectival form 

of “postmodernism”; in general, the postmodernist is anti-foundationalist, anti-

essentialist, and anti-universalist.  

 

 

 

 

 
86 For example, the entry in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy for “postmodernism” opens by 
asserting that the term’s indefinability is a “truism” (Aylesworth 2015).  
87 An example of a postmodern theory that is not postmodernist is the two-tiered ethical theory of 
Engelhardt (1996), discussed in Chapter 7. This theory’s point of departure is an acceptance of the 
descriptive reality of postmodernity (in particular, of the reality of postmodern pluralism), but it would be 
better described as “coping with” rather than “celebrating” this reality.  
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§3  “Leftism”, “Liberalism”, and DPL 

 I have claimed that the empirical phenomena of SJL are best explained in terms of 

the political ideology of DPL, and I have now explained what I mean by the “D” and “P” 

parts of “DPL”—what about the “L”, i.e., what do I mean by “leftism”? 

Pace Laclau & Mouffe (see Chapter 4), it is probably impossible to definitively 

fix the meaning or specify the theoretical content of the political “left” and “right” in 

general. That is, it is difficult enough to ideologically differentiate left and right 

definitively for a particular empirical and/or theoretical context, but it is probably 

impossible to do so in general. Or rather, there are many ways of characterizing the 

opposed ideological contents of leftism and rightism in general, but they all function at 

best as mere heuristics, and for every putatively definitive rule of individuation there are 

exceptions significant enough to undermine its putatively general theoretical value. 

For example, one popular trope (again, of at most heuristic value) is that the left 

favors collectivism over individualism, whereas the right favors individualism over 

collectivism (see, e.g., Lazarou 2018). The problem is that, by varying context (whether 

temporal/historical, spatial/geographical, etc.), it is easy to produce counterexamples in 

either direction—i.e., instances of the right favoring collectivism, such as aspects of far-

right nationalism, and instances of the left favoring individualism, such as the French 

Revolution’s Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. Similarly, there is a 

trope that, of the twin democratic values of liberty and equality, the left favors equality 

over liberty, while the right favors liberty over equality. Once again, this may be useful in 

some situations as a heuristic, but it is not difficult to find counterexamples in either 

direction by varying context. Moreover, from a deconstructionist standpoint, the point 

would be that both left and right are both individualist and collectivist, libertarian and 

egalitarian, etc.—and that, when these opposed tendencies conflict, one cannot 

algorithmically predict which will triumph based upon whether one is dealing with a 

person or group on “the left” or “the right” (and vice versa: one cannot make a priori 

predictions going from position to political orientation) . The same goes for a third trope 

popularly proposed for ideologically differentiating the left and right in general, which is 

the claim that the right fights for historical and social conservation and the left for 

progression (“conservatives” vs “progressives”): in actuality, both left and right each 
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exhibit both conservative and progressive traits, with each wanting to retain some 

features of extant society, politics, and morality while changing others (and this is 

especially true when we allow variance of context, e.g., across time and place).  

That is why, on my account, “left” and “right” will function as primarily formal 

terms, and I will not specify theoretical content for them in general. In my usage, “left” 

and “right” are, formally, mirror images of each other: they are placeholders for opposed 

sets of normative content, which content I leave unspecified in general.88 This means that 

everything I say about DPL, ceteris paribus, would also apply to any form of rightist 

politics that embraced DP: if a form of rightism embraced DP and affirmed its core anti-

metaphysical commitments, such a “DPR” would also have to be relativistic, 

indeterminate, contextualist/perspectivist, pan-political, and identitarian.89 That is 

because those features, which I will briefly explicate momentarily, follow in principle 

from the combination of DP with a(ny) politics or political orientation as such, as 

opposed to following from its combination with a particular politics or political 

orientation, such as leftism. First, I need to clarify my usage of another, related term and 

its cognates—namely, “liberalism”.  

 

§3.1 Liberalism 

The basic idea of liberalism is that each person should be free to pursue his vision 

of the good as he sees fit, so long as this does not impede the freedom of others to do the 

same. In my usage, “liberalism” refers to a cluster of related normative ideas (principles, 

 
88 The reader may also, however, take “left” and “right” to refer to the things he or she understands by or 
associates with those terms ordinarily, since there should be little to no conflict between my formal usage 
of these terms and their current vernacular meanings/referents. When there is a conflict, the terms should be 
taken in their formal, stipulative sense, but like I said, I do not anticipate much if any of that.  
89 I am unaware of any extant examples of a DPR, but I take no stand on whether a DPR is conceptually 
coherent in general. At the level of abstraction at which I use the terms “left” and “right”, it doubtless is, 
since rightism simply stands for contingent content (the only non-contingent aspect of which is its 
opposition to whatever the content of leftism is). However, the more context is fixed, including the 
increasing dominance of DP on the left, the less plausible a DPR seems. Perhaps, e.g., a DPR is only 
conceptually coherent and empirically possible in some distant or not-so-distant future in which left and 
right have ideologically overturned into each other in significant ways—e.g., it is at least possible that, over 
time, the left could return to metaphysics while the right embraces postmodernism, though it is impossible 
to predict precisely what this would look like.  
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positions, ideals, values, etc.), the more precise theoretical content of which I will 

purposefully leave indeterminate.90  

In my fairly formal and somewhat stipulative usage of the term, the key point 

about the theoretical content of what I will more specifically call “traditional” or 

“classical” liberalism is that it is metaphysical. Roughly (and only roughly), it is the set 

of ideas, inherited from the Enlightenment, that are typically associated with the phrase 

“classical liberalism”—e.g., negative rights frameworks, a non-identitarian ideal of 

“impartial” justice, traditional understandings of the values of liberty and equality, 

notions like “rule of law”, “equality before the law”, and “due process”, and so on.  

Though explicable in various ways, and though I will explicate none of them here, 

the traditional intellectual framework of liberalism is generally characterized by 

foundationalism (where the most fundamental foundation is typically reason/rationality), 

essentialism (with the most important/relevant essence being that of humans, i.e., “human 

nature”, e.g., the human as “rational animal”), and universalism (with the capstone 

concept being that of universal human reason/rationality, or of a universal rational 

human: the “liberal subject”). Perhaps most prominently, it involves a conception of 

justice that is putatively impartial, in the sense of intentionally identity-neutral or 

identity-blind, and which is predicated upon the posit of a such a universal subject. 

However, I say all of this merely to provide the reader with some relevant associations as 

context for the discussions to follow, not to define liberalism by stipulation; all that really 

matters for what I will have to say in what follows, in the terms of Chapter 5, is that 

liberalism relies on universalistic normative claims and reasoning of the kind 

characteristically criticized by DPL.  

In Chapter 7, I will sketch a non-traditional or postmodern form of liberalism 

(taken from Engelhardt 1996) in order to contrast it with the kind of postmodernist 

leftism that this work is dedicated to explaining. For now, I just need to make one more 

terminological clarification—namely, that today, mainly in the United States but also to a 

lesser extent elsewhere, the term “liberal” and its cognates enjoy (or rather suffer from) a 

second usage that is perhaps even more widespread or “hegemonic” than the one just 

 
90 One reason for this formal or abstract approach to the notion is that there are many different 
understandings of liberalism, many of which conflict—see, e.g., Wall (2015, 1).  
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elaborated in terms of “classical” or “traditional” liberalism. In this sense of the term or 

according to this usage, “liberal” is essentially a synonym for “left”, “left of center”, or 

“progressive”—and is thus opposed to “conservative” and/or “right” (rather than 

“illiberal”). In other words, in this sense of the term, the further left of center one’s 

political views are, the more “liberal” one is, and the further right of center they are, the 

less “liberal” one is. It should be clear that I am not using the term in this sense—though 

I will take this opportunity to bemoan the prevalence of this infelicitous usage, which 

spreads conceptual confusion on the back of a degenerate idiom.  

As I use the term, the opposite of “liberal” is not “conservative” (or “progressive” 

for that matter) but “illiberal”; in terms of the popular division of the theoretical political 

spectrum into left/center/right, minimalist theoretical liberalism (like the version inspired 

by Engelhardt that I sketch at the end of Chapter 7) would correspond to the center.91  

 

§3.2  Five Features of DPL  

I will now briefly summarize the five most relevant characteristics of DPL that 

are necessarily implied by its constitutive combination of deconstructive postmodernism 

with political leftism. My goal here is generally less to argue that these features follow 

from that combination—which is more a burden carried by the case study in the next 

chapter (and, in the case of identitarianism, also by Chapter 5)—than it is to provide the 

reader with a formal “fore-having” (see Heidegger 1962, 191) of them and the ideology 

that they collectively constitute, in the hopes that this will enhance comprehension in 

reading the next three chapters.  

 
91 Essentially, whatever their particular contents and whether they are indexed to a particular issue or 
considered in general, “left” and “right” are formally defined in terms of their positing of opposed positive 
normative contents or “visions of the good”—whereas minimalist liberalism posits a negative framework 
designed to enable the sustainably peaceful coexistence of people who have different visions of the good in 
their pursuit of those visions. “Left” and “right” may have contingent contents, and they may even switch 
places periodically, but they will always be “left” and “right” of a center that is formally distinguished by 
its lack of a particular, positive vision of the good—whether this center be a “minimally content-full”, 
maximally procedural postmodern liberalism, like the one explored in Chapter 7, or the “empty” center of 
simple apathy. That is, there may be empirical contexts in which the center is left unoccupied or empty, but 
regardless of its visibility in a particular empirical context, the form (+/-/+) will still be operative. Also, 
note that “empirical liberalism” (Vermeule 2019), as well as substantive or content-full theoretical 
liberalisms, may well fall on the right or, as is more likely in the current context, the left of the empirical 
political spectrum relative to a given subject domain (such as American citizens). For that matter, relative 
to a domain like “American sociology departments in colleges and universities”, liberalism in any form 
may well be on the right of that domain’s empirical political spectrum. 
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We saw in the previous chapter how deconstruction as such entails normative 

indeterminacy and relativism when its application is not (arbitrarily) circumscribed by a 

positive theory, or when it is taken as the basis for positive theory. Indeed, thanks to the 

rejection of metaphysics that defines postmodernism in general, any postmodernist 

normative theory will necessarily either be normatively indeterminate, or what positive 

content it does have will possess merely relative validity. In the next chapter, I will 

explore how DPL entails relativism and indeterminacy more concretely, by evaluating the 

exemplarily DPL theories of Laclau & Mouffe (1985/2014) and Allen (2016) on 

precisely these grounds.  

“Contextualism” and “perspectivism” are essentially more specific forms of 

relativism. “Contextualism” refers to the view that knowledge and/or validity is always 

relative to a particular context, that there are always a plurality of relevant contexts for a 

given claim or phenomenon, and that no context is ever essential, universal, or 

foundational. “Perspectivism” is essentially the same view, only formulated in terms of 

perspectives or standpoints rather than contexts. But the idea is the same: everything is 

perspectival, there are many perspectives, and no perspective is total, absolute, or 

transcendent (in other words, perspectivism essentially consists in the rejection of the 

idea of a “God’s eye view” or “view from nowhere”). It should be fairly obvious how 

these features follow from anti-metaphysical DP, since they boil down to a rejection of 

the possibility and desirability of establishing a foundational and/or essential and/or 

universal context and/or perspective.  

“Pan-politicization” refers primarily to the putative factual impossibility and 

normative undesirability of definitively distinguishing the political and the apolitical, and 

therefore the principled possibility of interpreting anything as political, and secondarily to 

the putative normative desirability of interpreting everything as political. That is, there is 

no way to draw a non-deconstructible distinction between the political and other 

categories of human affairs that have traditionally been posited as distinct from it, such as 

the ethical, the aesthetic, the economic, the personal, and so on (moreover, it is desirable 

to politicize these other domains, at least from the perspective of a pan-politicizing DPL). 

The slogan of pan-politicization is thus “everything is political” (which is also meant in 

the normative sense of “everything should be politicized”). For contemporary leftism, to 
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say that something is political is generally to say that it is a matter of “power relations”, 

i.e., relations of dominance/privilege and oppression/victimhood.92 In combination with 

the next feature, identitarianism, this makes clear the basic meaning of leftist 

“politicization”: (re)interpretation in terms of power and identity. All of these features 

come through clearly in Laclau and Mouffe’s conception of “the political”, as explored in 

the next chapter.  

To be clear, while a statement like “everything is political” sounds quite 

metaphysical, it is actually quite anti-metaphysical. To use an idiom from analytic 

philosophy, though its “grammatical form” is that of a metaphysical posit (“all x’s are 

y”), its “logical form” is wholly negative and deconstructive: not “everything is political”, 

but rather “nothing is un-politicizable / immune to politicization”. In terms of the more 

continental notion of “interpretation”: when it is understood as a positive metaphysical 

claim, “X is political” signifies a closure of interpretation, whereas when it is understood 

as a negative deconstructive claim, it signifies the non-closure or keeping-open of 

interpretation. In this deconstructive sense, the claim “everything is political” does not 

posit a universal essence, it rather signals the impossibility of positing such a universal 

essence (such that something could be rendered absolutely/universally/essentially outside 

of or distinct from the political and thus politicization). Of course, recalling the 

discussion in Chapter 2, DP entails a general instability of or inability to maintain 

boundaries and distinctions of all kinds—so that if I were writing about deconstructive 

postmodernist aesthetics rather than DP politics, for example, the relevant deconstructive 

slogan would be “everything is aesthetic” in the sense that “nothing (e.g., the ethical, the 

political, etc.) can be definitively posited as absolutely (unconditionally/purely/etc.) 

different than (distinct from/separate from/etc.) the aesthetic”. I explain this DP logic 

underlying the notion and ideal of pan-politicization in much greater detail in the next 

chapter, since the view receives perhaps its most exemplary expression in Laclau and 

Mouffe’s conception of “the political”. 

 
92 DP does not entail this understanding of the political, but DPL does (it is part of the contingent content of 
leftism, the “L” in “DPL”—traceable, e.g., to Marxism and its continuing influence on the left). 
Interestingly, this implies the possibility of a DP political ideology that is not leftist and/or not framed in 
terms of oppression/victimhood—but while this is conceptually possible, I know of no empirical examples 
(see footnote 89 above). 
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“Identitarianism” in my usage is more or less synonymous with “identity 

politics”, which is one of the major themes of the next chapter as well as the main topic 

of Chapter 5, where I define DPL identitarianism as an unavoidably partisan form of 

“strong”, “particularistic” identity politics. For most readers, of the five features of DPL 

considered here, identitarianism probably bears the least obvious connection to DP and 

its anti-metaphysical commitments. Briefly and oversimplistically, the necessity of 

identity politics for any leftism committed to DP follows from the postmodernist critique 

of a theoretically universal political subject, whether the “human” or “person” of classical 

liberalism or the “proletariat” of classical Marxism. However, it is important to note that 

the particular content of identitarianism and even of leftist identitarianism—i.e., which 

identities will be, e.g., posited as “hegemonic” vs “non-hegemonic”, or as those of “the 

oppressors” vs those of “the oppressed”—will necessarily be contingent (see Chapter 4).   

Finally, for reasons that will fully emerge in the next chapter but which I will 

address most directly in Chapter 5, it turns out that any DPL politics must be a form of 

what I term “coalitional, common-enemy identity politics” (CCEIP).  

 

§4  The Status of Leftist Theory in Academia Today 

Of course, the easiest way for me to specify the theoretical content of leftism in 

general would be simply to appeal to the general political theory of the left, but this is 

unfortunately impossible—for the same reasons that I have to reconstruct DPL quasi-

stipulatively from the ground up, which are also the reasons I chose the “case study” 

approach I have taken in the next chapter, as I will explain now. 

Essentially, there just is no single, unified leftist political theory in general today, 

whether a leftist theory of the political in general or a general theory of leftist politics. To 

the extent that there is a “dominant” or “hegemonic” leftist political theory, I believe it is 

what I identify as DPL—but it is also implicit or largely implicit, which is why I have to 

reconstruct it quasi-stipulatively.  

Historically, perhaps the only political theory universally recognized (by all self-

avowed leftists, in particular) as authentically leftist is Marxism, and it is true that few if 

any strands of leftism today are totally uninfluenced by Marxism—which is doubtless 

why so many of the accounts surveyed in the introduction implicitly locate this Marxist 
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influence as the key criterion for differentiating leftist from non-leftist theory in the 

academic humanities and social sciences.  

Nevertheless, much of the theoretical content of Marxism been repudiated by the 

post-Marxist left—even as classical Marxists still exist alongside their postmodernist 

fellow travelers, albeit as an increasingly small minority—and the mere fact of Marxist 

influence cannot plausibly serve as an adequate criterion for individuation any more than 

the other candidates considered thus far (not only are there counterexamples, but many of 

the post-Marxist leftist theories influenced by Marxism conflict with each other, so that 

fixing a given theory as “leftist” in virtue of Marxist influence would still not fix the 

theoretical content of the left in general, but would at best be a referential heuristic). A 

very brief outline in broad strokes of the relevant intellectual history of leftist theory, 

some aspects of which I will delve into further in the next chapter, is helpful for 

understanding this multiple, fragmented nature of leftist theory in academia today.  

 

§4.1  Critical Theory 

Today, much of the work of DPL theorists proceeds under the aegis of “critical 

theory”, or sometimes simply “theory”, at least for those who are not quite so 

postmodernist as to have developed an allergy to any and all labels. And this labeling 

even seems to be beginning to catch on amongst the critics of and opponents to the 

postmodernist, identitarian left—even if only metonymically. In particular, one branch or 

applied version of critical theory—“critical race theory” (CRT)—has recently been 

elevated and essentially identified with what I have termed DPL theory by no less than 

the president of the United States, who made the following polemical remarks in a speech 

at the White House Conference on American History on September 17, 2020, in the wake 

of issuing one related executive order and in anticipation of another93: 

 
93 In a policy memorandum for the heads of executive departments and agencies, dated September 4, 2020, 
the Director of the Office of Management and Budget, Russell Vought, relayed the executive order he 
received:  

The President has directed me to ensure that Federal agencies cease and desist from using taxpayer 
dollars to fund these divisive, un-American propaganda training sessions. Accordingly, to that 
end, the Office of Management and Budget will shortly issue more detailed guidance on 
implementing the President's directive. In the meantime, all agencies are directed to begin to 
identify all contracts or other agency spending related to any training on "critical race theory 
"white privilege," or any other training or propaganda effort that teaches or suggests either (1) that 
the United States is an inherently racist or evil country or (2) that any race or ethnicity is 
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Students in our universities are inundated with critical race theory. This is 
a Marxist doctrine holding that America is a wicked and racist nation, that even 
young children are complicit in oppression, and that our entire society must be 
radically transformed. Critical race theory is being forced into our children’s 
schools, it’s being imposed into workplace trainings, and it’s being deployed to 
rip apart friends, neighbors, and families. 

A perfect example of critical race theory was recently published by the 
Smithsonian Institution. This document alleged that concepts such as hard work, 
rational thinking, the nuclear family, and belief in God were not values that unite 
all Americans, but were instead aspects of “whiteness.” This is offensive and 
outrageous to Americans of every ethnicity, and it is especially harmful to 
children of minority backgrounds who should be uplifted, not disparaged. (Trump 
2020) 

 
Now, while critical race theory is indeed thoroughly DPL and even has explicitly 

deconstructionist roots—namely, in the “Critical Legal Studies (CLS)” that had its 

heyday in the 1980s—and while it makes sense for the right to “hegemonically 

articulate” (see Chapter 4) the left with or in terms of this theory in particular at this 

historical moment in particular, it is nevertheless unfortunate from a conceptual and 

philosophical standpoint.  

In terms that I will explain in Chapter 4, it makes sense for the right to 

“hegemonically articulate” the left in terms of critical race theory right now for two 

reasons: (1) the connection to “critical theory”, which is probably the best candidate for a 

general term for the sort of academic theory and methodology that underpin 

contemporary (postmodernist, identitarian) leftism—at least, until “DPL” finds 

widespread usage, of course—and (2) the specific focus on race, which, as I say in 

Chapter 7, is quite unambiguously seeing a “hegemonic moment” on the left right now 

(i.e., a moment in which a part of the identitarian coalition successfully substitutes itself 

for the whole). However, precisely because race (and therefore critical race theory) are 

experiencing a “hegemonic” moment on the left—i.e., precisely because this elevation of 

 
inherently racist or evil. In addition, all agencies should begin to identify all available avenues 
within the law to cancel any such contracts and/or to divert Federal dollars away from these 
unAmerican propaganda training sessions. (Vought 2020) 

On September 22, 2020, Trump then issued a second executive order, which he announced via Tweet as 
follows: “A few weeks ago, I BANNED efforts to indoctrinate government employees with divisive and 
harmful sex and race-based ideologies. Today, I've expanded that ban to people and companies that do 
business with our Country, the United States Military, Government Contractors, and Grantees. Americans 
should be taught to take PRIDE in our Great Country, and if you don’t, there’s nothing in it for you!” 
(Moore 2020).  
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racial identity over other forms of identity, and of “black” racial identity in particular, is 

historically contingent and contextually relative—it is a bad idea, both from an 

epistemological standpoint and from a political/strategic one, to use “critical race theory” 

as the “hegemonic” term for the philosophy and/or ideology of the contemporary left in 

general. Of course, I have proposed my own name for this—deconstructive, 

postmodernist leftism, handily abbreviated as “DPL”—but even “critical theory” would 

serve much better than a(ny) specific branch of critical theory such as CRT. For the 

bottom line is that leftism today is fundamentally and essentially postmodernist and 

identitarian in general (or pluralistically), not just when it comes to race or matters of 

racial identity.  

But what is “critical theory” in the first place? In the final section of the next 

chapter, I examine and evaluate Allen (2016), a text of fundamental critical theory (the 

subtitle of which is “decolonizing the normative foundations of critical theory”). Allen’s 

taxonomy of the senses of “critical theory” and related terms is helpful, and she primarily 

distinguishes between two senses of “critical theory”—“narrow” and “broad” (Allen 

2016, xi).  

The narrow sense is that of the Critical Theory of the (at least originally) neo-

Marxist Frankfurt School, i.e., of “the German tradition of interdisciplinary social theory, 

inaugurated in Frankfurt in the 1930s, and carried forward today in Germany by such 

thinkers as Jürgen Habermas, Axel Honneth, and Rainer Forst and in the United States by 

theorists such as Thomas McCarthy, Nancy Fraser, and Seyla Benhabib” (Allen 2016, 

xi). In the broad sense, “critical theory” refers “to any politically inflected form of 

cultural, social, or political theory that has critical, progressive, or emancipatory aims” 

and in this sense “encompasses much if not all of the work that is done under the banner 

of feminist theory, queer theory, critical race theory, and post- and decolonial theory” 

(2016, xi). Allen also identifies a “distinct but related” broad sense of the term, in which 

it is used to refer “to the body of theory that is mobilized in literary and cultural studies, 

otherwise known simply as ‘theory’”, and in this sense it refers “mainly to a body of 

French theory spanning from poststructuralism to psychoanalysis, and including such 

thinkers as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, and Jacques Lacan” (2016, 

xi). In what follows, when I wish to refer specifically or exclusively to the critical theory 
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of the Frankfurt School, I will use capitalization (“Critical Theory”), and otherwise, I will 

mean “critical theory” in the broadest possible sense.  

There is a discernible trajectory that goes from classical Marxism through Critical 

Theory to “critical theory” in the broader sense identified by Allen, and from there to the 

current situation of the proliferation of both “theories” and “studies”. Now, perhaps there 

never was a single theory that was “the theory” of the left, whether because of non-

Marxist leftisms or because of the diversity within Marxism, but there can be no question 

that leftist theory was formerly more unified than it is today. There has been a 

progressive diversification and proliferation within critical theory, to the point that, by 

Vincent Leitch’s count in 2014, there were “94 subdisciplines and fields circling around 

12 major topics” of critical theory (Leitch 2014, vi), with fifty of these consisting in an 

adjective followed by the noun “studies” (Sims 2018, 166). Examples include Women’s 

Studies, Gender Studies, Queer Studies, Masculinity Studies, Disability Studies, 

Whiteness Studies, Postcolonial Studies, Trauma Studies, Food Studies, and more 

(including some that Leitch fails to mention, such as “Fat Studies”—which has an 

eponymous journal, the first issue of which was published in 2012).94 

 

§4.2  The Case Study Approach to DPL 

That is one reason why I have chosen the case study approach to explore the 

implications of deconstructive postmodernism for leftist politics in the next chapter: 

unlike Laclau & Mouffe (1985/2014), most DPL texts are not works of “political theory” 

stricto sensu (much less of fundamental political theory)—but thanks to the pan-

politicization that follows from deconstructive postmodernism, all of leftist “theory” is 

political (either explicitly or implicitly). One could even call most DPL texts instances of 

“applied political theory”. Similarly, unlike Allen (2016), most DPL texts are not 

instances of “fundamental theory” or “theory of theory”, but “theory of…” something 

 
94 As I explain further in Chapters 4 and 6, there has been a proliferation of SJL conceptions of justice 
corresponding to this proliferation of special-interest “studies” in academia (“fat justice” corresponding to 
“fat studies”, “queer justice” for “queer studies”, “racial justice” for fields like “critical race theory” and 
“whiteness studies”, etc.)—and which, like the proliferation of “studies”, is predictable in light of the logic 
of DPL.  
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else, i.e., some particular topic or special interest to which critical theory is applied, from 

race to gender to Weimar-era German film.  

This means that a given DPL text on X, where X is something other than political 

theory or a topic in political theory, either presupposes (qua DPL) that its political 

presuppositions and normative commitments can be possibly or in principle justified, 

even if this justification is deferred to others (other authors, other works, other occasions, 

etc.)—or it does not. If it does not, then it is directly undermined by its relativism; from a 

political perspective, theories that disavow justification/justifiability in this way may 

safely be deemed forms of ideologically partisan “preaching to the choir”.95 On the other 

hand, if a given DPL text does presuppose the possible justification of its normative 

claims (as most doubtless do), then analysis of DPL works that are about the foundations 

of political theory or of “theory” more generally, and that do try to ground or secure the 

possibility of this kind of justification—such as Laclau & Mouffe (1985) and Allen 

(2016)—will be illuminating as to whether this deferral is tenable. In other words, if it 

turns out that those who do try to justify this presupposed normative content cannot—and 

for necessary conceptual reasons rather than contingent empirical ones—then those 

presupposing the possibility of this justification can no longer do so in good faith.  

 

§4.3  DPL and the Sciences 

Before concluding this chapter, I want to briefly revisit a claim raised in the 

introduction, namely, Campbell & Manning’s claim that while SJL is predominant in “the 

social sciences and humanities”, it is much less prevalent in STEM fields such as “[t]he 

natural sciences, mathematics, and engineering” (2018, 203-4). This claim may be 

empirically accurate, but it also may be misleading in combination with the rest of their 

characterization, which runs as follows: “Within the social sciences and humanities, 

economics has little of it, psychology much more, and sociology and anthropology more 

still, while many of the humanities and the various ‘studies’ disciplines that combine 

social sciences and humanities are about little else” (2018, 203-4).  

This characterization is potentially misleading because it may imply to readers 

that the “harder” a science is, the less politicizable it is, so that the academic 

 
95 For further discussion of this DPL ideological partisanship and its implications, see Chapters 4-7.  
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predominance of SJL naturally organizes into a hierarchy with the “softest” sciences—

not to mention non-scientific inquiry in the humanities—naturally being the most 

politicized and the “hardest” sciences naturally being the least politicized. But the 

reasons that this is apt to seem natural will of course be metaphysical—for example: that 

the “harder” sciences study the “objective” reality of “nature” rather than the “subjective” 

world of “culture”, or are more firmly anchored in empirical observation, or discover 

universal and necessary laws rather than merely lawlike regularities/patterns, etc. 

However, as we already know from the previous chapter and as I explore further in the 

next chapter, the positivities or “objectivities” of the “hard” sciences are as 

deconstructible as any.96  

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to explore in any detail the potential reasons 

for the uneven politicization of academic fields, but one obvious consideration would be 

the potential political significance of the facts and theories of a given field. Among the 

sciences, for example, the presuppositions of physics are just as deconstructible as those 

of biology or psychology, but the physics of quarks will likely have much less immediate 

and/or direct significance for normative matters and public affairs than, say, the biology 

of race or the psychology of gender.  

Regardless, from a deconstructive point of view, no positivity or objectivity is 

undeconstructible, and as long as DPL and SJL continue to wax rather than wane in 

academia and the larger culture, we can expect increasing identitarian politicization of all 

academic disciplines (though not at the same rates, since, again, some pose more 

potential political value than others97). Some examples of this are illustrative.  

In one recent case, mathematics professor Nathaniel Hiers was fired from The 

University of North Texas for poking fun at SJL by writing “please do not leave garbage 

lying around” on a blackboard in his department’s faculty lounge, with an arrow pointing 

down to a stack of fliers about microaggressions.98 The fliers included as examples of 

verboten microaggressions the statements “America is a melting pot,” “I believe the most 

 
96 See my discussion of Laclau and Mouffe’s conception of “the political” in Chapter 4, §2. 
97 There may also be other factors, perhaps many other factors, that contribute to the uneven spread of SJL 
politicization in academia; uncovering these would be a good research project for a sociologist.  
98 The fliers in question actually cited the work of Derald Wing Sue on microaggression theory; see 
Chapter 6, §3.5, for my discussion of microaggression theory and Sue’s work on it.  
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qualified person should get the job,” and “America is the land of opportunity”. I discuss 

microaggressions in more detail in Chapter 6, but perhaps the most disturbing aspect of 

this example is the fact that the department chair, who made the decision to fire Hiers, 

claimed that “the fliers were not ‘political’”—while one of the most predictable aspects, 

in light of Chapter 6’s discussion of the potential political value posed for leftism by the 

concept creep of safety-related terms and concepts, is that the chair characterized Hiers’ 

joke as “upsetting”, saying it “can even be perceived as threatening” (Ellington 2020). 

 Of course, that is just an example of DPL/SJL politicization in a STEM 

department, not of a STEM field. However, examples of that are not hard to locate either. 

The intellectual foundations for the politicization of science are extensive, going at least 

as far back as Fleck (1935) and Kuhn (1962), and including more contemporary 

developments like feminist science studies (e.g., the work of Sandra Harding) and 

Science and Technology Studies (e.g., the work of Bruno Latour and Don Ihde). Much of 

this later work is more explicitly political (and leftist, in particular) than that of Fleck or 

Kuhn, and it generally consists in taking a deconstructive postmodernist approach to the 

history of science—so as to expose the ways that the actual development of Western 

science was itself contingent and exclusionary in identitarian fashion, as well as the ways 

this science was used to justify or legitimate other kinds of social and political exclusion 

(e.g., the use of biological race theory to justify a public policy discriminating against 

some races but not others).99  

It is difficult to determine the extent to which this approach to Western science 

and its history is becoming popular beyond the relatively obscure academic fields 

dedicated to it, but there is at least some evidence that it is spreading amongst SJL 

activists in academia more generally, among both students and faculty—see, e.g., Moreno 

(2019) and UCT Scientist (2016).  

 

 

 
99 Setting aside the more fundamental philosophical critiques, there clearly is something to the more factual 
empirical claims. For example, and just sticking to the very recent history of Western science with respect 
to race: there were no appointments of African Americans at the Institute of Advanced Study until 1941; 
the first African American to graduate from Harvard did so 236 years after its founding; the first African 
American woman to receive a postgraduate degree in physics was born in 1917; etc. 
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§5  Conclusion 

Having explained why I take the “case study” approach that I do in the next 

chapter, I will now provide a brief, anticipatory sketch of the following chapters.  

What emerges clearly from the case study in Chapter 4 is the following: because 

of its commitment to DP, DPL is unable to ground positive normative content that is both 

determinate and nonrelativistic, and this entails that any DPL politics be a form of what I 

call “coalitional, common-enemy identity politics” (CCEIP). In less abstract terms: the 

postmodernist critique of metaphysical Marxism entails a certain kind of political 

identitarianism. Following the case study, in Chapter 5 I explicate this notion of CCEIP 

in some detail, and then I explain various necessary and contingent characteristics of SJL 

in light of its being a form or instance of DPL CCEIP in Chapter 6. Finally, I conclude 

with Chapter 7, in which I explore the question of the relations between DPL, SJL, and 

political violence.  
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CHAPTER 4  
 

CASE STUDY: LACLAU & MOUFFE’S HEGEMONY AND SOCIALIST 

STRATEGY  
 
 

§1  Introduction 

One of the most important and influential texts to wrestle with the implications of 

deconstructive postmodernism for leftist politics and political theory is Ernesto Laclau 

and Chantal Mouffe’s (1985, 2014) Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, which is 

essentially an attempt to rehabilitate traditional leftist political theory in the wake of—

indeed, on the basis of—postmodernist critiques.100 

The book’s introduction opens with the claim that “Left-wing thought today 

stands at a crossroads. The ‘evident truths’ of the past—the classical forms of analysis 

and political calculation, the nature of the forces in conflict, the very meaning of the 

Left’s struggles and objectives—have been seriously challenged by an avalanche of 

historical mutations which have riven the ground on which those truths were constituted” 

(Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 1).   

What were these historical developments or “mutations”? Recalling Murray’s 

(2019) discussion of this book in the introduction, there were of course the various 

empirical “failures and disappointments” of socialism, even prior to the fall of the Berlin 

Wall: “from Budapest to Prague and the Polish coup d’état, from Kabul to the sequels of 

Community victory in Vietnam and Cambodia, a question-mark has fallen more and 

more heavily over a whole way of conceiving both socialism and the roads that should 

lead to it” (Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 1).  Laclau and Mouffe indeed take these historic 

failures of socialism to have incited a critical and foundational self-reflection on the part 

of leftist theoreticians (1985, 1). “But there is more to it than this”, they hasten to add: 

 
100 Nota bene: the first edition of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy was published in 1985, the second 
edition in 2001 and then again 2014 with a new preface that was written in 2000. In what follows, I cite 
from both editions (1985/2014), often seemingly arbitrarily. This is function of contingent circumstances of 
composition, including having had access to the different editions at different times. For the passages I 
quote and the purposes of my arguments, however, the two editions do not relevantly differ (except, of 
course, that the “Preface to the Second Edition” is only to be found in the second edition).  
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A whole series of positive new phenomena underlie those mutations which have 
made so urgent the task of theoretical reconsideration: the rise of the new 
feminism, the protest movements of ethnic, national and sexual minorities, the 
anti-institutional ecology struggles waged by marginalized layers of the 
population, the anti-nuclear movement, the atypical forms of social struggle in 
countries on the capitalist periphery—all these imply an extension of social 
conflictuality to a wide range of areas, which creates the potential, but no more 
than the potential, for an advance towards more free, democratic and egalitatarian 
societies. (Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 1) 
 

They go on to claim that this “proliferation of struggles”, in the form of what are often 

referred to as the “new social movements”, “has thrown into crisis” the “theoretical and 

political frameworks” constituting “the classical discourses of the Left”: “Thus, the very 

wealth and plurality of contemporary social struggles has given rise to a theoretical 

crisis” (Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 1-2).101 This theoretical crisis has not disappeared—

indeed, it has arguably only deepened—since 1985, as Laclau & Mouffe themselves note 

in the preface to the second edition of the book, first published in 2001 and again in 2014: 

“It can even be argued that the left-wing project is in an even deeper crisis today than at 

the time in which we were writing, at the beginning of the 1980s” (2014, xiv). 

What is the crisis? In essence, it is simply that traditional leftist discourse—i.e., 

Marxist discourse—is not postmodernist. That is, from a postmodernist perspective like 

that of Laclau and Mouffe, the fundamental problem with the discourse of “classical 

Marxism” is that it is metaphysical—that “the characteristic modes in which it has 

conceived the agents of social change, the structuring of political spaces, and the 

privileged points for the unleashing of historical transformations” are metaphysical: 

What is now in crisis is a whole conception of socialism which rests upon the 
ontological centrality of the working class, upon the role of Revolution, with a 
capital ‘r’, as the founding moment in the transition from one type of society to 
another, and upon the illusory prospect of a perfectly unitary and homogenous 
collective will that will render pointless the moment of politics. [This classical 
conception of socialism was p]eopled with ‘universal’ subjects and conceptually 
built around History in the singular[.] (Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 2) 

 

 
101 See Laclau & Mouffe (2014, 143): “The unsatisfactory term ‘new social movements’ groups together a 
series of highly diverse struggles: urban, ecological, anti-authoritarian, anti-institutional, feminist, anti-
racist, ethnic, regional or that of sexual minorities. The common denominator of all of them would be their 
differentiation from workers’ struggles, considered as ‘class’ struggles.” Cf. Farred (2000).  
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It is clear that classical Marxism is both universalist and essentialist in a variety of ways. 

As Laclau and Mouffe note, classical Marxism posited a universalist conception of 

history, according to which history is single and universal (“world-history”) rather than 

plural and particular.102 The Marxist conception of history is also famously essentialist, in 

that according to it historical progress is driven by the historical necessity of material 

dialectic—hence the well-known theory of society as divided into an historically-

essential material/economic “base” and an historically-inessential ideal/ideological 

“superstructure”. Deploying a common DPL trope, Laclau and Mouffe write this as 

“History” with a capital “H” to signify its metaphysical pretensions and/or 

presuppositions—its status as “universal history” (2014, xxiii). The same goes for 

classical Marxism’s conception of the subject—in particular, the economic proletariat or 

“working class” as the a priori privileged political subject or subject of social change (a 

universal subject for a universal world history progressing with necessity toward its telos 

of World Revolution and the establishment of universal Communism). And that is just 

scratching the surface; for example, there is the utopian, teleological conception of 

Communism as conflict-free society, which commits the purity fallacy.103 

This theoretical crisis of the left in postmodernity motivates the core question 

orienting Laclau and Mouffe’s project, which is transcendental—namely: what are the 

conditions of possibility for collective leftist political action in postmodernity (Laclau & 

Mouffe 2014, 137)? Now, Laclau and Mouffe acknowledge the great influence of 

 
102 This already implies that the conception is also essentialist, in that positing a single world-history 
presupposes being able to distinguish what is essential to that history. This sort of discrimination was 
perhaps most memorably performed by Hegel, who characterized world-history as the world-spirit’s 
jumping from one geographical center to another on its way to the telos of full self-consciousness, thereby 
constituting the epochs of Western history (i.e., epoch by epoch, a different place becomes the essential 
locus of the development of universal/world history—e.g., Greece in the 5th Century BC, Rome in the 1st 
Century AD, Western Europe in the 18th Century, etc.). Naturally, such a view is easy fodder for 
deconstruction as, e.g. and among others, Eurocentric. And of course Hegel’s philosophy was the direct 
theoretical inspiration for Marxism, which Marx himself described as a materialist inversion of Hegel’s 
philosophy in the Afterword to the Second German Edition of the first volume of Das Kapital (see Marx 
1873). Marx’s economic essentialism is called “economism” by Laclau & Mouffe (2014, 66). 
103 I have omitted discussion of the status of classical Marxism vis-à-vis foundationalism because of the 
more involved discussion this would require—in particular, of the relation of Marxism to Hegelian 
philosophy, or of how Marx “inherited” Hegel. Some argue that Marxism is anti-foundationalist, while 
others argue that it is foundationalist (and the same goes for Hegelianism, for that matter). There are of 
course obvious foundationalist aspects of Marxism, such as the positing of a society’s cultural 
superstructure as founded in its economic base (and the implications of this for knowledge), but for my 
purposes in this chapter, it suffices that Marxism is “metaphysical” in the sense (at least) of being 
essentialist and universalist.   
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Derridean deconstruction on their theory (2014, xi), and their answer to this 

transcendental question, which will require some elaboration, is exemplarily 

deconstructive: “in every case what allows the forms of resistance to assume the 

character of collective struggles is the existence of an external discourse which impedes 

the stabilization of subordination as [positivized, e.g., ‘natural’] difference” (2014, 143). 

Since Laclau and Mouffe conceptualize subjects in terms of discursive subject 

positions,104 what this discourse-theoretical statement amounts to in more 

phenomenological terms is the availability of a standpoint from which a given social 

and/or discursive positivity can be aporetically experienced as “spaced” from itself (see 

Chapter 2). To anticipate, they eventually dub this desired deconstructive political 

standpoint the “new ‘common sense’” of—indeed, which is constitutive of—“the left”, 

and the goal they prescribe to the postmodern left is to make this standpoint culturally 

dominant or “hegemonic”. 

In other words, one of the most obvious transcendental requirements for the 

possibility of collective leftist political action is the existence of “the left” in the first 

place. But as just explained, “the left” is in crisis as to its theoretical foundations and very 

identity—precisely because the socialism of traditional leftism was not postmodernist. 

Thus, Laclau and Mouffe build this into the transcendental question guiding their inquiry, 

asking after the conditions of possibility for effective political action by a postmodernist 

“left”. Hence their stated project in the 1985 book: to “outline a new politics for the Left 

based upon the project of a radical democracy” (1985, 3)—where socialism “is one of the 

components of a project for radical democracy, not vice versa” (1985, 178). That is, the 

traditional, Marxist foundations of leftist political theory can no longer be presupposed 

and rather must undergo a “deconstruction” (1985, 3), and in place of metaphysical 

Marxism, Laclau and Mouffe will propose a deconstructive postmodernist “post-

Marxism” (2014, ix, 4). This DPL theory consists of a theory of “hegemonic politics” in 

general, as well as a political project for the left in particular, which latter they call 

“radical democracy”. 

 
104 See Laclau & Mouffe (2014, 101): “Whenever we use the category of ‘subject’ in this text, we will do 
so in the sense of ‘subject positions’ within a discursive structure.” 
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 In the remainder of this chapter, I will conduct a case study of Laclau & Mouffe’s 

(1985) attempt to execute a deconstructive postmodernist intervention into the 

foundations of classical leftist political theory, and to found a project for “radical 

democracy” in a theory of “hegemonic politics”. First, in §2 and §3, I explicate this 

theory and project, respectively. Then, in §4-5, I evaluate the theory, first in terms of the 

criterion of normative determinacy and then in terms of that of normative relativism. I 

conclude my analysis in §6 with a short recap of how Hegemony and Socialist Strategy 

exemplifies the core characteristics of DPL. Finally, in §7, I briefly analyze a more recent 

text of “critical theory”, namely Allen (2016), which has a theoretical goal and exhibits 

features which are saliently similar to those of Laclau & Mouffe a generation before. 

 

§2   A Deconstructive Political Theory: “Hegemonic Politics” 

 Laclau and Mouffe introduce their notion of “hegemony”—which “in [their] 

view” should be “the central category of political analysis” (2014, x)—by positioning 

themselves in opposition to “the rationalism of classical Marxism”, which “presented 

history and society as intelligible totalities constituted around conceptually explicable 

laws” (Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 3). In contrast, the postmodernist form of leftist political 

theory that Laclau and Mouffe will propose conceptualizes history, society, and social 

change as fundamentally contingent. On this view, history and society may operate 

according to a “logic”—the “logic of hegemony”—but these will be “contingent 

operation[s]” which do not proceed according to knowable universal and necessary laws 

of the kind that can ground “historical necessity” and thus a priori positive knowledge 

(1985, 3). This notion of “hegemony”—which we can already infer to be characterized 

by (postmodernist) contingency rather than (metaphysical) necessity—is indeed central to 

Laclau and Mouffe’s account, and since it is in the fourth and final chapter of the book 

that they present their theory of a “hegemonic politics” (1985, 178), it is on that part of 

the text that I will primarily focus in what follows.  

However, in order to fully understand Laclau and Mouffe’s anti-metaphysical 

concept of hegemony and theory of hegemonic politics, we first must take account of 

their understanding of the political as such—and in this regard, the key concept is that of 

antagonism.  



112 
 

 

§2.1  Antagonism & “The Political” 

Now, the various treatments of these (admittedly subtle and complex) notions of 

“the political” and “antagonism” in Laclau and Mouffe’s writings are typically quite 

obscure, but one of the clearest formulations appears in Mouffe’s (2013) Agonistics: 

Thinking the World Politically, which opens with Mouffe “recalling the basic tenets of 

the theoretical framework [… of] Hegemony and Socialist Strategy” (2013, 1). Here 

Mouffe offers concise definitions of “the political” and “politics” that she claims to be 

faithful “develop[ments]” of the 1985 book’s “reflections on ‘the political’”:  

I have developed these reflections on ‘the political’, understood as the 
antagonistic dimension which is inherent to all human societies. To that effect, I 
have proposed the distinction between ‘the political’ and ‘politics’. ‘The political’ 
refers to this dimension of antagonism which can take many forms and can 
emerge in diverse social relations. It is a dimension that can never be eradicated. 
‘Politics’, on the other hand, refers to the ensemble of practices, discourses, and 
institutions that seeks to establish a certain order and to organize human 
coexistence in conditions which are always potentially conflicting, since they are 
affected by the dimension of ‘the political’. (Mouffe 2013, 2-3) 
 

This was indeed a central thesis of Laclau & Mouffe (1985): that most political theory 

commits the purity fallacy by presupposing the possibility and desirability of a conflict-

free society—for example, classical Marxism’s notion of “communism as a transparent 

society from which antagonisms have disappeared” (Laclau & Mouffe 2014, xxiv)—and 

that a postmodernist leftist political theory must not do this. Thus, in an initial 

formulation, “antagonism” names a certain conceptualization of social conflict (namely, 

as ineradicable or irreducible), “the political” names the dimension of antagonism, and 

“politics” names activities aimed at establishing or changing social positivity in 

conditions which are either actually or potentially antagonistic (which is all social 

conditions—hence the thesis of pan-politicization follows, namely, that “everything is 

political” either actually or potentially, i.e., either already or not yet).      

So that is the initial version of Laclau and Mouffe’s deconstructive conception of 

the political. With the basic idea thus secured, we can now attain a deeper understanding 

by considering this notion of antagonism more closely, for antagonism is crucially 
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distinct from the more general notion of conflict, and it is actually a very complex and 

nuanced concept in Laclau & Mouffe (1985). We can start with the following passage:  105 

Real opposition is an objective relation—that is, determinable, definable—among 
things; contradiction is an equally definable relation among concepts; antagonism 
constitutes the limits of every objectivity, which is revealed as partial and 
precarious objectification. […] Antagonism, far from being an objective relation, 
is a relation wherein the limits of every objectivity are shown […] But if we 
maintain our conception of the social as a non-sutured space, as a field in which 
all positivity is metaphorical and subvertible, then there is no way of referring to 
the negation of an objective position to an underlying positivity—be it causal or 
of any other type—which would account for it. Antagonism as the negation of a 
given order is, quite simply, the limit of that order, and not the moment of a 
broader totality in relation to which the two poles of the antagonism would 
constitute differential—i.e., objective—partial instances. (Laclau & Mouffe 2014, 
111-2) 

This is a difficult passage, but its meaning can be made quite clear thanks to the 

understanding of deconstruction provided in Chapter 2. The core idea, intended to be 

anti-metaphysical and anti-traditional, is that antagonism is irreducible conflict. For, as 

Laclau and Mouffe note, from “Marxism to the various forms of ‘conflict theory’, a 

whole range of explanations have been given as to how and why antagonisms emerge in 

society” (2014, 108), and these have typically been explanatorily reductive. That is, they 

reduce political conflict to some other type of conflict, problem, or phenomenon (which, 

as such, admits of solutions or treatments specific to that type)—for example moral, 

economic, sociological, anthropological, or psychological.  

Laclau and Mouffe give two types of example of this, doubtless inspired by Marx 

and Hegel, respectively—namely, the reduction of political conflicts to “real oppositions” 

and to “logical contradictions”. In oversimplified, near-caricatural terms: Hegel explained 

history as a process of progressive social “rationalization” (making-rational) driven by an 

ideal dialectic that proceeds by producing and “sublating” logical contradictions or social 

irrationalities; hence, political conflict is reductively explained as logical contradiction, 

grounded in the necessity of an idealist historical dialectic. In contrast, Marx explained 

history in the same way, but in terms of a materialist historical dialectic, which proceeds 

 
105 Note that in passages like this, given the way Laclau and Mouffe use these terms in context, “objective” 
is essentially synonymous with “positive”, “objectivity” is essentially synonymous with “positivity”, and 
“objectification” is essentially synonymous with “positivization”.   
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by generating and resolving “real” contradictions or “real oppositions” (which can be 

articulated in logical/conceptual terms as contradictions, but which are presupposed to be 

ontologically, epistemologically, and historically prior to the logical/conceptual as such).  

More concretely, for example, a given political conflict might be reductively explained as 

an economic problem—a “real opposition” of economic classes and/or their interests, 

say—such that it admits of a purely economic solution, thereby bypassing the political 

qua dimension of irreducible antagonism (i.e., the antagonism has been reduced to a 

conflict of a specific non-political type, such that it admits of a non-political (re)solution 

or can be eliminated through non-political means specific to that type). 

So far, so good—but why would Laclau & Mouffe think that political conflict is 

essentially or ultimately irreducible (in other words, why “the political” is essentially or 

ultimately irreducible to some other normative sphere, such as the ethical, the economic, 

etc.)? And what do they mean by saying that antagonism, qua irreducible conflict, 

constitutes “the limit” of “every objectivity”? 

The core idea is that subjective decision ultimately underlies all objective validity; 

the basic steps of the argument are to claim (1) that “objective” validity is really a form 

of intersubjective validity (namely, general intersubjective validity relative to a domain), 

and (2) that intersubjective validity is constituted via “agreement”, i.e., coincidence in the 

intentional objects of multiple subjective decisions.106  

For example, we speak of some problems as having “objective” solutions, and 

other problems as lacking these. What do we mean by this way of speaking? Consider 

mathematical tiling problems, for example, like figuring out the maximum number of 

triangles of a given size that can fit within a square of a given size: to solve such 

problems, subjective decision is not necessary, which is why their solutions can be 

formalized as algorithms and computer programs equipped with the right algorithms can 

solve them.107 And if two people disagree about the answer to such a problem, one of 

 
106 The reader will note that I explain this further in terms that are as much phenomenological as discourse-
theoretical; that is because I think the point is valid and the former framing is often more clarifying and 
persuasive (hence when it comes to “domain”, while I focus on discursive domains and communities, it 
should be noted that the argument applies more generally, e.g. to epistemological domains and 
communities, perceptual ones, etc.). 
107 As the rest of the discussion will show, in a fundamental sense, for a person to solve even an “objective” 
problem, decisions are necessary, though they are often bracketed in the form of presuppositions. In 
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them is simply “objectively wrong”, and if his error can be demonstrated to him, he will 

“automatically” revise his belief as to the solution. 

To call a problem political in Laclau and Mouffe’s sense of the word is to say that 

it necessarily does not admit of an “objective” (and/or “rational”) solution in this sense. 

For example, if a political conflict is reduced to a problem of economic inequality, then a 

redistribution of economic resources that eliminates the economic inequality should 

thereby eliminate the political conflict; on this view, were that to happen, it would reveal 

that the “political” conflict in question was really only pseudo-political all along (because 

really economic or technical). A political conflict is one that cannot, in principle, be 

solved in a way that bypasses the necessity of decision—such as reductive positivization, 

which bypasses this moment of decision by building it into presuppositions, as I will 

explain momentarily. 

Let me illustrate the difference between a “political” and “pseudo-political” 

conflict more concretely. Imagine that my friend and I order a pizza with 8 slices to 

share, and we each pay half. Suppose we then go to divide up the pizza, and he takes 6 

slices. Now a conflict arises, since I believe I am entitled to half the pizza, not one fourth 

of it. So, how do we tell if this conflict is a political “antagonism”? If it is a merely 

“economic” conflict, then it will be resolved if my friend gives me two more slices, so 

that we each have half. However, if it is based in a political antagonism, this economic 

redistribution will not be sufficient to eliminate the conflict—for that, a resolution at the 

level of wills will be required. For example, perhaps I feel slighted or insulted or 

demeaned by this unequal treatment, so that for the conflict to resolve, I require not only 

equal treatment, but an apology or recognition of my status/dignity and/or the violation of 

my status/dignity (e.g., in this example, my status as friend). In other words, I require my 

friend to submit his will to mine, insofar as he starts out not recognizing and thus 

implicitly (or explicitly, as the case may be) denying any problem with how he has 

 
contrast, a political decision, in Laclau and Mouffe’s sense of “the political”, is irreducibly a decision that 
must be made (i.e., cannot be bypassed or bracketed via presupposition).  
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treated me, but is then brought by me to recognize and affirm precisely that (if the 

conflict is indeed successfully resolved through apology, I mean).108 

That just leaves the claims about political antagonism constituting the “limit” of 

“objectivity” as such. The basic idea here is that all “objectivities” or “positivities” are 

really intersubjective “objectifications” or “positivizations”. That is, their validity is 

ultimately based in contingent intersubjective agreement (i.e., between/among subjects) 

rather than necessary objective correspondence (e.g., between the objectivity and 

metaphysical reality, between the objectivity and ideal rationality, etc.). This is where my 

comment about bypassing decision via presupposition comes into play—for what is an 

objectivity/positivity except an edifice of nested presuppositions, and what is a 

presupposition except a (fore)closed decision or settled disagreement?  

To say that a given theorem of physics “presupposes” the meaning of a term like 

“force", for example—namely, that force equals mass times acceleration—is to say that it 

has been decided that this is what “force” means in the discourse of the scientific 

community, that this question has been intersubjectively settled or decided upon (such 

that I don’t have to decide upon the term’s meaning anew in order to use it on a given 

occasion: I may presuppose it). Indeed, the entire positive content of a science—all of its 

“validities”, as it were—may be viewed as so many bracketed decisions or settled 

disagreements: as questions whose answers have been decided by prior intersubjective 

agreement. And of course, when I presuppose the validity of a law of physics for a 

calculation, I do not presuppose that its validity “has been settled” just for me—the way I 

presuppose the validity of the proposition that my umbrella is in my car when I decide to 

act on the maxim “run to your car to get the umbrella”— rather I presuppose its validity 

for “one” or “everyone”, i.e., its validity in general or for subjects in general. And Fleck, 

Kuhn, and their successors have convincingly shown that this process of intersubjective 

constitution of scientific validities is indeed fundamentally one of intersubjective 

agreement (between individuals in the relevant theoretical and/or discursive community) 

rather than objective correspondence (between a given theory or discourse and “objective 

 
108 It goes without saying that this discussion impinges on a number of well-established debates in the 
literature—such as the “recognition vs redistribution” debate, to name just one—and much more could be 
said, but my aim here is merely to clarify Laclau and Mouffe’s ideas. 
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reality”): a new validity forms when an empirically and pragmatically sufficient number 

of individuals all agree to mean the same thing by the same term, not when “the objective 

truth” is “discovered”.  

 The claim that “antagonism” constitutes the limit of objectivity as such, then, 

means that every objectivity as such is the result of a process of intersubjective 

constitution or “objectification”, upon which its validity is founded. Since this 

intersubjective process is essentially that of “agreement”, or the intentional coincidence 

of subjective wills/decisions, the “limit” of the validity of a given objectivity would be 

disagreement among the relevant subjective wills/decisions. And this seems correct, even 

for an objectivity as “objective” as arithmetic, for example: at the limit, the validity of all 

the positive content of arithmetic for me depends upon my decision to accept the 

fundamental axioms of arithmetic: if I accept those, then in some sense I “must” accept 

the truth of theorems like 2+2=4—but I can decide not to accept those axioms, and then I 

no longer “must” accept the truth of this theorem in any sense.  

Of course, for me to authentically rather than merely nominally “disagree” about 

the validity of the axioms of arithmetic, I would have to consistently believe/speak/act 

accordingly (either obeying the rules of some alter-arithmetic in my dealings with 

quantity, e.g. “quaddition” instead of addition, or simply finding myself unable to 

cognize quantity). That only really seems plausible for a psychotic—and moreover, 

would not undermine the validity in question, which is intersubjectively rather than 

subjectively relative. However, consider now not the individual agent but the collective 

community: if a sufficient number of competent “speakers” of the relevant community 

(here, mathematicians) come to disagree about the meaning of foundational terms of the 

discourse (here, arithmetic), now its validity really is thrown into question—not just for 

me, but in general.109 In this sense, “antagonism”, qua irreducible conflict of wills (hence 

resolvable only through agreement), is the intersubjective limit of any and all 

“objectivities”.  

That is how Laclau and Mouffe understand “the political”, qua dimension of 

antagonism (qua irreducibly intersubjective conflict): a “political” conflict is a clash of 

 
109 Something very like this has been thematized in fiction; see “Division by Zero”, a short story by Ted 
Chiang (Chiang 2002). 
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wills that can only be resolved through subjective decision and intersubjective agreement. 

As such, politics is the limit of every discursive “objectivity” for Laclau and Mouffe, and 

every discursive objectivity is at its limit political (though, in many cases, only at the 

limit). Again, at the limit, even a relatively uncontested discursive objectivity like physics 

is political since it rests upon uncontested-but-contestable decisions and agreements (and 

it becomes political when and to the extent that those uncontested-but-contestable 

decisions become contested, i.e., when decisions bracketed as presupposed are reopened 

and disagreements emerge, as in times of Kuhnian “scientific revolution”).  

In short, an antagonism is a conflict or disagreement that necessarily cannot be 

“objectively”, “algorithmically”, or “rationally” resolved on the basis of shared 

presuppositions, and “the political” is the normative domain that has antagonisms as its 

specific or essential objects.  

 

§2.2  “Hegemony” and “Articulation” 

So, how does this understanding of antagonism bear on Laclau and Mouffe’s 

theory of “hegemonic politics”? In the first place, if the political is irreducible to the 

positive of any kind (to any kind of “objectivity”), not only political conflicts or 

disagreements but also political unities and agreements will necessarily be contingent. 

That is, there is no necessity, whether rational or natural or divine, underlying the 

political relationship—whether of alliance or antagonism—between two given political 

constituencies at a given time. This contingency of the political is captured in Laclau and 

Mouffe’s notions of “articulation” and “hegemony”, as well as their combination in the 

notion of “hegemonic articulation”: “There are not, for example, necessary links between 

anti-sexism and anti-capitalism, and a unity between the two can only be the result of a 

hegemonic articulation” (Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 178).  

 It is not easy to reconstruct precisely what Laclau and Mouffe mean by 

“hegemony”, “articulation”, and their cognates on the basis of their 1985 text (other than 

as synonyms for contingency) because their discussions of these notions there are 

lengthy, discontinuous, and dense. Nevertheless, such a reconstruction is precisely what I 

will offer now. 
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 By “articulation”, Laclau and Mouffe mean the contingent putting-into-relation of 

existing “elements” (e.g., elements of a given discourse) that are not essentially, 

necessarily, or “in themselves” related. Thus, they contrast the contingent “articulation” 

of “elements” within the “general field […] of articulatory practices”—“that is, a field 

where the ‘elements’ have not crystallized into ‘moments’”—with the necessary 

“mediation” of the “moments” essential to a given metaphysical “totality” (2014, 94, 134, 

etc.). A paradigmatic example of the latter is Hegel’s “logic”110:  the “totality” is the logic 

itself, the “moments” are the categories of the logic, and the necessary “mediation” 

between categories is provided by the dialectic (cf. Laclau & Mouffe 2014, 81). Thus, 

“articulation” essentially boils down to “contingent relating” or to a 

complex/constellation of contingent relations (e.g.: “the articulation of freedom and 

equality in libertarian discourse”, “the articulation of racism, sexism, and nationalism in 

Nazi Party discourse in the 1930s”, etc.).  

 The key point about political articulation, vis-à-vis “the political” as explicated 

above, is that its irreducible contingency corresponds to the irreducibility of decision and 

agreement for politics. That is, if two political groups, causes, or movements unite on the 

left, for example—say, feminists and socialists—this must be because of contingent and 

pragmatic agreements (which could have been decided otherwise) by the people/groups 

involved, since no necessary ideological relation can be posited between them. For 

example, there is no metaphysical theory of “nature”, “morality”, “rationality”, etc., on 

the basis of which necessary relations could be posited between feminism and socialism 

and which could safely be presupposed by a DPL; it is neither “logical” nor “natural” that 

two given leftist constituencies unite or causes converge. At least, not in any sense that 

would eliminate the irreducible necessity of “undecidable” decision for political 

agreement and of agreement for politics—and thus also the necessary contingency of the 

positive content of politics (cf. Laclau & Mouffe 2014, xi). As they say, “Unity between 

these agents [e.g., two leftists] is then not the expression of a common underlying essence 

[e.g., “working class”] but the result of political construction and struggle” (2014, 55). 

 
110 The “logic” is the name for the first part of Hegel’s philosophical system of “absolute idealism”. It is 
expounded in two works, the so-called “greater” and “lesser” Logics (namely, the Science of Logic and the 
Encyclopedia Logic, respectively).   
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 That covers one half of the notion of “hegemonic articulation”. What about the 

other half? Hegemony is a concept with a long history in the tradition(s) of Marxism, and 

the first chapter of Laclau & Mouffe’s book is titled “Hegemony: The Genealogy of a 

Concept”. For my purposes of explicating and evaluating the theory, these genealogical 

details are largely irrelevant, and a brief sketch of the core conceptual contours of this 

genealogy will suffice.  

The etymological origins of the term “hegemony” lie in the ancient Greek words 

for “leader” (ἡγεμών) and for “authority, rule, political supremacy” (ἡγεμονία). While the 

term was used by earlier Marxist figures like Lenin, the proximate inspiration for Laclau 

and Mouffe’s appropriation of the term was the Italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci, who 

developed an influential notion of “cultural hegemony”.  

Very roughly, the idea was that a society’s ruling class reproduces the status quo 

(which privileges the ruling class at the expense of all others) by dominating or 

maintaining hegemony over not only the “economic base” of the society, but also over 

the societal “superstructure” (culture, media, religion, etc.)—such that the particular 

ideology (interests, values, acceptable kinds of explanation, etc.) of the ruling class is 

projected as universally valid for all of society. The upshot is that enough of the other, 

oppressed classes come to identify with the ruling class, confusedly taking the latter’s 

values and interests as their own, such that societal inertia is greater than the progressive 

forces mobilizing for social change. Gramsci’s idea, in essence, was that the 

superstructure was important, and that leftists should strive to wrest cultural hegemony 

away from the ruling class, as opposed to focusing solely on “seizing the means of 

[economic] production”. 

Gramsci’s idea of cultural hegemony, then, is a corrective to the “economism” (or 

economic essentialism) of classical Marxism, which—still oversimplifying, of course—

held that the superstructure was more or less irrelevant vis-à-vis the question of what 

drives social change. Thus, Gramsci’s was the original version of the notion, nowadays 

primarily associated with conservative publisher Andrew Breitbart, that “politics is 

downstream of culture” (Friedersdorf 2017). 

Now, the key feature that Laclau and Mouffe see developing over the course of 

this concept’s history, from early Marxism to Gramsci to themselves, is an increasing 
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recognition that different social elements are politically unified and unifiable only 

contingently (see Laclau & Mouffe 2014, 3; cf. Angus 1999). Just as the undesired 

hegemony of the ruling class is neither “natural” (but instead is constructed) nor 

“necessary” (but instead could be otherwise), so there is no “historical necessity” of the 

Marxist kind, such as would make the desired hegemony of the proletariat either 

necessary or natural. Again, unlike the necessarily common interests of workers 

according to classical Marxism, there is no necessary relation between, say, the interests 

of anti-sexist and anti-capitalist movements. If these two nevertheless get articulated 

together, and this articulation becomes dominant, then we may call it a “hegemonic 

articulation”.  

Laclau and Mouffe theorize this aspect of dominance mereologically, in terms of 

a part substituting for the whole: “[H]ow does a relation between entities have to be, for a 

hegemonic relation to become possible? Its very condition is that a particular social force 

assumes the representation of a totality that is radically incommensurable with it. Such a 

form of 'hegemonic universality' is the only one that a political community can reach” 

(2014, x). For example, as mentioned above, this is what the “ruling class” accomplished 

according to Marxists like Gramsci: the identification of their partial interests with the 

impartial interests of society as such or in general. We of course recognize this hyper-

suspicious, deconstructive conception of (putative) universality from Chapter 2. It is 

crucial for what follows, in this and the subsequent chapters, to recognize that this sort of 

“universality” or pseudo-universality is the most that DP can theoretically allow for or 

aspire to—not just in politics, but in general (since at the limit everything is political, and 

therefore every theoretically universal validity is ultimately or at the limit merely a 

politically “hegemonic” one).111  

Laclau and Mouffe explain the key concept of “hegemonic articulation” further 

by way of a transcendental inquiry, i.e., by asking after a hegemonic articulation’s 

conditions of possibility. Their conclusion is illuminating: “Thus the two conditions of a 

hegemonic articulation are the presence of antagonistic forces and the instability of the 

frontiers which separate them. Only the presence of a vast area of floating elements and 

the possibility of their articulation to opposite camps […] constitutes the terrain 

 
111 Essentially this same point is repeatedly recognized in the first two chapters of Engelhardt (1996).  
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permitting us to define a practice as hegemonic” (2014, 122). In other words, there must 

be a contested decision or disagreement, e.g., a conflict over a term or concept’s 

meaning, such that each side can articulate the term/concept with other terms/concepts in 

a way opposed to that accomplished by the other side. For example, “justice” can be 

articulated with fascism, authoritarianism, and racism, or with democracy, libertarianism, 

and egalitarianism (to name just two possible articulations of “justice”). The 

“hegemonic” articulation is then the one that is dominant or “carries the day”, so to 

speak. It is, in essence, the positive as contingent or in its contingency—i.e., as 

contingent upon will, upon the agreement of wills.  

This conception of the social and the political as radically contingent has 

fundamental implications for political theory. Perhaps most significant for my purposes is 

the impossibility of “a unified discourse of the Left”, of positively defining the 

ideological contents of leftism in general (Laclau & Mouffe 2014, 175)—in other words, 

the impossibility of a general political theory for/of the left. This follows from the even 

more basic impossibility of a general political theory as such, i.e., the impossibility of 

“establishing a general theory of politics on the basis of [positive] categories” (2014, 

164). This is a function of Laclau and Mouffe’s contextualism and pan-politicization in 

particular, which preclude positivization or “objectification” of the political and of 

leftism alike: “Thus, although several left politics may be conceived and specified in 

certain contexts, there is not one politics of the Left whose contents can be determined in 

isolation from all contextual reference. […] The exploding of the uniqueness of meaning 

of the political […] dissolves every possibility of fixing the signified in terms of a 

division between left and right” (2014, 163; cf. 2014, 158, 175). That is, because of their 

deconstructive, postmodernist conception of “the political”, there is no way for Laclau 

and Mouffe to predict in general what ideological positions will or should be considered 

“leftist”, because the content of leftism will be a contingent product of actual struggles 

and decisions in concrete empirical context (as opposed to being founded in universal 

principles).  

Of course, Laclau and Mouffe have set out to provide not only a theory of politics 

in general (albeit a deconstructive rather than positive one), but also a political “project” 

or “vision” for the left, in particular—and this requires positing at least some positive 
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content for leftism, even if it is acknowledged to be contingent. Recalling Chapter 2’s 

discussion of the “formal core” and “exemplary periphery” of deconstruction, the best 

Laclau and Mouffe can hope for in this regard, in light of the constraints imposed upon 

theorizing by their commitment to DP, is to speak from within their own situated 

perspective/context while being careful not to universalize it—so that they can exemplify 

what a deconstructive, postmodernist leftist politics might look like in one particular 

historical moment and set of circumstances. Not only is the validity of whatever positive 

normative content the resultant political vision/project includes relative to this particular 

context, but it cannot even claim to be the (one, true, definitive, etc.) vision/project of 

leftism for this context: it’s just an example of one way the leftist political project might 

be formulated in this context in light of DP.   

 Thus, Laclau and Mouffe have to select a normative tradition for leftism to 

deconstructively “inherit”—where what exactly is selected is a function of the contingent 

content of empirical leftism, rather than being dictated by philosophical principle. This is 

precisely the role played by “democracy” in their account, i.e., as an “inheritance” of 

Enlightenment liberalism, as I explore in the next section.112  

 

§3  A Deconstructive Political Project: “Radical Democracy”   

In Chapter 3, I asserted that DP precludes fixing positive content for the 

distinction between the political left and the political right in general. We now have a 

fuller understanding of why that is, given the DPL sense of “the political” elaborated by 

Laclau and Mouffe—namely, because that content is necessarily contingent upon the 

unpredictable outcomes of empirical political “struggles” and irreducibly non-algorithmic 

or “undecidable” political decisions and agreements. That is why, according to my 

analysis, some aspects of DPL ideology are necessitated by DP, while others are 

contingently supplied by the “L”, i.e., by empirical leftism.   

 For Laclau & Mouffe, the contingent content of DPL supplied by empirical 

leftism is the inheritance of “democracy” and/or “the democratic revolution”, which they 

 
112 Note that the selection of the tradition of democracy itself over alternatives can only be justified, 
contingently, on pragmatic grounds—in essence, “we think this one will be more effective for the left at 
this point in time for recruiting and galvanizing members”. 
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conceptualize in terms of the twin democratic values/principles/ideals of equality and 

liberty (see Laclau & Mouffe 2014, xv-xvi, 138, 148). In the rest of this section, I will 

explore how Laclau and Mouffe “inherit” these notions from the Enlightenment tradition 

of democratic liberalism and, through this “inheriting”, construct a new political 

project/vision for the post-Marxist left.113 Of these two ideals of democracy, they place 

much more emphasis on and devote much more of their discussion to equality, perhaps 

because they take equality to have been “traditionally predominant” vis-à-vis liberty in 

the “democratic imaginary” (2014, 148), though it is unclear why they think this. 

Regardless, I will start with their inheriting of equality, which will occupy the bulk of my 

discussion. 

  

§3.1  Equality 

 In the most basic of terms, the political project of “radical democracy” that Laclau 

and Mouffe propose for the postmodernist, post-Marxist left aims to achieve the end of 

establishing a new (leftist) hegemony via the “expansion of the democratic revolution in 

new directions”—more specifically, via the “extension of egalitarian equivalences” to 

new social subjects and spheres (2014, 142-3). What exactly does this mean? 

 To start with, what do Laclau and Mouffe mean by “egalitarian equivalences”? 

Let’s start by considering the first half of this term, “egalitarian”. From Chapter 2, we 

could infer that Laclau and Mouffe would probably hold a largely or entirely negative 

conception of equality, given the problems DP entails for positivization. In this, we 

would be correct (see Laclau & Mouffe 2014, 172): for Laclau and Mouffe, “equality” 

essentially means “eliminated inequality”, such that the “struggle to achieve equality” 

means struggling to eliminate inequalities.  

What about the second half of this key notion, namely, “equivalence”? 

Equivalence is in fact one of the core concepts of the text, though it tends not to be 

explicitly presented as such, unlike other concepts such as hegemony, articulation, 

antagonism, and so on. Referring to the same cluster of phenomena, Laclau and Mouffe 

variously speak of “egalitarian equivalences”, of “chains of equivalence” (1985, 182), of 

“systems of equivalence” (1985, 141), of “system[s]” and “chains of equivalents” (1985, 

 
113 See Chapter 2, especially §5, for explanation of the deconstructive notion of “inheritance”.  
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176), of a “logic of equivalence” (1985, 129), of a “equivalential-egalitarian logic” (1985, 

167), of “the ‘principle of democratic equivalence’” (185, 183), of “democratic 

equivalence[s]” (1985, 183), and more.  

The basic idea is that different kinds of inequalities are equivalent politically—

i.e., qua instances or effects of oppression. In other words, all social inequalities, 

differences, or “relations of [factual] subordination” may be interpreted or reinterpreted 

as oppression—not just those indexed to a particular kind of identity, for example 

economic (2014, 137). This is why “New Left” politics is “identitarian”: it indexes 

political oppression to particularistic identity but rejects any theoretical limitations on 

what identities are “truly”, “essentially”, or “objectively” “political”. And this is in fact 

necessary if a “New Left”—which is postmodernist and identitarian, rather than 

classically socialist—is to survive, much less grow. It is even a transcendental 

requirement for the post-Marxist left as such: for if the different kinds of oppression 

faced by different identitarian groups are not commensurable as oppression in general, 

then even the minimal content of being “anti-oppression” is unavailable to constitute the 

specific political identity of “the left”. Thus, “extending the democratic project” to new 

social domains and subjects means extending identitarian politicization to them. It means 

refusing to view a given objective problem or factual difference in a reductively 

“objective” or “positive” fashion, and instead insisting of viewing it antagonistically, as 

irreducibly political.  

That is the essence of Laclau and Mouffe’s vision of “radical democracy” as an 

“alternative for a New Left” (1985, 176): the maximal extension of the democratic “logic 

of equivalence” to as many social subjects and social domains as possible, where this 

means the construction of new political identities through the recognition of extant 

factual differences or “relations of subordination” (2014, 137) as relations of political 

oppression. In other words, their vision is for the political left both to expand and to unify 

by politicizing all social inequalities/differences, which also means constructing new 

political identities out of the terms of these politicized inequalities—something I explore 

in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6. Anywhere there is a factual inequality or 

subordination, there is a potential political subject whose identity would be formed on the 
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basis of viewing this subordination normatively as an oppression, i.e., as a function of 

political antagonism (rather than, e.g., as a natural, rational, or moral given).  

Consider a concrete example: fat people. Fifty years ago, much less a hundred 

years ago, “fat” was not a political identity, and “fat people” was not a political 

constituency. Today, there is a “Fat Acceptance Movement”, as well as the “body 

positivity movement” more generally.114 Today, “fat studies” is one of the many 

identitarian subdisciplines of critical theory and cultural studies, with an eponymous 

journal, and “fat justice” threatens (or promises, depending on one’s perspective) to 

become one of the many special-interest conceptions of justice proliferated in 

postmodernity.115 And yet, there always were social differences between this group of 

people and others—in other words, various kinds of “inequality” or “subordination” or 

“discrimination” (where these terms are meant merely descriptively, such that they are 

only potentially normative, i.e., when politicized). For example, if an obese person 

requires a mobility scooter to move around, and a given store doesn’t have a ramp or a 

wide enough door so that the bescootered fat person can access it, then, as a factual 

matter and relative to everyone else who can access the store with ease, fat people are 

“subordinated” (excluded, discriminated against, rendered unequal, treated differently, 

etc.). Or consider a fat person who can’t fit into a single airplane seat in relation to 

everyone who can. To view such relations of factual subordination as relations of 

political oppression, however, is to politicize them, and thereby compel a reinterpretation 

of the situation and its players: “fat” no longer names a “natural” and apolitical identity 

(having to do with “natural” qualities like weight, size, health, etc.)—now it names a 

political identity (someone oppressed on the basis of “natural” qualities like weight, size, 

etc.).  

The basic justification for this twofold identitarian extension of democratic 

politics is both negative and readily understandable in deconstructive terms, and it may 

be put as simply as this: there is no (non-deconstructible) positive basis for excluding a 

given identity, group of people, or sphere of society from “the political”, i.e., from 

 
114 See Nash & Warin (2017). 
115 For the journal, see Fat Studies: An Interdisciplinary  Journal of Body Weight and Society. Published by 
Taylor and Francis. URL: https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/ufts20/current. Accessed on 11-26-2019. For 
“fat justice”, see, e.g., Nash & Warin (2017) and Your Fat Friend (2018). 
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antagonistic struggles. This is also why identitarian pan-politicization is a natural 

desideratum from the perspective of Laclau and Mouffe’s DPL theory.  

So, in the face of the impossibility of grand narratives that can provide a 

transcendent rationale for the political unification of different groups with different 

interests, a postmodernist leftist politics is necessarily a coalitional “identity politics” of 

anti-oppression.116 It spreads through the spread of politicization and through the 

proliferation of politicized identities, i.e., through the construction of political identities 

through the recognition or reinterpretation of extant inequalities/differences as instances 

or functions of political oppression. In short, for every social difference assumed to be 

natural or taken as a given—at any rate: not viewed as a political matter, as the “site of an 

antagonism”, as something to be retained or changed solely through political struggle and 

agreement—“radical democratic” leftism grows by politicizing these, by attributing 

responsibility for them to human (non-leftist, of course) oppressors and social structures 

and “systems” of oppression. 

The aprioristic pluralism and political relevance of particularistic identities is a 

presupposition for postmodernist “identity politics” (see Chapter 5). And this 

presupposition is why Laclau and Mouffe’s vision for a new and viable version of “the 

left” requires subordinating the socialist project to the radical democratic project (1985, 

156, 178): the socialist project, in its crudest traditional form, is only concerned with one 

particular political subject or identitarian grouping (the workers / working class) and one 

particular social domain (the economy). That is also why they repeatedly endorse a kind 

of intersectionality thesis—if not avant la lettre, then “à côté de la lettre" or “en même 

temps la lettre": “To reduce the issue to a problem of workers’ self-management is to 

ignore the fact that the workers’ ‘interests’ can be constructed in such a way that they do 

 
116 At the end of the preface to the second edition, Laclau & Mouffe offer a “final word about the way we 
envisage the most urgent tasks for the Left”, vis-à-vis the “[s]everal voices” that “have been heard recently 
calling: ‘Back to the class struggle’” and “claim[ing] that the Left has become too closely identified with 
‘cultural’ issues, and that it has abandoned the struggle against economic inequalities” such that it “is time, 
they say, to leave aside the obsession with ‘identity politics’, and to listen again to the demands of the 
working class” (2014, xviii). Their answer is unequivocal: they do not believe they find themselves today 
“in an opposite conjuncture to that which provided the background of our reflection, based as it was in 
criticizing the Left for not taking the struggles of the ‘new movements’ into consideration”, and they say 
the “solution is not to abandon the ‘cultural’ struggle [but] to create a chain of equivalence among the 
various democratic struggles against different forms of subordination” (2014, xviii). In other words, they 
double down on the postmodernist identitarianism they offered the left in the first edition. 
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not take account of ecological demands or demands of other groups which, without being 

producers, are affected by decisions taken in the field of production” (1985, 178). Finally, 

it is also why they explicitly embrace what Haidt & Lukianoff (2018) call “common-

enemy identity politics” (for more on which, see Chapter 5): 

It seems to me that this is what [Bernie] Sanders was trying to do. […] 
This is left-wing populism. But it’s not only about the demands of the working 
class. It’s also about establishing what I call “a chain of equivalence” between 
different sectors: the demands of the feminists, civil rights, and different 
movements. 

A chain of equivalence is very difficult to establish on the left. It means 
that the groups in the chain each have their own particular relation to the power 
structure. But they are still able to act in a unified manner around some form of a 
common agenda. But the chain is not about uniting all demands into one single 
and homogeneous movement. This grouping of forces simply begins to see 
themselves in solidarity with one another and disadvantaged by the existing 
power structure. Each link in the chain remains distinct, but they begin to operate 
together, in concert. 

But in order to for the chain of equivalence to be established, you need to 
define a common adversary. That’s how it becomes a united chain. (Shahid 2016; 
cf. Mouffe 2013, 17-18) 
 

Thus, leftist political unity is necessarily (due to the unavailability of alternatives, thanks 

to the presuppositions of deconstructive postmodernism) hegemonic solidarity, i.e., unity 

on the contingent and pragmatic basis of each taking themselves to be oppressed by a 

common enemy—the “oppressors”. This is a term taken from classical Marxism, where it 

was most famously and influentially deployed in the opening lines of the Communist 

Manifesto: 

The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. 
Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and 
journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to 
one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that 
each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, or in 
the common ruin of the contending classes. (Marx & Engels 1848, 219)  
 

But does this not reproduce problematic (i.e., pre-postmodernist) conceptions of identity, 

subjectivity, etc.—not in the form of the agent of change, this time, but in the form of the 

agent of oppression? Isn’t it the case that, when the proletariat as privileged agent of 

change goes, so must the “ruling class” as privileged agent of oppression, and for the 

same reasons?  
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The answer is that there is indeed a symmetry here, and the notion of “the 

oppressors” must be a postmodernist evolution of that of the “ruling class” in the same 

way that “the people” (qua generally oppressed) is the postmodernist evolution of “the 

proletariat” (qua economically oppressed). And so it is: “oppression”, “oppressor(s)”, and 

“oppressed” function as the general terms for a political antagonism and the parties to it, 

thus functioning like placeholders for the particular identities clashing in a given 

antagonistic domain—e.g., “capitalism”, “ruling class”, and ”working class” for 

economics; “patriarchy”, “men”, and “women” for gender (or “cisnormativity”, 

“cisgenders”, and “transgenders”, depending on which side of this ongoing, internal 

factional split of the left one takes); “heteronormativity”, “LGBTQIA+” (or any of the 

individual terms included in this ever-expanding acronym), and “straight” for sexual 

orientation; etc. Just as anti-racist and anti-capitalist interests are only unified via 

hegemonic articulation, for example, the same holds for the interests of “whiteness” and 

capitalism. The intersectional or “equivalential” logic here is straightforward—namely, 

for each category of oppressed identity, there will be a corresponding identitarian 

category of oppressor. And just as “the left” will constitute its own identity as the 

hegemonic coalition of anti-oppression oppressed identities, so will it constitute the 

identity of its political enemy as the hegemonic coalition of pro-oppression oppressor 

identities.   

This, then, is essentially Laclau and Mouffe’s answer to the transcendental 

question guiding their project: in postmodernity, the transcendental requirement for 

membership in “the left” is the adoption of the DPL “new ‘common sense’”: 

[What] is necessary [is] the construction of a new ‘common sense’ which changes 
the identity of the different groups, in such a way that the demands of each group 
are articulated equivalentially with those of the others—in Marx's words , 'that the 
free development of each should be the condition for the free development of all'. 
That is, equivalence is always hegemonic insofar as it does not simply establish 
an 'alliance' between given interests, but modifies the very identity of the forces 
engaging in that alliance. For the defence of the interests of the workers not to be 
made at the expense of the rights of women, immigrants or consumers, it is 
necessary to establish an equivalence between these different struggles. It is only 
on this condition that struggles against power become truly democratic, and that 
the demanding of rights is not carried out on the basis of an individualistic 
problematic, but in the context of respect for the rights to equality of other 
subordinated groups. (1985, 183).  
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That is, the transcendental requirement for a DP left is that its members adopt the “new 

‘common sense’” of DPL, which essentially means the DPL conception of “the political” 

and the DPL theory of “hegemonic identity politics”, with its thesis of “egalitarian 

equivalence”, that were elaborated above.  

The validity of this transcendental requirement or imperative is both pragmatic 

and conditional. First, it is conditional: if one wants to be “a leftist” (a member of “the 

left” or of the postmodernist leftist identitarian coalition), then one must view “the 

political” as a matter of antagonisms between “oppressor” and “oppressed” identities, and 

one must ally in solidarity with the hegemonic coalition of “the oppressed” in general 

against “the oppressors” in general—i.e., one must submit one’s own (personal or group) 

identitarian interests to those of the coalition. Second, it is pragmatic: one should want 

this (to be part of the leftist coalition or “the left”), as a person with one or more 

“oppressed” identities, because a political coalition of oppressed identities fighting for 

change (as a unified “left”) has more power, strength, and/or chance of success than any 

of those identitarian political constituencies on their own. Of course, if a given person or 

group does not in fact view joining “the left” in this way (namely, as in their best interests 

pragmatically), the condition will not be met, and the transcendental requirement will not 

apply; concretely, it will carry no motivational or persuasive force.117  

 

§3.2  Liberty 

The other component of Laclau and Mouffe’s vision of a radical democracy that 

needs explication is their conception of liberty. So far, of the “two great themes of the 

democratic imaginary” (1985, 164), Laclau and Mouffe have leaned heavily on that of 

equality, largely neglecting that of liberty. In fact, they do discuss liberty, but their 

discussion is primarily negative and critical, and its implications for the kinds of 

conceptions of liberty they would seem to favor are unclear at best.  

 
117 From now on, I will use “quasi-transcendental” to indicate the conditionally and pragmatically relative 
status of a given politically transcendental condition or requirement, as opposed to the stronger senses of 
theoretical/philosophical transcendentality that can be found in the traditions of German Idealism and 
Phenomenology.  
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Laclau and Mouffe do not explicitly propose a positive conception of liberty, but 

given the rest of their political theory and the things they do say, it is strongly implied 

that they support “strong” positive conceptions of liberty as “the ‘capacity’ to make 

certain choices and to keep open a series of real alternatives”, according to which 

“poverty, lack of education, and great disparities in the conditions of life are today 

considered offences against liberty” (1985, 172). This is as opposed to weaker positive 

conceptions, such as that which they associate with John Stuart Mill’s notion of 

“‘political’ liberty” with “democratic participation as an important component of liberty”, 

and negative conceptions, such as “the traditional liberal definition of Locke—‘liberty is 

to be free from restraint and violence from others’” (1985, 172). (Relatedly, “strong” 

positive conceptions of freedom tend to entail positive rights, whereas negative 

conceptions entail only negative rights.) 

The majority of their discussion (1985, 171-5, 181, 184) consists in a critique of 

“[t]he conservative reaction” (1985, 176)—though they seem to use “conservative”, 

“neo-liberal”, and “neo-conservative” as interchangeable terms (see 1985, 171)—to this 

sort of expansion of the conception of liberty and its use to “justify the intervention of the 

state in the struggle against inequalities, and the installation of the Welfare State” (1985, 

171). In other words, they critique the attempt on the part of various kinds of non-

leftists—especially libertarians, from Hayek to Nozick (1985, 172-3)—to “return to the 

traditional conception of liberty, which characterizes it as non-interference with the rights 

of unlimited appropriation and with the mechanisms of the capitalist market economy, 

[which attempt] exerts itself to discredit every ‘positive’ conception of liberty as being 

potentially totalitarian” (1985, 172).  

Laclau and Mouffe’s view at the time was that “We are thus witnessing the 

emergence of a new hegemonic project, that of liberal-conservative discourse, which 

seeks to articulate the neo-liberal defence of the free market economy with the 

profoundly anti-egalitarian cultural and social traditionalism of conservatism” (1985, 

175). They tell readers that it “would be an error to underestimate the importance of these 

attempts to redefine notions such as ‘liberty’” (1985, 174), and it is clear that they 

recognize the popular appeal of these libertarian notions. However, not only do they not 

elaborate a positive alternative, they do not really even provide a defense of their 



132 
 

preferred range of positive alternatives (the aforementioned ‘strong’ positive conceptions 

of liberty). Instead, they simply presuppose that these “subversive” conceptions are good 

because they imply more politicization of peoples and social spheres.  

 

§4 Indeterminacy 

Now that we have a solid understanding of Laclau and Mouffe’s new vision for a 

postmodernist leftist politics, in which justice consists in the increasing inclusion of “the 

Other” in democratic politics or in the coalitional political struggle against oppression by 

“the left”, it is time to evaluate it. The two primary features I will focus on in my 

evaluation, in this and the next section, are normative indeterminacy and normative 

relativism.  

We can begin with the self-critical dimension of Laclau and Mouffe’s own 

discussion, since they are not unaware of the sorts of problems that would inevitably be 

seen to arise for their theory qua resolutely postmodernist. They address some of these 

potential objections in the final part of their book; after noting that “a whole set of new 

problems” arises from the discarding of the problematic presuppositions of traditional 

leftism, they summarize these in the form of three questions, of which the first and third 

are most relevant in this context, namely: “How do we determine the surfaces of 

emergence and the forms of articulation of the antagonisms which a project for radical 

democracy should embrace?” and “To what extent is the logic implicit in the 

displacements of the democratic imaginary sufficient to define an hegemonic project?” 

(Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 179). 

The first question essentially asks “who?”, “where?”, and “how?” with respect to 

the forces mobilizing for social change. Classical Marxism had definite answers for such 

question (e.g., the proletariat as aprioristically privileged agent of change). Laclau and 

Mouffe, in contrast, are hobbled by their deconstructive postmodernism when it comes to 

such questions. For example, the question of who the agents of social change will be: the 

most they could say would be “the oppressed” or “oppressed peoples”—but this is an 

almost wholly indeterminate identity, especially since the notion of oppression has been 

inflated/expanded relative to its proximate origins in classical Marxism. They cannot 

even say that change will come from “the left”, for example, because “the left” is not an 
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essentialist identity that could be confidently referred to in abstraction from concrete 

situational context: “Thus, although several left politics may be conceived and specified 

in certain contexts, there is not one politics of the Left whose contents can be determined 

in isolation from all contextual reference […] The exploding of the uniqueness of 

meaning of the political […] dissolves every possibility of fixing the signified in terms of 

a division between left and right” (1985, 179).  

Similarly for the “where” and “how” questions, like which particular antagonisms 

(and thus also which particular identitarian interests) should be given priority in the 

struggle for hegemony, whether social change should be effected through state legislation 

or popular revolution, whether it is best conducted through a political party or through 

some other organizational form, and so on (1985, 179-80). Laclau and Mouffe are simply 

unable to give answers to such questions, forthrightly acknowledging the disappearance 

of “the possibility of establishing a general theory of politics on the basis of topographic 

categories—that is to say, of categories which fix in a permanent manner the meaning of 

certain contents as differences which can be located within a relational complex” (1985, 

180). This admission of indeterminacy is to their credit (for being both consistent and 

transparent) as deconstructive postmodernists: they are careful not to slip into 

deconstructive “irresponsibility” by foreclosing the “coming” of the future in its radical 

openness/indeterminacy, and they do not pretend that this doesn’t entail limitations on 

what they can deliver by way of theory and theoretical content.   

The other question Laclau and Mouffe consider is familiar from rightist rhetoric 

claiming the left has “no positive vision” for how society should be organized, only 

complaints or grievances on the parts of various special interests about various ways it 

currently is. The way Laclau and Mouffe have constructed their theory, they recognize 

that what they call “the logic of democracy”—which “is simply the equivalential 

displacement of the egalitarian imaginary to ever more extensive social relations, and, as 

such, [which] is only a logic of the elimination of relations of subordination and of 

inequalities”—“cannot be sufficient for the formulation of any hegemonic project” (1985, 

188). That is because nothing positive (e.g., about form of government, about 

governmental policy, etc.) follows from the extension of the “democratic revolution” as 

Laclau and Mouffe have defined it. Nothing normatively determinate about “the 
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positivity of the social” (1985, 188) follows from the negative task of radical democracy, 

i.e., radical democratic politics as a process of reinterpreting factual 

inequalities/differences as political oppressions and struggling for their elimination. Thus, 

any unity between the two—any connection between this negative, egalitarian, 

“democratic” politics and a positive political vision, e.g., for government—will 

necessarily be contingent:   

This [contingency] being the case, no hegemonic project can be based exclusively 
on a democratic logic, but must also consist of a set of proposals for the positive 
organization of the social. If the demands of a subordinated group are presented 
purely as negative demands subversive of a certain order, without being linked to 
any viable project for the reconstruction of specific areas of society, their capacity 
to act hegemonically will be excluded from the outset. (1985, 189) 
 

In other words, since the positive political vision doesn’t follow from the radical 

democratic one, an actual hegemonic project must supply it. If not, Laclau and Mouffe 

think the project will inevitably be “condemned to marginality”, as they allege to be the 

case with various forms of “enclave politics” (1985, 189). Thus we have a tension, if not 

an outright contradiction, between two unconditional or at least general imperatives: on 

the one hand, the imperative to politically deconstruct all social positivity—which 

consists in various forms of hierarchy, exclusion, subordination, etc.—and, on the other, 

the imperative to maintain (if one’s a conservative) or to reconstruct (following 

deconstruction, if one’s a leftist) social positivity, without which there would simply be 

anarchy and social chaos (not to mention, no determinate particularistic identities to 

function as the constituencies for “the left”). The same goes for the “contradictory 

tension” between “the pluralism proper to a radical democracy” and “the effects of 

equivalence”, or the conflicting “logics” of pluralistic autonomy and hegemonic 

equivalence (1985, 179, 182)—in other words, the contradiction between the affirmation 

of particular identity required by postmodern pluralism and the negation (via 

subordination or substitution) of particular identity required by hegemonic coalition.  

What is their solution to such problems? It is essentially what I call the “defer to 

actual negotiations” trope. This trope consists of responding to the theoretical inability of 

providing determinate normative guidance with respect to a choice between 

fundamentally (or “ultimately”) incompatible unconditional imperatives by deferring to 
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actual in situ negotiation between them on the part of some Other, whether other people 

or oneself at an other (future) time. In other words, when asked which of the two 

unconditional imperatives should be privileged in cases where they conflict, Laclau and 

Mouffe would give the contextualist response that it is impossible to determine this in 

abstraction from the concrete context, i.e., impossible to predict in advance of the actual 

situation in all its singularity. They can give no general answer to such a question; at 

most, they can provide a negative answer by saying that one must not foreclose the 

undecidability of this decision-”to come” in advance of the actual situation in which one, 

dwelling in the undecidability, “negotiates” between the dueling imperatives118: 

But if there is no doubt that one of the dangers which threatens democracy is the 
totalitarian attempt to pass beyond the constitutive character of antagonism and 
deny plurality in order to restore unity, there is also a symmetrically opposite 
danger of a lack of all reference to this unity. For, even though impossible, this 
remains a horizon which, given the absence of articulation between social 
relations, is necessary in order to prevent an implosion of the social and an 
absence of any common point of reference. This unravelling of the social fabric 
caused by the destruction of the symbolic framework is another form of the 
disappearance of the political. In contrast to the danger of totalitarianism, which 
imposes immutable articulations in an authoritarian manner, the problem here is 
the absence of the articulations which allow the establishment of meanings 
common to the different social subjects. Between the logic of complete identity 
and that of pure difference, the experience of democracy should consist of the 
recognition of the multiplicity of social logics along with the necessity of their 
articulation. But this articulation should be constantly re-created and 
renegotiated, and there is no final point at which a balance will be definitively 
achieved. (Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 188; my emphasis) 
 

The idea is that hegemonic unity and autonomous plurality of identity are at odds, and 

allowing either to become absolute at the expense of the other results in the destruction of 

the political (either because all groups are identical and there is no room for 

disagreement, or because all groups are so different that they can only interact via 

force/war). So what’s the answer? Defer to actual negotiation: radical democracy isn’t the 

one or the other, but the interminable and never-predictable process of negotiating 

between them. We could also call this the “indeterminate Goldilocks” solution: for a 

 
118 Of course, when the time for decision does come, then the decider is left on their own—at any rate, no 
determinate guidance, such as could produce an actual decision (as opposed to an ambivalent tarrying 
between the alternatives, keeping the undecidable situation “open”), can come from Laclau and Mouffe’s 
political theory. 
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given binary, the solution advises avoiding the “hot” and “cold” extremes in favor of 

somewhere in the middle that’s “just right”. How to determine what’s “just right”? There 

is no general answer—it’s a matter of actual negotiation in context, no general rules 

could be algorithmically applied to predict outcomes in advance, etc. And this is their 

response to the charge of normative indeterminacy: 

This allows us to see the sense in which we can speak of the project for a radical 
democracy as an alternative for the Left. This cannot consist [merely] of the 
affirmation, from positions of marginality, of a set of anti-system demands; on the 
contrary, it must base itself upon the search for a point of equilibrium between a 
maximum advance for the democratic revolution in a broad range of spheres, and 
the capacity for the hegemonic direction and positive reconstruction of these 
spheres on the part of subordinated groups. (1985, 189) 
 

In other words, Laclau and Mouffe cannot provide a determinate vision for “the positive 

organization of the social” (1985, 189); rather, they would say, democratic politics 

consists in the negotiation or political struggle between this (re)constructive need and the 

need to deconstruct extant positivity, and there is no way to generally or algorithmically 

predict the outcomes of such negotiations. Therefore, at most they can urge us not to 

destroy democratic politics by foreclosing this process of negotiation, to “keep it open” in 

advance of and even in the course of actually engaging in the negotiations. Of course, 

eventually the wave function must collapse, there must be the kind of closure that 

terminates deliberation in decision—but Laclau and Mouffe can’t help us there, they can 

only help us to approach that situation with the right prior attitude. 

Now, how problematic this seems will depend on one’s perspective. From Laclau 

and Mouffe’s perspective, the real problem is the foreclosure of democratic politics or 

even politics as such through the presupposition of fixed content for either of the two 

terms or their relation, so that “keeping open” the decision and maintaining a certain 

theoretical indeterminacy in advance of actual empirical negotiations is a theoretical 

virtue. However, from another perspective, they are simply telling us that leftist politics 

requires a negative, deconstructively “democratic” component—of which they have 

provided a theory—as well as a positive political component, of which they have no 

theory.  

Again, to their credit, Laclau and Mouffe generally do not shy away from the 

theoretical implications of their position, but there are some exceptions to this, one of 
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which I will briefly consider now. In an essay published four years after Hegemony and 

Socialist Strategy, Laclau (1989, 66) makes the same sort of claim that I will criticize 

Allen (2016) for making in the next section, namely, that their respective DP theories are 

not negative/indeterminate but rather represent “fuller realization[s]” (Allen 2016, 229) 

or “enormous amplification[s]” (Laclau 1989, 66) of the inherited normative content of 

the Enlightenment. More specifically (and aping Husserl’s defenses of the epoche), 

Laclau draws a distinction between “content” and “ontological status”, argues that 

postmodernism erodes the latter rather than the former, and then claims that “this erosion, 

far from being a negative phenomenon, represents an enormous amplification of the 

content and operability of the values of modernity, making it possible to ground them on 

foundations much more solid than those of the Enlightenment project (and its various 

positivist or Hegelian-Marxist reformulations)” (1990, 66). Similarly, Mouffe claims that 

“the problem […] is not the ideals of modern democracy, but the fact that its political 

principles are a long way from being implemented” (1992, 1)—presumably meaning that 

they are a long way from being implemented “fully”, “authentically”, “truly”, or 

according to some other normative standard (which she does not provide, and which it is 

hard to see how she could defend if she did).  

This facile distinction between the ontological status (e.g., foundationalist, 

essentialist, and universalist) and the content (including its relativity and determinacy) of 

the ideals/categories of the Enlightenment must be deconstructed, for that content 

received its meaning and rationale on the basis of that ontological status. Moreover, 

thanks to the general theoretical indeterminacy that follows from their theoretical 

commitments to DP, Laclau and Mouffe are unable to ground a positive normative 

standard for determining how to “inherit” this content—they can only provide a “negative 

ground” for criticizing any positive claims to have provided this standard in a given case. 

As Coles says, “In the ethico-practical dimension, the engagement of Laclau and Mouffe 

with ontology aims to deconstruct all essentialist efforts to restrain the wild proliferation 

of sites where the ideals of equality and liberty are brought to bear, but it goes no farther 

[sic]” (1996, 378).  

Regardless, in the 1985/2014 book at least, Laclau and Mouffe generally do not 

shy away from the theoretical implications of their deconstructive postmodernism vis-à-
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vis the issue of determinacy. Thus they say that “every project for radical democracy 

should set out to institutionalize” the “moment of tension, of openness, which gives the 

social its essentially incomplete and precarious character”, even though would be 

tantamount to “society construct[ing] the image and the management of its own 

impossibility”—such that “the myth of a rational and transparent society” (free of 

antagonism) becomes “the symbol of its own impossibility”, and even though this entails 

that “the possibility of a unified discourse of the Left is also erased” (1985, 190-1). 

This is the language of high deconstruction, but it should be legible for us after 

Chapter 2 and the foregoing. And it is: they are saying that a society absolutely cleansed 

of antagonisms is conceptually incoherent, empirically impossible, and normatively 

undesirable—just as is the case with treating other unconditional notions in absolutist 

fashion, like “peace” (pure peace would be equivalent to death or non-being, a society 

completely without antagonism could never change/progress, etc.). Now consider a 

society that recognized this—that recognized that all political projects founded in an 

absolutist vision can only be guises for violence, witting or unwitting perpetrations of 

precisely the thing they purport to have the elimination of as their purpose (violence, 

antagonism, inequality, etc.). If such a society nevertheless retained the aspirational 

(“regulative” rather than “achievable”) ideal of a “transparent” or conflict-free society at 

all, it would have to do so in a purely negative, critical manner. That is, the 

“institutionalization” of the “moment of tension, of openness” and thereby the 

incompleteness of the social is society “constructing the image and management of its 

own impossibility”, i.e., its impossibility qua unified in such a way as to be describable in 

absolutist terms (like “conflict-free”, in the sense of “we’ve achieved the ideal society / 

perfect social harmony / etc.!”). As opposed to constructing the image and management 

of its own possibility—which would require a positive vision of how to organize society. 

Hence, the retention of the “impossible possibility” of a conflict-free society as 

aspirational goal is purely negative: it cannot provide any positive normative guidance, it 

can only serve to undermine any claims to totalize society in this fashion on the part of a 

given political project/vision.  

 

 



139 
 

§5 Relativism  

 The charge of relativism is an obvious one for any postmodernist theory with 

positive content. In the case of Laclau and Mouffe’s theory, it seems almost too obvious 

to need explanation or justification, given what I have already said about their 

“inheriting” of the basic normative content of the liberal democratic tradition (i.e., how it 

is entirely negative and deconstructive, and how any limitation of its application, such as 

would let some positive content “slip through” or “survive”, will necessarily be arbitrary 

in the sense of not rationally justifiable).  

The only real justification available to Laclau & Mouffe for the claim that one 

should adopt the “new ‘common sense’” of “the left” that has inherited this tradition in 

whatever contingent fashion is a quasi-transcendental and therefore conditional one. That 

is, there is no “the left” if leftists don’t adopt this new “common sense”, so if one wants 

to be a leftist, then one must do this—for to be a leftist just means to see different forms 

of identitarian oppression as politically equivalent and to constitute one’s personal 

political identity as “oppressed” and as opposed to or against “the oppressors”. But one 

could always be an anti-oppression identitarian without being a leftist (i.e., one could 

oppose oppression against one’s own particular identitarian group only). 

Thus, if a given group rejects deconstructive postmodernism about identity and 

does not see the adoption of this “new ‘common sense’” as in their interests 

pragmatically, there are not any rational arguments that Laclau and Mouffe could make to 

persuade them. Under their theory of hegemonic coalitional politics, there is no non-

pragmatic rationale for why groups should come together, in the sense of a rational 

explanation; as we saw Mouffe say above, a “grouping of forces simply begins to see 

themselves in solidarity with one another and disadvantaged by the existing power 

structure. Each link in the chain remains distinct, but they begin to operate together, in 

concert” (Mouffe 2016). That’s why their solution here is of the “there’s no problem if 

everyone just agrees with me” type: the perceived problem disappears, or at least one’s 

perception of it as a problem disappears, when a group adopts the “new ‘common 

sense’”, which transforms that group’s identity (such that it is now constitutively defined 

by its subordinating of its own particular interests to the coalition’s “equivalential” 

interests generally). And if a group doesn’t want to change its identity in this way, 
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doesn’t want to adopt the new “common sense”? Then the only possible recourse is to 

continue plying them with extra-rational conversion techniques—and, if these prove 

inadequate, to treat them as political enemies and use coercion. 

Yet Anna Marie Smith has argued that Laclau and Mouffe’s account is not 

relativistic, in the sense of judging “all arguments [to] be equally valid” (1998, 107), 

because of its “historicism” or historical contextualism: “If the present moment were a 

blank slate such that all normative commitments would always have to be reconstructed 

from scratch, then we would have no grounds for arguing that one position is better than 

another” (1998, 107). However, this is not the case in actuality, Smith claims: “Because 

we are always already positioned within specific social roles that are shaped by 

conventional standards, and because those standards are shaped in turn by a more or less 

shared political horizon, we never occupy an ‘originary position’ in which we are utterly 

incapable of making judgments” (1998, 109). Thus we “never arrive at a moment in 

which every choice has equal value for us, for the subject positions through which we 

grasp our choices always bear traces of past political struggles within them” (1998, 109).  

I find this defense unconvincing for three reasons. First, there is the 

aforementioned problem of indeterminacy when it comes to “inheritance”: even if we 

believe in the “transmitting of political wisdom over time” (Smith 1998, 107) and 

therefore the possibility of appropriating the normative inheritance of a tradition (such as 

the Enlightenment), deconstructive postmodernism only provides guidance as to the 

negative side of this inheriting, not the positive or reconstructive side. Thus, the fact that 

our current context has inherited a tradition which provides resources for ranking ends 

and outcomes is no defense against relativism, unless we can either (a) justify that 

tradition tout court, or (b) justify a standard for determining which aspects of the tradition 

should be retained and which rejected (and for how to retain/revise the former aspects, 

since they cannot be retained unaltered and/or uninterpreted)—but either of these would 

seem to require recourse to foundationalism of some kind. 

Second, I note that this argument is very similar to Laclau and Mouffe’s argument 

about how the “contradictory tensions” exhibited by their account never “come to a head” 

and become practical “contradictions” in actuality. As such, it is vulnerable to the same 

sort of objection and does not constitute a refutation of the charge of relativism: just 
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because we never reach a point at which we can’t make any valid judgments at all doesn’t 

mean that we won’t butt up against the relativistic limits of our judgments’ validity in 

particular cases of normative conflict. Moreover, justificatory relativism need not mean 

that all options appear to have equal value to me, and not only could they comparatively 

have more or less value in my eyes, I could even view them as adhering to a strict and 

determinate hierarchy of value—the relevant question is rather whether I can justify that 

ranking. If I can only justify it relative to cultural/traditional standards that I affirm to be 

relative in turn, then I haven’t escaped relativism, which brings me to the third reason I 

find this defense unconvincing.  

The third reason has to do with this notion of a “more or less shared political 

horizon”, as Smith puts it: if one can only justify one’s normative claims relative to a 

shared political horizon or normative vision (or on the basis of a shared set of sufficiently 

fundamental “normative priors”), then one can only provide a relative justification for 

those claims, a justification “for us”, as Allen (2016) puts it. So, again, I concede that one 

can be a relativist and still make judgments and normative claims—and even that one can 

justify these, at least to someone who already sufficiently agrees with one. But that is not 

enough to escape relativism—not merely as a purely logical matter, but also as a practical 

one, which is what it becomes whenever you’re in a relevant disagreement with someone 

who doesn’t sufficiently share your normative vision or political horizon. 

The typical deconstructive postmodernist response to this objection, of course, is 

to reject the ideal of any sort of justification, rational argument, etc., that would purport 

to transcend relativism (i.e., reject its possibility or possible achievability, as well as its 

desirability). As Romand Coles relates, this is the strategy taken by Laclau and Mouffe, 

whose view is essentially that rational argument demystified reduces to “persuasion” (or 

what I generally call “conversion” or “extra-rational conversion”), which in turn reduces 

to “force” (or what I generally call “coercion”): 

Yet, if modern ideals [like liberty and equality] remain, the status of these norms 
is entirely transformed in light of Laclau and Mouffe’s rejection of metaphysical 
foundations, such as transparent self-grounding subjectivity, reason, and history. 
Henceforth, we must understand—and with a tragic heroism embrace—these 
values as utterly “contingent historical projects”, products of struggles which have 
generated the particular traditions and practices that precariously make and 
unmake our identities. Laclau radically expresses this stance in phrases such as 
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“we happen to believe in those values” (1991, 9). To those who rejoin that this is 
unlikely to convince anyone who does not already “happen to believe”, Laclau 
and Mouffe respond with a skepticism toward the persuasive efficacy of 
rationalist arguments and, indeed, toward the rhetoric of persuasion itself insofar 
as “persuasion…structurally involves force,” “persuasion is one form of force” (p. 
90). (Coles 1996, 378) 
 

This sort of theoretical move will be of great salience in Chapter 7, for the consideration 

of the implications of DPL and SJL for the issue of political violence; for now, it is 

sufficient to note that it doesn’t refute the charge of relativism. Again, at most, it 

dismisses relativism as a pseudo-problem.   

This accusation of relativism was perhaps most influentially leveled against 

Laclau & Mouffe (1985) by Norman Geras, who elaborated the consequences of this 

relativism in terms of Laclau and Mouffe’s conceptions of antagonism and oppression 

(1990, 112). As we have seen, for them, an “oppression” (or an instance of oppression) 

results from the discursive politicization of a factual “subordination”, difference, or 

inequality—i.e., the discursive constitution or (re)interpretation of that “subordination” as 

being due to political antagonism rather than something else (chance, biology, etc.). As 

Geras puts it in more Foucaultian terms and vis-à-vis the example of slavery, on Laclau 

and Mouffe’s account, the “position of a slave is rendered an antagonistic one only in 

terms of a discursive formation, such as that of human rights, in which the subordination 

can be ‘constructed as an oppression’” (1990, 112). He continues: “One may note how 

this completely relativizes what counts as oppression, so that a young child, for instance, 

cut off from all social contact, beaten and tormented, bewildered and without the 

concepts of any other ‘legitimacy’ than that of her tormentors, could not be said to be 

oppressed” (1990, 112).  

Now, Laclau actually responded directly to this criticism, though the defense 

offered is surprisingly brief and weak. Essentially, Laclau just quotes Rorty as evidence 

for the claim that relativism is a pseudo-problem or “false problem”, that it is, “to a great 

extent, an invention of the fundamentalists” (1990, 104): “‘Relativism’ is the view that 

every belief on a certain topic, or perhaps about any topic, is as good as every other. No 

one holds this view. Except for the occasional cooperative freshman, one cannot find 

anybody who says that two incompatible opinions on an important topic are equally 
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good” (Rorty 1982, 166). Laclau (1990, 104) repeats this strawman characterization of 

relativism119, then tries to ground the claim that it is a pseudo-problem in a Heideggerian 

(or quasi-Heideggerian) distinction between “the ‘being’ of an object, whose meaning 

was discursively constructed and open to change, and its ‘existence’ (something 

independent of thought), which as such has no inherent meaning” (Townshend 2004, 

273).120 The argument is then that “things only have being within a certain discursive 

configuration, or ‘language game’, as Wittgenstein would call it”, and that the 

“accusation of the ‘anti-relativist’ is, therefore, meaningless, since it presupposes that 

there is a being of things as such, which the relativist is either indifferent to or proclaims 

to be inaccessible” (Laclau 1990, 104).  

Like Townshend (2004, 274), I think this defense “could have been more 

successful” and “was not helpful” in making Laclau’s case, and for what I take to be the 

same reasons: namely, both of Laclau’s conceptual terms here—an object’s mind-

independent “existence” and its mind-dependent “being”, by the latter of which he 

appears to simply mean its meaning—are discursive. The difference between a thing’s 

“objective existence” and its “subjective meaning”, to put it in a different register, is a 

difference between “types of discourse”, not a difference between discursive and non-

discursive reality. This holds whether we base the notion in Heidegger121 or in Laclau and 

Mouffe’s own theory of discourse, so it is unclear why Laclau thinks he can uphold a 

notion of non-discursive, mind-independent existence. Or why he feels the need to, for 

 
119 Again, it is unclear why Rorty insists (and, following him, Laclau and Smith) upon this conception of 
relativism, which certainly is not universally accepted or even the dominant one. See, e.g., Baghramian & 
Carter (2020) for a more mainstream definition that hews much more closely to what I mean by the term:  

Relativism, roughly put, is the view that truth and falsity, right and wrong, standards of reasoning, and 
procedures of justification are products of differing conventions and frameworks of assessment and 
that their authority is confined to the context giving rise to them. More precisely, “relativism” covers 
views which maintain that—at a high level of abstraction—at least some class of things have the 
properties they have (e.g., beautiful, morally good, epistemically justified) not simpliciter, but only 
relative to a given framework of assessment (e.g., local cultural norms, individual standards), and 
correspondingly, that the truth of claims attributing these properties holds only once the relevant 
framework of assessment is specified or supplied. Relativists characteristically insist, furthermore, that 
if something is only relatively so, then there can be no framework-independent vantage point from 
which the matter of whether the thing in question is so can be established. 

120 I say “quasi-Heideggerian” because Laclau does not explicitly cite Heidegger, nor does he provide a 
theoretical grounding or elaboration of this distinction such as would enable us to confidently assert its 
basis in Heidegger. Moreover, Heidegger generally reserves the term “existence” for the being of Dasein, 
precisely as opposed to the being of present-at-hand and ready-to-hand entities—see Heidegger (1962, 32-
3, 70-1).  
121 This would require some translation, of course (see the preceding footnote).  
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that matter, given that his position boils down to “of course it’s all relative—but you only 

see that as a problem because of your problematic metaphysics” (a move repeated by 

Amy Allen, as we will see in the next section). The better response to Geras would have 

been either to bite the bullet—and agree that the hypothetical tormented girl is not 

“oppressed” until this can be discursively constructed by her (until then, she is factually 

“beaten” but not politically “oppressed”)—or to argue for some kind of hypothetical 

observer theory (e.g.: just because the girl in question can’t discursively construct her 

abuse as oppression herself, doesn’t mean that others couldn’t—all that’s required is the 

right kind of discursive position or standpoint, not its actual occupation).  

In short, the positive normative content of any form of DPL will be completely 

relative. The content itself will be relative to the contingent way that the tradition of 

democratic liberalism has been “inherited” by the coalition currently constituting “the 

left” at a given moment in time. And its justification or validity—because quasi-

transcendental—will be relative to that same coalition, and thus only applicable for those 

already in or desiring to be in it (i.e., if you want to be “one of us”, one of “the left”, then 

you must accept this contingently inherited normative content).  

That is why Laclau and Mouffe call it the new “common sense”: common sense 

isn’t knowledge we’ve proven or demonstrated, it’s knowledge we presuppose to be valid 

regardless of whether we understand why it is valid. Moreover, common sense is relative, 

differing from place to place and changing over time—and in its very generality or 

commonality, it is also typically quite indeterminate.  

 

§6 Conclusion  

Laclau & Mouffe’s theory thus exemplifies all the core features of DPL. The 

theory is normatively indeterminate, and what positive content it does “inherit” will be 

completely relative. It affirms the thesis of pan-politicization theoretically, and its 

proposed practice consists in the attempt to make that theoretical ideal an empirical 

reality, i.e., in unconstrained politicization. Moreover, this politicization is necessarily 

identitarian and plural. Finally, the theory is contextualist; a given hegemonic articulation 

in one context might be leftist, but could be rightist in another context.  
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For my purposes, the core takeaway exemplified by Laclau & Mouffe’s theory is 

that DP prevents DPL from theoretically fixing any positive normative content such as 

could serve as a basis for political unity on substantively ideological grounds (such that 

claims for unity could be rationally justified in virtue of ideological foundations, such as 

Marxism’s metaphysics once provided for the left)—and the implications this has for any 

DPL politics. In particular, this seems render all positive normative content of “the [DP] 

left” theoretically contingent and practically partisan, leaving only pragmatic grounds for 

coalitional unification among the various identitarian groups in (or prospectively in) “the 

left”—yet these hardly seem sufficient.  

After all, the alignment of pragmatic interests among the different groups is 

contingent and unreliable (indeed, often their interests actually conflict), so something 

more is required to get them to reliably subordinate their particular interests to those of 

the coalition as a whole at any given moment. This “something more” is the dogmatic 

glue binding together the identitarian groups brought in proximity by historical 

contingency and pragmatic interest, which otherwise threaten to separate. It is Laclau & 

Mouffe’s “new ‘common sense’” of the left, constitutive of the identity of “the 

[postmodernist] left” as such—and it consists most fundamentally in the posit of a 

political common enemy or “oppressor” and in the imperative of identitarian pan-

politicization, i.e., the imperative to expand the “cultural hegemony” of “the left” by 

politicizing extant social domains, groups, and group-differences of any and all kinds, 

where “politicizing” means “reinterpreting in terms of political oppression”. In other 

words, it is a new, political “moral metaphysics”: all factual social relations are to be 

interpreted through a lens of identity and power (i.e., in terms of relations of identitarian 

privilege and oppression)—and you are either one of the “oppressed” groups fighting to 

deconstruct these oppressive relations, and thus are a political friend, or you’re among the 

“oppressors” constructing, reconstructing, or reinforcing these oppressive relations, and 

are thus a political enemy.  

And whether you accept this DPL view of politics, as well as the historically 

contingent and pragmatic posits of its empirical practice (e.g., positing black people as 

“oppressed” and white people as “oppressors”, say), is not really up for debate, at least 

not rational debate: this is a rather new, constitutive “common sense”—and “common 
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sense” is precisely what “everyone knows”, or rather believes, without rational argument 

and/or the ability and/or the desire to provide such. In a word: a dogma. And it is 

constitutive because if you accept it, then that makes you a “leftist”—that is what it 

means to be part of “the left”. The ultimate upshot, as I explore in the next chapter, is that 

any DPL politics, or DP version of “the left”, will be a form of CCEIP—an identitarian 

coalition unified on a necessary dogmatic and contingent pragmatic basis and dedicated 

to identitarian pan-politicization. 

In Chapter 7, after exploring the relation between DPL/SJL and political violence, 

I will offer a brief final comment on liberalism as an alternative to leftism, and I will 

compare this quasi-transcendental justification for adopting the minimal/basic normative 

content of DPL with a similar but (I think) stronger quasi-transcendental justification for 

adopting the minimal/basic normative content of liberalism.  

  

§7  Addendum: Amy Allen’s (2016) The End of Progress 

Some readers may wonder whether Laclau and Mouffe’s theory is really as 

influential for and/or representative of contemporary leftist theory as I have claimed, or 

whether it is just a particular leftist theory that is convenient for my purposes but not 

especially representative. For example, in Chapter 3, I claimed that much of 

postmodernist leftist theory today operates under the aegis of “critical theory” in 

academia, yet references to “critical theory” are conspicuously absent in Hegemony and 

Socialist Strategy. Does this mean that the results of my “case study” in this chapter turn 

out to apply only to a perhaps-obsolete form of DPL political theory called “post-

Marxism”, or do they in fact apply to contemporary DPL more generally, in the way I 

have claimed—for example, and even especially, to the proliferating branches of so-

called “critical theory”?122 

To defray any such concerns, in this final section I will provide a brief discussion 

of Amy Allen’s (2016) The End of Progress: Decolonizing the Normative Foundations of 

Critical Theory. This text is essentially an updated attempt at the same sort of 

 
122 For the different senses of and variations on the phrase “critical theory”, including the difference 
between what I (following Allen) call “critical theory” and “Frankfurt School Critical Theory”, see the 
discussion in Chapter 3, §4.1.  
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postmodernist intervention into the foundations of leftist theory as Laclau & Mouffe 

(1985), the greatest differences being that Allen’s focus is not specifically political and 

that her target is classical critical theory (i.e., Frankfurt School Critical Theory) rather 

than classical Marxism. However, given the foundational nature of Allen’s intended 

intervention, her project has fundamental implications for any political theory that would 

be based in critical theory. Thus, while her project is not a work of DPL “political theory” 

in the way that Laclau & Mouffe (1985) was, it has fundamental implications for any 

political theory that would be based in or even simply articulated in light of the kind of 

DP theory that is the focus of her project (and in terms of leftist political theory, that 

would seem to encompass everything but classical/metaphysical Marxism123).  

In broad strokes, Allen’s project is a critical intervention into the normative 

foundations of Frankfurt School Critical Theory—which remains too metaphysical in her 

view—on behalf of “critical theory” in the wider sense, which is thoroughly identitarian, 

deconstructive, and postmodernist. The reader will recall from Chapter 3 that the latter, 

“wide” sense of “critical theory” covers the various theories and subdisciplines that 

essentially consist in the theoretical application of deconstructive postmodernism to a 

given particularistic identity—including, for example, “feminist theory, queer theory, 

critical race theory, and post- and decolonial theory” (Allen 2016, xi). Allen is interested 

in “post- and decolonial theory” in particular, and her goal is thus to “decolonize” Critical 

Theory by “opening it up” to this form of identitarian, postmodernist critical theory: 

My main critical aim is to show that and how and why Frankfurt School critical 
theory remains wedded to problematically Eurocentric and/or foundationalist 
strategies for grounding normativity. My primary positive aim is to decolonize 
Frankfurt School critical theory by rethinking its strategy for grounding 
normativity, in such a way as to open this project up to the aims and concerns of 
post- and decolonial critical theory. (Allen 2016, xii) 

 
Without going into too much detail, Allen criticizes not just the “first generation” 

but also the “second generation” of Frankfurt School Critical Theorists, the latter 

including Jürgen Habermas, Axel Honneth, and Rainer Forst, in particular. She accuses 

these Critical Theorists of grounding the normativity of critical theory in history via a 

 
123 And arguably also the “post-Marxism” of Laclau and Mouffe et al.—except that I am essentially arguing 
that, when it comes to DPL theory qua DPL, these differences (deconstructive postmodernist leftist “post-
Marxism” vs deconstructive postmodernist leftist “critical theory”) are irrelevant.  
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particular conception of historical progress that she finds problematic because too 

metaphysical, Eurocentric, etc. She proposes to remedy this faulty foundation by 

replacing this “developmental” or “stadial” (2016, 19) view of “History” (which 

undergirds the problematic conception of historical progress) with a “problematizing 

genealogy” (2016, 32-3, 190-3).124 However, since that view of history had been used to 

ground the normativity of critical theory, this replacement also requires a new theory of 

the relation between the normative content/claims of critical theory and the history being 

genealogically problematized (2016, 4, 33, et al.).  

This task, in turn, requires confronting a trilemma as to the possibilities for 

grounding critical theory’s normative claims, for this grounding can be achieved in one of 

three incompatible ways (see Allen 2017, 683): 

(1) postmetaphysical, neo-Hegelian historical reconstruction (e.g., Habermas, 
Honneth, et al.) 

(2) ahistorical quasi-foundationalism (e.g., Forst) 
(3) postmodernist contextualism  

 
In other words, the issue is how to justify normative claims like “legality equality for 

gays is good” (or, e.g., is something we should strive for). Since there is no transcendent, 

objectively true morality to which we could appeal to justify such a claim, any 

justification we offer will have to be historically and culturally immanent, merely “for 

us” (i.e., relative to “us”, where this “us” is delimited more or less narrowly, but never 

universally). That is a “postmetaphysical” presupposition common to all three horns, or 

to critical theory in general (see 2016, 9, 13, et al.). Allen opts for the third and most 

strongly postmodernist horn, adopting what she terms “metanormative contextualism”, 

which in turn requires her to offer a defense against charges of relativism. In the end, she 

claims that her theory is neither relativist nor indeterminate. 

 Now, these are the two aspects most relevant for my purposes, so I will now 

briefly evaluate Allen’s theory in terms of her claims that it is normatively determinate 

and not relative—indeed, that it is even “universal” in a certain sense (Allen 2016, 33-4). 

We will see that her theory is the same as Laclau and Mouffe’s in all the relevant ways, 

 
124 Allen (2016, 24) calls this metaphysical conception of history “history with a capital H”, and both she 
and Laclau and Mouffe (and, e.g., Agamben) write it with capitalization when they want to emphasize that 
it is a metaphysical conception of history (see Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 2, and Agamben 1970, 233). 
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except that the latter were more aware of and/or forthright about the limits of their theory 

(indeed, of any DP theory qua DP), whereas Allen seems either deluded or disingenuous 

as to what her theory can deliver when it comes to normative content. 

   

§7.1  Indeterminacy in Allen (2016) 

Earlier, we saw an instance of Laclau breaking from his and Mouffe’s 

characteristic frankness about the limits of DP theory vis-a-vis the issue of normative 

determinacy, claiming that their theory was not wholly negative, but in fact enabled and 

itself constituted an “enormous amplification” of the inherited normative content of the 

Enlightenment (Laclau 1989, 66). However, at least in the 1985/2014 text, we saw that 

Laclau and Mouffe were typically aware and respectful of these limits, such as when it 

came to the actual “inheriting” of concrete normative content—in particular, the notions 

of “equality” and “liberty” in the Enlightenment tradition of democratic liberalism. In 

particular, they did not try to positivize or inflate the content and status of either of those 

notions. Now, Allen makes claims similar to that of Laclau (1989)—e.g., that her 

theory’s “inheriting” of the Enlightenment ideal of freedom is in fact a “fuller 

realization” of it rather than “a rejection or abstract negation” of it (2016, 195)—but the 

difference is that these characterize her statements of her position generally and typically, 

not as a matter of inconsistent exception or anomaly. 

The problem with this is basically that, while Allen cites Foucault and Adorno as 

the most proximate inspirations for her notion of “problematizing genealogy”, her uses of 

the term “inherit” in her characterizations of that “problematizing genealogy” are neither 

accidental nor coincidental, but instead are essentially definitive of that notion and 

intentionally deconstructive in meaning—and that this entails normative indeterminacy 

(as explored in Chapter 2). That is, Allen defines “problematizing genealogy” as “a way 

of inheriting the normative perspective of the Enlightenment in the dual sense of taking it 

up while simultaneously problematizing and decentering it, opening up a space for 

moving beyond it into an unknown and unknowable future”, claiming that it is “precisely 

this radical openness and open-endedness that make problematizing genealogy ideally 

suited for the kind of internal decolonization that critical theory sorely needs” (Allen 

2016, 205). Allen is clearly operating here with a deconstructive notion of “inheriting” 
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influenced by Derrida and his followers: “To inherit the Enlightenment project is to draw 

on its tradition of critique but to deploy critique in service of criticizing and undermining 

Enlightenment’s own Eurocentrism and thus its ongoing entanglements with the 

coloniality of power” (2016, 204).125 She thus claims that to “reaffirm” the ideals of the 

Enlightenment, we must do so by “radically transforming them from within”: “the 

realization of Enlightenment morality is simultaneously its transcendence, and only by 

transcending it can Enlightenment morality be fully realized” (2016, 204-5).  

Of course, Allen has rejected anything like a neo-Hegelian reading of history, 

which could provide a logical foundation for this view (and in accordance with which we 

would replace “transcendence” with “dialectical sublation”). It is thus unclear on what 

basis she can speak of the “full realization” of Enlightenment morality, even as a 

“forward-looking imperative” rather than as an accomplished “fact” (2016, 11-12): it 

cannot be, for example, in terms of the elimination of the contradictions internal to 

Enlightenment thought. The problem is that merely “decentering” the inherited, 

historically dominant perspective, though this may indeed involve “opening up a space 

for moving beyond it”, provides no determinate direction for this “moving beyond”—

much less a positive alternative or destination. So it is all well and good to speak vaguely 

about “transcending” and “radically transforming” Enlightenment concepts, but the 

problem is that there are conflicting and contradictory ways to do this for a given 

concept, and Allen’s theory provides no guidance for choosing among these, no basis for 

adjudicating rival normative claims about how we should inherit a given concept (one 

person’s “danger” is another’s “promise”, in more Heideggerian-cum-Derridean terms). 

That is why she says “opening up a space for moving beyond it into an unknown and 

unknowable future” (my emphasis).  

A comparison with Laclau and Mouffe is instructive here. In the introduction to 

Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, they quote Descartes’s Discourse on Method as 

follows: 

As is said in an inaugural 'manifesto' of the classical period, when one 
enters new territory, one must follow the example of 'travellers who, finding 
themselves lost in a forest, know that they ought not to wander first to one side 
and then to the other, nor, still less, to stop in one place, but understand that they 

 
125 Moreover, Allen is explicit about this in a 2018 reply to critics (Allen 2018, 537).  
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should continue to walk as straight as they can in one direction, not diverging for 
any slight reason, even though it was possibly chance alone that first determined 
them in their choice. By this means if they do not go exactly where they wish, 
they will at least arrive somewhere at the end, where probably they will be better 
off than in the middle of a forest.' (Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 2) 
 

Laclau and Mouffe used this passage to explain why they were proceeding with certain 

notions contingently inherited from Marx and Gramsci (e.g., “hegemony”, “antagonism”, 

etc.) rather than others, but it is also the perfect description of the situation in which Allen 

finds herself, whether she realizes and/or admits it or not: she is able to justify leaving the 

well-lit imperial road of tradition behind and plunging into the dark forest with its chaotic 

multiplicity of unpredictable footpaths, but any movement she makes beyond that will be 

in a necessarily arbitrary direction (at any rate, not one that can be theoretically justified).  

 This is perhaps most evident in her claims about inheriting the Enlightenment 

conception of freedom. A detailed explanation of one or another Enlightenment 

conception of freedom—e.g., Kant’s or Hegel’s—is not necessary to explain why Allen 

would find such conceptions problematic. Whether Kantian constructivism or Hegelian 

dialectics, the problems will be more or less the same: too metaphysical, too rationalist, 

too universalist, etc. The question is, on what basis can Allen reconstruct a positive 

concept of freedom that does not bear the defects of its Enlightenment ancestor and 

inspiration?  

That Allen sees this positive reconstruction or rehabilitation as part of her task is 

unambiguous: summing up her own notion of a “problematizing genealogy”, she says 

that “perhaps most importantly, the problematization of our own point of view can and 

should be understood not as a rejection or abstract negation of the normative inheritance 

of modernity but rather as a fuller realization of its central value, namely, freedom” 

(Allen 2016, 195). Similarly, basing this notion of a problematizing genealogy in the 

work of Adorno and Foucault, she writes: “So for both Adorno and Foucault, the 

problematization of our own point of view has a normative point. It aims at a fuller 

realization of a central normative ideal of the Enlightenment: freedom” (Allen 2016, 

196).  

The problem is that the conception of freedom that Allen reconstructs via these 

thinkers is purely negative. Foucault’s conception of freedom is one according to which 
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“freedom means freeing thought from what it silently thinks and opening up the space for 

thinking otherwise”, and Adorno conceptualizes freedom as “breaking the spell of what 

has come to be second nature for us” (2016, 205). This is a very narrow, negative, and 

deconstructive conception of freedom as freedom from the dominant or hegemonic 

perspective (e.g., in the form of the freedom to criticize that perspective—which is still a 

negative form of freedom in the sense that counts because criticism is a negative 

activity). It is as negative as the classical liberal definition of Locke, but it is much more 

indeterminate.  

Allen actually acknowledges the negativity of her conception of freedom at the 

outset, in the preface (2016, xiv): “a negativistic conception of emancipation, where 

emancipation refers to the minimization of relations of domination, not to a social world 

without or beyond power relations, is most compatible with critical theory’s distinctive 

method.” This negative conception of freedom/emancipation is familiar from Laclau & 

Mouffe (1985)—except that they associated this negative project (of eliminating relations 

of subordination/domination) with equality rather than liberty. Of course, Laclau and 

Mouffe were open about both the necessity for a positive theory of social reconstruction 

and the lack of this in what they provided, whereas Allen presents her relativist and 

indeterminate theory as both non-relativist and determinate. 

In short, despite her repeated exhortations to achieve a “fuller realization” of our 

Enlightenment inheritance as a part of the positive task of social reconstruction, Allen 

only manages to secure a negative conception of freedom that provides only “negative 

grounds” for deconstruction and/or critique. Nothing determinately positive follows from 

what she says about freedom. All that follows are negative constraints on any possible 

positive conception of freedom (e.g., our conception of freedom must not be ahistorical, 

metaphysical, universalist, rationalist, etc.)—i.e., the “negative grounds” for 

deconstructing any positing of positive content for this concept.  

Allen thus cannot properly be said to have reconstructed an Enlightenment 

concept of freedom, for, like other central concepts of the Enlightenment (reason, 

humanity or human nature, etc.), this concept was essentialist, universalist, and 

foundationalist—and thus capable of normative determination, at least in principle. Even 

the Lockean, negative conception of liberty as freedom from interference, for example 
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(itself universalist), was grounded in an essentialist and universalist theoretical 

foundation, namely a metaphysical conception of Nature (itself grounded in that most 

metaphysical of concepts, God).126 Thus the question arises of what a deconstructive 

postmodernist can mean by using these inherited notions, since they reject in principle the 

metaphysical components that provided these Enlightenment concepts with their meaning 

and rationale; as Geras said of Laclau and Mouffe, “one is not entitled simply to presume 

upon these discourses and deploy meanings that are parasitic on them, if, as is the case 

with the authors, one has rejected the very assumptions there that underpin these 

meanings” (1990, 110).  

In this light, the question for Allen is not only what (if anything) follows from her 

negative conception of freedom, but also why we should preserve a commitment to this 

ideal—however vague, indeterminate, and/or negative—in the first place. Enlightenment 

philosophers like Kant and Hegel had arguments for this, but they were quite 

metaphysical; what reasons could Allen give? Even the component of the conception that 

Allen appears to try to preserve—its anti-dogmatism—was grounded in a metaphysical 

conception of Reason which Allen must reject.127 This brings me to the problem of 

relativism. 

 

§7.2  Relativism in Allen (2016) 

As already mentioned, Allen claims that replacing the traditional conception of 

history with a “problematizing genealogy” requires confronting the justificatory or 

grounding trilemma, in the face of which she chooses the third horn of “metanormative 

contextualism”, which she defines as follows: 

 
126 See Locke (2016, 122-4 / §4-6). 
127 Note that these problems are not specific to Allen’s attempt to “inherit” the Enlightenment, but rather 
plague all postmodernist attempts to appropriate a metaphysical tradition such as that of the Enlightenment. 
Another example is Don Ihde’s (1993) calls for a “neo-Enlightenment cosmopolitanism”, where the “neo-“ 
signifies that the Enlightenment concept of cosmopolitanism has been revised (though no determinate 
direction is specified for this revision, of course) so as to be compatible with Ihde’s postmodernist take on 
phenomenology (a “foundationless postphenomenology”). However, given that the very meaning of and 
rationale for Kant’s notion of cosmopolitanism was grounded in metaphysics—e.g., founded in an 
essentialist and universalist conception of Reason—it is unclear what Ihde could mean by a 
“foundationless” or non-metaphysical cosmopolitanism (and, furthermore, how he could possibly justify 
that conception).  
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Metanormative contextualism or contextualism about normative validity consists 
in two claims: First, moral principles or normative ideals are always justified 
relative to a set of contextually salient values, conceptions of the good life, or 
normative horizons—roughly speaking, forms of life or lifeworlds. Second, there 
is no über-context, no context-free or transcendent point of view from which we 
can adjudicate which contexts are ultimately correct or even in a position of 
hierarchical superiority over which others. On this view, our normative principles 
can be justified relative to a set of basic normative commitments that stand fast in 
relation to them, but because there is no context-transcendent point of view from 
which we can determine which contexts are superior to which others, those basic 
normative commitments must be understood as contingent foundations. (Allen 
2016, 215) 
 

We are familiar with contextualism, so the obvious question is: why doesn’t this collapse 

into relativism? If we think our normative principles (via which we justify proposed 

courses of action) can only be justified relative to culturally endemic shared normative 

priors, and if we also think there is no possible way to judge among or rank different and 

incompatible cultures (and/or their normative priors), then it would seem that we are 

indeed relativists—and pretty straightforwardly so—when it comes to the validity and 

justifiability of our normative principles and the normative claims we make on their 

basis.  

And yet Allen repeatedly claims that her metanormative contextualism does not 

collapse into relativism: 

Embracing this as a view about moral epistemology or metanormative 
justification is perfectly consistent with endorsing first-order substantive 
normative principles such as mutual respect, egalitarian reciprocity, openness to 
the other, inclusiveness, and so forth. It is even compatible with regarding these 
principles as universal in the scope of their application, so long as we don’t 
understand these principles, from a metanormative perspective, as justified insofar 
as they are absolute values that are “fixed in eternity and hanging from the ceiling 
like herrings.” (Allen 2016, 216; my emphasis) 
 
However, accepting a contextualist moral epistemology does not leave us mired in 
a substantive or first-order moral-political relativism. On the contrary, 
metanormative contextualism is perfectly compatible with the kind of moral-
political universalism that Habermas and others hold so dear. In other words, the 
normative principles and ideals on which we rely in our judgments about what 
could or would count as progress in the future may rest on a contingent 
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foundation, but they are no less powerful for that. (Allen 2016, 33-4; my 
emphasis) 
 

How are we to understand these puzzling claims? In what sense is something that is 

“universal for us” or “universal relative to our lifeworld” universal (rather than, precisely, 

relative to us or our lifeworld)? It seems like Allen is deploying a notion of “relative 

universality” without saying as much; however, that would seem to be a contradictio in 

adjecto—if something’s universality is relative, then it isn’t universal at all; at most, it is 

general. Thus, Allen’s metanormative contextualism would seem able to secure at most a 

kind of “as-if” universality, in which we all agree to pretend as if our normative 

principles were universal so long as we’re interacting with people who also belong to the 

same culture/lifeworld/etc. (which is also to say: so long as no one disagrees with us 

about those principles).  

 In fact, we recognize this notion of universality from Laclau & Mouffe: it is 

effectively their notion of “hegemonic universality”, i.e., a contingently factually 

dominant generality secured through political struggle. The problem is that Allen does not 

herself seem to recognize that this is her what notion amounts to—since, e.g., as we just 

saw her say, she thinks that her notion would be satisfying to someone like Habermas, 

who surely does not mean “contingently empirically dominant generality” by 

“universality”. That is, she seems to think she has found a theoretical justification for 

certain (i.e., leftist) “universal” normative claims that (a) is postmodernist and does not 

fall back into the trap of metaphysical foundationalism, yet (b) is more than simply an 

acknowledgement of factual cultural dominance (contingent “hegemony”)—yet it is 

unclear what this justification could possibly be, i.e., how it could be both postmodernist 

and yet “more” or “stronger” than a mere acknowledgement of contingent (and relative) 

fact. 

 Now, Allen does have more to say in defense against the charge of relativism, and 

while none of it is compelling, it does bear some illustrative similarities with the sort of 

arguments we explored above vis-à-vis Laclau and Mouffe. First, I will examine two 

points she makes in her own defense, and second, an argument in her defense by Noëlle 

Mcafee that she has endorsed. 

Allen claims that there are   
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two important features of the normative horizon of Enlightenment modernity that 
mitigate against what might seem like the arbitrariness implied by this picture: 
first, like all horizons, this normative horizon is open and not closed, permeated 
by and formed in interaction with other normative horizons; second, it takes 
openness to criticism and reflexivity as normative goals, and hence as a form of 
life it requires me to be open to being changed, including when that means 
learning to unlearn. (Allen 2016, 218) 

 
The first idea is essentially to view normative pluralism as an opportunity rather than a 

problem. That is, once we reject the possibility of context-transcendent standards, we’re 

not just stuck with incommensurable theories or normative frameworks that can only be 

criticized according to their own immanent standards (such that it is impossible to 

criticize another one without first accepting it). Instead, Allen claims, we can use the 

different theories or frameworks to criticize each other—without relying on some theory-

independent standard or metatheory:  

The first feature means that the critical resources of one normative horizon can be 
and quite often are brought to bear on those of another. Thus, we are not limited 
to a choice between wholly internal forms of critique in which existing social 
practices or institutions are measured against the normative ideals internal to the 
social worlds in which they are situated, on the one hand, and transcendent 
critique based on context-transcendent standards of justification, on the other. 
Rather, we can envision “external” modes of critique in which justificatory 
standards that are held fast in one context are brought to bear on those of another, 
and vice versa. These “external” modes would be more radical than wholly 
internal critiques but without appealing to potentially authoritarian notions of 
context-transcendence as a way of securing their radicality. (Allen 2016, 218) 

 
Allen does not provide any concrete illustration of what this might look like, and it is 

hard to see how it is supposed to work. How are the justificatory standards internal to one 

theory supposed to be “brought to bear” on those of an incompatible theory? This 

obviously can’t mean the application of “rational argument”, so what could it mean? If an 

Orthodox Christian tells an atheist hedonist that he shouldn’t do something because God 

prohibited it, how can this possibly inform the atheist hedonist’s views? The argument 

relies on normative principles that the atheist hedonist doesn’t accept—so what could it 

mean to “bring them to bear” in this case?  

 Recalling Geras’s example of the abused girl from above, one possible answer is 

provided by Laclau and Mouffe: discursive elements of one theory/tradition/framework 
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can be “hegemonically articulated” with those of another that is “external” relative to the 

first. This does not seem to be what Allen means by “critique” however. Moreover, this is 

supposed to be a defense against the charge of relativism, not an embrace of it, which is 

what would follow from interpreting Allen’s use of “external mode of critique” here as 

“hegemonic articulation” in Laclau and Mouffe’s sense (“theoretical critique” would 

reduce to a contingent political maneuver). At the very least, such an interpretation of 

“critique” would mean that nothing necessarily or inherently relates this practice of 

“immanent critique”—and more specifically, immanent critique of the normative 

tradition of Enlightenment liberalism—to the sort of politics that Allen implicitly 

presupposes throughout her book, i.e., that of DPL. But then this is of course just the 

issue of the indeterminacy of “inheritance” again, for indeterminacy and relativism are 

conceptually intertwined, as I have explored before; if a method or procedure is 

indeterminate relative to a given domain, yet nevertheless yields determinate content 

when applied to that domain, that content will necessarily be relative.  

The only other potential answer I can see to these questions is actually provided 

by the second factor that Allen takes to mitigate the arbitrariness of first-order neo-

Enlightenment commitments under metanormative contextualism, namely, that one of 

those commitments is to self-critique: 

The second feature means that even when I acknowledge that my first-order 
normative commitments rest on contingent foundations, this does not lead me to 
embrace them dogmatically or ethnocentrically because those very commitments 
require me to be open to coming to see—whether through rational argument or 
through expressive/hermeneutic insight or through experiences of aesthetic world 
disclosure—that parts of my normative horizon are flawed or limited in some 
way. Thus, my first-order normative commitments require—in a further reflexive 
turn—a metanormative or second-order reflexivity about the status of my own 
normative horizon. (Allen 2016, 218) 

 
Even though she deploys the phrase “rational argument” here, it must be kept in mind 

that this really means “what is considered rational argument by our neo-Enlightenment 

lifeworld”—and, depending on how far one thinks postmodernism has crept into extra-

academic culture, this notion may have to drop out altogether. Regardless, the use of this 

phrase clearly does not imply a conflict with Allen’s postmodernism, since in this very 
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passage she instrumentally subordinates so-called “rational argument” to the telos of 

perspectival shifting.  

And that, in fact, is all that the first feature amounts to on this second reading: 

different and incompatible theories (worldivews, lifeworlds, normative visions, moral 

theories, etc. etc.) can inform each other, or contribute to each others’ internal self-

critiques, in one way only: namely, via perspectival shifting. It is less the specific 

resources of a given theory that can be “brought to bear” on a different and incompatible 

theory, than it is the mere existence of the theory, which thereby provides a perspectival 

alternative, which thereby entails recognition that there are alternatives, that this theory is 

not the only one (which can then become a basis for self-critique of the theory’s 

implicitly or explicitly absolutist aspects).  

As far as I can tell, then, both of these factors claimed to mitigate the arbitrariness 

of views embedded within metanormative contextualism produce the same entirely 

negative result, namely, a form of metanormative “humility”, “modesty”, “openness”, or 

whatever one wishes to call it. Obviously, this will not be able to ground any positive 

first-order content; it functions only as a “negative ground” for critique, to use the term I 

deployed above. It can ground critiques of claims to positivity, but not claims of 

positivity. It protects against one particular form of metanormative theoretical 

arbitrariness—namely, presupposing one’s theory to be the single definitive, best, or true 

theory—but it fails to protect against charges of the arbitrariness of the affirmed first-

order normative content. In short, Allen’s metanormative indeterminacy entails 

normative relativism. 

McAfee (2018, 526-7) also offers a defense of Allen against this charge of 

relativism, and it is one which is familiar from the above discussion of relativism in 

Laclau & Mouffe (1985). It is essentially that relativism is only a problem if one looks at 

it through the lens of a metaphysical intellectual framework, through which it is 

conceptualized in “absolutist”, “ultimate”, or “last instance” terms. McAfee says that “In 

the actual world, cultural and moral relativism does not play out this [absolutist] way at 

all. From within their world views, ‘relativists’ are believers, not nihilists at all.” (Note 

the same strawman conception of relativism as the inability to make judgments or have 

preferences, as opposed to being able to justify these, that we have already seen put forth 
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by Rorty, Laclau and Mouffe, et al.) She continues by claiming that relativists have “firm 

beliefs, justified by lived experience, not willy-nilly arbitrary ones. From this kind of 

relativist picture, the liberal democrat who encounters the fascist has plenty to say, and 

vice versa. Each has convictions, and each may well engage in heated conversation about 

why their own view is right and the other’s is wrong” (McAfee 2018, 526-7).  

They may have plenty to say to each other, but this does not mean that they will 

be able to justify their views to each other; nevertheless, Allen has responded favorably 

to this characterization (oddly enough, she alters McAfee’s “fascist” to 

“fundamentalist”): 

Thus, I agree with McAfee that, on my view, her imagined dialogue between a 
liberal and a fundamentalist would be one in which each has a lot to say to the 
other – which is not to deny that this would be a difficult, perhaps even heated, 
and more than likely inconclusive exchange. Both the liberal and the 
fundamentalist would, on my conception of normativity, be able to defend their 
views, and defend them robustly. What the liberal would not be able to do, 
however, is to justify her normative perspective either by an appeal to its 
grounding in context-transcendent moral foundations or by a claim about its 
historical-developmental cognitive or moral superiority. (Allen 2018, 538) 

 
Now, it is certainly possible that these hypothetical characters carry on a long 

conversation about their differing and opposed views before realizing that they lack the 

common ground on which a rational resolution could, even if only in principle, be built. 

For example, perhaps they both affirm the same values (or values with the same names) 

at a high level of abstraction—e.g., “freedom”, “peace”, “human flourishing”, etc.—so it 

takes some time and conversation to realize that they actually hold different or even 

diametrically opposed understandings of these values. But it is unclear whether they can 

truly “defend” (in the sense of justify) their views to each other—as opposed to talking 

past each other—much less do so “robustly”. This becomes more plausible the closer 

their views are (e.g., an inter-denominational conversation among Christians vs an inter-

faith conversation between a Christian and a Muslim vs a conversation between a 

Christian and an atheist).  

Regardless, the fact that linguistic conversation between two people who greatly 

disagree about fundamental normative matters is empirically possible does not entail that 

normative justification of the one’s views to the other is theoretically or empirically 
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possible, unless we deflate the concept of justification to the purely nominalist point of 

meaning “making statements that are justificatory in form”—i.e., regardless of their 

“rationality” in the sense in which I defined this term in Chapter 2. I thus conclude that 

Allen has not evaded the charge of relativism.  

What she has secured, without realizing it, however, is precisely Laclau and 

Mouffe’s notion of “hegemonic universality” as “the only [kind of universality] that a 

political community can [hope to] reach” (2014, x). In essence, the normative content of 

her theory—as well as the normative content of any more particular branch or applied 

version of critical theory that understands “critical theory” in the sense she proposes, or 

that grounds itself in “critical theory according to Amy Allen”, as it were—is a kind of 

“new ‘common sense’” that, while framed in terms of theory generally rather than 

political theory in particular, is no less political for that. More simply, it is an especially 

theoretical part of the “new ‘common sense’” of DPL, one marketed to academics in 

particular. 

Of course, the DPL “new ‘common sense’” has achieved quite a large degree of 

“hegemonic universality” in Western academia, at least in the humanities and social 

sciences, as explored in Chapters 1 and 3. Allen herself is evidence of this. Her 

confusion, as evidenced by her claims that her theory is not normatively indeterminate or 

relativist, consists in thinking that there could be a theoretical justification for this sort of 

“new ‘common sense’” beyond the purely political one given by Laclau and Mouffe (i.e., 

the quasi-transcendental and thus entirely relative one). If she had seen this clearly, she 

would have ended up with essentially the same kind of theoretical outcome as they did: if 

you want to be a DPL academic or a “member of” an academia that is pervasively (if not 

always explicitly) DPL, then you should adopt a “problematizing genealogy” in place of 

your culture’s traditionally hegemonic normative conceptions of “History” as well as a 

“metanormative contextualism” about your culture’s historically hegemonic normative 

traditions more generally.  

Which is really nothing more than another, particular way of saying: if you want 

to be a member of “the left” nowadays, then you should adopt the ideological “new 

‘common sense’” of DPL.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

COALITIONAL COMMON-ENEMY IDENTITY POLITICS (CCEIP) 
 

 

§1  DPL Politics as Coalitional, Common-Enemy Identity Politics (CCEIP) 

The forms of leftism that I have identified as DPL and SJL are widely, even 

ubiquitously, associated with “identity politics”, both by critics and adherents.128 At the 

end of Chapter 3, I even asserted that any DPL politics—such as SJL—would necessarily 

be a form of “identity politics”, and more specifically, of “coalitional common-enemy 

identity politics” (CCEIP). What I mean by those terms should be fairly clear after the 

preceding chapter’s case study, but because this is such an important and contested topic, 

a more involved discussion of political identitarianism in general and leftist 

identitarianism in particular is called for.  

In what follows, I first explain, define, and provide a taxonomy of the different 

types of identity politics. I then recapitulate why and how CCEIP follows from the logic 

of DPL. Finally, I conclude by formulating what I call the “Core Practical Paradox” of 

identity politics, which is both crucial for the next chapter and probably this chapter’s 

most significant contribution to the discussion around “identity politics”.  

 

§2  What is (CCE)IP? 

The term “common-enemy identity politics” is taken from the third chapter of The 

Coddling of the American Mind, where Haidt and Lukianoff offer a definition of “identity 

politics” and a categorization of it into two kinds, which they term “common-humanity” 

and “common-enemy”, respectively. They praise and recommend the former type, which 

they associate with the modern civil rights movement—invoking, in a typical gesture129, 

 
128 For critical references to “identity politics” in relation to DPL/SJL, see, e.g., Eberstadt (2019, 175), Lilla 
(2017, 9), Murray (2019, 2-3), Rothman (2019, 5), and Schlesinger, Jr. (1998, 204). For defensive and/or 
laudatory references to “identity politics” by people whose writings can fairly be characterized as DPL 
and/or SJL, see, e.g., Alcoff (2006, 19), DiAngelo (2018, xiv), Hill Collins (2016, 127), and Kendi (2018). 
129 A noticeable and unsurprising trope in SJL writings defensive of leftist identity politics is to criticize the 
invocation of Dr. King by critics of leftist identity politics. It is unsurprising because the rhetoric of the 
modern civil rights movement, epitomized by the iconic “dream” quote from King about judging people 
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Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.—and they criticize and caution against the latter type, which 

they associate with various phenomena of or related to DPL and SJL.  

These latter phenomena include the interpretation of all phenomena in terms of 

power (“power structures”, “power relations”, etc.)—a feature of identitarian pan-

politicization (see Chapter 3)—which they associate with “Marxist approaches to social 

and political analysis” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 64); the poststructuralist philosophy of 

Michel Foucault (69); the philosophy and influence on the New Left of Herbert Marcuse, 

a first-generation Frankfurt School Critical Theorist (64); what they infelicitously term 

“modern Marcuseanism”, which essentially corresponds to my “DP”: “a variety of 

theories and approaches [that] flourished on campus in humanities and social science 

departments [and] that offered ways of analyzing society through the lens of power 

relationships among groups”, with “[e]xamples includ[ing] deconstructionism, 

poststructuralism, postmodernism, and critical theory” (67); the theory of 

intersectionality, as a particular (and particularly salient) contemporary example of this 

“modern Marcuseanism” (67); an instance of leftist identity-based discursive silencing at 

Brown University in November of 2015130; SJL “call-out culture” (71); SJL “virtue 

signaling” (73); and more. 

The chapter leaves much to be desired from a scholarly and especially a 

philosophical perspective, given the superficiality of its treatment of these topics and its 

mode of linking them, which is typically closer to loose association than it is to 

explanatory argument (see Chapter 1). However, it is doubtless still valuable from other 

perspectives—e.g., from that of “awareness-raising” for a mass and/or non-academic 

 
“not […] by the color of their skin but by the content of their character”, was and is frequently invoked as a 
contrast by critics of contemporary leftist identity politics: see, e.g., Murray (2019, 121), Fukuyama (2018, 
38), Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 60), and Parker (2019).   
130 See Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 70):  

An illustration of this way of thinking [intersectional common-enemy identity politics] happened 
at Brown University in November of 2015, when students stormed the president’s office and 
presented their list of demands to her and the provost (the chief academic officer, generally 
considered the second-highest post). At one point in the video of the confrontation, the provost, a 
white man, says, “Can we just have a conversation about—?” but he is interrupted by shouts of 
“No!” and students’ finger snaps. One protester offers this explanation for cutting him off: “The 
problem they are having is that heterosexual white males have always dominated the space.” The 
provost then points out that he himself is gay. The student stutters a bit but continues on, 
undeterred by the fact that Brown University was led by a woman and a gay man: “Well, 
homosexual… it doesn’t matter… white males are at the top of the hierarchy.” 



163 
 

readership—insofar it does, in my view, associate together many of the right phenomena. 

Regardless, for my purposes, its primary interest is that the conception of identity politics 

provided there constitutes a useful point of departure for the discussion of DPL CCEIP 

with which this chapter is concerned. 

 

§2.1  Defining “Identity Politics” 

Averring that, while “identity politics” is “a contentious term”, nevertheless “its 

basic meaning is simple”, Haidt and Lukianoff cite a definition of identity politics from 

“Jonathan Rauch, a scholar at The Brookings Institution, [who] defines it as ‘political 

mobilization organized around group characteristics such as race, gender, and sexuality, 

as opposed to party, ideology, or pecuniary interest’” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 59).131 

After noting that there is nothing particularly new or left-wing about identity politics per 

se, they differentiate between “common-humanity” and “common-enemy” forms of 

identity politics in terms of “how identity is mobilized”, which, they claim, “makes an 

enormous difference—for [a] group’s odds of success, for the welfare of the people who 

join the movement, and for the country” (2018, 59-60).  

In essence, what they term “common-humanity” identity politics involves 

political claims (e.g., for better treatment) that are made by and/or on behalf of the people 

belonging to a particular identitarian category, but which are normatively grounded in 

universalistic categories and claims. For example, in the modern civil rights movement, 

activists like Dr. King argued for a change in the treatment of black people—not because 

they were black, but because they belonged to other, universalistic identitarian categories 

(e.g., human, person, citizen, etc.). Haidt and Lukianoff say that this “common-humanity 

form of identity politics can still be found on many college campuses, but in recent years 

we’ve seen the rapid rise of a very different from that is based on an effort to unite and 

mobilize multiple groups to fight against a common enemy”—i.e., common-enemy 

identity politics, which they characterize as a form of tribalism, observing that 

 
131 Obviously definitions will differ, especially for a term that all acknowledge to be “contentious”, but 
Rauch’s definition does seem to be as representative of the dominant understanding of the term as any. For 
comparison, see, e.g., Kenny (2004, vii). 
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“[i]dentifying a common enemy is an effective way to enlarge and motivate your tribe” 

(2018, 62-3).132 

Already we can formulate an initial definition of identity politics: identity politics 

refers to political claim-making, agreement, unification, and/or mobilization on the basis 

of identity rather than on the basis of ideology or economic interest. However, this 

definition seems inadequate as is or on its own, not only because political unification on 

the basis of economic interests is easily reinterpreted as unification on the basis of 

ideology (i.e., an ideology that prioritizes economic interests, such as Marxism), but 

especially because “identity” can be defined to include both ideological commitments 

and economic interests—in other words, on a broad enough definition of identity, all 

types of politics are forms of “identity politics”. Thus, the definition needs to be revised 

and/or specified. The question is how to differentiate the kind of “new social movement” 

identities in question (black, gay, indigenous, queer, trans, disabled, etc.)—which are 

more typically enumerated than descriptively defined in the literature—from other sorts 

of identities (such as human, working class, citizen, etc.).  

Haidt and Lukianoff’s terminology is somewhat infelicitous here, even though the 

“common-enemy” aspect of DPL identity politics is important—indeed, a quasi-

transcendental requirement.133 First, their terms are not a logical pair or semantic 

opposites: the opposite of “human” is “inhuman” or “nonhuman” (or perhaps “animal”, 

“alien”, etc., depending on the context), and the opposite of “enemy” is “friend” (or 

perhaps “ally”, “comrade”, etc.). Second, at least prima facie, it fails to distinguish 

between the salient kinds of identities, since a more traditional identity like “working 

class” could be practiced in a “common-enemy” or “common-humanity” identity-

political fashion. There are other reasons, but the bottom line is that I just think they get 

the categorization wrong, even while explaining the content of the relevant categories 

fairly well (especially “common-humanity” identity politics).  

The essential issue is with the logical status—i.e., universal or particular—of the 

identitarian categories and claims in question. More specifically, the salient distinction is 

 
132 With respect to this observation, see also the quote from Chantal Mouffe in Shahid (2013) in Chapter 4, 
§3.1. 
133 For the sense in which I use the term “quasi-transcendental”, see Chapter 4, §3.1. 
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between identitarian categories posited as particular (which I will call “particularistic 

identities”) and those posited as potentially universal (which I will call “universalistic 

identities”). That is, universalistic identitarian categories are those which are posited 

either as universal (e.g., “human”) or as potentially universal (e.g., “citizen”, “working 

class”, “liberal”, etc.) relative to a relevant domain of subjects—“potentially universal” in 

the sense that, in principle or ceteris paribus, “anyone [from the domain] can become” a 

member of a potentially universal identitarian category. For example, for the domain of 

people born in the U.S., anyone—regardless of their particularistic identities 

(race/gender/etc.)—can be or become a citizen, a member of the economic working class, 

or an ideological liberal (there are American ideological liberals and conservatives of all 

races, American citizens of all genders, etc.). In contrast, particularistic identitarian 

categories are then those which are not posited as potentially universal; most people do 

not currently believe that “anyone can become” black, for instance.    

Of course, logical possibility and empirical probability are not the same. This is 

why I say “in principle”: there is a difference between social and/or identitarian 

categories that are in principle attainable for anyone and those which are not—e.g., the 

category, nowadays largely archaic, of “noble”. The difference is that the latter type of 

category a priori excludes certain classes of people (in the case of “noble”, those without 

the right bloodlines), whereas the former does so only a posteriori. Even critics who 

criticize the use of logical possibility to conceal empirical improbability must 

acknowledge this categorial difference—as well as its significance, not least historically. 

Moreover, I am aware of the provisionality and precarity of some of these claims 

insofar as they impinge on the empirical, and in that regard their value may ultimately be 

merely exemplary and/or heuristic. In particular, it should be acknowledged (1) that there 

may be problems with generalizing across different types of particularistic identity (e.g. 

race vs gender); (2) that categories can change logical status over time—e.g., it was not 

until the adoption in 1868 of the Fourteenth Amendment (at the very least, no earlier than 

the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1866) that “American citizen” became a 

universalistic category relative to race, and it did not become a universalistic category 

relative to sex until the adoption of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920; and finally, (3) 

that technology is increasingly making possible the voluntary adoption of the visible 
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markers of any particularistic identity, regardless of whether such possibilities have yet 

been actualized empirically. Nevertheless, I think my schema holds up as well as any 

other, given that any such positive schema will ultimately be deconstructible.  

In short, what distinguishes the “new” identity politics of the postmodernist left 

from the “old” identity politics of liberalism and the Civil Rights Movement is whether 

identity-political categories and claims are normatively grounded in universalistic or in 

particularistic identitarian categories. More specifically, I will now argue that “identity 

politics” in the sense of DPL identity politics should be defined as strong, particularistic 

identity politics.  

  

§2.2  Logical Taxonomy of Identity Politics 

 There are four categories essential for providing an adequately specific definition 

of “identity politics” corresponding to the specific sense this term has taken on in 

association with leftist politics in the 20th and 21st centuries. These comprise two logical 

pairs: “universalistic” vs “particularistic”, and “strong” vs “weak”.  

As I use these terms, a form/theory of identity politics is a form of universalistic 

identity politics (UIP) if (a) its particularistic identitarian normative claims are ultimately 

grounded in universalistic identitarian normative claims, and (b) the normative 

significance of its particularistic identitarian categories is ultimately grounded in the 

normative significance of universalistic identitarian normative categories. A form/theory 

of identity politics is particularistic (PIP) if these are not the case, i.e., if its particularistic 

identitarian claims and categories are not ultimately normatively grounded in 

universalistic identitarian claims and categories. Next, a conception of identity politics is 

weak if it affirms that the relation between particularistic identity and politics is one of 

potential relevance, and it is strong if it affirms that the relation between particularistic 

identity and politics is one of necessary relevance. More specifically, strong conceptions 

of identity politics ground politics in particularistic identity.  

Weak conceptions of identity politics affirm that particularistic identity can be 

relevant to politics, whereas strong conceptions affirm that particularistic identity is 

always relevant to politics because politics is grounded in particularistic identity. Of these 

categories of identity politics, “universalistic” and “strong” are incompatible (if one’s 
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politics is grounded in particularistic identitarian categories and claims, but these are in 

turn grounded in universalistic identitarian categories and claims, then one’s politics is 

really grounded in the latter rather than the former, and is thus weak rather than strong). 

Haidt and Lukianoff’s notion of “common-humanity identity politics” is thus an example 

of weak universalistic identity politics (WUIP): it acknowledges that particularistic 

identity can be relevant to politics (but need not be), but it grounds this relevance, when it 

obtains, in universalistic identitarian categories and claims.  

This is in contrast to forms of strong particularistic identity politics (SPIP), which 

ground politics in particularistic identitarian claims and categories without grounding 

these, in turn, in universalistic claims and categories.134 This “grounding” of politics in 

particularistic identity can take several forms, but the most prominent include (a) 

identitarian reduction, (b) identitarian prioritization, and (c) identitarian politicization.135 I 

will consider each of these in turn. First, however, I should note that the weak conception 

of identity politics is trivially true—i.e., the claim that particularistic identity can be 

relevant to politics.136 Thus, in what follows and unless context clearly dictates otherwise, 

when I say “identity politics” without explicit specification, I mean SPIP.   

 

 

 
134 I have conspicuously omitted one logical possibility afforded by this taxonomy: weak particularistic 
identity politics (WPIP). An identity politics that is both weak and particularistic is at least conceivable: it 
would affirm the potential relevance of particularistic identity to politics, but it would not take the further 
step of grounding this relevance in universalistic categories and claims. However, it is thereby question-
begging or at the very least incomplete: for WUIP, a particularistic identity is relevant to politics, when it 
is, because of its relation to universalistic identities (and because of their relevance for politics); similarly, 
for SPIP, a particularistic identity is always relevant to politics because politics is grounded in 
particularistic identity; for a WPIP, however, it is an open question as to why particularistic identity would 
be relevant to politics, when it is (as well as how to determine when it is). That is, on a WPIP, the relation 
between particularistic identity and politics is unspecified. Since by definition a WPIP is not a form of UIP, 
a separate theory would be required to explain the putative relevance of particularistic identity to politics. 
Lacking that, it seems like a WPIP must collapse into either SPIP or WUIP. In what follows, I will not 
speak of WPIP again for these reasons. 
135 Nota bene: I use “identitarian politicization” in this and other chapters in a more general sense that can 
be applied to objects other than identities—e.g.., a factual social difference can be an object of identitarian 
politicization (see Chapter 4). In the context of this section’s discussion of the politicization of 
particularistic identities, the phrase should be read as implicitly meaning “identitarian politicization (of 
identities)”.  
136 Note that “weak” is the only IP category compatible with all the rest. We have already seen that UIP is 
necessarily weak and that a weak form of PIP is at least conceivable (albeit uninteresting)—moreover, 
“weak” is even compatible with, or rather is subsumed by, “strong” (“x is necessarily y” entails “x can be 
y”). “Strong” can even be conceptualized as “weak+”, i.e., SIP affirms the thesis of WIP, and more.  
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§2.3  Identitarian Reduction, Prioritization, & Politicization  

One way of grounding politics in particularistic identity is by taking the latter as 

the “point of departure” for the former, as when Linda Martin Alcoff says “Identity 

politics means choosing one’s identity as a member of one or more groups as a political 

point of departure” (Alcoff 2006, 147). However, “point of departure” is ambiguous 

without further specification. On the one hand, taking particularistic identity as one’s 

political point of departure could simply mean using a descriptive claim about 

particularistic identity as the occasion for making a universalistic normative argument, as 

in the sort of “common-humanity” WUIP invoked by Haidt and Lukianoff. For example, 

one might claim that a particular identitarian group is being systematically 

disenfranchised in a given region, then take this descriptive claim as the occasion for 

making a universalistic argument to the effect that this disenfranchisement should be 

combatted/eliminated—because the members of the identitarian group in question are 

also members of a relevant universalistic identitarian group, such as “American citizens”, 

and all members of that group should have the right or privilege in question (etc.). The 

rhetoric of Dr. King’s classical civil rights politics, which took the oppression of a 

particularistic identitarian group as its point of departure but then argued against that 

group’s oppression on universalistic grounds, was like this.  

On the other hand, “point of departure” could mean “grounding” politics in 

particularistic identity in a much stronger sense. It could mean setting the hermeneutic ur-

category which will function as a lens through which all political or even normative 

issues more generally are viewed. This is what is done by what I will call “identitarian 

reductionism”, which is the thesis that, for a given particularistic identity (e.g., “black”) 

or kind of particularistic identity (e.g., “race”), X, all forms and instances of oppression 

must ultimately be understood in terms of the oppression of X (e.g., “oppression of 

blacks”) or of kind X (e.g., “racial oppression”). An “identitarian reduction”, relative to 

given a particularistic identity X, is thus a claim that a given normative issue must be 

understood in terms of the identity-based oppression of X (or of kind X). 

An interesting example of identitarian reductionism occurred during a meeting of 

Washington State’s Office of Equity Taskforce on November 25, 2019. A little less than 

an hour into the meeting, the taskforce is discussing suggestions and comments, and 
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Melanie Morgan (D-Rep., 29th District, Tacoma) suggests that they include a definition of 

“people of color”—oddly enough, because she’s worried people might not think that this 

phrase includes black people and wants to “make sure we’re being inclusive of all 

people”.137 In response to Rep. Morgan’s suggestion, taskforce member and former 

Evergreen State College professor138 Karen Johnson suggests they use a definition taken 

from the Washington State Diversity Equity and Inclusion Subcommittee—namely, 

“collective term for referring to non-white racial groups”. The following exchange then 

ensues among co-chair Benjamin Danielson and taskforce members Melanie Morgan, 

Maria Siguenza139, and Dr. Karen Johnson140 (TVW 2019, 1:01:40-1:05:30): 

[UNKNOWN:] “I wasn’t exactly sure if I was tracking Rep. Morgan’s concern: 
was it that you wanted to explicitly call out black individuals, so “black and 
people of color”, because that is also a term that we are seeing in the DEI 

[Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion] space?” 

MORGAN: “I brought that up in the beginning, and then everybody jumped on 
board with ‘well I want mine mentioned as well’, meaning your culture. So how 
do we represent that but give credence to everyone respectfully? I just think that 
we need to be mindful that there still are a lot of people who do not understand 
our work, and when you say ‘people of color’, they’re not really particularly 
thinking of black people—they’re thinking of everybody else but black people; 
‘cuz I said at the beginning of our task force, way back in Tacoma, that if we’re 
really going to do this we have to solve this race issue first, because this is where 
it started, and so therefore it has to be called that in some way, and so I don’t want 
to box us in in anything, we gotta keep it wide—because who knows what’s going 
to come down the road that we re-term ‘equity’ to be, right? So I’m just saying 
that we provide some sort of context of where this group is coming from and what 
we’re terming ‘people of color.’” 

DANIELSON: “So is there a suggestion there?” 

[Johnson is requested by Siguenza to repeat the definition, and she does.] 

 
137 The irony in this statement is not just that her desire to “be inclusive of all people” is given to explain 
her proposal to add an exclusive identitarian term (“black”) to the extant, more-inclusive identitarian term 
(“people of color”)—it is that “all people” here is understood to a priori exclude all white people. We see 
here a reversal of the historically-dominant use of racialized universalism: whereas historically (according 
to DPL), “all people” implicitly meant “all white people”, here “all people” implicitly means “all non-white 
people”.   
138 For more on Evergreen State College, see Chapter 6, §4.3.  
139 Siguenza was appointed by Governor Jay Inslee as Executive Director at the Washington State 
Commission on Hispanic Affairs in 2018. 
140 At the time, Johnson was a member on the Washington State DEI [Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion] 
Council. 
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SIGUENZA: “I would include ‘non-white racial and ethnic groups’—the Latinx 
is encompassed of many different races—to include white.” 

JOHNSON: “Collective term for referring to non-white racial and ethnic groups.” 

SIGUENZA (?) [aside/whisper]: “Perfect.” 

DANIELSON: “I’m going to also contextualize that if we look through this 
language, the historical and primal role of racism in informing all forms of 
marginalization is an intended language that I want to see if people read clearly in 
the way the legislation is written. Is that something people see clearly? [...] Do 
people feel like the ingrained and historic nature of racism as a primal influencer 
of all forms of oppression, I think is the intention, in many ways, of the language, 
and I want to see if that’s present in this legislation. I see nods, does anyone feel 
like that’s not how that language reads? […] Alright, so I’m going to say we’re 
grounded in the sense that racism is the lead that informs all other forms of 
oppression.” 

This exchange is exemplary for at least a few reasons. First is that Danielson 

gives a clear and concise statement of the viewpoint of identitarian reductionism (in this 

case, racial identitarian reductionism).  

Second, Morgan provides us with a concrete example of identitarian 

prioritization—i.e., the giving of political priority to one’s own identitarian group over 

others. In “what is undoubtedly [identity politics’] locus classicus, the Combahee River 

Collective’s ‘A Black Feminist Statement’ of 1977” (Alcoff 2006, 15), this commitment 

to the prioritization of one’s own identitarian group is even given as definitional for 

identity politics: “This focusing upon our own oppression is embodied in the concept of 

identity politics. We believe that the most profound and potentially the most radical 

politics come directly out of our own identity, as opposed to working to end somebody 

else’s oppression” (Combahee River Collective 1977; my emphasis). Identitarian 

prioritization can take many forms; in this case, it is Rep. Morgan’s desire that black 

people be named specifically/explicitly—but only if they are the only such racial identity 

falling under “people of color” that is treated in this fashion (lest, presumably, the explicit 

naming lose its force and/or the term “people of color” be replaced by an ever-growing 

identitarian acronym, as has already happened with identities based in sexual orientation). 

Third, Siguenza, as well as the group more generally, provides us with a concrete 

example of the “common-enemy” logic of DPL identity politics, in that the “all-

inclusive” term for oppressed peoples that they have agreed upon is “people of color” 
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(thanks to the identitarian reduction to race that they’ve also agreed on)—which they 

define as the negation of or in opposition to a particular racial identity, namely “white”. 

Finally, the entire exchange is a concrete example of the identitarian politicization 

of particularistic identity—it is literally an attempt to formally constitute a leftist political 

(and legal) identity, “people of color”, through the politicization of particularistic 

identities. This is the most fundamental way in which DPL identity politics “grounds” 

politics in particularistic identity, and we are familiar with it from Chapter 4.  

Today, the desirability or even necessity of grounding of political identity in 

particularistic identity is an article of faith presupposed by most strands of DPL theory, 

such as the theory of “intersectionality”. For example, in Hill Collins (2016), 

intersectionality theory is presented as responding to a problem and a need that arise from 

this sort of strong, particularistic identity politics, where the desirability or even necessity 

of the latter is presupposed—namely, the problem that people possess multiple 

particularistic identities and the need to recognize the political specificity of combined or 

“intersecting” categories, such as “black lesbian”. Of course, in this context, the reader 

will immediately and correctly infer that the “political specificity” of these intersecting 

identities refers to their specific relation to oppression or victimization, since these are the 

terms in which those identities (intersecting or not) are politicized. Thus intersectionality 

responds to the issue of multiple identities additively: the more putatively non-hegemonic 

identities and the fewer putatively hegemonic identities one bears (e.g., “disabled black 

trans lesbian” vs “straight white cisgender man”), the more oppressed one is and/or the 

more victimhood status one garners. That politics should be grounded in particularistic 

identity, that particularistic identity should be politicized in terms of 

oppression/victimhood, etc.—these tenets of DPL/SJL’s strong, particularistic identity 

politics are presupposed by Hill Collins as assumptions that must be made before the 

“intersectionality” conversation can properly get underway. 

 

§2.4  Identitarian Partisanship   

The categorization of identity politics into “strong”, “weak”, “universalistic”, and 

“particularistic” kinds has an important implication for the relation between DP and 

identity politics. Namely, it turns out that any strong form of identity politics either must 
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ultimately devolve into WUIP (making it incompatible with DP) or the kinds of claims it 

is capable of grounding can only be potentially persuasive to what I will term 

“identitarian partisans”.  

By “identitarian partisan” I mean someone who finds a given identity-based 

normative claim at least potentially persuasive, without the need for any universalistic 

grounding for that claim.141 For example, imagine a new, white prisoner who approaches 

a neo-Nazi he has just met for the first time in the prison yard and says “You should help 

me because I’m white”, to which the neo-Nazi replies “Say no more, I’m in.” More 

formally, for a given particularistic identity X, an identitarian partisan is someone who 

(a) typically142 belongs to X, and (b) views belonging to X as being as or more 

normatively significant than belonging to other identitarian categories, including those at 

a higher or more inclusive level of abstraction (such as “citizen”, “human”, “person”, 

etc.).  

We can see why a SIP grounded in DP either devolves into WUIP or only 

grounds partisan claims by briefly considering the logic of universalistic and 

particularistic identitarian normative claims in turn. (Claim-making is perhaps only one 

of the activities of politics, but it is certainly one of if not the most important one, 

especially for coalitional politics.) The basic form of an identity-based normative claim, 

where X is a particularistic identity and Y is some action, is:  

 

I/you/etc. should/shouldn’t Y/forgo Y’ing me/you/etc. because I/you/etc. am/am not X.  

 

 
141 I say “potentially” because there could be cases in which the claim in question is not automatically 
persuasive to the identitarian partisan (or is not persuasive at all) not because the partisan needs or desires 
universalistic grounding for the claim, but because the claim is problematic in some other way (e.g., 
nonsensical). For example, the claim that “All should bow to the East every three hours because I’m gay” 
would presumably not be persuasive even to a gay identitarian partisan. On the topic of identitarian 
partisans, see also, e.g., Campbell & Manning (2018, 48). 
142 I say “typically” because while empirically rare and improbable, it is logically possible that, relative to a 
given particularistic identity X, a non-X could nevertheless be an identitarian partisan for X. Famous 
examples of this in recent popular media include the television characters Clayton Bigsby, from The 
Chapelle Show, and Uncle Ruckus, from The Boondocks. The history of the term “Uncle Tom” is also 
relevant here. And then there are also arguably examples of this in contemporary SJL, in which some white 
leftists seem aptly described as “black identitarian partisans”. 
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For example, “You shouldn’t disenfranchise me because I’m a woman”, or “They should 

receive reparations because they’re black”, or “You should join our political coalition 

because you’re gay”. First, consider how such identity-based normative claims work in 

the case of WUIP. Take “You shouldn’t torture me because I’m a human being”, for 

example: what does the potential persuasiveness of this claim presuppose? Most 

relevantly, it presupposes that “human being” is a normatively significant category, such 

that it follows that one shouldn’t torture human beings (which in turn allows the 

speaker’s implicit syllogism to be completed: “You shouldn’t torture human beings, I’m 

a human being, therefore you shouldn’t torture me”). Moreover, this presupposed 

normative significance is founded in the universalistic status of the category (in context), 

though of course this can be cashed out in various ways.143 

Now let us turn to particularistic identitarian categories and normative claims 

based upon them. What we find is that the normative force of all particularistic identity-

based normative claims ultimately presupposes universalistic identitarian categories and 

their normative authority. If we refuse to elaborate these claims in those ultimate terms, 

then they seem irrational and/or question-begging—unless, of course, one is an 

identitarian partisan of the identity in question. Consider the following examples of racial 

identity-based normative claims:  

(i) “You should respect me because I’m black.”  
(ii) “You shouldn’t harm me because I’m black.” 
(iii) “The state should give me reparations because I’m black.”  

These normative claims all require elaboration in order to be potentially persuasive to 

non-partisans; they are like partial syllogisms that need completing to work (or, at the 

very least, that need to be understood to imply such completion in order to work144).  

In the case of (i), the fuller syllogism would have to be something like: “You 

should respect me because I’m black, and black people are human beings, and human 

 
143 E.g., perhaps one is simply a speciesist, and considers human beings to be of intrinsic moral worth in 
virtue of their membership in the relevant species (for whatever reason). Or perhaps one is a political 
liberal of the Engelhardtian variety, and one considers membership in the human species normatively 
relevant (at least, from the perspective of one’s “public” liberalism—see Chapter 7) only when and because 
it correlates with personhood (see Engelhardt 1996, 138).  
144 Typically the elaboration of the “full syllogism” will remain implicit, at least when interlocutors share 
sufficient normative background. The same holds for universalistic normative claims (e.g., we rarely 
actually supply the implied premise affirming the moral relevance of the universalistic category in question, 
such as “person” or “human”).  



174 
 

beings deserve respect.” Of course, one could use different universalistic categories to 

complete the syllogism, such as “person”, Rousseau’s (and contemporary veganism’s) 

“sensitive being”, etc. And one could use different theories to contextualize, specify, 

and/or elaborate the premises (e.g., a Kantian argument for the inherent dignity of 

rational persons). The point is that the claim, on its own, begs the question of the 

normative relevance of being black (for the issue of deserving respect): why should being 

black serve as a basis for deserving respect, except that all blacks are humans 

(persons/etc.), and humans (persons/etc.) deserve respect?  

The claim in (ii) is a little more complex because it is ambiguous: it could be read 

as meaning either (a) you shouldn’t harm me for being black, or (b) you shouldn’t harm 

me, and the reason you shouldn’t do that is because I’m black. If we read it as (a), then it 

needs another “because” clause: “you shouldn’t harm me because I’m black (i.e., for 

being black) because…” (e.g., “because I’m a human being”, “because I’m black, and 

black people are human beings”, etc.). Whether we read (ii) as (a) or as (b), the issue is 

ultimately the same: the claim is either questioning-begging (i.e., only potentially 

persuasive to identitarian partisans), or it implies/requires elaboration in universalistic 

terms. Either way, it’s the same question of the moral relevance or normative significance 

of belonging to the particularistic identitarian category in question, answerable in terms 

of a more universalistic identitarian category encompassing the first. 

Finally, (iii) initially looks more plausible as a truly particularistic normative 

claim—one not implicitly grounded in universalistic categories/claims and not requiring 

that to be persuasive to non-partisans—thanks to its specificity. This time, it seems that 

the speaker is claiming that he deserves X because he is black—not because, qua being 

black, he is therefore human (a person, etc.), but simply because he is black, full stop: for 

those in favor of reparations, it is not all people (humans, etc.) who deserve reparations, 

but only those belonging to a particular category of particularistic identity. This is due to 

the specific purpose or function of reparations, which differs from that of other forms of 

economic redistribution, such as welfare.  

However, if we press the issue a bit further, we see we haven’t yet hid bedrock. 

Why does being black make one deserve reparations? Well, what are reparations? Why 

are they given to some and not others—what is their point, their rationale and purpose? 
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Let’s say it’s something like: correcting in the present group-specific structural 

inequalities generated historically by an oppressive (e.g., racist) social system (including 

slavery, Jim Crow, etc.). In other words, American blacks currently suffer various 

inequalities thanks to a history of oppression, and reparations are an attempt to improve 

economic equality for black people in light of that history. This is all well and good, but 

it only pushes the question begged back a step: now the question is, so why should black 

people be equal, or why do they deserve equality? Is it because they’re black, or is it 

because they’re something else (Americans, humans, persons, “sensitive beings”, etc.)? 

The bottom line is that, unless they are grounded in universalistic identitarian 

categories and claims, particularistic identitarian categories and claims lack rational145 

normative significance. Of course, they may have other kinds of normative 

significance—e.g., affective or emotional—without any universalistic grounding being 

required. This is in fact probably why so many critics seize on the “tribalism” 

conceptualization of identity politics, thereby conflating what is in fact an exemplarily 

postmodern phenomenon with an exemplarily premodern one. Namely, because so many 

of the actual claims made in the practice of “identity politics” are not intended to be 

“rationally persuasive”, but rather pragmatically—e.g., psychologically and behaviorally 

(and, above all, politically)—effective or successful.  This is especially evident in the 

form of claims like “You should vote for [candidate with identity X] because you’re X” 

or “You should vote for [candidate with identity X] because (s)he’s X”. These sorts of 

claims can be elaborated in universalistic terms but need not be—and typically aren’t, 

because more often than not, these are indeed partisan appeals. The claim with “because 

you’re X” can only be properly directed to someone who also has identity X, whether or 

not that person is an identitarian partisan (and if not, then the claim must be 

universalistically elaborated to be potentially persuasive); the one with “because (s)he’s 

X” can be directed to X’s and non-X’s, but it is still only potentially persuasive if either 

(a) elaborated in universalistic terms, or (b) addressed to an identitarian partisan.  

With this in mind, as well as with an eye towards Chapter 7, it is tempting to 

replace Haidt & Lukianoff’s terminology of “common-humanity” and “common-enemy” 

identity politics with one of “liberal” and “illiberal” forms of identity politics. Instead, I 

 
145 For explanation of the specific sense in which I use the term “rational”, see Chapter 2, §4. 
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will simply continue to use more specific designators to mark kind of identity politics I 

am talking about in a given instance (e.g., “SJL identity politics”, “DPL CCEIP”, etc.). 

However, the point should be clear—namely, that strong, particularistic identity politics 

is necessarily partisan and thus illiberal in nature (whether it is leftist or rightist, 

incidentally)—a point I will return to at the end of Chapter 7.   

 

§3  Why does CCEIP follow from DPL?  

 At this point, the answer to this section’s titular question should be pretty clear to 

the reader, and in this section I will be engaged in recapitulation as much as explication. 

The short answer is that being identitarian, coalitional, and “common-enemy” are quasi-

transcendental requirements for any DPL politics as such (in particular, qua DP). That is, 

a condition of possibility for there being a political identity of “the left” (and thus for 

“leftists”)—in the sense of postmodernist leftism/leftists, in particular—is that this 

identity not be grounded metaphysically. And, as explored at length in Chapter 4, this 

entails that the “who” of leftist politics be pluralistic and “inclusive” in a negative, 

deconstructive sense (i.e., that of not excluding).  

 Logically, an identity can be either singular, particularistic, or universalistic. (As 

I’m using these logical categories here, singularity is opposed to generality, and 

particularity is partial or incomplete generality while universality is total or complete 

generality—and a singular identity is a concrete, personal identity that comprises and/or 

combines a plurality of general identities, both particularistic and universalistic.) Now, 

rationally, leftist politics as such cannot be grounded in singular identity; however, it 

must be noted that it is logically possible and even empirically plausible (at least in 

certain concrete contexts) that “the left” becomes “hegemonically articulated” in terms of 

a singular identity. This is essentially what is known as the “charismatic leader” 

phenomenon. That is, it could conceivably come to pass that to be a “leftist” just means 

to be a supporter of [insert popular leftist leader here]. However, this is empirically 

improbable for a political category as general as “the left” (as opposed to, say, a 

particular leftist national political party during a particular stretch of history), especially 

in these pre-transhumanist times in which human lifespans are still quite finite.  
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From the perspective of DPL, universalistic identity is just as obviously a non-

starter (at most, one could hope for a “hegemonically universal” identity, in the terms of 

the previous chapter). By process of elimination, that leaves particularistic identity as the 

only potentially viable candidate. Now the problem becomes that of which particularistic 

identity should be selected to answer the question of the political subject for “the left”. 

There are, again, three possible answers, logically speaking (since “none” is not a 

potential answer in context): some one particularistic identity, all particularistic identities, 

or some and not others. We may again proceed by process of elimination.  

The problems with choosing a particular particularistic identity—e.g., selecting 

the gay rights movement as the privileged locus for mobilizing for and effecting leftist 

social change—should be clear, since they mirror those of choosing a universalistic 

identity. Most prominently, it would mean excluding all other particularistic identities, 

however this is articulated.146  

One might then suppose the answer is “some and not others”, given DP’s 

historicism, which asserts that the current social organization behind existing social 

inequalities/injustices is historically contingent and has emerged and functioned 

historically to ensure the privileging of people of certain identities at the expense of 

others. If, for example, the historically “hegemonic” identity is white, heterosexual, and 

masculine (etc.), as DPL and SJL aver, then identitarian categories like “black”, “brown”, 

“African-American”, “Latinx”, and so on would all seem better candidates than “white” 

for answering the question of who the leftist political subject should be (that “privileged 

agent of change”). However, even this sort of exclusion is unacceptable from the 

perspective of DP, since there is no non-deconstructible basis upon which to exclude a 

particular category of people from the political; and after all, it is not as though 

individuals never act politically against the aims of an identitarian group to which they 

belong (hegemonic or not), whether that be in a reformist or revolutionary mode. 

 
146 For example, it is common to speak of “centering” the one identity at the cost of “marginalizing” the 
others (“decentering” is typically used in DP discourse only to refer to the ideal of displacing a hegemonic 
or “centered” identity to the margins, not to the historical or ongoing marginalization of non-hegemonic 
identities). Also common is the closely-related talk of “normalizing” one identity at the cost of 
“pathologizing” others (obviously, this language would be most appropriate in reference to the medical 
domain—e.g., nosological categories in psychiatry and the uses to which they have been put—but it has 
crept into expanded and less precise usage).  
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Moreover, pragmatically, it is self-undermining to exclude one’s political enemies from 

the political or as political subjects, because one thereby removes the possibility of 

“recruiting from the enemy” via persuasion and conversion tactics. For a black antiracist 

political movement a priori to rule out the possibility that a white person could politically 

mobilize for their cause, for example, would be an effective way of shooting itself in the 

foot (the same for men vis-à-vis feminism, straight “allies” vis-à-vis LGBT politics, 

“cisgenders” vis-à-vis trans politics, etc.).  

The answer must thus be “all particularistic identities” or “any particularistic 

identity”—which answer, when applied to a given particular case of intra-coalitional 

disagreement, is equivalent to “defer to actual negotiation”, to use a term from Chapter 4. 

There will be different requirements for the politicization of different particularistic 

identities, of course; to deploy the categories involved oversimplistically (which is often 

how they are deployed in SJL discourse): a “privileged” white person and an “oppressed” 

black person cannot politicize their racial identities in the same way, since their 

“standpoints” in this regard are supposedly on opposite ends of the most important 

political axis for DPL, namely, that of privilege-oppression.147 

Now, we saw in Chapter 4 why any DPL politics as such must be not only 

identitarian, but also coalitional and oriented around a posited common enemy. To briefly 

recapitulate, if DPL politics is based in particularistic identities and their claims for their 

respective groups, then an identitarian group is the fundamental political unit, and any 

larger unity among such groups will necessarily be coalitional in nature, i.e., contingent 

(as explored in Chapter 4). The alternative would be to ground political unification in 

something ideologically stronger than contingently shared pragmatic interest among 

identitarian groups, but that alternative is precluded by DP.148   

 
147 I discuss this point further in Chapter 7. See also Chapter 4 for discussion of the post-Marxist, 
identitarian logic and rhetoric of “the oppressors” and “the oppressed”. 
148 In Chapter 4, I claimed that any DPL CCEIP had necessary dogmatic, as well as contingent pragmatic, 
grounds for political unity—where the “dogma” in question was the “new ‘common sense’” of DPL (and 
however it is positivized by a given empirical DPL CCEIP, such as SJL). To be clear, the reason I use the 
term “dogma” is because I understand a “dogma” to exercise its hold sociologically and psychologically 
rather than “rationally”—i.e., it does not provide “something ideologically stronger” to justify unification, 
in the sense of a “rationale”. Its “necessity” is rather quasi-transcendentally constitutive: to accept this 
dogma is what it means to be a “leftist”.   



179 
 

What about “common-enemy”? Is any DPL coalitional identity politics 

necessarily “common-enemy” simply because it cannot be “common-humanity” (i.e., a 

form of weak, universalistic identity politics)? Couldn’t there be an identity politics that 

was neither “common-enemy” nor “common-humanity”?  

To answer this question about identity politics in general would require 

elaborating a vision of what politics in general is; at the very least, I would have to define 

politics. However, I can answer a narrower reformulation of the question without having 

to go so deep—namely, I can affirm that any DPL identity politics must be common-

enemy.149 That is, a leftist coalitional identity politics conducted in conformity with the 

commitments of DP can be neither “common humanity” (i.e., universalistic) nor 

“undifferentiated” (i.e., neither “common-enemy” nor “common-humanity”), but must be 

“common-enemy”—and for necessary rather than contingent reasons, which I will 

rehearse now.  

In fact, we have seen that the positing of a common enemy is not just necessary 

for DPL identity politics, it is constitutive for DPL political identity as such (and without 

a DPL political identity, there can be no DPL identity politics). Recall Laclau and 

Mouffe: to form a leftist political subject through the politicization of an extant 

identitarian category and the social differences correlated with it, it is not enough for the 

subject to reinterpret these identity-correlated social differences as instances of identity-

based political oppression. It is still not enough, in addition to this, to posit an oppressor 

as the source of this identity-based oppression.  

Why not? Because different oppressed identitarian groups could be oppressed by 

different oppressors. This becomes more probable (a) the more fine-grained the 

identitarian categories constituting the group and (b) the more contexts included for 

consideration. For example, it might be that “blacks” in the U.S. are most likely to 

experience identity-based oppression at the hands of “whites” (or as the result of an 

identitarian abstraction like “whiteness”), while “gay black men” in Nigeria (where, as of 

2019, homosexuality is illegal) are most likely to experience identity-based oppression at 

the hands of straight black people. If and when this is the case, the “politicization” of a 

given subject’s particularistic identity (i.e., the reinterpretation of the social differences 

 
149 See Chapter 4 for explication of the DPL sense of “the political”. 
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correlated with that identity as instances of oppression by a political oppressor) will 

create a new political identity for that subject150—but not necessarily a leftist political 

identity, simply an identitarian political identity.151  

That is, without the final step of positing the enemy/oppressor as “common”—as 

the source for all a society’s identity-based oppressions or for social oppression in 

general—there is nothing “leftist” about the resultant identitarian political subject, whose 

identity politics could just as well lead him to enter into coalitions with “right-wing” 

groups as with “leftist” ones. Indeed, since in this scenario the only available rationale for 

political unification (other than shared particularistic identity) is pragmatic, such an 

identitarian group would enter into coalitions with right-wing groups whenever 

pragmatic, and the same would go (indifferently) for left-wing groups. It would be 

neither leftist nor rightist in general, simply identitarian and pragmatic. Laclau and 

Mouffe were well aware of this, we recall, averring that “the forms of resistance to new 

forms of subordination are polysemic and can perfectly well be articulated into an anti-

democratic discourse” (2014, 153) and cautioning that “these new [identitarian] struggles 

do not necessarily have a progressive character, and [it] is therefore an error to think, as 

many do, that they spontaneously take their place in the context of left-wing politics” 

(2014, 152).152  

That is why Laclau and Mouffe affirmed the (quasi-transcendental) necessity, for 

the formation of leftist identitarian political subjects, of positing (as part of the “new 

‘common sense’” of the left) a “common” and indeed a universal enemy as the source of 

all the identity-based oppression facing all the identitarian groups in a society in general 

(albeit “universal” only in the sense of “hegemonically universal”, i.e., posited as 

universal by the culturally hegemonic coalition of “the left”). Otherwise there is nothing 

connecting these various groups such that they could all be called “leftist”: the situation 

 
150 Or, if the subject was previously apolitical, we could say that the formation of the new political identity 
is simultaneously the formation of a new political subject having this identity (instead of the transformation 
of a political subject’s political identity into a leftist one, the creation of a political subject as having a 
leftist political identity).  
151 As we recall Laclau and Mouffe (2014, 167) saying: “On the basis of the principle of equality, a 
corporatively constituted group can demand its rights to equality with other groups, but to the extent that 
the demands of various groups are different and in many cases incompatible among themselves, this does 
not lead to any real equivalence between the various democratic demands. For there to be a ‘democratice 
equivalence’ something else is necessary: the construction of a new ‘common sense’…”  
152 Similar points are made in Alcoff (2006, 41). 
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would simply be one of various identitarian groups pursuing their specific and at most 

contingently overlapping interests, fighting against their specific and at most contingently 

coinciding enemies, entering into contingent coalitions with other groups (whether 

identitarian or not, whether leftist or not) based upon purely pragmatic calculations, and 

so on. In short, politics as an identitarian free market.  

Wendy Brown has also noticed this necessary feature of leftist identity politics, 

arguing that the way leftist political identities are constructed via the politicization of 

particularistic identities constitutively requires the positing of an ideal(ized) universal 

enemy identity, and thereby problematically reproduces this ideal(ized) enemy identity 

and reinforces the (putative) universality assigned it in historically hegemonic 

representations of it: 

The point is not that these [identity-based] privations are trivial but that without 
recourse to the white masculine middle-class ideal, politicized identities would 
forfeit a good deal of their claims to injury and exclusion, their claims to the 
political significance of their difference. If they thus require this ideal for the 
potency and poignancy of their political claims, we might ask to what extent a 
critique of capitalism is foreclosed by the current configuration of oppositional 
politics, and not simply by the ‘loss of the socialist alternative’ or the ostensible 
‘triumph of liberalism’ in the global order. (Brown 1995, 61) 

I have suggested that politicized identity emerges and obtains its unifying 
coherence through the politicization of exclusion from an ostensible universal, as 
a protest against exclusion: a protest premised on the fiction of an 
inclusive/universal community, a protest that thus reinstalls the humanist ideal—
and a specific white, middle-class, masculinist expression of this ideal—insofar as 
it premises itself upon exclusion from it. Put the other way around, politicized 
identities generated out of liberal, disciplinary societies, insofar as they are 
premised on exclusion from a universal ideal, require that ideal, as well as their 
exclusion from it, for their own continuing existence as identities. (Brown 1995, 
65) 

I will not press the point further here; for now, what matters is just that the “CE” 

component of CCEIP is indeed necessary and even constitutive for DPL politics. Thus, 

any DPL politics must be coalitional common-enemy identity politics.  

 Finally, this is a good opportunity to expand on what I said in Chapter 4 by noting 

that it is also a quasi-transcendental requirement for the practice of DPL politics not just 

that a common enemy be posited, but that this structural role be positivized, i.e., given 

particular content—even if only via metonymic identifications or associations, such as 
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“the right - Republican - Donald Trump” (i.e., “the oppressors” refers to [a political 

orientation] and [a national political party] and [a singular individual, e.g., a 

personification of the party and/or orientation]).  

 

§4  The Core Practical Paradox of Identity Politics 

It is by now clear why DPL CCEIP must focus on identitarian differences 

(namely, in order to politicize them as instances of identity-based oppression) and on the 

victimhood of those with putatively non-hegemonic particularistic identities (namely, 

since those with these identities are to be politicized as oppressed or victimized by those 

with hegemonic identities153: this is how leftist political subjects are formed). That is to 

say, it is clear why DPL CCEIP must focus on social antagonisms, reinterpreting social 

differences as effects or expressions of power—of “power relations” and “power 

structures” (i.e., relations of privilege/dominance and oppression/victimhood, and 

complexes of such relations, respectively). This focus is a quasi-transcendental 

unconditional necessity for DPL CCEIP, as we have seen. 

However, the same logic that makes this focus quasi-transcendentally necessary 

for DPL CCEIP also gives rise to a practical paradox—namely, that the more successful a 

DPL CCEIP is, the more it undermines the rationale for its own existence.154 I will 

explain why this is momentarily, but the upshot is the quasi-transcendental conditional 

necessity for any DPL CCEIP of offsetting or compensating for its own success through 

various means, such as the exaggeration of extant identitarian differences, which I will 

explore in what follows.  

The logic here is straightforward. First, the focus of DPL CCEIP on identity-

based social differences is necessary because the politicization of these differences is 

constitutive for DPL political identity. This also means that the rationale and motivational 

basis for politically mobilizing around a given identity in order to fight to eliminate these 

 
153 In fact, from the perspective of DPL, those with non-hegemonic identities are oppressed not just by 
those with hegemonic identities, but by those hegemonic identities themselves; see Chapter 7, §2, for 
discussion of an example of this perspective.  
154 I leave “a DPL CCEIP” ambiguous between “a particular identity-based DPL group/coalition” and 
“DPL identity politics for a particular identity”. By this I mean the difference between a particular identity-
political organization (e.g., Black Lives Matter for black identity, the Human Rights Campaign for LGBT 
identities, etc.) and a particular type of identity politics (black identity politics, LGBT identity politics, 
etc.). If I think the distinction is relevant in a given context, I will specify accordingly.  
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politicized, identity-based differences will be in proportion to the extent and intensity of 

those differences. That is, if the differences between a given non-hegemonic identitarian 

group and the hegemonic identitarian group, e.g. in terms of differential treatment and/or 

outcome, are negligible, then the motivation to politically mobilize around that identity in 

opposition to the hegemonic identity will be correspondingly small. The upshot is that a 

given DPL identitarian constituency undermines the basis for its own existence (as 

politically unified/mobilized) in proportion to the satisfaction of its identitarian demands: 

the more successful it is, the less need there is for it. 

Now, that might seem acceptable, or even as the way things should be (once the 

ladder has served its purpose in getting you up and over the cliff, there’s no point in 

continuing to lug it around while traversing the plateau). However, especially from the 

perspective of a positive political entity grounded in or committed to DPL (e.g., a party, 

particular but non-ad-hoc coalition, etc.), it is actually quite problematic indeed. DPL 

CCEIP constitutes “the left” as a coalition (or potential coalition) of non-hegemonic 

identitarian groups united in opposition to an enemy posited as common or even 

universal. The existence of a DPL left depends upon this coalition, which in turn depends 

on each coalitional group politicizing its particularistic identity in terms of oppression 

(reinterpreting identity “X” as always implicitly meaning “X-as-oppressed”). There is a 

proportional relation, then, between the degree to which a coalitional group politicizes its 

differences and the degree to which it is political (i.e., is DP leftist)—and, more 

fundamentally, between the extent and intensity of these differences and the potential for 

that group to be political (i.e., its potential to be DPL). If, for a given particularistic 

identity, there are no identity-based differences to politicize in the first place, then there is 

no rationale or motivational basis for people with that identity to politicize it and become 

DPL political subjects.    

This is inevitably a problem for DPL politics in all possible worlds except the one 

(utopia) in which all identity-based oppressions are simultaneously solved through a 

single stroke, like magic. Unless the satisfaction of the identitarian demands of all non-

hegemonic groups proceeds at the same pace, some will lag behind others, and the 

rationale and motivation to continue political activity will correspondingly differ, thereby 

threatening the breakup of the coalition. Even if the various identitarian groups agree to 
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posit the same generalized enemy as the source of all their various identity-based 

oppressions (already a shaky prospect), if one group’s oppressions are eliminated, so are 

its reasons for continuing to fight the enemy as part of the coalition.  

One way in which DPL CCEIP might be thought to be able to sustain itself (or 

even to grow) despite this practical paradox is what I will term the “appeal to 

solidarity”.155 This tactic would involve to appeal to the moral imperative of “solidarity”, 

and thereby to a corresponding or corollary altruistic imperative to reciprocity, for a 

given identitarian group whose demands have been more or less satisfied: “you X’s 

wouldn’t have achieved the equality you have without the support and solidarity of non-

X allies and coalition partners, so you should not give up the fight until they’ve achieved 

equality as well”. The glaring problem with this argument is that DPL CCEIP provides 

no basis for it: DPL CCEIP only provides a pragmatic basis for political unification with 

identitarian outsiders, and at least prima facie, that pragmatic basis disappears once a 

given group’s goals have been achieved. There is no stronger way to ground this “should 

(not)” without violating the presuppositions of DPL.  

Moreover, even if it weren’t theoretically untenable, this “solution” would only 

kick the can down the road because it still faces a regress problem, in that eventually all 

the groups in the original coalition will have had their demands sufficiently met. Thus 

either the political left is something that will no longer be needed one day (an instance of 

the purity fallacy156)—and, until the dawn of that glorious utopia, groups must remain 

active parts of the coalition of the left on the basis of a putative, abstract, and 

foundationless imperative to “solidarity”—or this solution is no solution at all. 

 

 
155 One wonders precisely what kind of imperative this could be (and, relatedly, how it could possibly be 
justified). Doubtless there are even some postmodernists (“inflationary” readers of deconstruction, for 
example) who would assert its status as moral, i.e., that it is a moral imperative. And, of course, it could be 
simply considered a political imperative, in Laclau & Mouffe’s sense of “the political” (see Chapter 4). 
Here I merely wish to suggest another possibility: whatever else it might be, it is a social imperative of the 
left, by which I mean it is something that operates like a form of “enforced social conformism” and/or 
“peer pressure”. That is not to say that it functions like this only on the left, though the particular term 
“solidarity” is typically preferred by and associated with the left.  
156 Recall from Chapter 2 that the purity fallacy is committed when a claim or argument’s potential validity 
depends upon presupposing the desirability and, more importantly, the possibility of a pure/absolute 
instance of a relevant phenomenon. The idea that the political left could no longer be needed one day is an 
incidence of the purity fallacy because it presupposes the possibility (and desirability) of a conflict-free and 
thus politics-free society.  
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§4.1  The Solution to the Paradox: Intensify/Proliferate Antagonisms 

In light of the unavailability for DPL of substantive ideological grounds to justify 

and motivate political unification in the face of the progressive removal of identity-

specific reasons for coalitional unification, it follows that there are four potential 

“solutions” or responses to the practical paradox—four ways or techniques that any DPL 

CCEIP can use to try to offset its own successes (i.e., to offset the way those successes 

undermine the rationale for its own existence). These fall into two broad camps—a 

division following from the role played in the paradox by the gradual elimination of 

identity-based antagonisms—namely: intensifying antagonisms and proliferating 

antagonisms. That is, the problem posed by the paradox is that of depoliticization, i.e., a 

transformation in normative status of a putative political antagonism such that it is no 

longer recognized as such.157 There are two modes of offsetting such depoliticizing 

effects or of increasing politicization in the face of such depoliticization, positive and 

negative: (1) increasing (intensifying and extending) politicization, (2) decreasing 

(undermining or precluding) depoliticization. “Intensifying and proliferating 

antagonisms” covers both of these modes, which are of course complementary.  

Briefly, there are three ways of intensifying identitarian antagonisms and one way 

of proliferating them. Antagonisms can be intensified by the exaggeration of identitarian 

differences, by the exaggeration of the status putatively conferred by such differences 

(i.e., exaggeration of privilege/power or victimhood/oppression), or by the proliferation 

 
157 I do not mean to imply that antagonisms are the only types of things that can be (de)politicized, though 
they are my focus here; as we have seen and will continue to see, one can also politicize particular issues, 
identities, concepts, and so on. Alternatively, one could consider all of the latter phenomena as instances of 
the former (one politicizes a given antagonism by politicizing relevant issues, identities, etc.). Also, the 
depoliticization of an antagonism can take more than one form. The elimination of the antagonism itself, as 
such or entirely, is one way (it disappears as a political antagonism because it disappears as an antagonism, 
period). The transformation of the antagonism’s normative status from “political” to some other normative 
domain category (e.g., “social”, “natural”, “aesthetic”, etc.) is another. For example, a social antagonism 
need not be one for which political remediation is appropriate, and a “natural” social antagonism (if one 
believes in the validity of this category)—e.g., such as has been posited between men and women in many 
historical traditions (which would probably be considered sexist today), as well as between different races 
on others (which would definitely be considered racist today)—is one for which political remediation may 
be inappropriate (depending on one’s views of “nature”). Similarly for “aesthetic”: most aesthetic 
antagonisms (e.g., between “goths” and “preppies” in the 90s) do not require political remediation—in fact, 
the use of political means to resolve aesthetic conflicts would be quite problematic in a Western liberal 
democracy (as opposed to, e.g., a fascist state like Nazi Germany). 
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of the differences and victimizations themselves. For example, it might be falsely claimed 

that identity-correlated disparities in wealth for a given group are worse than they 

actually are (exaggeration of difference), or it might be falsely claimed that these 

disparities do more harm to the group in question than they actually do (exaggeration of 

victimhood). Or, less plausibly, these disparities might actually be created for purposes of 

politicization (proliferation of differences). I say “less plausibly” because this third option 

involves a prima facie practical contradiction, in that the end to be achieved is the 

elimination of certain identity-based differences to which the means in question directly 

contributes. The chief form this last option has assumed of late is that of so-called “hate 

hoaxes”, i.e., instances in which individuals, or sometimes very small groups of 

individuals, make false claims about identity-based victimization.  

Finally, identitarian antagonisms can be proliferated by the extension of (the 

politicization of) extant antagonisms to new subjects and/or domains. This extension is 

even a signature move of DPL politicization, as we saw in previous chapters (e.g., vis-à-

vis Laclau and Mouffe and the “new social movements”).  

In short, the central practical paradox of DPL identity politics—that the more 

successful it is at eliminating the putatively oppressive identitarian differences between a 

given group and others, the less reason that group has to remain a politically active 

member of the leftist coalition—grounds a quasi-transcendental conditional necessity for 

any DPL CCEIP to employ the four techniques just enumerated in response to this 

paradox, as ways of mitigating the paradox’s threat to destroy a DPL coalition in 

proportion to that coalition’s political success.  

Thus, this is the fuller picture of the characteristic features of DPL CCEIP as 

following from the logic of DPL: 

For any DPL CCEIP, it is unconditionally necessary to: 

 (1) focus on antagonisms 
o (1a) focus on differences 
o (1b) focus on status of differences (victimhood) 

 

And it is conditionally necessary to: 

 (2) intensify antagonisms  
o (2a) exaggerate differences 
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o (2b) exaggerate status of differences (victimhood) 
o (2c) proliferate differences 

 (3) proliferate antagonisms  
 (4) silence opposition 

In the next chapter, I will explore some of the ways that this logic has been put into 

practice by SJL.   
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CHAPTER 6 
 

SJL AS DPL CCEIP 

 

 

§1  Introduction 

In this chapter, I finally turn my focus from DPL to SJL, and I examine various 

empirical phenomena of SJL as predictably following from its being a form of DPL 

CCEIP. My analysis is organized by the logic of DPL as laid out at the end of Chapters 1 

and 5. I thus begin with the unconditionally necessary, quasi-transcendental imperative of 

identitarian politicization via focusing on identitarian antagonisms, and then turn to the 

conditionally necessary, quasi-transcendental imperative of intensifying/proliferating 

identitarian antagonisms.  

First, I briefly recapitulate why it is necessary for SJL to focus on identitarian 

differences and to (re)interpret these in terms of victimhood—i.e., as instances or effects 

of political oppression—and I explore a few empirical examples of this in contemporary 

SJL.  

Next, I explore some of the contingent but predictable ways in which SJLs 

exaggerate identitarian differences and victimhood, including exaggerated claims, 

conflation of the identity-correlated and identity-based, goalpost-shifting deconstruction 

of former ideals, and semantic inflation (or “concept creep”). I then gather these themes 

together in an examination of the practice and theory of so-called “microaggression” 

complaints; upon analysis, “microaggression” turns out to be a pseudo-scientific, 

essentially political construct designed to render identitarian claims of victimhood 

effectively unfalsifiable and/or irrefutable (and thereby to render claimants invulnerable 

to criticism or refutation).   

Finally, I explore some of the contingent but predictable methods of “silencing” 

that SJLs characteristically use in order to avoid potentially depoliticizing rational 

argument.158 These fall under four main categories: discursive, coercive, indirect, and 

 
158 For explanation of the specific sense in which I use the term “rational”, see Chapter 2, §4. 
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violent. The discussion of the last of these types of ontological silencing sets the stage for 

the next and final chapter. 

 

§2 Focusing on Differences & Victimhood 

The reasons why any DPL CCEIP such as SJL must focus on identitarian 

differences and must interpret them as instances or effects of victimization or 

“oppression” are quite clear from the preceding chapters, in particular Chapters 4-5. 

Namely, this is a necessary consequence of the post-Marxist appropriation and 

postmodernist reinterpretation of Marxism’s basic idea of “conflict theory”, i.e., the 

theory that history is fundamentally driven by, and society fundamentally structured by, 

group antagonisms. Just as Marxism’s political imperative was to focus on differences 

between economic classes and (re)interpret them as political oppression or injustice, so 

postmodernist leftism’s political imperative is to focus on differences between social 

identities of any and all kinds and to interpret them as political oppression or injustice. 

This is necessary for the constitution of contemporary, post-Marxist leftist identity, as 

explored in the previous chapter.   

Empirically, this identitarian focus can take many particular forms. One is to 

foreground particularistic identities and identitarian issues in everyday and institutional 

contexts. Three methods of doing this have become particularly prominent in recent years 

among SJLs, for example: the use (or commanded use) of “preferred pronouns”, what I 

call “identity declarations”, and what are called “land acknowledgments”.159 The first 

foregrounds gender identity, the second foregrounds whatever particularistic identity of 

the speaker is contextually salient (e.g., “Speaking as a straight white man, …”), and the 

last foregrounds indigenous identity in particular. 

 

 

 

 
159 “Preferred pronouns” refers to the practice of providing or requiring explicit identification of the 
pronouns that a person prefers be used to refer to him or her. The practice began because of, and is almost 
entirely motivated by, SJL concerns around gender identity—in particular, the postmodernist 
deconstruction of the traditional gender binary and the consequent proliferation of gender identities. As 
evidence of the practice’s growing popularity on the left, see, e.g., Wakefield (2019). For discussion of 
legally requiring usage of “preferred pronouns” as a technique of coercive silencing, see §.4.2 below. 
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§2.1 Gender Identity and “Preferred Pronouns” 

The SJL issue of “preferred pronouns”, and of “gender identity” more generally, 

is a perfect illustration of the logic of identitarian politicization as explored in Chapters 4 

and 5. In the first place, by providing or requiring statement of “preferred pronouns”—

even if they are the traditional masculine and feminine ones (“he”, “she”, etc.)—one 

foregrounds and focuses on gender identity. That is doubtless why this has become an 

increasingly “hegemonic” practice on the left. For example, in 2019 the Human Rights 

Campaign hosted a CNN “LGBTQ Town Hall” for candidates campaigning to become 

the Democratic Party’s presidential nominee.160 As I write this, Senator Kamala Harris 

(D-Calif.) is Joe Biden’s vice-presidential running mate in the 2020 general presidential 

election, but at that time she was campaigning to become the Democratic nominee. When 

she stepped out amidst applause, after greeting the host and audience, the first thing she 

said was “My pronouns are ‘she’, ‘her’, and ‘hers’”.161 

Ironically, this incident illustrates two other features of SJL: identitarian 

inconsistency and discursive silencing (see §4.1 below). For when Harris declared that 

her preferred pronouns were “she”/“her”/“hers”, the host, CNN’s Chris Cuomo—a 

straight white man—jokingly replied “Mine too.” What came next was predictable: 

The crowd did not like it. Neither did Harris, who replied curtly, “All 
right.” 

But that wasn't the end for Cuomo. Progressive outrage poured down on 
Twitter, and he was forced to issue an apology a day later: 

“PLEASE READ: When Sen. Harris said her pronouns were, she her and 
hers, I said mine too. I should not have. I apologize. I am an ally of the LGBTQ 
community, and I am sorry because I am committed to helping us achieve 
equality. Thank you for watching our townhall.” (Wegmann 2019) 
 

 
160 The HRC (Human Rights Campaign) is a SJL political activist organization dedicated to the politics of 
sexual orientation and gender identity (see below). 
161 As of October 19, 2020, Harris’s Twitter bio includes “She/her.” as its final item (Harris 2020). For a 
particularly striking instance of “focusing on identity”, that combines the use of preferred pronouns with 
quasi-traditional religion, see the HBO documentary Transhood (Liese 2020). In one scene, the female 
pastor of a church opens the service as follows: “Good Morning. Today we choose to recognize, honor, 
love, and celebrate anyone here who would claim their identity publicly as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer or questioning, intersex, pansexual, asexual, or any category that I’ve left out.” Shortly 
after, when a mother’s promptings of her biologically male four-year-old to declare himself a “girl” fail 
because the child is shy, the mother takes the microphone from him and says “Phoenix would like you to 
know that she’s a girl, and she prefers ‘she’ and ‘her’ pronouns” (Liese 2020).         
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By now, the reader should be able to predict the sort of rhetoric that would be deployed 

by SJLs in reaction to such an obviously politicizable incident. Here is a good example—

exhibiting a number of the features of SJL that I cover in this chapter (microaggression 

complaint, safetyist rhetoric, identitarian inconsistency, etc.)—which was posted on 

Medium by “My Secret Notebook”, who self-describes as a “Quirky, curious, and 

philosophical Asian American gay Ivy League grad living in Southern California”:  

Discrimination against the LGBTQ community does not always show 
itself through explicit, homophobic violence and language; it’s more commonly 
manifested through microaggressions. And that’s exactly what Chris Cuomo’s 
comment was: a microaggression. 

A straight, white man joking that he also identifies as “she, her, and hers” 
shows that he thinks it’s okay to take lightly the topic of gender identity. He 
thinks it’s okay to joke about it. For a transgender woman to have the courage to 
acknowledge to herself and others that she identifies as she/her/hers is not only a 
physical and emotional danger to herself in many places in our country today. It is 
also an admission that can be so overwhelming that many would rather take their 
own lives. (My Secret Notebook 2019) 

 

 Now, from a classically liberal perspective, there is truth to the feminist claim 

that, for much of history, societies have “oppressed” women. In particular, and as 

previously mentioned, it was not until 1920 that the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified 

and women were given the right to vote in the United States. However, we have of course 

come a long way since the 1950s (not to mention the 1920s), and the “objective” bases 

for the politicization of women as an “oppressed” identity continue to shrink. Hence, to 

compensate for this depoliticization of gender, the left would have recourse to several 

options, as I have argued: it could exaggerate extant/lingering differences between men 

and women, it could manufacture new differences, and/or it could proliferate new gender 

identities. Here, I just want to flag how the last of these options has played out in the 

form of new gender identities and “preferred pronouns”, namely, quite predictably. The 

more that language is politicized—in this case, the more gender identities and identitarian 

pronouns are proliferated, and the less they are tied to perceptible biological markers like 

phenotypical characteristics—the more everyday interactions will yield instances of 

“misgendering” and other potential microaggressions.162  

 
162 One of the better-known internal conflicts on today’s left is between the “trans” contingency, who are 
decisionistic in a deconstructive and postmodernist fashion about gender (i.e., there is no non-
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As early as 2014, for example, Facebook infamously “introduced dozens of 

options for users to identify their gender today - and although the social media giant said 

it would not be releasing a comprehensive list, ABC News has found at least 58 so far”, 

whereas prior to this users “had to identify themselves as male or female [but] were also 

given the option of not answering or keeping their gender private” (Goldman 2014). 

Among the 58 are “gender identities” such as “Two-Spirit”, “Neutrois”, “Androgyne”, 

and more (Goldman 2014). Of course, it is harder to proliferate new pronouns (a fairly 

fundamental syntactic category) than new “identities”, so lists of these are typically much 

shorter, though still impressively and/or absurdly long. For example, the University of 

Wisconsin Milwaukee has a “Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer Plus 

(LGBTQ+) Resource Center”, which has a web page on “gender pronouns”, which 

includes the following as examples of alternative pronouns (in addition to the use of 

“they” as a singular pronoun, which is probably the most popular form the practice, 

currently), starting with traditional masculine pronouns for reference (UWM 2020): 

he  him   his  his   himself 
(f)ae   (f)aer   (f)aer   (f)aers  (f)aerself 
e/ey  em  eir  eirs  eirself 
per  per  pers  pers  perself 
ve  ver  vis  vis  verself 
xe  xem  xyr  xyrs  xemself 
ze/zie  hir  hir  hirs  hirself 
zie  zim  zir  zis  zieself 
sie  sie  hir  hirs  hirself 
tey  ter  tem  ters  terself 
 

 
deconstructible basis for denying any person’s claim to any gender), and the “classical” feminists, who 
maintain that “women” is in some fundamental sense a naturalistic category rooted in reality, as opposed to 
a purely socially constructed one. The trans wing refers to the classical feminists pejoratively as “TERFs”, 
meaning “trans-exclusionary radical feminist”, thereby positioning themselves as victims of oppression 
within the left. This conflict is perhaps so well known for two reasons in particular: (1) the DPL “trans” 
view on identity’s implications, and increasingly ramifications, for organized sports (e.g., some argue the 
requirement that “trans women” be allowed to compete with the gender of their choosing threatens to erase 
biological females from sport)—and (2) because of the way that otherwise-“woke” celebrity author J.K. 
Rowling has repeatedly become embroiled in the conflict and the “cancel culture” it is currently embedded 
in, becoming a frequent target of the “trans” community. For (1), see, e.g., Allen (2019a), Associated Press 
(2020a), and Hunt (2019); for (2), see, e.g., Murray (2019, 259), O’Neil (2018), Ennis (2019), Flood 
(2020), O’Connor (2020), and White (2020). 
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I will briefly return to the topic of “preferred pronouns” in §4.2 below, when I discuss 

examples of institutionally regulatory and publicly legislated coercive silencing in the 

form of speech codes designed to enforce compliance with this politicization of everyday 

language.  

Of the three techniques of identitarian focusing just mentioned, “land 

acknowledgement” is probably the least familiar phenomenon for most people; it is the 

prefacing of a speech, document, or event with a statement of the geographical relevance 

for it of the historical oppression of indigenous peoples. For example, in 2020, the 

Democratic National Convention opened for the first time with a land acknowledgement, 

which read as follows: “The Democratic National Committee wishes to acknowledge that 

we gather together to state our values on lands that have been stewarded through many 

centuries by the ancestors and descendants of Tribal Nations who have been here since 

time immemorial” (Chavez 2020). In a slightly more politicized and/or antagonistic 

phrasing, the Canadian Council for the Arts opens the “Indigenous Land 

Acknowledgment” on its website by saying “The Canada Council for the Arts 

acknowledges that our offices, located in Ottawa, are on the unceded, unsurrendered 

Territory of the Anishinabe Algonquin Nation whose presence here reaches back to time 

immemorial”, which is a few lines later followed by the stridently SJL statement that 

“The Council acknowledges the historical oppression of lands, cultures and the original 

Peoples in what we now know as Canada and fervently believes the Arts contribute to the 

healing and decolonizing journey we all share together“ (Canadian Council for the Arts 

2020; see also, e.g., Yale University 2020). 

Another form that the identitarian focus of DPL takes among many SJL persons 

and institutions is essentially the extension of the mindset and/or practices of what used 

to be called “affirmative action” to as many social spheres and institutions as possible. 

Nowadays, this tends to be discussed on the left through the rhetoric of “representation” 

rather than that of “affirmative action”.163 This extension may take an informally 

normative, an institutionally regulatory, or an explicitly legal form. I will use the social 

sphere of Hollywood entertainment to hypothetically illustrate the distinctions among 

these. 

 
163 See, e.g., Kisela (2017), Harvey (2017), Breznican (2020), Flint (2020), and Donnelly (2020). 
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For example, perhaps a studio film is being produced, and the casting director and 

other relevant members of the crew agree that they only want to consider actors of a 

certain race that is posited as historically non-hegemonic (“marginalized”, “oppressed”, 

etc.)—specifically for reasons of “equitable representation” and for the sake of social 

justice. That would be an example of informally normative identitarian politicization. In 

contrast, suppose that the studio executives decide they want to make this an official 

corporate policy or regulation, i.e., to institute a racial quota system—e.g., that for every 

film they make, 60% of the cast and crew hired must be “people of color”. That would be 

an example of institutionally regulatory foregrounding of identity and identitarian 

differences. Finally, if California were to pass a law requiring all film productions to 

meet certain racial quotas, that would be an example of explicitly legal or publicly 

legislated identitarianism. 

In fact, these examples are not entirely hypothetical. Regarding the case of 

institutionally regulatory identitarianism in the form of racial hiring quotas, for example, 

something very similar to my hypothetical did in fact occur recently, though with the 

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences rather than a film studio, when they 

implemented new diversity requirements for eligibility to receive an Oscar.164 For 

example, to be eligible for the Best Picture award, a film must now satisfy at least two of 

four “standards”—for example, “Standard A: On-Screen Representation, Themes and 

Narratives”, satisfaction of which requires fulfillment of at least one of the following 

three “criteria” (Breznican 2020):  

A1. Lead or significant supporting actors — At least one of the lead actors or 
significant supporting actors is from an underrepresented racial or ethnic group. 

• Asian 
• Hispanic/Latinx 
• Black/African American 
• Indigenous/Native American/Alaskan Native 
• Middle Eastern/North African 
• Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 
• Other underrepresented race or ethnicity 

A2. General ensemble cast — At least 30% of all actors in secondary and more 
minor roles are from at least two of the following underrepresented groups: 

 
164 The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS) runs the Academy Awards, also known as 
the Oscars.  
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• Women 
• Racial or ethnic group 
• LGBTQ+ 
• People with cognitive or physical disabilities, or who are deaf or hard of 
hearing 

A3. Main storyline/subject matter — The main storyline(s), theme or narrative 
of the film is centered on an underrepresented group(s). 

• Women 
• Racial or ethnic group 
• LGBTQ+ 
• People with cognitive or physical disabilities, or who are deaf or hard of 
hearing 

 
Even more recently, CBS announced a new “diversity pledge” to regulate its television 

productions, according to which “[a]ll future casts will contain at least 50 percent Black, 

indigenous and people of color” (Hibberd and Ross 2020). 

As for the case of explicitly legal identitarianism, in the summer of 2020, 

California’s majority Democratic state legislature voted 30-10 to repeal the anti-

discrimination clause in California’s state constitution, the core text of which reads: 

“Prohibits the state, local governments, districts, public universities, colleges, and 

schools, and other government instrumentalities from discriminating against or giving 

preferential treatment to any individual or group in public employment, public education, 

or public contracting on the basis of race, sex, color, ethnicity, or national origin” 

(Proposition 209). If democratically ratified in its final version, this would open the door 

to the sort of explicitly legal identitarianism that I just explored hypothetically.165  

Moreover, the motivations for and reasoning behind such measures are not 

difficult to determine. They follow straightforwardly from the logic of DPL, and the 

currently rising stars of SJL are quite open about them: 

The defining question is whether the discrimination is creating equity or inequity. 
If discrimination is creating equity, then it is antiracist. If discrimination is 
creating inequity, then it is racist […] The only remedy to racist discrimination is 
antiracist discrimination. The only remedy to past discrimination is present 
discrimination. The only remedy to present discrimination is future 
discrimination. (Kendi 2019, 19) 166 

 
165 See California Assembly Constitutional Amendment No. 5 (2020); cf. Schow (2020). In the end, the 
amendment was not passed in the 2020 election, though it is beyond the scope of this chapter to consider 
the potential reasons for that empirical outcome, much less argue for a particular interpretation of it.  
166 Moreover, the DPL arguments for the permissibility and even moral necessity of such illiberal practices 
and policies are far from new. See, e.g., Young (1990, 197): 
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In light of my discussion of this SJL notion of “equity” below (in §3.4), it is quite clear 

what this all means concretely: it means that “no means are off limits” for “the 

oppressed” in their fight against the “oppression” of “the oppressors”. What determines 

the morality of an action is neither its essential nature nor the intentions of the agent, but 

solely the particularistic and political identities of the people involved.167 In short, the 

SJL pursuit of “equity” is a fundamentally partisan affair: it is not so much dedicated to 

the elimination of oppression per se as it is to the elimination of the oppression of people 

with identities that the left posits as “oppressed”—and thus the “tools” of oppression may 

themselves be used, so long as they are used against “the oppressors” (i.e., against people 

with identities posited as “oppressor” by the left).168  

 

§3 Exaggerating Differences & Victimhood 

The SJL exaggeration of identitarian differences takes at least four forms: (1) 

exaggeration of claims, (2) conflation of identity-correlated and identity-based 

differences, (3) deconstructive reinterpretation of former progressive ideals as oppressive, 

 
A focus on oppression rather than discrimination as the primary wrong that women, 

people of color, and other groups suffer allows us to admit that affirmative action policies are 
indeed discriminatory[.] They call for consciously and explicitly preferring members of particular 
groups on account of their group membership. Discrimination in this sense may or may not be 
wrong, depending on its purpose. An all male club of city officials and business people is wrong, 
for example, because it reinforces and augments networks of privilege among men that exist even 
in its absence. It is not wrong to found an all-women's professional association, on the other hand, 
to counteract the isolation and strains that many professional women experience as a result of 
being less than welcome minorities in their fields. 

If differentiation of groups reinforces undesirable stereotypes about their members, 
excludes them, segregates them, or puts them in subordinate positions, then it is wrong (Rhode, 
1989, chap. 10; cf. Colker, 1986). Most historical discriminations have been wrong not because 
they distinguished people according to group attributes, but because they aimed at or resulted in 
formally and explicitly restricting the actions and opportunities of group members. They have 
been wrong, that is, because they have contributed to and helped enforce oppression. If 
discrimination serves the purpose of undermining the oppression of a group, it may be not only 
permitted, but morally required.  

167 I mention “essential nature” as well as agental intentions because the two are connected. E.g., on a 
plausible folk ethics, whether a given action (say, knocking someone off a cliff) is a murder or an accident 
depends on the intentions of the agent, and murders are essentially immoral while accidents are essentially 
amoral. From a SJL perspective, in contrast, the only question is whether the person knocked off the cliff 
had an “oppressed” identity—if so, the differential outcome is all that is required for politicization, 
regardless of the reasons for that outcome.  
168 See also Chapter 7, §2, for further discussion of the way in which the strategic combination of 
deconstructive postmodernism and empirical leftism results in a ruthlessly pragmatic instrumentalism 
unlimited by any constraints on ends.  
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and (4) semantic inflation. Moreover, while such differences are automatically interpreted 

as instances or effects of oppression by SJL, so that exaggerating the differences thereby 

exaggerates the claimed victimhood, this claimed victimhood itself can be directly 

exaggerated—i.e., without necessarily being accompanied by the exaggeration of any 

relevant differences. This last point is best illustrated by the concept and theory of 

“microaggressions”, which I will discuss in §3.5.  

 

§3.1  Exaggerated Claims 

First, exaggerated claims about extant identitarian differences. As a mini case 

study, consider the “trans killing epidemic” narrative (see HRC 2018 et al.). This phrase 

refers to a narrative—prevalent among transgender SJL activists in particular, but 

increasingly adopted by the mainstream left in 2017-2020—which makes three central 

claims that form a kind of informal syllogism: (1) there is a “crisis” and/or “epidemic” of 

transgender people being killed in the U.S., in particular of transgender people of color; 

(2) “transphobia” (and other forms of oppression, like racism) is responsible for this 

(either directly or ultimately); (3) the state should positively intervene in various ways to 

protect trans people and decrease these killings (e.g., increasing legal protections for trans 

people, passing stronger hate crime laws, criminalizing anti-trans “hate speech”, etc.).  

That this narrative is increasingly mainstream on the left is evidenced by recent 

statements and tweets from various left-leaning U.S. politicians. On November 20, 

2019—the annual “Transgender Day of Remembrance”—several Democratic presidential 

candidates tweeted in support of this narrative.169 Then senator and presidential candidate 

Kamala Harris (D-Calif.)—and current vice presidential candidate for the Democratic 

Party in the 2020 general election—called the killings an “epidemic”. Similarly, Senator 

Bob Casey (D-Penn.) exemplified the narrative when he tweeted that “Transgender 

people, particularly transgender women of color, are disproportionately affected by fatal 

violence” and that “We must do more to stop hate crimes, enforce legislation to prosecute 

these crimes and prevent those convicted of hate crimes from purchasing guns” (Allen 

 
169 Cory Booker, for example: "‘Hateful acts of anti-trans violence have claimed far too many lives—many 
whose names we’ll never know. Today we honor them,’ Booker tweeted. ‘To those who continue to face 
discrimination & violence due to transphobia: I see you, I love you, & will never stop fighting for you. 
#TDoR2019’” (Allen 2019b). 
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2019b). At the sixth Democratic Party presidential debate on December 19, 2019, senator 

and presidential candidate Elizabeth Warren even vowed that, were she to become 

president, she would “go to the Rose Garden once every year to read the names of 

transgender women, of people of color, who have been killed in the past year” 

(Manchester 2019). In fact, few if any of the Democratic presidential candidates running 

in 2019 failed to speak out on the issue at some point; for that matter, even the American 

Medical Association used the word “epidemic” to describe the phenomenon (American 

Medical Association 2019).   

Yet the available empirical evidence completely undermines this narrative that 

trans people in the U.S. are “disproportionately affected by fatal violence”. According to 

the data for 2016, the murder rate for the U.S. transgender population was over three 

times lower than that for the U.S. population in general.170 Moreover, the rhetoric that the 

increase in killings constitutes a “crisis” or “epidemic” seems tendentious at best, given 

the following figures (HRC 2015, HRC 2016, HRC 2017, HRC 2018, HRC 2019): 

 
Table 1 
Year Number of Trans Persons 

Killed in the U.S. 
2015 22 
2016 23 
2017 28 
2018 29 
2019 26 

 

The increase in trans killings from 2015 to 2016 was 4.5%—which may sound 

 
170 According to the Human Rights Campaign, 23 trans people were killed in America in 2016 (HRC 2016); 
according to a report by the Williams Institute, 0.6% of adults in the U.S. (1.4 million) identified as trans in 
2016 (Flores, Herman, et al. 2016). Thus 0.0016% of the trans population was killed in 2016. According to 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, for the 34 states covered by the National Violent Death 
Reporting System in 2016, there were 14,544 killings (not including suicides, legal interventions, and 
unintentional firearms accidents) for a population of 187,525,906 (CDC 2016), meaning 0.0078% of the 
general population of those 34 states was killed in 2016—in other words, almost five times the percentage 
of trans people killed across all fifty states. When “undetermined intent” is also excluded (though this 
makes the comparison apples-to-oranges, since the HRC figures on trans killings include cases of that 
type), the number is 10,307 or 0.0055%, which is still over three times higher (for these 34 states alone) 
than the figure for trans killings (for all 50 states). The FBI (2018) gives similar and more comprehensive 
data: it claims there were 17,413 deaths in 2016 due to murder and non-negligent manslaughter for a 
general population of 323,405,935, meaning that 0.0054% of the total population died that way (still over 
three times the percentage of trans persons killed). 
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significant, until one learns that this represents one person and that the trans population 

plausibly grew during the same time171 (meaning it is probable the rate of killings for the 

population actually went down from 2015 to 2016, though it is impossible to say due to a 

lack of statistics on the transgender population in 2015). Regardless, the change does not 

constitute an “epidemic” by any reasonable standard.  

What is remarkable about the case of the supposed “trans killing epidemic” is (1) 

just how blatant the narrative’s distortion of the facts is, (2) just how widespread this 

narrative is—and how rarely that narrative is challenged or even questioned in 

mainstream public discourse.172  

This is remarkable; however, we can now see that the political logic that explains 

the motivation for these exaggerations is quite straightforward and far from mysterious, 

given the foregoing analysis of DPL. If the rates of trans killings were recognized as 

being normal or even below average relative to the population at large—or as being best 

explainable in terms other than those of identity-based political oppression (my next 

point, below)—then the killing of trans people could no longer serve as fodder for the 

politicization of the putative social antagonism between people with “trans” identity and 

people with “cisgender” identity. Thus, in order to politicize such phenomena—i.e., that 

don’t exist or that don’t exist to the degree claimed—one must either manufacture their 

existence or exaggerate their significance (or both).  

Note that the logic of DPL straightforwardly explains not only why the 

exaggeration of identitarian differences is of political value for DPL CCEIP (indeed, is 

conditionally practically necessary), but also why preventing or neglecting any 

questioning, challenging, or criticizing of such exaggerated claims has similar political 

value. Namely, the former is valuable because it enables and/or intensifies politicization, 

the latter because it undermines and/or precludes depoliticization. In this light, consider 

 
171 The transgender population was estimated to be 0.3% in 2011 and 0.6% in 2016 (Hoffman 2016). 
Though their statistics may be considered less reliable because of their arguably partisan character, the 
organization GLAAD reported in 2017 that an estimated 3% of the U.S. population identified as 
transgender across age groups (GLAAD 2017).  
172 One could also quite easily draw a plausible connection between the lack of pushback to this narrative in 
the mainstream media (and academia,  for that matter), the prevalence of leftists and left-leaning liberals in 
the mainstream media (and, even moreso, in academia), and the logic of DPL (which entails a vested 
political interest for leftists in not challenging the narrative, or even in furthering it—and even in 
attempting to “cancel” or otherwise silence those who do). 
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the case of sociologist Lenore Weitzman, which Campbell and Manning discuss after 

explaining how “social justice” constitutes the “sacred project” of contemporary 

sociology: 

The sacred project can encourage distortions, double standards, and hysteria. 
Moral homogeneity leads sociologists to exaggerate threats from perceived 
common enemies and to unite to confront them. Whether it is Mark Regnerus 
from within or Glenn Beck from without, those who work against the sacred 
project are wrong, evil, and dangerous. The errors of those who work on behalf of 
the sacred project are less noticeable and more tolerable. So when sociologist 
Lenore Weitzman found that men’s standard of living increased dramatically after 
divorce, while women’s standard of living decreased even more drastically, she 
received praise, won awards, and influenced legislation. Though no one could 
replicate these findings, Smith says they “provided a grand-slam hit for 
sociology’s spiritual project that was too wonderful to be doubted or criticized” 
(2014:100). Eventually an analysis of Weitzman’s data—which she long tried to 
prevent—showed the reported findings to be completely wrong. Weitzman 
blamed it on an error by a graduate student who had helped with the project. 
Seemingly unaffected, Weitzman has had a successful career since then. And 15 
years after the exposure of the error, a major introductory sociology textbook was 
still citing the original findings (Smith 2014:100). (Campbell & Manning 2018, 
195) 

 
In other words, when the only normative calculus is a postmodernist political one—

without foundations in anything like “truth” or “objectivity”—then the only imperative is 

to further politicization (including by preventing or mitigating depoliticization). So in an 

academic discipline dominated in increasingly totalistic fashion by SJLs, it is 

unsurprising that politically convenient mistakes would go uncorrected and/or 

unpunished.  

 
§3.2 Conflation of the Identity-Correlated and Identity-Based 

Another technique for exaggerating identitarian differences for political purposes 

is the conflation of merely “identity-correlated” differences with “identity-based” 

differences. The problem here is that the former may be, but need not be, instances of the 

latter.  

Here is a hypothetical example for purposes of illustration. Suppose there is a 

disparity between African Americans and Americans with primarily European ancestry 

when it comes to the hiring of CEOs, such that African Americans are wildly 

underrepresented among CEOs. Suppose also that Americans of primarily African 
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descent are on average much shorter than people of primarily European descent, and that 

this has been demonstrated to have a basis in genetics. Suppose, finally, that reliable and 

credible studies overwhelmingly show that the low number of African American CEOs is 

due not to their being black, but to their being short. Now, given these suppositions, in 

order to claim that the outcome disparity in question is due to identity-based political 

oppression, a SJL must either refuse to control for relevant variables (here, height)—

enabling a conflation of the identity-correlated with the identity-based—or admit that this 

difference is “natural”173 and thus not properly subject to political remediation (but the 

whole point is to find differences to politicize, so that is a non-starter).  

Actually, there is a third option, which is to politicize height—e.g., begin activism 

for “height justice”, treat height-increasing surgery as healthcare and thus as a human 

right for those who are short relative to some relevant contrast set, etc.174 However, while 

this third option does create a new political antagonism (between tall and short people) 

and a new antagonistic political subject (short people), it also displaces the original 

antagonism (between African Americans and European Americans) that was posited to 

explain the disparity in question.175 Thus, the logical ideal or optimal route for SJL, in 

this hypothetical scenario, would be both to politicize height and to somehow causally 

connect the present height differential between African Americans and European 

Americans to a history of oppression/injustice.  

For a non-hypothetical example, consider sickle cell anemia, a blood disorder 

with a genetic cause which is significantly more prevalent among those with primarily 

 
173 This horn of the dilemma need not be framed in terms of the category of the “natural”; all that matters is 
that the difference is no longer viewed as political, so that political remediation is not an appropriate 
remedy. Depending on the case and its context, for example, the difference in question might be 
“objectivized” or positivized as a “technical” problem (see Chapter 4): e.g., suppose that it turns out that 
there’s a random glitch in relevant software that allocates housing, such that African Americans 
consistently get unwarrantedly poorer allocations than other groups (and the glitch truly is random, and 
thus in no plausible way causally connectable to political oppression or racism, not even of the “new” or 
“unconscious” variety). In such a case, the identity-correlated differential outcome would clearly be a 
“technical” problem, not a political one (ceteris paribus—obviously it could be turned into a political 
problem if, e.g., one political faction opposed implementing the technical solution to the technical 
problem).  
174 Naturally, there have in fact been moves in this direction as well. See, e.g., the thematization of 
“heightism” as “an unacknowledged bias” in Robinson (2015). 
175 The antagonism is perhaps “newly created” only qua political—i.e., advocates would doubtless claim 
that there has always been a social antagonism between the tall and the short, manifested in whatever 
identity-correlated and especially identity-based differences there have been between them, such that what 
is “new” here is only the politicization of this extant social antagonism.  
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African ancestry, with “about 75% of sickle cell anemia births now occur[ing] in sub-

Saharan Africa” (Abutalib et al. 2018, 571). This prevalence is typically theorized as 

being due to the evolutionary adaptiveness of the relevant gene in areas with endemic 

malaria, such as much of Africa. Clearly the difference in the prevalence of sickle cell 

disease between blacks and whites is an identity-correlated difference, but is it an 

identity-based difference—i.e., is it best explainable as a product of political oppression 

by those with the hegemonic identity? Clearly not, unless one indulges in sci-fi 

conspiracy theories about time-traveling white supremacists from the future who 

introduced malaria to Africa in prehistoric times.   

Of course, this sort of difference is unlikely to be politically salient for SJLs and 

thus unlikely to be invoked in SJL political discourse.176 For a more plausible and 

concrete example, we can return to the “trans killing epidemic” narrative.177 The 

implication or explicit posit of this narrative, depending on who is telling it, is not just 

that trans people suffer from fatal violence disproportionately, but that they are being 

targeted because they are trans, on the basis of their trans identity. In other words, that 

the purported difference between rates of fatal violence against trans Americans and rates 

of fatal violence against Americans in general is not merely an identity-correlated 

difference, but an identity-based one. Without this supposition, it would not make sense 

to call for the sorts of political measures advocated by activists and politicians like 

Senator Casey, such as stricter hate crime laws or the prohibition of “hate speech”.    

Yet the available evidence belies this claim, as well. The HRC reports include 

cases where the crime was verified by law enforcement as identity-based—i.e., as 

motivated by identity-based considerations—as well as ambiguous cases, cases without 

 
176 Note, again, that technological advancement may change this. If a genetic cure for sickle cell disease 
were both cheap and available, then differential rates of sickle cell disease could plausibly be politicized. 
This would be most plausible if there were some sort of identity-based legal or political restriction that 
prevented black people from purchasing and using the cure at will, since otherwise the argument will 
probably be universalistic, e.g.: healthcare is a human right, treatment of this genetic disease is healthcare, 
therefore people have a right to this procedure, and black people are people, therefore the government 
should fund this procedure for black people (and anyone else with it).  
177 Another putative instance of this phenomenon is the so-called “gender pay gap” or “gender wage gap”, 
which is probably even more widely invoked in SJL discourse than the “trans killing epidemic”. Critics 
who argue that the putative gap is being exaggerated or even does not exist typically make the 
depoliticizing argument that evidence for the phenomenon relies on the failure to control for relevant 
variables and thus a failure to respect the distinction between the identity-based and the merely identity-
correlated. See, e.g., Murray (2019, 242-7).  
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enough information even to be ambiguous, and cases that were clearly not identity-based 

(see HRC 2015-2019, Dreher 2019). For example, Muhlaysia Booker was included in the 

HRC’s 2019 count, but she was a prostitute who was murdered by a serial killer who 

murdered a female prostitute a few days later, as well as a man (in relation to a drug deal) 

a few days after that, with there being no evidence that Booker’s murder was motivated 

by anti-trans prejudice/hatred/phobia/etc. (Brumfield 2019). Tracy Williams, also 

included by the HRC, was murdered by her boyfriend (Jacobo 2019). Jordan Cofer was 

one of many people murdered by her brother, a “disturbed mass-killing obsessive who 

was high on drugs when he murdered 26 people” in Dayton, Ohio (Dreher 2019). Then 

there are cases like that of Brianna “B.B.” Hill, regarding whose murder Police Captain 

Tim Hernandez said that “he could not discuss a possible motive but the shooting wasn’t 

related to Hill being a transgender person” (AP Wire, quoted in Dreher 2019). And so on. 

Yet the HRC counts them all as instances of “anti-transgender” violence, and the HRC 

reports are the main and often only source cited by proponents of the “trans killing 

epidemic” narrative.  

It is obvious that stricter hate crime legislation would not prevent cases like a 

transgender person being murdered as part of a drug deal gone wrong, where the victim’s 

gender identity played no role. It is equally obvious that failing to control for relevant 

variables—such as would help discriminate identity-based trans murders from merely 

identity-correlated ones—carries a significant political benefit for SJL trans activists. 

This is because making that distinction would significantly depoliticize the issue of trans 

killings, since it would require deflating the statistics to cases verified as identity-based, 

which are the only ones that are identity-political in nature/motivation and thus are the 

only ones even potentially open to identity-based political solutions.178 

The “trans killing epidemic” narrative thus exhibits the use of exaggerated claims 

(by making false claims about the comparative rates of the killings), of exaggerated 

differences (by conflating the identity-correlated and the identity-based via failing to 

control for relevant variables), and, thereby, of exaggerated victimhood (by asserting or 

 
178 I specify “identity-based” since, obviously, there could be political measures taken to address these 
crimes that are not identity-based—e.g., efforts to decrease murders in general, efforts to decrease murders 
of sex workers in general, etc.  
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implying that 23 people in 2016 were victimized on the basis of their identity as trans, 

when the actual, verifiable number appears to be much lower). All of these exaggeration 

techniques are potentially effective ways of intensifying the political antagonism between 

trans and cisgender people. 

 

§3.3  Semantic Inflation / “Concept Creep” 

 Semantic inflation and so-called “concept creep” can be quite direct methods of 

strategically facilitating exaggerated claims of identitarian difference and/or 

oppression.179 Semantic inflation consists in the expansion of a linguistic term or phrase’s 

semantic scope, especially extensionally or referentially, and “concept creep” is 

essentially the same thing (or perhaps specifically for concepts as opposed to linguistic 

terms, though this is a distinction that makes no difference for my purposes here). 

Haslam’s (2016) distinction between “horizontal” and “vertical” concept creep is useful 

in this regard (though the two forms of creep would perhaps be more felicitously named 

“qualitative” and “quantitative”)—Campbell & Manning, for example, cite it vis-à-vis 

their analysis of SJL “safetyist” rhetoric: “Horizontal creep occurs when a category 

expands to include different types of thing, and vertical creep occurs when a category 

that once referred to an extreme degree of something is expanded to include lesser 

degrees. Most of the examples we discuss involve both sorts of expansion” (2018, 89).180 

 For my purposes, two forms of semantic inflation are most salient. The first is the 

inflation of safety-related terms (including danger-related terms), which has been focused 

on by a number of critics of SJL, but which has been perhaps most prominently targeted 

by Haidt & Lukianoff’s (2018) critique of “safetyism” (see Chapter 1). These terms 

include at least “safe”, “abuse”, “trauma”, “harm”, “danger”, “violence” and their 

cognates.181 The potential political value that strategic semantic inflation of safety-related 

terms holds for SJL should be obvious in light of the Core Practical Paradox of identity 

politics—namely, it allows for identitarian politicization via exaggerated claims. For 

 
179 See also Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 38, 50, 84-5, 89, 145, 190, 201, 212, & 277) on “catastrophizing”, a 
mode of reasoning and/or rhetoric that achieves effects similar to, and which can be combined with, 
semantic inflation.   
180 In what follows, I will use “semantic inflation” and “concept creep” interchangeably. If I need to 
distinguish between the linguistic and the conceptual, I will do so explicitly.  
181 See, e.g., Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 24-32) and Campbell & Manning (2018, 89-93). 
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example, if a student complains that a teacher’s claim that “liberal values are universal” 

is personally offensive, this will likely not be able to form the basis for an official 

complaint, populist boycott, or some other form of political action; however, if a student 

claims that a teacher’s speech is violent, abusive, and/or traumatic, that is a much more 

serious claim, warranting (at least initially) a more serious response. And if a student can 

cite politically activist academics and pseudo-scientists as to the “real harm” that a 

microaggression putatively causes, for example, it’s much easier to successfully lobby 

for, say, institutional policies censoring certain kinds of politically incorrect or 

undesirable speech.  

 In particular, the inflated terms of “safetyism” allow for exaggerated claims of 

victimhood and oppression—and this is the second, more general and inclusive, form of 

semantic inflation that is salient for my purposes: the inflation of oppression-related 

terms. Oppression-related terms that lend themselves to SJL semantic inflation fall into 

three main categories: terms for the oppressors (i.e., for the political enemies of “the 

left”), terms for the oppressed (i.e., for the members of the identitarian coalition 

constituting “the left”), and terms for oppressing. These include the safety-related terms 

just mentioned—e.g., “victim”, “victimizer”, and “victimization”, to take just one 

example. They also include a slew of identitarian terms for both political and 

particularistic identities. For example, semantically inflated terms used to name “the 

oppressors” include “far-right”, “fascist”, and “Nazi” (discussed further in Chapter 7), but 

also “racist”, “white supremacist”, “misogynist”, “sexist”, “transphobe”, and so on.182 

The correlative terms for the “oppressed” and forms of “oppressing” are 

straightforwardly predictable along the lines of identitarian leftism: “whites” oppress 

“blacks” (“people of color”, “black and brown bodies”, etc.) through “racism” (and/or 

“white supremacy”—or even simply “whiteness”); “straights” oppress “queers” through 

“heteronormativity”; “men” oppress “women” through “patriarchy” and “toxic 

masculinity”; etc.  

 
182 Even “conservative” could be added to this list, in that figures and views considered left-of-center a 
decade ago are now considered right-of-center by many on the left—in other words, it is not uncommon for 
SJLs to conflate liberals with rightists.  
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 From what we know of the logic of DPL, we can thus predict that all such terms 

related to oppression, especially identitarian oppression, will undergo a semantic inflation 

or concept creep—probably in rough proportion to the “health” of “the left” at a given 

moment, but perhaps in a steady linear or even exponential progression (this is a question 

for a sociologist, not a philosopher).183 Moreover, we can predict that this inflation will 

be accompanied and rhetorically justified in deconstructive, postmodernist, and 

identitarian terms.  

 

§3.4 Deconstructive Reinterpretation of Former Ideals 

 Another predictable way to exaggerate oppression is to “shift the goalposts” when 

it comes to ideals of anti-oppression formerly considered progressive. Of course, some of 

this may simply be natural evolution of the left qua a political faction or orientation in 

general, rather than something specific to the contemporary left or to DPL/SJL. Indeed, 

on one plausible telling of the emergence of the modern left, its birth was motivated by a 

growing recognition of the inadequacy of the social, legal, and political ideals and 

structures of liberalism, which in quasi-Hegelian fashion had themselves solved some of 

the problems of pre-liberal societies but also had generated new ones they couldn’t solve. 

However, when it comes to DPL and SJL, this very sort of reasoning is a nonstarter (see 

Allen 2016 and my discussion in Chapter 4, §7); moreover, we know that, whatever the 

actual causes of a phenomenon like ideals-shifting, the only principled justifications or 

rationalizations available to DP leftists will be negative and political (strategic and 

pragmatic). In other words, even if it were more “rational” (in a post-metaphysical 

Hegelian sense) to adopt leftism in the wake of the rise and putative fall of liberalism, 

contemporary DPL/SJL leftists themselves would not be able to make this argument 

except strategically and insincerely (e.g., for the pragmatic purpose of duping unknowing 

liberals into coalitioning with them for an important election).   

 Perhaps most fundamental in this regard is the deconstructive reinterpretation of 

justice from an identity-neutral, universalistic ideal to an identitarian one. I explored the 

 
183 This even applies, in some cases, to the “oppressed” identities. E.g., Mbembe (2017, 7, 160) even 
implies that “Black”, albeit understood deconstructively, should become synonymous with oppressed 
identity in general. 
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DP foundations of the DPL conception of justice in Chapter 2, and now I will explore this 

conception more concretely vis-à-vis empirical SJL. In SJL, the preferred name for 

justice is “equity”, and it is a revision of the traditional understanding of equality as an 

essential component of justice.184 SJL conceptions of justice as “equity” takes two 

significant forms, one explicitly negative and deconstructive, and the other (at least 

nominally or apparently) positive and reconstructive.  

The explicitly deconstructive conception of equity is most clearly exemplified by 

the Equity Institute, for example, which declares in large font on the frontpage of its 

stylish website that “Equity is a deliberate, continuous interrogation and dismantling of 

structural oppression” (Equity Institute 2020). In other words, in this clearest case of SJL 

“equity” as DPL justice, equity is literally defined as deconstruction—as “dismantling” of 

“structural oppression”.  

The positive and/or reconstructive conception of equity is essentially as equality 

of outcome.185 For example, Senator Kamala Harris (D-Calif.) recently declared that 

“equitable treatment means we all end up at the same place” (Harris 2020b). This is the 

conception that I said was targeted by several of the SJL critics surveyed in Chapter 1. 

With roots in Marxism’s materialism, the basic idea is that “justice” or “social justice” in 

particular requires more than the various forms of deontological equality associated with 

liberalism—e.g., equality before the law, equal possession of human and civil rights, etc. 

Why? Because these leave material differences and inequalities among various social 

groups/identities in place, or at least do not immediately resolve them—and, as we know, 

for DPL/SJL, every factual social difference is a priori a potential target for identitarian 

politicization. Thus, SJL “equity” as a “positivization” of the DPL conception of justice 

turns out to fundamentally be the same old negative, deconstructive conception, albeit in 

particularly consequentialist form (“equity” as “equality of material outcome” where 

“equality” means “negated inequality”, as we saw with Laclau & Mouffe in Chapter 4).  

 
184 In the West, this constitutive association between justice and equality goes back at least to Aristotle’s 
notion of “particular” conceptions of justice as equal distribution among equals in the Nicomachean Ethics 
and Politics (according to which a given conception is distinguished by whom it counts among the 
“equals”—free Greeks on a democratic conception, free and wealthy Greeks on an oligarchic one, etc.).  
185 See Chapter 1 on the familiar distinction between equality of opportunity and equality of outcome and 
its reception in the literature on SJL.  
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And for a hybrid definition, which exhibits both conceptions, we can look to the 

same Washington State Equity Task Force that we first encountered in Chapter 5. Much 

time was spent in the cited meetings of this task force trying to agree on a definition of 

“equity”. The interested reader with ample free time is encouraged to peruse the video 

recordings of these sessions to see just how difficult it was for this SJL mini-coalition to 

agree on a definition—which should be surprising, given that “equity” is the only 

“content” word in the task force’s name and which signals its purpose (as opposed to 

“office”, “task force”, and “Washington”). In the end, this is the draft definition they 

produced on October 16, 2019: 

Draft Equity Definition  

Equity is the path to wellbeing that allows each person to thrive. It is an evolving, 
community-centered journey toward healing that requires shifting power to 
disrupt and dismantle deeply entrenched systems of privilege and oppression. 
Equity allows the fullest expression of dignity, honor, and respect that we all 
deserve.  

Draft Equity Statement  

Equity requires a commitment to bold action. It begins with the acknowledgement 
of historical systems of institutional racism and oppression that have led to the 
uneven distribution of benefits and burdens in our communities. Racism is 
ingrained in our history and deeply embedded in our institutions, affecting all 
sectors. An equitable decision-making process prioritizes community-led 
solutions, driven by those most affected. Generational healing takes time and 
requires us to embrace discomfort and practice humility. Equity ensures everyone 
has full access to the opportunities, power, and resources they need to flourish and 
achieve their full potential. (Office of Equity Task Force, 2019; my emphasis) 

Note that, while there are multiple rhetorical allusions to traditional moral and political 

philosophy here—the perfectionism of Aristotle (“thrive […] flourish and achieve […] 

potential”), the morally rationalistic deontological ethics of Kant (“dignity […] respect”), 

etc.—they are purely nominal and strategic postmodernist appropriations. Necessarily so, 

since DPL precludes a universal human nature, just as it does a transcendental 

rationality.186 It also includes positive but extremely vague and indeterminate normative 

notions like “healing” and “thriving”—which, one suspects, would ultimately have to be 

 
186 Nota bene: here I mean “transcendental” in the Kantian sense, not in the much weaker conditional and 
pragmatic sense in which I mean it when prefixed by “-quasi”. 
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cashed out in negative, deconstructive terms, despite their “positivized” linguistic form. 

But what is most important is that it is unequivocal about what is “required”, a word used 

only three times in the definition and statement: (1) “dismantling”, (2) “bold action”, and 

(3) “embrac[ing] discomfort and practic[ing] humility”.187 

There is one final point that should be implicit from the above, but which must be 

made explicit. It is that SJL “equity”, on either conception or both, is hostile to the 

traditional principles and ideals of liberalism, and the constraints these impose upon the 

legitimate use of force, whether by the state, a non-state collective, or the individual. 

Again, that is the point: “equity” is supposed to be a more demanding standard for social 

justice than liberal “equality”, such that current conditions can more plausibly be claimed 

to not yet satisfy it, i.e., can more easily be politicized by identitarian leftists.  

This is perhaps nowhere more explicit in SJL theory and rhetoric than in the 

notion of what some SJL theorists term “the new racism” (Hill Collins 2013, 33), as 

opposed to the “old-fashioned” racism that characterized previous eras (Sue 2010a, 142). 

In essence, the “new racism”—exemplified in the ideal of racial colorblindness—is a 

theoretical construct that functions politically, like others considered in this chapter (e.g., 

“microaggression”), to focus on and/or exaggerate identarian differences and/or the status 

of those differences in the face of the disappearance of the sorts of “objective” 

differences (and differential laws, policies, and behaviors) which traditionally motivated 

race-based identity politics (e.g., in the modern civil rights movement). It goes hand in 

hand with prioritizing “impact over intent” (“outcome” over “opportunity”, etc.) as a way 

of forestalling depoliticizing arguments about the distinction between phenomena that are 

identity-based and those that are merely identity-correlated.  

The basic idea (see, e.g., Hill Collins 2013, 35 and Sue 2010a, 142) is close to that 

just explicated with respect to the reinterpretation of the liberal ideal of legal equality, 

 
187 On this call for “bold action”, which in context is clearly a call for revolutionary action in some sense, 
see Chapter 7. Regarding the third of these “requirements” for equity, the idea of the necessity of 
“embracing discomfort” bears similarities to the SJL discourse around “white fragility” (see, e.g., DiAngelo 
2018, NEPC 2019, Autry 2020, & Lozada 2020), while the call for “practicing humility” resembles the 
relativistic “metanormative humility” that Allen (2016) prescribes to Westerners. In other words, it’s pretty 
clear that this last requirement is directed, at least primarily, at people with identities posited as historically 
hegemonic by the left—most fundamentally, “white” people (since that is the racial identity posited as 
hegemonic by contemporary SJL, and since the Task Force members are identitarian reductionists about 
race, as seen in Chapter 5). 
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and it is that the old ideal of race-neutrality functions to mask the current realities of 

racial oppression. That is, if we think the “old-fashioned” racism (explicit, intentional, 

“objective” qua codified in law, etc.) is the only kind of racism, then we will think racism 

has been eliminated, when in fact it “has not disappeared, but [has only] morphed” (Sue 

2010a, 142):    

Many race scholars, however, believe that racism has not disappeared, but (a) 
morphed into a highly disguised, invisible, and subtle form that lies outside the 
level of conscious awareness, (b) hides in the invisible assumptions and beliefs of 
individuals, and (c) is embedded in the policies and structures of our institutions 
[…] In general, the body of literature on the morphing of racism suggests that 
while old-fashioned racism has declined significantly, it has manufactured a new 
face: it is more covert, has become implicit, and is not under conscious control[.] 
(Sue 2010a, 142-3) 

All this talk of invisibility, un- and/or extra-conscious influence, and so on may seem 

reminiscent to the reader of negative theology, perhaps to the point that he or she may 

begin to wonder about the structural similarities between this “new racism”, as a 

depersonalization and reification of “the oppressor”, and the traditional Christian notion 

of original sin. Or perhaps other religious analogies, allusions, and/or parallels come to 

mind first, such as Nietzsche’s analysis of the ascetic personality in On the Genealogy of 

Morals, the notion of “Catholic guilt”, or the persecution of heretics for their heterodox 

beliefs or alleged beliefs. In fact, I think these apparent parallels, implying that SJL may 

be fruitfully analyzed as a form of secular religion, are more than superficial—especially 

given that I have already claimed (in Chapter 4) that DPL requires that any DPL politics 

be “an identitarian coalition unified on a necessary dogmatic and contingent pragmatic 

basis”—but I leave this as a subject for future research. Right now, the point just 

concerns the political logic at play here—which, again, is that of compensating for the 

Core Practical Paradox of identity politics: to the extent that the “old-fashioned racism” 

was eliminated, to that extent a “new racism” of some kind had to be invented in order 

for racial identity and racial antagonisms to continue to be politicizable by/for SJL.     

Thus, not only is the former anti-oppression ideal of identity-neutrality 

reinterpreted as itself oppressive, it is even identified as the defining feature of oppression 

today—in this case, the anti-racist ideal of race-blindness or racial “colorblindness” is 

reinterpreted as not only racist but as the defining feature of today’s racism: 
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“Postraciality is the defining modality of contemporary racism” (Goldberg 2017, 141). 

Incredibly enough, albeit unsurprisingly in light of the logic of DPL, this “new racism” is 

often presented as being worse (for its victims) than the “old-fashioned racism” from the 

eras of slavery, Jim Crow, etc.: 

While hate crimes and racial, gender, and sexual-orientation harassment continue 
to be committed by overt racists, sexists, and heterosexists/homophobes, the 
greatest harm to persons of color, women, and homosexuals does not come from 
these conscious perpetrators. It is not the White supremacists, Klansmen or 
Skinheads, for example, who pose the greatest threat to people of color, but rather 
well-intentioned people, who are strongly motivated by egalitarian values, who 
believe in their own morality, and who experience themselves as fair-minded and 
decent people who would never consciously discriminate (Sue, 2005). (Sue 
2010a, 23) 

Whatever other functions this presentation might serve, politically, it functions to 

exaggerate the victimhood of the those allegedly victimized by this putative new form of 

race-based oppression. After all, the people of the United States fought a Civil War over 

the issue of slavery, but I am unable to find any instances of Derald Wing Sue (see 

below) calling for the overthrow of the United States government in response to the threat 

posed by this “worse” form of “systemic” racism (whereas if he truly thought African 

Americans today experience a worse form of racism than under slavery, that or 

something like it would be the rational response, unless he also thought that they 

experienced that worse form very infrequently—but of course he alleges the opposite188). 

Thus Sue writes “Many multicultural scholars believe it is easier for people of color and 

women to deal with the overt and deliberate forms of bigotry than the subtle and 

unintentional forms, because no guesswork is involved”, and he asserts that it “is the 

unconscious and unintentional forms of bias that create the overwhelming problems for 

marginalized groups in our society”—though one could be forgiven for thinking that 

perhaps this thesis might also be politically motivated by the relative lack of those overt 

 
188 For example, he describes the “experience of racial, gender, and sexual-orientation microaggressions” as 
“the constant and continuing everyday reality of slights, insults, invalidations, and indignities visited upon 
marginalized groups by well-intentioned, moral, and decent family members, friends, neighbors, 
coworkers, students, teachers, clerks, waiters and waitresses, employers, health care professionals, and 
educators”, and he goes on to say that these “exchanges are so pervasive and automatic in daily 
conversations and interactions that they are often dismissed and glossed over as being innocent and 
innocuous” (Sue 2010a, xv-xvii; my emphasis). He repeats claims like this frequently—e.g., “Chronic 
microaggressive stress is the reality of women, LGBTs, and people of color” (2010a, 97). 
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and deliberate forms of bigotry today, given that it is believed “that fewer than 15% of 

White Americans can be classified as overtly racist”, as Sue himself notes on the same 

page (Sue 2010a, 23).  

Whatever other functions they may perform, the political logic of these 

reinterpretations of former ideals is the same. In both cases, we are dealing with former 

ideals of progressive identity politics (i.e., of the “common-humanity” identity politics of 

the modern civil rights movement). However, they are both ideals that have been 

varyingly claimed as having been achieved—in some sense or other, and to a greater or 

lesser degree—by the political enemies of SJLs. And insofar as they have been 

achieved—or rather, insofar as people with the relevant identities believe they have 

been—to that extent they no longer constitute live political issues, are no longer sites of 

political antagonisms, and no longer provide a basis for politicization. Such claims are 

fairly familiar, even obvious, as well as straightforward in the case of race, black identity 

politics, and legal equality of opportunity in the United States (regarding the abolition of 

slavery, the repeal of Jim Crow, etc.). In the case of racial color-blindness, the scope of 

the claim may vary (and its plausibility therewith, perhaps): from “we live in a color-

blind/post-racial society” to “I don’t see color/race” to “I didn’t make that 

decision/statement/etc. on the basis of race”. The problem for DPL is that whenever any 

of these sorts of claims successfully land, they preclude DPL politicization. Now, claims 

about our society being entirely or predominantly post-racial (and/or post-racist) may 

remain implausible at the moment for many, but in the sorts of ambiguous interpersonal 

situations covered by the concept of microaggression, claims of racial color-blindness 

may be quite plausible as often as not. 

 

§3.5 Microaggression Theory 

When the identity-based differences in question for a given case of identity 

politics are extensive and significant, there is no need to exaggerate them in order to 

prime potential subjects for politicization. For example, abolitionists did not need to 

exaggerate the evils of legal slavery, merely expose them—just as there is no need to 

exaggerate the horrors of the Holocaust in order to persuade people to oppose 

antisemitism. The situation is quite different in the case of identitarian groups who have 
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successfully achieved civil rights and legal equality in Western liberal democracies, i.e., 

once there are no longer many or any identity-based differences inscribed in “objective 

spirit”, to use Hegel’s term, in the form of codified differential laws and institutional 

regulations. The differences generally become smaller, less frequent, and more 

ambiguous or subjective, even to the point that new conceptual resources are required to 

identify them—or at least to politicize them. 

Enter the theory and rhetoric of “microaggressions”, a term which originated in 

academia but has become culturally mainstream in recent years, along with related SJL 

terms like “intersectionality”. The term “microaggression” was coined in the 1970s by 

Harvard education and psychiatry professor Chester Pierce, but it has been most 

influentially developed and promoted by counseling psychologist and “diversity training 

specialist” Derald Wing Sue (Campbell & Manning 2018, 3), who defined 

microaggressions as “the brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and 

environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, 

derogatory, or negative racial, gender, and sexual orientation, and religious slights and 

insults to the target person or group” (Sue 2010a, 5).  Not all of the details of 

microaggression theory are relevant for my purposes—e.g., Sue’s taxonomy of 

microaggressions into “microassaults”, “microinsults”, and “microinvalidations”—so the 

following explication will be somewhat selective; the interested reader is encouraged to 

consult Sue’s two main works on the topic (Sue 2010a and Sue 2010b; cf. Campbell & 

Manning 2018).   

The phenomenon and theory of microaggression complaints are illustrative of 

virtually all of the themes explored thus far. This is because, as I will explain now, 

microaggressions are essentially a pseudo-scientific instrument of identitarian 

politicization, designed to facilitate the sorts of focusing, exaggerating, and silencing with 

which this chapter is concerned.  

In essence, a microaggression is something that may be taken to imply something 

negative about a marginalized group or non-hegemonic identity. I say “something” rather 

than, e.g., “a statement or behavior”, since according to Sue, microaggressions can be not 

only verbal or nonverbal but also “environmental”. Sue illustrates the notion of an 



214 
 

environmental microaggression by describing a half-day training session he led for all the 

deans of the colleges of an unnamed Ivy League institution: 

As I was being introduced by the coordinator, I looked around the audience and 
was struck by the fact that not a single dean or representative of the office was a 
person of color. I also noted that most were men and that women were also 
underrepresented. As I stood before the group, I made the following observation: 
“As I look around the room and at the sea of faces before me, I am struck by the 
fact that not a single one of you seems to be a visible racial ethnic minority. Do 
you know the message you are sending to me and people of color on this 
campus?” Several participants shifted in their seats, looked at one another, but 
remained silent. (Sue 2010a, 25-6) 
 

There is much that could be said about the semantic inflation or “concept creep” of 

“aggression” to the point where this term can be used to describe not only unintentional 

slights but even “environmental cues” like the racial constitution of university 

administrations. Similarly for much of the other “intentionalistic” language that Sue uses 

when describing purported examples, real or hypothetical, of microaggressions—as when 

he says “the message you are sending to me” in this passage, or the many times he speaks 

of the “hidden messages” that microaggressions (even when unintentional) “send” to 

those with non-hegemonic identities. Regardless, the more immediately important 

characteristic of this formulation is its reliance upon the concept of ambiguous 

implicature or “attributional ambiguity”. 

With the exception of “microassaults”, which “include the use of racial epithets 

[like] referring to African Americans as ‘niggers’” (2010a, 28)—and which are thus 

“most similar to what has been called ‘old fashioned’ racism, sexism, or heterosexism 

conducted on an individual level” (2010a, 29)—all microaggression determinations 

depend upon perception of ambiguous implicature, which of course entails 

interpretation.189 Indeed, this forms one of the characteristic features of putative 

microaggressions: the conflict of interpretations/perceptions between putative 

microaggressors who are not racist/sexist/etc., at least not in the “old-fashioned” or 

conscious sense (and who defend the innocence or identity-neutrality of their putatively 

microaggressive statement or behavior), on the one hand, and their accusers, on the other.  

 
189 I suspect that many readers will, like myself, find the inclusion of this sort of behavior (screaming a 
racial epithet at someone) as a microaggression puzzling. It is unclear to me why Sue includes them in this 
category. 



215 
 

What becomes clear from a reading of Sue’s work, as well as examination of the 

empirical practice of microaggression policies and complaints, is that putative 

microaggressions are typically uncharitably interpreted statements and behaviors (and 

even social/environmental conditions, as we just saw). Typically, the interpretation is not 

just uncharitable but maximally uncharitable, sometimes ludicrously so. This is perhaps 

most clearly illustrated in the three-page table “Examples of Racial, Gender, and Sexual-

Orientation Microaggressions” in Sue (2010a, 32-4), in which he lists examples of 

putative microaggressions as well as the “message[s]” they are putatively implicitly 

sending.  

For example, Sue says “Having a taxi cab pass a person of color and pick up a 

White passenger” is a microaggression that implicitly sends the message “You are likely 

to cause trouble and/or travel to a dangerous neighborhood” to the person of color 

(2010a, 34). The key point to realize here is that the intentions of the taxi cab driver are 

entirely irrelevant to the determination of whether the behavior is a microaggression, and 

whether it has this meaning or “message”, or not—that rather depends solely on the 

behavior’s being perceived by a person with an “oppressed” identity as a 

microaggression. Thus, even in a situation in which the taxi cab driver simply does not 

see the person of color, rather than ignoring him or her out of identitarian bias (whether 

conscious or “unconscious”), this passing by would still count as a microaggression as 

long as the person of color in question (or an onlooker) claimed offense.  

Another example of a putative microaggression given by Sue is the statement “I 

believe the most qualified person should get the job”, which he interprets as implicitly 

sending the message “People of color are given extra unfair benefits because of their 

race” (2010a, 33). It is unclear why Sue restricts this putative example to race, though he 

gives a similar one for gender: “Men and women have equal opportunities for 

employment” is interpreted as “The playing field is even so if women cannot make it, the 

problem is with them” (2010a, 33). Similarly, advocating the regulative ideal of identity-

impartial justice by saying “There is only one race, the human race” is read with 

maximum cynicism as a way of “[d]enying the individual as a racial/cultural being” 

(2010a, 32). (This is of course the cynical DPL view of universalism with which we are 

by now very well acquainted.) Or take “When I look at you, I don’t see color”, which 
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prima facie may perfectly well express a sincere intention to avoid differential treatment 

of the person(s) being addressed on the basis of their race, but which Sue interprets as a 

way of “Denying a person of color’s racial/ethnic experiences” (2010a, 32). In other 

words, what could very well be meant as “I commit not to mistreat you on the basis of 

your race” is interpreted as “Your race-based experiences are invalid”. Some of these 

examples are so uncharitably and narrowly interpreted as to be humorous in their 

absurdity: “A person asks a woman her age and, upon hearing she is 31, looks quickly at 

her ring finger” is read as having the message “Women should be married during child-

bearing ages because that is their primary purpose” (Sue 2010a, 34).  

For my purposes, the two most salient features of microaggressions according to 

microaggression theory are (1) the victim-oriented subjectivist and emotionalist criterion 

for determining whether something is a microaggression, and (2) the identitarian 

prerequisites for the concept’s applicability.190 These are both what make the concept 

distinctive and are the basis of the problems inherent to the concept as putatively 

scientific. The first condition refers to the fact that, in the face of “attributional 

ambiguity” (Sue 2010, 54), a microaggression’s meaning or “message”—and thus its 

status as a microaggression—is to be determined not at all by consideration of the 

intentions of the putative perpetrator, but rather solely by the perceptions and claims of 

the putative victim.    

 A primary function of this feature is to allow the conflation of the identity-

correlated and the identity-based. Consider the following hypothetical case, for example. 

Suppose a man raised in the American South opens a door for a women, thinking he is 

being polite, and she becomes offended by what she views as a microaggression—and 

angrily asks him “Do you think all women are weak, that I can’t open a door for myself?” 

Now, it is possible that the man is a sexist and does believe this (or something like it), 

and that’s why he opened the door for her—but it is also possible that he opens the door 

for everyone, regardless of gender, because he sees this behavior as conforming to a 

gender-neutral norm of politeness to which he is committed as a Southern gentleman. If 

 
190 Both of these features are also noted by Haidt & Lukianoff (2018) and Campbell & Manning (2018). 
Some fans of the theory have even explicitly built the identitarian prerequisites into the definition: “Sue and 
colleagues describe interpersonal racism as racial microaggressions: ‘routine’ marginalizing indignities by 
White persons (WPs) toward BPs that contribute to health stress” (Hall & Fields, 2015).  
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the man informs the woman that the latter was indeed the case, she can no longer 

politicize the interaction (unless she accuses the man of lying—or, after the fact, lies 

about the man’s intentions herself, when relating the incident in politicized fashion to 

others). In this case, if the woman claimed the act was an offensive microaggression, the 

man could not depoliticize the incident by claiming he was following a gender-neutral 

rather than sexist norm of politeness (because his intentions are irrelevant to the 

determination of whether his action constitutes a microaggression). This is what Haidt 

and Lukianoff label “impact over intent” (2018, 43).  

The second condition refers to the fact that microaggressions “can be directed at 

any marginalized group” (Sue 2010, 13)—and apparently only to marginalized groups 

and/or those with identities posited as non-hegemonic: 

According to those promoting the concept, though, [instances of putative 
microaggressions targeted at people with hegemonic identities] are not 
microaggressions. ‘There was a white, male elementary school teacher doing a 
workshop,’ Sue says, ‘talking about microaggression he experienced as a white 
male elementary teacher. That’s a misapplication of the concept’ (quoted in 
Hampson 2016). Whether an act is a microaggression depends not only on how it 
is perceived, but also on who perceives themselves as being wronged by whom. 
(Campbell & Manning 2018, 10) 
 

In combination, these two features make it clear that the concept of microaggression is 

first and foremost a political one, rather than a legitimately social scientific one. In fact, 

they entail that the concept is eminently weaponizable in the service of leftist, and only 

leftist, identity politics.191 The notion would plausibly have descriptive value if it were 

consistently applied, i.e., without politicized identitarian prerequisites for applicability—

but then it would have no special political value for SJL: a “microaggression” could be 

committed by a member of a marginalized group against someone with a hegemonic 

identity just as easily as the reverse. One group’s claim of a microaggression by another 

could be itself taken as a microaggression by that latter group, symmetrically. Moreover, 

there would not even be any necessary connection to group identity, and while the notion 

could still be identitarian in a given case192, those with putatively non-hegemonic 

 
191 See also Campbell & Manning (2018, 10-11) on the interpretation of microaggression complaint-making 
as a form of “crybullying”.  
192 In other words, the concept would include within its scope of applicability cases of “purely 
(inter)personal” microaggressions, the implicature of which would depend on personal rather than group-
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identities would no longer be the privileged, exclusive arbiters of what counts as an 

instance of one.  

Finally, in the case of microaggression complaints, it is clearly possible to 

exaggerate one’s victimhood without exaggerating any of the identitarian differences 

upon which that claim to victimhood is based. For example, perhaps a black college 

senior who identifies with the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement is having a 

discussion about BLM with a fellow student who is white and whose parents both happen 

to be police officers. Suppose that, in the course of the conversation, the white student at 

one point says “Blue Lives Matter, too, you know”. The black student may experience 

and/or choose to interpret this statement as a microaggression, following the predictable 

logic of microaggression theory as explicated above.193 However, suppose the student 

wishes to exaggerate the degree of his victimization, for whatever reason; perhaps, e.g., 

he feels the white student is callously insensitive to the specific situation and lived 

experience of black people and needs to be “taught a lesson” about the reality of how 

hurtful certain words can be in certain circumstances, i.e., needs to be shocked out of his 

moral torpor into an awareness of the validity of victimhood claims on the part of blacks 

in contemporary American society. Or perhaps he has a personal grudge against this 

particular student and simply wishes to capitalize upon the situation in order to get him in 

trouble with the campus authorities, e.g., in order to eliminate a romantic rival or get 

 
membership characteristics. Quarrelsome married couples provide perhaps the most culturally familiar 
stereotype of this sort of microaggressive behavior, which is based on singular rather than particular 
identitarian considerations.  
193 The reasoning behind this interpretation of the statement as microaggressive, or behind this 
reconstruction of the experience of being targeted by the microaggressive statement, could take a number 
of forms. For example, perhaps the black student feels like the white student is trying to “gaslight” him 
with the statement by using it to imply that the black student’s concerns about police violence toward black 
Americans are overblown or even baseless. Perhaps the black student feels that the statement “erases” the 
relevant facts about police violence toward blacks by setting up a false equivalency between the threats 
posed by police toward black people and those posed by people (black or otherwise) toward police. Etc. 
Nota bene: if the concept of microaggression were applicable without politicized identitarian prerequisites, 
the white student would have just as much claim to being microaggressed as the black student, indeed, in a 
virtual mirror image of the latter’s claim—he could claim he feels that the slogan “Black Lives Matter” 
erases relevant considerations about victimization of police officers and/or white people, conveys a “hidden 
message” of callous disregard for white people and/or police, etc.. In fact, he would be able to claim that 
the black student’s labeling the slogan “Blue Lives Matter” a microaggression is itself a microaggression. 
(This illustrates why the consistent application of the concept may have some descriptive value for social 
science but has no political value for SJL.)  
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revenge for a prior, personal slight. Regardless of the primary motivation, what is 

required in order for him to exaggerate his victimhood in this situation?  

What is not required is that he exaggerate the relevant identity-based differences, 

i.e., the purported disparities in outcome for blacks and whites with respect to rates of 

fatal police violence. He could do that, of course (a la the “trans killing epidemic” 

narrative as analyzed above), but it isn’t necessary—because he could also simply inflate 

the putative harm from the microaggression directly, since the criterion for that harm is 

not only subjective but is the privilege of certain subjects (with identities like his) over 

others (with identities like his interlocutor’s) to determine and apply. The “facts of the 

matter” only play a role in the complaint by existing; their function is to create a context 

in which negative identity-based reactions to a given behavior by someone with a 

hegemonic identity are automatically politicizable. Once that context is set, the intensity 

of the action’s harmfulness is set not by the facts, but by the offended subject’s claim as 

to the intensity of its subjective feeling of harm. Thus, to exaggerate the degree to which 

he is victimized by the putative microaggression in our example, the black student need 

merely claim that he feels harmed more than he in fact does.  

Because of this identitarian inconsistency, which does not just apply to the case of 

microaggression complaints but is much more broadly characteristic of SJL, 

microaggression complaints are perfectly suited not just for executing identitarian 

exaggerations but for political silencing, as well. 

 

§4 Silencing 

In Chapter 1, I appropriated the terms “ontological” and “ontic” from Heidegger’s 

existential phenomenology, and I used them to conceptualize SJL’s characteristic 

practices of “avoidance of rational discursive engagement” as so many ontic modalities 

of “silencing”, where “silencing” ontologically means turning away from normative 

responsiveness to the Other.194 I will now briefly expand on the philosophical 

 
194 Nota bene: when I capitalize “Other”, it is to indicate that I explicitly mean other person (or people). If I 
do not capitalize it, I mean it in the (much broader) Hägglundian-Derridean deconstructive sense explicated 
in Chapter 2. For extended examination of the significance of “responsiveness” in this sense within 
phenomenology and in relation to ethical “responsibility”, see especially Crowell (2013).  
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underpinnings of this terminology by drawing on Crowell’s (2013) reading of 

Heidegger.195 

The connection between silencing and the avoidance of rational discursive 

engagement with the Other is not accidental. This is because there is an essential 

connection between rationality and the opposite of ontological silencing, namely, 

ontological “listening” or “hearing”—in other words, being normatively responsive to the 

Other. 

The basic idea here is that the ability to ontically respond to meanings in general 

(including potentially motivating reasons, normative claims, etc.) presupposes an 

ontological responsiveness to meaning as such. For example, the ability to ontically 

recognize a (potentially) justifying “reason”, or engage in ontic reasonings, presupposes 

an ontological “capacity for reason” as such (Crowell 2013, 184-5). This capacity rests 

on a more general condition, namely, that I be responsive to the normative as normative 

(or to “the normativity of norms”). Only so am I able to respond to (e.g., follow, 

disregard) a given norm as such (see Crowell 2013, 203-4).  

Ontological “discourse”, then—as the transcendental structure of subjectivity that 

makes possible ontic discourse or empirical “rational discursive engagements” (e.g., 

spoken dialog, written correspondence, etc.)—is a mode of being-in-the-world-with-one-

another, which consists in the interplay of ontological “talking” and ontological 

“listening” and which functions to articulate the intelligibility of being-in-the-world. 

Talking is disclosure of the self through “expression”, listening is disclosure of the other 

through their talk, and both are necessary for disclosing the world in which both the Self 

and Other are.196  

Without going into too much detail, what makes rationality or responsiveness to 

reasons as such possible is the mode of discourse that Heidegger calls “conscience”. And 

in order to silence the Other—to make myself non-responsive to his/her reasons as 

reasons, or to the Other himself/herself as normative—I must also silence my own 

 
195 What follows is greatly indebted to Crowell (2013), in particular Part III of that work, which is 
presented as a masterly exegesis of the role of first-personal subjectivity in Heidegger’s account of the 
existential structure of Dasein in Being and Time, but which deserves recognition and attention in its own 
right as a fundamental-philosophical account of meaning, experience, and mind. Obviously, I cannot hope 
to do justice to that treatment of the topic here, rather only to recognize and call attention to it.  
196 See Heidegger (1962, 203-8). 
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conscience. This is because, for Heidegger, conscience is in fact the “origin of reason”, in 

that our hearing and responding to its silent “call” is what places us in “the space of 

reasons” in the first place197—i.e., its primordial “call” or “claim” is what makes us 

sensitive or responsive to ontic normative claims as such, i.e., as things calling for a 

response from me (see Crowell 2013, 184-5).  

On Crowell’s compelling reading of Heidegger, Heidegger’s “phenomenology of 

conscience (Gewissen) is an account of first-person self-awareness—or the ‘subjectivity 

of the subject’” (2013, 170). In other words, in Husserlian and Husserlian-inspired 

phenomenology, conscience discloses the most fundamental layer of the transcendental 

structure of subjectivity and the ultimate condition of possibility of intentionality and/or 

meaningful experience. As Crowell says, the part of Dasein’s transcendental existential 

structure that Heidegger calls “conscience” turns out to be the “ultimate condition” for 

intentionality (2013, 213; cf. 2013, 2-3).  

This phenomenology of conscience consists most fundamentally in the claim that 

the “silent ‘call’” of conscience and our “hearing” of it function to interrupt our everyday, 

default, and inauthentically third-personal mode of being-in-the-world in which the 

“they” (Das Man) or the “one” thinks and acts for me (more precisely, in which my “one-

self” or “they-self” is active instead of my “authentic” Self). This is why the “call” of 

conscience is a call to both freedom and responsibility, and also a demand for 

“answerability” [Verantwortlichkeit]—for “reason” in the sense of responsiveness to 

rationality, to the practice of giving and asking for reasons.  

For what the call communicates through its silence or “reticence”, which 

interrupts the self-assured, smooth functioning of the one-self, is that I am “guilty” of 

ignoring or neglecting my freedom and responsibility, which are essential though not 

sufficient for determining my being (my goals, interpretations, actions, possibilities, etc.). 

In other words, “factic grounds”—whether context, instincts, affective urges, or third-

personal reasons—cannot determine my will in the way that physical objects can cause 

movement or changes of movement in each other. Rather, they can only normatively 

motivate me—and I both can and must choose how to respond to them, e.g., which 

 
197 More specifically, the first time we hear this call in an experience of “existential breakdown” (see 
Crowell 2013, 316). 
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motivation to let “carry the day” in determining my behavior. However, our default, 

everyday mode of being-in-the-world is a kind of “choosing not to choose”; that is, most 

of the time, we simply and more or less automatically go along with public norms and do 

“what one does” in typical circumstances, rather than making an authentic decision as to 

what I ought to do in these singular circumstances in which I find myself here and now.  

What the call of conscience communicates is a demand that I “be accountable” or 

answerable, in the sense of being called to give an account of myself, to justify myself 

(my goals, my projects, my interpretations, my decisions, etc.) to Others. At issue here is 

how third-personal reasons, the reasons that apply to myself qua “one” or to my “one-

self”—the reasons that apply to one generally in typical circumstances like those in 

which I find myself—can become my reasons: 

[Heidegger’s account of conscience] articulates what it means to say ‘I’, such that 
I—and not only some ‘one’—have, and can have, reasons about which I 
deliberate; it explains how one’s reasons can be my reasons. For Heidegger, 
conscience is not itself a kind of private reason but an ontological condition for 
distinguishing between external and internal reasons, between a quasi-mechanical 
conformism and a commitment responsive to the normativity of norms. (Crowell 
2013, 203-4) 

 

“To make th[e] case” that “conscience provides an ontological condition on reason”, 

Crowell argues “first, that conscience accounts for how grounds become reasons in the 

sense of my reasons—that is, that conscience explains my ability to act not just in accord 

with, but also in light of, norms; and second, that the notion of resoluteness, as the 

authentic response to the call of conscience, entails the project of giving reasons to 

oneself and to others” (2013, 206).  

 In short, by calling me to give account of myself or be accountable for my being, 

the call of conscience reminds me that factic grounds can only determine my being 

insofar as I choose to let them, and thereby of the freedom and responsibility that were 

always already mine. And this responsibility of the self for itself is also necessarily 

“answerability” to the Other: to be responsible for myself, for the grounds I choose to 

take as justifying reasons, is necessarily also to be answerable or accountable to others—

because reasons qua reasons are necessarily “public”. As Crowell puts it:  

Indeed, it is impossible to be accountable to myself without owing an account to 
others […], since to be accountable is to stand toward factic givens as toward 
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reasons, and since by their very structure reasons are (potentially) public, I cannot 
be accountable for myself without at the same time being accountable to others, 
indeed to every other [… in the sense of] being prepared to give reasons for (or to 
own up to) the measures at stake in one’s behavior. (Crowell 2013, 225-6) 
 

 Thus, to ontologically “silence” the Other or the normative voice/call/claim of the 

Other, I must also ontologically silence my Self, i.e., I must deafen myself to the call of 

my conscience. But this call is itself silent, so the way I avoid hearing it is by 

preoccupying myself with hearing something else—by “hearing-away to” [hinhören] 

something else that I “hear-over” or “hear-beyond” [überhören] the call (thereby failing 

to hear the call), as Heidegger says. And this is the chatter and “idle talk” of the “they” or 

Das Man.  

 That, in essence, is what I think is going on, at an ontological level, in cases of 

SJL “silencing”: the substitution of the “idle talk” of an impersonal ideology for the 

“discourse” of one’s ownmost conscience, which in turn enables, at an ontic level, a 

turning away from normative responsiveness to and rational discourse with the particular 

Other, which is also a turning toward normative responsiveness to the general “one” 

(WWSJLD: “What Would a SJL Do?” or, better, “What would ‘one’ do as a SJL?”).198  

This is most obvious, perhaps, in cases of uncharitable interpretations, as in the 

many microaggression complaints in which “all [identity]’s are [pejorative quality]” 

serves as a hidden premise (e.g., “all whites are racist”, a key tenet of critical race 

theory). Instead of, e.g., engaging in rational discourse with the Other (“What did you 

mean by that?”, “Why do you think that?”, etc.) in order to determine the Other’s 

intentions so as to have a basis for rationally evaluating the normative status of their 

 
198 One could even argue that SJL constitutes a kind of specifically political “enframing” [Ge-stell] (see 
Chapter 2). As Wolfe (2013, 3) says, “Gestell, while neither natural nor human, frames the human’s 
relation both to itself and to nature, and in ways that are far from sanguine in Heidegger’s view.” In SJL’s 
pan-politicism, humans are fundamentally represented as a kind of political “standing-reserve” [Bestand], 
as identitarian political capital or potentially useful political value (e.g., as voters, as social media activists, 
etc.)—and the same can be said for animals and non-human nature, as well (e.g., climate change as a 
potentially valuable discursive vector for the politicization of indigenous identities and identitarian 
antagonisms, the suffering of animals as the same for environmentalists, etc.). To be clear, I am not saying 
that all SJLs view people and nature as political standing-reserve always or exclusively—rather, this is “the 
view from [SJL’s] Das Man”, as it were. For SJL, and for “a” SJL qua SJL, any more substantive ethical 
commitments will be theoretically contingent and groundless, and any reasoning on their basis will be 
justifiable only in strategic and nominalist terms to ideological partisans or at least “moral friends”, to use 
Engelhardt’s (1996) term.  
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action, one turns away from the actual, singular Other and interprets the action in a 

“typical” way according to how “one” would view it as a SJL. One refuses to hear the 

Other—drowning them out with the ideological idle talk that one listens to instead—but 

one also thereby refuses to hear one’s Self, i.e., the authentic Self that is the origin and 

destination of the call of conscience, and as opposed to the inauthentic “one-self”. For 

what this Self “says” in the call of conscience is no proposition, rather it conveys or 

expresses a summons to exercise the freedom and responsibility that one is willfully 

turning away from by “choosing not to choose”—a refusal to be accountable before, or 

responsive to, the Other, which in this case is also a choosing not to “see” or “hear” the 

Other.  

 In terms of Crowell’s two arguments for the role of conscience as an ontological 

condition on reason above: the inauthentic response to the call of conscience, as the 

avoidance of the project of giving reasons to oneself and others, entails that one is acting 

merely according to norms, rather than in light of them (which latter would require free 

and responsible interpretation and decision).199  

 Here is a concrete example. Suppose I am a SJL, and the relevant norms for this 

hypothetical situation are “you should actively oppose bad things”, “racism is bad”, and 

“whites are racist”. Suppose I am black and a white man bumps into me while walking in 

a building lobby, seemingly accidentally. If I act merely according to the relevant norms 

of SJL, I will automatically interpret this action as a racist microaggression and respond 

accordingly, perhaps by calling the man a racist—and perhaps we are in a context where I 

know that will be quite damaging to him. If he protests and tries to explain his intentions 

(or lack thereof), I will not listen; I will not be open to hearing his reasons as reasons. 

Indeed, this is essentially what it means to call his action a “microaggression”, as we saw 

in the previous section: to decide that his intentions and reasons are irrelevant. And this is 

only possible if I also do not listen to my conscience, as it silently reproaches me for my 

 
199 See also, e.g., Crowell (2013, 212-13): “If in Being and Time Heidegger defined authentic discourse as 
reticence—the silencing of the everyday way things are talked about so that the call of conscience can be 
heard—he now [in “On the Essence of Ground”] makes plain that answering the call involves discourse as 
Begründen, answering for oneself and for things. […] To account, in this sense, is to give reasons […] Lest 
there be any doubt about the matter, Heidegger terms the transcendental answering, which makes this 
reason-giving possible, ‘legitimation [Rechtgebung]’ (GA 9, p.171/312). Conscience, then, calls one to take 
over being-a-ground, to answer for oneself, to legitimate by giving grounds, that is, reasons.”   
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inauthenticity, since ultimately it is always I who must choose what to hear as a reason or 

respond to normatively. As a SJL, however, I act as though this is predetermined, out of 

my hands—as though I do not have to confront the situation in its singularity, listen to the 

actual Other, and decide for myself.  

In contrast, if I do listen to that call of conscience, and if I do respond 

authentically by exercising my freedom and responsibility, I will not be able to ignore the 

man’s account of himself, his reasons defending or excusing or explaining his behavior. I 

will not be able to blithely substitute a generic type for the singular individual, or dismiss 

even potential consideration of his arguments on that basis. And I will then act in light of 

the relevant norms, rather than merely according to them; I will respond to them as 

motivating norms, rather than as quasi-causal determinants: for example, I may interpret 

“whites are racist” as a general rather than absolute rule, rationally interpret the action in 

question as not being racist, and then choose to act accordingly, e.g., by smiling and 

replying “no problem” if the man says “sorry” or by simply continuing on my way 

unperturbed if he does not. On the other hand, if I suspect he may actually have had racist 

motivations for bumping into me, I will determine that by asking him and listening to 

what he has to say—not by making an assumption based upon his race, i.e., an 

assumption that “one” would make qua SJL ideologue, as opposed to what one would 

do/say/think qua “authentic” activist for justice. 

 Now, ontological silencing covers a great many ontic practices. One can silence 

another person relative to some domain or (potential) audience (whether that audience be 

restricted to a given community or expanded to the broader “public” in general) by 

removing their ability to be heard (e.g., shouting over them), removing their audience 

(e.g., deplatforming), removing their ability to speak (e.g., murder), and so on. 

Fundamentally, however, all of these essentially involve “silencing” in this double 

ontological sense of turning away from one’s normative responsiveness to the Other and 

from one’s normative responsiveness to the Self (in the form of conscience)—which we 

now know to be constitutive conditions for rational discourse with the Other. And that is 

why I group together in this section the phenomena that I do. 

While “silencing” in this ontological sense can take many ontic forms, the most 

salient for my purposes vis-à-vis SJL fall into four categories: discursive, coercive, 
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indirect, and violent. To be clear, when it comes to concrete empirical phenomena, these 

categories often intersect or overlap, but they are no less useful as analytic tools for that.  

In the rest of this chapter, I explore some of the ontic practices of silencing associated 

with SJL, beginning with discursive forms of silencing and culminating with violent 

silencing, which forms a natural transition into the final chapter. The primary purpose of 

the following sections is (a) to be empirically informative and/or descriptive, and (b) to 

provide a heuristic taxonomy that may be of use for further research. To be clear, I do not 

mean to imply that any of these phenomena are unique to SJL, DPL, or the left, though 

some of them are certainly more prevalent on the contemporary political left than on the 

contemporary political right.  

 First, I want to note a point that should be fairly obvious: in a political context, the 

main problem with silencing the opposition as a practice in general is that it tends to lead 

to violence against and/or from that opposition, precisely because silencing involves the 

removal of nonviolent ways to potentially resolve normative conflicts. Of course, views 

may differ on the problematicity of political violence (on which, see Chapter 7).  

 

§4.1 Discursive Silencing  

 Discursive silencing involves the use of discourse to silence an Other, i.e., to 

render someone outside the scope of one’s responsibility to be responsive to and/or 

outside the scope of possible response (whether this “one” be the silencer himself or 

herself, a third party, or people in general). A classic example is when protesters 

effectively “silence” a public speaker by shouting or chanting over his or her speech so 

that it cannot be heard or recorded, which is a discursive method for accomplishing 

“deplatforming”, which I discuss further below.200  

 Another familiar example is what I call the discursive techniques of “immunity to 

criticism”, which also exemplify identitarian inconsistency or partisanship. These involve 

invoking norms against the criticism of persons with certain identities—i.e., the 

“oppressed” identities of the leftist coalition)—typically done as a means of pressuring a 

 
200 The Evergreen incident (see below) contains many examples of this. It is also a typical tactic deployed 
by SJL protesters against public speakers, as well as at protests in confrontations with counterprotesters or 
journalists. See, e.g., KARE 11 (2020), Sexton (2018), TVNZ 1 News (2018), and RT (2020).  
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critic into social conformity or compliance, rather than as a means of rational persuasion. 

Their effective function or functional effect is to render the putatively non-hegemonic 

speaker immune to criticism from an interlocutor with a putatively hegemonic identity. 

Each of these particular techniques deploys a particular concept and/or slogan deployed 

in service of the same argumentative or rather rhetorical form, which is to discredit a 

criticism on the basis of the identities of the speakers involved without actually 

responding to (the substance of) the criticism. They include “emotional labor”, 

“gaslighting”, “victim blaming” and “believe all victims”, as well as more general 

instances in which a special concept/term is not widely used.  

I’ll start with the last of these to illustrate, namely: instances when any 

questioning, challenging, or criticism of a claim of harm is posited as itself perpetuating 

harm upon the putative victim (either repeating and/or amplifying the original harm or 

effecting a new one). For example, Campbell & Manning note that “criticism of safe 

spaces” has been “itself [deemed] unsafe” by SJL campus activists, citing a case at Ohio 

University in April 2016, in which College Republicans “left a message on the campus 

graffiti wall (where students are allowed to paint messages) mocking the idea of trigger 

warnings and safe spaces: ‘Trigger Warning: There are no safe spaces in real life!’”, to 

which “[a]nother student responded on Twitter by calling for an immediate investigation 

into the ‘threat’”, leading to an “open meeting” between the campus police department 

and a LGBT student group (2018, 82). Similarly, “[a]ccording to Rachel Venema, a 

professor of social work at Calvin College, ‘Denial of rape culture IS rape culture’” 

(Campbell & Manning 2018, 128). Or take microaggressions once again: Haidt and 

Lukianoff use Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) to analyze the problems inhering in 

the concept of microaggression, but because CBT (and ancient Stoicism, for that matter) 

“requires questioning the premises and assumptions that give rise to feelings”, they 

observe that “By Sue’s logic […] CBT itself can be a microaggression” (2018, 42). 

However, the situation is even more extreme than that, as we saw above: any criticism or 

questioning of a putative microaggression (by someone with a hegemonic identity, that 

is) could constitute another microaggression—all that is required for this is that the 

putative victim claim it is so.  
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The same logic is at work in many claims about “emotional labor” and 

“gaslighting”, especially when used to avoid substantive argumentative engagement with 

criticism. For example, the claim—from the “Open Letter to Associate Master 

Christakis” from the 2015 Yale Halloween Costume debacle201—that “To ask 

marginalized students […] to expend emotional, mental, and physical energy to explain 

why something is offensive, is — offensive” (Open Letter 2015). In other words, when 

someone with a putatively non-hegemonic identity claims they have been offended by 

something (e.g., by a statement they consider microaggressive), asking them to explain 

why and/or to justify their claims is itself offensive. And of course, by the subjectivist 

and emotionalist logic of microaggression theory, “feeling offended” may well be taken 

to constitute harm, so that asking someone to explain why they’re offended by something 

or what about it they think is offensive can be interpreted as actually harming them.  

The notion of “victim blaming”, along with the more recent #MeToo slogan 

“Believe All Women” (see Weiss 2017), is perhaps the most widely known instance of 

these “immunity to criticism” techniques. The idea is that, by blaming the victim for their 

victimization, not only does one “re-victimize” them, rather one also conceals other 

factors relevant for explaining the victimization. For example, perhaps a female college 

student wears a skimpy outfit to a bar, where she is subsequently raped; a prototypical 

case of victim-blaming would be to say something like “Well, she shouldn’t have dressed 

like that—she was asking for it.” Not only does this blame the victim for her own rape, 

but it also thereby conceals other relevant factors, such as the rapist and his intentions (or 

even the “rape culture” in which we live, if one accepts that particular dogma of SJL). As 

The SAGE Encyclopedia of Political Behavior puts it (in SJL terms): 

Victim blaming holds victims responsible, in some way, for their own misfortune. 
In all cases of victim blaming, victims are censured, dismissed, and portrayed in 
unsympathetic ways, resulting in their further disempowerment. Blaming the 
victim tends to conceal the role that broader social structures play in systemic 
forms of oppression, discrimination, and violence. For example, laws, customs, 
practices, and institutions may perpetuate exclusionary boundaries based on race, 
class, or gender and thus absolve individuals who would otherwise be held 
personally accountable for discrimination. For example, seeing famine as an 
inevitable result of drought or other natural causes obfuscates the responsibilities 

 
201 For details of this case, see, e.g., Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 56-7) and Murray (2019, 132-4).  
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that leaders have in promoting conflicts and inequitable policies that remove 
people’s capacity to mitigate famine’s harmful effects. (Jacoby 2017)  

Now, it is not hard to see the problems with victim-blaming in the hypothetical 

example that I gave above. However, the problem with the term and the way it is 

typically used is the implication that victim-blaming is bad because one is blaming the 

victim—as opposed to, e.g., failing to blame the party most responsible for the incident. 

In other words, is the problem with “victim-blaming” blaming a victim as such, or is it 

that when one victim-blames, one is failing to blame the person who most deserves the 

blame? That is, is there anything inherently wrong with blaming a victim, or is it always 

the case that this is wrong for other reasons (e.g., blaming the wrong person)? If a person 

is well-informed about the risks and illegality of driving while intoxicated, decides to get 

stinking drunk at a bar and drive home, and then crashes into a tree on the way home, 

suffering many injuries and requiring hospitalization—is it wrong to blame this victim for 

his misfortune?202 What about people who die by “suicide by cop”—should they be 

blamed for the action that kills them, i.e., a police officer shooting them (an action they 

willfully precipitated)?  

Campbell & Manning examine the concept of victim blaming in their case study 

of sociology as politicized by SJL, noting that avoiding victim-blaming amounts to a 

“procedural rule in sociology today” (2018, 177-180). They join others in arguing that 

adherence to this rule “inhibits scientific analysis by requiring different kinds of theories 

depending on whose characteristics we are explaining and whether we see those 

characteristics as good or bad (2018, 178). In other words, it is no scientific principle at 

all, but rather a purely political one, put to partisan use in a field empirically dominated 

by SJL.  

It is not difficult to multiply counterexamples which clarify that the problem with 

the notion of victim-blaming is its tendency toward absolutism, as expressed by the 

#MeToo slogan “believe all women” (which, when generalized from women and the 

issue of sexual assault, translates to “believe all victims”). And it is easy to see that the 

political logic operative in such slogans is that of DPL, functioning to enable 

 
202 Such hypothetical examples can be modified in various subtle ways to complicate the issue, so to 
preempt this, let me stipulate that the man in the example is not just well-informed, but makes his decision 
to drive drunk in advance, while sober (in as full possession of his autonomy as he ever has been, etc.).  
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politicization and/or to foreclose depoliticization on identitarian grounds. For example, if 

a woman is lying about a claimed sexual assault by a prominent male politician, and this 

fact is exposed, then the potential to politicize the putative incident is eliminated; if the 

standing policy is not to question or criticize any claims to victimhood by women, this 

depoliticization is precluded. Similarly, if the notion were itself depoliticized—if it were 

“blame the person most responsible” instead of “don’t blame the victim”—it would no 

longer have the problematic tendency toward absolutism, but neither would it hold 

special political value for DPL (since it wouldn’t preclude any depoliticizations the way 

the “victim-blaming” move does, especially when having a putatively non-hegemonic 

identity is presupposed as a prerequisite for being a victim).  

It is important to note that, while these “immunity to criticism” techniques can be 

used as means of politicization, they are more often used as means to avoid or foreclose 

depoliticization. The notion of “emotional labor”, in particular, has the potential to 

function positively with respect to politicization, much like the notions of “privilege” and 

“microaggression” as explored above (i.e., as theoretical tools for focusing on difference 

that allow for the identification and/or politicization of differences previously 

unidentifiable and/or unpoliticizable). However, even so, it is perhaps most typically used 

in a reactive and negative fashion, as a way of dismissing criticism without substantively 

responding to (e.g., rationally rebutting) it. The notion of “gaslighting”, on the other 

hand, seems to only be able to politicize in the reactive and negative mode of rejecting or 

foreclosing depoliticization.203  

 Another technique of discursive silencing is what I call “pan-deconstruction”. 

This is essentially the use of deconstructive logic in partisan fashion, so that it is 

consistently applied to all of the concepts/terms/arguments/claims/theories/etc. of one’s 

interlocutor—and just as consistently not applied to any of the content of one’s own 

speech. This enables you to simply assert and then easily maintain a position by 

 
203 Here I would like to repeat a disclaimer: by analyzing the political value and function these concepts and 
arguments pose for DPL, I do not mean to imply that their value is exclusively political and/or that they are 
necessarily partisan concepts. Some may be, either empirically or constitutively, but some may not. Just as 
we saw that “microaggression” could plausibly have social scientific descriptive value if applied 
consistently—though this would mean eliminating its potential political value for DPL—so concepts like 
“gaslighting” may have valuable descriptive uses at least potentially, even if their usage is predominantly 
subordinated to politics empirically.  
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deconstructing any of your interlocutor’s attempts either to construct their own position 

or to refute yours. To anyone who has actually encountered this, it can be very 

frustrating, and it may even take some time to realize that it is what is going on (i.e., that 

the interlocutor has no intention of engaging in good faith). 

 Another such technique is what I call “associational smearing”, which consists in 

noting that a person (group, organization, etc.) has been associated with someone or 

something considered politically unacceptable by one’s political group or coalition as an 

excuse to refuse to rationally discursively engage with an Other, whether that be the 

smeared person/source itself or someone citing the smeared person/source (e.g., “I don’t 

read articles from Fox News, which is ‘state news’ for the Trump administration”, “I 

don’t engage with fascists/Nazis”, “I heard Sam Harris had Charles Murray on his show, 

and I don’t listen to white supremacists”, etc.).204 Like the other discursive techniques of 

silencing canvassed here, this one is easily combined with others (e.g., semantic inflation 

of terms like “fascist”).  

 I also include various methods of technological erasure and historical revisionism 

in this category, mainly because I don’t have a better place to put them. As with the rest, 

these can be predicted to proceed along political and/or identitarian lines, and include 

techniques like “memory-holing”, which is a term taken from Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-

Four, referring to any mechanism for the deliberate alteration or erasure of inconvenient 

or embarrassing information, such as from an archive or website. Note that techniques 

like memory-holing can not only be used directly against the Other’s speech, but can be 

used to protect against criticism from the Other by altering or removing criticized or 

criticizable speech of one’s own. For example, when the New York Times’ “1619 Project” 

incited a flurry of criticisms for its inaccurate and transparently politically motivated 

attempt to institute a new hegemonic understanding or “common sense” regarding the 

relation between the United States’ founding and the institution of slavery, one of the 

 
204 Nota bene: regarding my use of the passive voice here (“has been associated”), if I had to identify the 
agent of association in general in this context, I would say it is the “Das Man” of SJL. In other words, 
typically, the associational smearing is smearing precisely because of its evidential groundlessness—it is 
not that the SJL in question has good reasons to think that the source in question is unreliable or fascistic 
(etc.), it is that “(every)one knows” this. It is “obvious” in precisely the sense that Heidegger associates 
with “idle talk” (that is why one does not need, or rather does not feel the need, to verify it for oneself).  
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tactics used to silence this criticism was to quietly alter the original text, including 

deletion of the most-criticized claim, and then to lie about it (Rosen 2020). 

 Finally, I think that so-called “virtue signaling” can be fruitfully interpreted as a 

form of discursive silencing. The way this works is through the creation of a “chilling 

effect” comparable to the notion of “stochastic terrorism” that has recently come into 

vogue among SJLs. The idea is that people with minority or divergent opinions are less 

likely to voice those when they can expect to be mobbed with criticism (or worse), which 

they do expect in a given discursive domain (if they do) thanks to their experience with or 

awareness of phenomena like virtue signaling and prior instances of “canceling”, to use 

the currently fashionable parlance, in that domain (e.g., an online forum, a university 

classroom, etc.).205  

More speculatively, virtue signaling plausibly also functions as a form of ontic 

silencing of the psychological Other “internally” (or personally/intrapersonally rather 

than interpersonally), as an instance of ontological inauthenticity. That is, perhaps 

frequent virtue signaling about racism, for example, enables some people to ignore their 

own exclusionary views and behaviors or existential “guilt” and thus to feel confident in 

their dismissing of their critics, baselessly or not, as “racists” (whose critical voices need 

not be heard and should be silenced for that reason).  

 

§4.2  Coercive Silencing 

 Coercive silencing is silencing that operates through codified norms backed by 

the threat of force, whether these be institutional regulations/policies or public laws. So-

called “no-platforming” policies at certain British universities are an example; these 

preemptively silence certain speakers by precluding their invitation to speak in the first 

place (see, e.g., Ditum 2014 and Salisbury 2017).  

Much of the censorship associated with “Big Tech” also falls under this category, 

as when Twitter instituted a policy according to which “deadnaming” and 

 
205 Nota bene: I say “mobbed with criticism (or worse)” to emphasize that the collective criticism is 
effectively functioning to silence through social pressure or psychological coercion, regardless of any 
potential validity of any of that criticism. Obviously, if one is afraid of voicing an opinion simply because it 
might be criticized or because one might be called upon to explain and/or defend it—as opposed to it 
becoming the occasion for one’s being publicly “canceled”—then one is silencing oneself.  
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“misgendering” constitute bannable offenses. (“Deadnaming” means using a trans 

person’s pre-transition name to refer to them, and “misgendering” means referring to 

someone by pronouns which are not “preferred” by them.) This policy was implemented, 

for example, in the case of Megan Murphy, a feminist who ran Canada’s “leading 

feminist website” and who was permanently banned from Twitter after tweeting “Men 

are not women.” (Robertson 2018; cf. Manchester 2018, Naham 2019). Thus, at its most 

blatant, this sort of coercive silencing simply functions to prevent the expression of non-

SJL opinions and to punish and/or remove such expressions when they do occur. And of 

course, we have already seen other examples of coercive silencing at the level of 

institutional policy, such as departmental speech codes about microaggressions in 

universities.  

More troubling, however, is the occurrence of similar phenomena at the state level 

in nations without the sorts of strong protections of free speech that are conferred by the 

First Amendment in the U.S., such as the United Kingdom and Australia. In the UK 

especially, the terms “thought police” and “speech police” have attained a disturbingly 

“literal” status (see Murray 2019, 258), as police have been investigating and even 

arresting people for offensive and/or politically incorrect speech and social media posts—

including instances of so-called “misgendering” and “deadnaming” on social media, 

putatively “transphobic” tweets or even merely retweets (e.g., one man was visited by 

police at his place of work for retweeting a putatively transphobic limerick), putatively 

“Islamophobic” speech, and so on.206 Even though some of these cases have ultimately 

 
206 For the case of Harry Miller, the man investigated for retweeting a putatively transphobic limerick, see 
Gamp (2020). For the case of Zoe-Lee Buhler, a pregnant woman arrested at home in front of her children 
for making a Facebook post in favor of anti-lockdown protests, see Ayling & White (2020). For the case of 
Oluwole Ilesanmi, an elderly Nigerian Christian street preacher detained by police for putatively “racist” 
and “Islamophob[ic]” speech, see Parke (2019). For the case of Kate Scottow, a mother arrested in front of 
her children and detained for seven hours over a tweet in which she referred to a trans person identifying as 
a woman as a male, see Beckford (2019). For the case of Margaret Nelson, a septuagenarian contacted by 
policing after tweeting putatively transphobic statements (e.g., “'Gender's fashionable nonsense. Sex is real. 
I've no reason to feel ashamed of stating the truth. The bloody annoying ones are those who use words like 
'cis' or 'terf' and other BS, and relegate biological women to a 'subset'. Sorry you believe the mythology.'”), 
see Kirkup (2019). For the case of Graham Linehan, a sitcom writer who was “given a verbal warning by 
police” after “a transgender activist […] reported him for transphobia after he referred to her as ‘he’ and for 
‘deadnaming’ her” on Twitter, see Halliday (2018). For the case of a 12-year-old boy arrested for sending 
racist messages via Twitter to a famous soccer player, see Aitken (2020). Finally, for a somewhat older and 
better-known case, namely, that of Mark Meechan (A.K.A. “Count Dankula”), see Murray (2018). 
(Meechan posted a clearly comedic video in which he trained his girlfriend’s dog to give a Nazi salute 
because he was sick of her fawning over how cute it was and “thought it would be funny to turn the pug 
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resolved in the defendant’s favor legally, it is not hard to see how a chilling effect might 

result from this sort of pervasive police action, especially given that most people 

probably do not have the right psychology, resources, and/or circumstances to “fight city 

hall”, as it were.  Moreover, these sorts of incidents are not anomalous: it was recently 

revealed that, in the UK, police “have recorded almost 120,000 ‘non-crime hate 

incidents’” since 2014 (Fahey 2020). 

Instances of both institutionally regulatory and publicly legislated coercive 

silencing in Canada were made famous by the clinical psychologist Jordan Peterson—

also making him famous, as it turned out. Peterson, who would go on to become 

renowned (by some, and reviled by others) as a cultural critic and member of the so-

called “intellectual dark web”, originally went viral when he “posted three YouTube 

videos about legislative threats to Canadian freedom of speech[, singling] out Canada’s 

Federal Bill C-16, which adds legal protection for ‘gender identity’ and ‘gender 

expression’ to the Canadian Human Rights Act and the Criminal code” (Peterson 2016). 

In these and other statements, he pointed out that passing this legislation would 

effectively enable the legally required compulsion of speech (i.e., one would not only be 

censored or prevented from saying certain things, but also required to say certain things), 

and he also refused to abide by related speech guidelines at the University of Toronto. 

Since 2016, he has become well known as a vocal critic of the postmodernist left, 

political correctness, and identity politics. It is also worth noting that different tactics of 

silencing, such as discursive drowning-out with white noise and shouting-down, were 

used in student protests of him, videos of which also went viral.207  

Moreover, as Peterson became labeled a political enemy of the left, silencing 

tactics were employed even against those who merely shared his voice or refused to 

condemn his views. This was the case with Lindsey Shephard, a graduate student and 

teaching assistant at Wilfrid Laurier University in Ontario. Shephard showed a class a 

video clip from a debate with Jordan Peterson, after which she was called to a meeting 

with her academic supervisor, the head of her program, and someone from the 

 
into what he described as ‘the least cute thing that I could think of — which is a Nazi’”—for which he was 
arrested, charged, prosecuted, convicted, and fined.) 
207 See, e.g., Morabito (2016), Murphy (2016), Chiose (2017), McBride (2017), and Meanetic (2019).  
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university’s “Diversity and Equity” office. They admonished her for creating an “unsafe 

learning environment” for “trans folks”, eventually bringing her to tears. Shephard 

secretly recorded the meeting—a video which also went viral, since the administrators 

also made comments comparing Peterson to Hitler and denying that it is necessarily true 

that “[i]n a university, all perspectives are valid”; she has since become an activist for 

free speech and academic freedom.208 

 

§4.3  Indirect Silencing 

 I use “indirect” silencing as something of a catch-all category to cover the kind of 

silencing of an Other that results from policies, structures, decisions, or actions that 

foreclose the possibility of encountering the Other in the first place. These include 

voluntary social segregation along political and/or identitarian lines (also on social 

media—e.g., via functions like “defriending”, “blocking”, etc.), voluntary informational 

segregation along political and/or identitarian lines (e.g., purposefully only consuming 

news media from sources that can be relied upon to reinforce one’s preexisting views), as 

well as involuntary social and/or informational segregation along political and/or 

identitarian lines (e.g., “information bubbles” and “echo chambers” formed thanks 

primarily to a platform’s algorithms rather than user choices—such as the algorithms for 

the “newsfeeds” on Twitter and Facebook, YouTube’s “watch next” feature, and so on).  

 Perhaps the most striking sort of voluntary social and informational silencing 

associated with SJL is the demand by SJL student activists belonging to racial minorities 

for various kinds of university-enforced racial exclusion and/or segregation. I say that 

this is the “most striking” because it is in the most apparent conflict with the liberal 

tradition of “social justice” associated with the modern civil rights movement, which of 

course fought against enforced racial segregation and used universalistic arguments in 

support of that effort. In a moment, I will discuss one example of this, in the form of 

Evergreen State College’s infamous “Day of Absence”. The more typical case is that of 

student demands for “spaces” and/or “safe spaces”—such as buildings, residential halls, 

etc.—that are exclusionary in racial or other identitarian fashion. To be clear, spaces 

associated with a given particularistic identity or dedicated to an organization associated 

 
208 See Hutchins (2017) and Hopper (2017).  
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with a given particularistic identity are not something new to universities. Northwestern, 

for example, has had a “Black House” since 1973 (Northwestern Magazine 2011). What 

is notable about the newer, SJL demands is their exclusionary logic and safetyist rhetoric 

(in addition to their being articulated in terms of the logic and rhetoric of SJL more 

generally, of course).   

Consider a recent example, close to home for me: in the summer of 2020, an 

anonymous group of self-identified black student activists at Rice University published a 

list on demands for the university administration, titled “Tangible Ways to Improve the 

Black Experience, As Demanded by Black Students: Inaction is Not an Option”.209 The 

self-avowed goal of the document is the “decolonization” of Rice University and the 

“address[ing of] the systemic oppression and inequity that is embedded within Rice’s 

history”, and its substance consists in a number of demands, each of which begins “We 

demand…”. One of these demands is “that Rice invest in creating a non-residential Black 

House that has all the features of a residential college but is specifically made for Black 

students and Black organizations to congregate and hold events”—because, while 

“[e]fforts are already underway to move the Multicultural Center (MCC)[,] we believe it 

would be best to have a central, safe space that Black students can meet and hangout [sic] 

in anytime [sic] of the day.” Note the implication—namely, that none of the other public 

spaces on Rice’s campus are “safe” spaces where black students (or any student, 

regardless of race or ethnicity, for that matter) can meet and hang out whenever they 

wish. And note the further implication: for such a space on Rice’s campus to become 

“safe” for black students, it would have to be made for them alone—therefore implying 

the reason that the other spaces on Rice’s campus are unsafe is because they are not 

exclusive of racial identities other than “black”.  

Four years before that, in the immediate wake of Donald Trump’s election, SJL 

student activists at the University of Michigan issued a similar set of demands. In 

association with a walkout protest organized by “Students 4 Justice at The University of 

Michigan”, these demands not only included one “for funding and paid staffing positions 

for a Black space on campus specifically designed as a recreational and safe space for 

 
209 See Re (2020) and Thresher Editorial Board (2020), both of which contain links to archived uploads of 
the original document. 
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Black people at the University”, but explicitly proposed this identitarian space as a 

preferable substitute for the campus police as a means for protecting the university’s 

black students: “The University must re-channel its resources and money to its basest 

requirement: to protect its students. This safety must not depend on the University’s 

police. The police, as a union, has endorsed Trump. Placing us in the police’s care is an 

act of violence, especially for Black students.”210 That is, the university’s trusting its own 

police to protect its black students because they are students (which is of course their 

job), rather than assuming the police will fail to protect black students because they are 

black—and because the police are, in virtue of expressing political support for Trump, 

“white supremacist”—is “an act of violence” against the black students. These are just a 

few of many such examples.211 

 I also include non-discursive methods of deplatforming under this category of 

indirect silencing, such as “the many efforts (sometimes successful) to prevent Milo 

Yiannopoulos and Ben Shapiro from speaking on campuses whenever a university 

student group invite[d] one of them” that Campbell & Manning discuss (2018, 231; cf. 

2018, 19). Such efforts at preventing politically undesired speech before it occurs, as 

opposed to silencing it as it occurs, may involve institutionally coercive silencing (e.g., in 

the form of the “no-platform” policies mentioned above), but they need not—e.g., 

relevant decisionmakers within an institution could act according to implicit norms or 

interpersonal agreements rather than explicit institutional regulations/policies.  

Finally, this seems like the best place to briefly discuss the protests at Evergreen 

State College in 2017, which includes elements of discursive, coercive, and indirect 

silencing. Evergreen is “a small public college an hour’s drive south of Seattle [that] has 

long had a reputation for quirky progressivism” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 114). In 2017, 

it “slipped into a state of anarchy” when biology professor Brett Weinstein publicly 

expressed concerns over and refused to participate in that year’s “Day of Absence” 

(Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 114). The “Day of Absence” was a tradition at Evergreen, but 

was modified that year, as described by Haidt & Lukianoff: 

 
210 See Payton (2016), which includes a link to an archived version of the original set of demands (as a 
publicly accessible PDF on Google Drive). 
211 See especially Dent (2016), but also Campbell & Manning (2018, 79-84) and Rothman (2019, 12-3). 
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Campus tensions had already been rising when, on March 15, Bret Weinstein, a 
politically progressive biology professor, emailed a faculty listserv to express his 
concern about plans for that year’s “Day of Absence”, which was scheduled to 
take place the following month. Inspired by a Douglas Turner Ward play of the 
same name, staff and faculty members of color (and later students, too) had been 
spending one day off campus each year since the 1970s in order to make their 
absence—and thus the importance of their contributions—felt. In the wake of 
Donald Trump’s election, however, the organizers of the 2017 even decided to 
make a change: instead of the day being an opportunity for people of color to 
voluntarily absent themselves, this year, white students and faculty were asked to 
stay away from campus. (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 114) 
 

In other words, instead of following the rationale of bringing visibility to people of color 

and their contributions, the logic of the new policy was simply exclusion of the 

“oppressor” identity. Obviously, at least for a day (and presumably, atmospherically, for 

much longer than that), this was a very literal form of identitarian “silencing” (or, if a 

visual metaphor is preferred, “erasure”).  

Evergreen’s 2017 Day of Absence “came and went ‘almost without incident’, 

according to Weinstein”, but then over a month later (and following other instances of 

campus unrest), “a multiethnic group of angry students marched to Weinstein’s 

classroom door, cornered him in the hallway, and berated him. They swore at him, […] 

claimed that he made racist statements in his email, and they demanded that he not only 

apologize but also resign”—and when Weinstein tried “to engage the students in 

discussion, or as he called it, ‘dialectic, which does mean I listen to you and you listen to 

me’, [t]he response was not positive: ‘We don’t care what terms you want to speak 

on…we are not speaking on terms of white privilege” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 115; cf. 

Kaufman 2017). This encounter also involved shouting-down as a means of avoiding 

rational discursive engagement with the Other.  

Tensions escalated and, concerned for his safety, some of Weinstein’s students 

contacted the police—“but protests physically prevented the police from reaching him”, 

and the campus police had to request backup from other police departments as protesters, 

“claiming to be ‘fearful for their lives’, marched on to the administration building”, 

where they confronted the university president outside his office (Haidt & Lukianoff 

2018, 115). Notably vis-à-vis the topic at hand (silencing and the avoidance of rational 

discursive engagement), they told the president “Fuck you, George, we don’t want to hear 
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a Goddamn thing you have to say… You shut the fuck up” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 

115; cf. Andy Archive 2017).  

The next day, there was a larger meeting with the protesters, which involved more 

silencing and shouting-down, but also an escalation in tactics, which would continue 

thereafter: 

 At all times, the protesters controlled the exits. When Weinstein’s students 
overheard protesters saying they had mace and planned to prevent Weinstein from 
leaving the building, they texted him to alert him. Weinstein texted his wife, 
Heather Heying, a fellow biology professor: “I am told I will not be allowed to 
leave,” and then, “Not sure what to do”.  
 Video of that meeting is startling. […] Students of color who spoke 
supportively of Weinstein, or who even asked to hear from people not in the 
protesters’ camp, were shouted down and called “race traitors”. (White students 
who were not protesting were told to stand in the back and were not allowed to 
speak.) […] 

The next day, May 24, protesters searched cars looking for Weinstein. 
They interrupted a faculty meeting and took the cake meant to celebrate retiring 
faculty, while asking, “Didn’t you educate us on how to do shit like this?” Then, 
according to the student newspaper, student protesters barricaded the main 
entrance to the administration building, and for several hours, having occupied the 
building and gathered together the leadership of the college, [they] held them in 
an office. […] Students who defended Weinstein were stalked, and were targeted 
by protesters in thinly veiled online threats. The campus police chief informed 
Weinstein that, out of concern for his safety, she thought it would be best if he left 
campus. He held all but one of his remaining classes that quarter off campus. 
(Haidt & Lukianoff, 116-18) 

 

Ultimately, Weinstein and Heying resigned from Evergreen and filed a $3.5 million tort 

claim alleging the college failed to “protect its employees from repeated provocative and 

corrosive verbal and written hostility based on race, as well as threats of physical 

violence”, which Evergreen settled for $500,000 in September of 2017 (Spegman 2017).  

The various accounts of the chaos at Evergreen in the wake of the 2017 Day of Absence 

are worth reading in detail, and the available videos from the time are well worth viewing 

in full.212 For many, Weinstein’s warnings about the SJL ideology and the administrative 

decisions that allowed Evergreen to descend into “literal anarchy” in 2017 were prescient 

 
212 See, e.g., Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 114-19), Murray (2019, 128-32), Volokh (2017), Sexton (2017), and 
Haidt (2017); for the most comprehensive documentary treatment of the incidents at Evergreen, see Boyce 
(2020).  
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with respect to the public unrest, also strongly associated with SJL, that would come to 

characterize the months leading up to the 2020 presidential election.213 

 

§4.4 Violent Silencing 

 The most extreme way to silence someone is of course to use physical violence.214 

I discuss the topic of SJL and political violence more generally in the next chapter; here, I 

will simply mention some of the empirical instances associated with SJL by critics in 

which physical violence was used as a means for silencing, concluding with a brief 

examination of some of the SJL rhetoric used to justify physical violence as a means of 

silencing the political and/or identitarian Other.  

 First, it goes without saying that “intimidation [through] violence”, to revise the 

title of the fourth chapter of Haidt & Lukianoff (2018), can effectively function as a form 

of indirect silencing. This can take a general indirect form, as in the creation of an 

atmospheric “chilling effect” on discourse (if every time someone expresses opinion X, 

they are beaten by a mob of anti-X’ers, then eventually most people will avoid publicly 

expressing that opinion). It can also take a particular indirect form, as in the use of violent 

rioting to preemptively deplatform a speaker, which is what happened in February 2017 

at the University of California, Berkeley, when violent protests erupted over the prospect 

of right-wing provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos being allowed to speak on campus after he 

was invited by the school’s College Republicans. The “goal” of the protesters at the so-

called “Milo Riot”, including members of Antifa and people dressed in “black bloc” garb, 

“was to prevent the speech from happening”, and “[t]he mob got its way. The speech was 

canceled” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 82). The means used to achieve this goal included 

significant damage both to property and to persons, including two College Republicans 

assaulted while conducting an interview (Lah & Park 2017): 

…knocking down a light generator; shooting commercial-grade fireworks into 
buildings and at police officers; smashing ATMs; setting fires; dismantling 
barricades and using them (as well as bats) to break windows; throwing rocks at 
police officers; and even hurling Molotov cocktails. The property damage 

 
213 See, e.g., Enck (2020), Sexton (2020), and PowerfulJRE (2020).  
214 Nota bene: I do not mean to imply that all interpersonal uses of physical violence are necessarily ontic 
instances of ontological silencing. I mean rather to discuss those uses of physical violence that clearly are 
ways of ontically accomplishing ontological silencing.  



241 
 

(exceeding $500,000 for the university and town combined) was less chilling, 
however, than the physical attacks on students and others who attempted to attend 
the speech. 
 One man carrying a sign saying “The First Amendment is for everyone” 
was hit in the face, leaving him bloody. Others also suffered bloodying blows to 
the face and head as protesters attacked with fists, pipes, sticks, and poles. […]  
 Masked Antifa protesters clad in black used flagpoles to batter a woman 
and her husband as they were pinned against metal barriers, unable to get away. 
The woman, Katrina Redelsheimer, was clubbed on the head, and her husband, 
John Jennings, was struck in the temple and began to bleed. Immediately 
afterward, other protesters blinded the couple and three of their friends by 
spraying them in the eyes with mace. As the friends cried for help, protesters 
punched them and hit them in the head with sticks, until onlookers pulled the 
victims over the barricades. Meanwhile, five or six protesters dragged Jennings a 
few feet away, where they kicked and beat him until bystanders pulled attackers 
off him as he lost consciousness. […] Meanwhile, Pranav Jandhyala, a UC 
Berkeley student journalist and self-described “moderate liberal”, who used his 
cell phone to record events as they unfolded, was attacked by protesters, who tried 
to take his phone. When he fled, they chased him, punching him in the head, 
beating him with sticks, and calling him a “Neo-Nazi”. (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 
81-2) 

 

Similar incidents occurred in the wake of the UC Berkeley riots; as Haidt and Lukianoff 

(2018, 87) say, “the spring semester of 2017 saw an increase in politically motivated 

violence, vandalism, and intimidation, all of which was justified by moral arguments 

about violence and safety, with the goal of shutting down speakers on campus” 

(arguments I will examine shortly).215  

One of the most infamous of these took place on March 2, at Middlebury College 

in Vermont, when libertarian scholar Charles Murray was invited by a student group to 

give a talk about his 2012 book, Coming Apart, a talk which was cosponsored by the 

college’s Political Science Department (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 87). The problem from 

a SJL perspective was that, in a previous book (1994’s The Bell Curve), “Murray and his 

coauthor, Richard Hernstein, [had] proposed that differences in average IQ scores found 

across racial groups may not be caused entirely by environmental factors; genetic 

differences may play a role, too”—and “[s]ome Middlebury students and professors 

 
215 See also, e.g., Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 88-9) on the deplatforming of conservative journalist, attorney, 
and commentator Heather Mac Donald—who committed the sin of criticizing Black Lives Matter as early 
as 2016—at Claremont McKenna College in 2017.  
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maintained”, in exemplary SJL fashion, that “anyone who makes such a claim is a white 

supremacist, [so] they came together to demand that Murray’s talk about his later book be 

canceled” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 87).216  

This time attempts at pre-emptive silencing were unsuccessful, so the ensuing 

attempts at direct silencing took the predictable forms, including shouting-down, pulling 

the building’s fire alarm, and so on. Having anticipated such attempts, the college moved 

Murray to a different room where he could livestream his talk, along with Allison 

Stanger, a political science professor who was to question Murray following his talk 

(Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 87).  

But students soon discovered where they were and continued to try to stop 
Murray from speaking by pounding on the walls and pulling fire alarms in the 
building. When the livestream ended, as Murray and Professor Stanger left the 
building, they were swarmed by protesters. One shoved Stanger; another grabbed 
her hair and pulled with such force that she suffered a concussion and a whiplash 
injury. As Murray and Stanger attempted to flee campus by car, protesters, some 
of them masked, pounded on the car, rocked it back and forth, and jumped on the 
hood. Someone threw a large traffic sign in front of their car to prevent them from 
leaving, but public safety officials cleared a path, and the car eventually drove off 
to a dinner with selected students and faculty. The protesters, however, somehow 
discovered where the group had gathered for dinner, so the Middlebury 
administrators quickly moved the group to yet another location, this time miles 
from campus. 
 After dinner, Professor Stanger went to the hospital, where her injuries 
were diagnosed. She required physical therapy for the next six months. Stanger 
later described her experience in a New York Times essay. “What alarmed me 
most,” she wrote, “was what I saw in the eyes of the crowd. Those who wanted 
the event to take place made eye contact with me. Those intent on disrupting it 
steadfastly refused to do so. They couldn’t look at me directly, because if they 
had, they would have seen another human being.” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 87-8) 

 

I have chosen to articulate these issues phenomenologically in primarily aural and 

discursive terms inspired by Heidegger (discoursing, listening, silencing, etc.), but a 

 
216 The SJL logic here should be obvious to the reader by now. To admit that factual differences in average 
IQ scores among races could be a product of “nature” and/or “biology”, as opposed to being exclusively 
due to oppressive social structures (e.g., a “systemically racist” education system), would be potentially 
depoliticizing. Nota bene: this is yet another case in which technology may eventually change everything, 
since if we were to master gene editing to a degree that is currently hypothetical at best, the factual 
differences in biology could be politically remediated (e.g., a law establishing a tax on people of one or 
several races, with correlatively higher average IQ scores, so as to subsidize intelligence-enhancing gene 
therapy for all persons of another race/races, with correlatively lower average IQ scores). Similarly for 
diseases due to genetics, like the example of sickle cell anemia as discussed in §3.2 in this chapter.   
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statement like Stanger’s makes clear how doing so in more Levinasian terms could also 

be quite valuable, albeit more from an ethical than from a political perspective—namely, 

in terms of the “face-to-face encounter” with the Other. In the Levinasian account, 

broadly speaking (see Levinas 1969), the second-personal “Other” replaces Heideggerian 

first-personal “conscience”, and the face of the Other replaces the call of conscience—

such that the face of the Other functions just like the call of conscience, namely, to bring 

one into the “space of reasons” or “space of normativity” wherein one can even be said to 

experience the face of the Other as a “call”, i.e., a normative claim that demands a 

response.   

 Finally, violence can be used to directly silence a speaker in the most extreme 

way, i.e., by killing the speaker. Thankfully, politically motivated assassinations 

associated with SJL, especially for the explicit purpose of silencing, have been rare thus 

far. The most prominent case currently is probably the stalking and assassination of 

Trump supporter and “Patriot Prayer” member Aaron Danielson by Antifa member 

Michael Reinoehl on August 29, 2020, during the months-long Portland riots (see 

Cheong 2020, Stimson 2020). 

 Before concluding this chapter, it is worth briefly examining some of the 

arguments that have been deployed by SJLs on behalf of those who would use violence 

as a political means for achieving leftist goals. Exemplary in this regard are several op-

eds that were written by UC Berkeley students and published in The Daily Californian, 

UC Berkeley’s leading student newspaper, a few days after the “Milo Riot”—under the 

collective headline “VIOLENCE AS SELF-DEFENSE” (Haidt & Lukianoff 2018, 84). 

These op-eds are worth reading, as they amply exhibit many of the characteristics of SJL 

I have been analyzing. For example, in the op-ed titled “Check your privilege when 

speaking of protests”, the author declares in exemplarily deconstructive postmodernist 

fashion that “no protest is nonviolent” (Dang 2017). In the opening to that op-ed, we find 

an explicit avowal to avoid rational discursive engagement with those who disagree in 

favor of silencing them through violence: 

In light of recent events, there has been a resurgence of the belief that in order for 
a protest to be effective, it must also be nonviolent. This belief especially plagues 
liberals […] I’m here to explain to this particular segment of the “jolted from a 
coma, but went back to bed” crowd that they are wrong. Listen closely, because if 
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I have to hear this flawed, problematic and deeply cowardly line of reasoning the 
next time some people invite a violent fascist-endorsing hate monger to UC 
Berkeley, we’re fighting. (Dang 2017) 

 

Similarly, “law” and “law enforcement” are identified, again in exemplarily DP fashion 

(see Chapter 2), with oppression and violence, and justice with the deconstruction of law 

and the “dismantling”its institutions and systems (the latter theme having become much 

more prominent since 2017, of course):  

Let’s move on and discuss the atmospheres created during protests, when police are 
invited to monitor citizens practicing their right to assembly. I don’t care […] what your 
experiences in white suburbia might have taught you — police are violent agents of the 
state. They carry weapons, enforce laws that place our communities in danger and use 
excessive force in order to subdue and “protect.” Often, the people protesting are the 
same people who are at most risk for being violated by the police. Thus, the presence of 
police officers in riot gear — armed with less-than-lethal weapons they are more than 
happy to use on protesters — creates an atmosphere that perpetuates violence on 
community members. (Dang 2017) 

 

Note also the concept creep the term “violence” has undergone here (see Haidt & 

Lukianoff 2018, 85): the mere presence of police officers in riot gear causes an 

“atmosphere” that “perpetuates violence” on members of the putatively oppressed 

community. In the same vein: “asking people to maintain peaceful dialogue with those 

who legitimately do not think their lives matter is a violent act” (Dang 2017).  

 Or take the op-ed titled “Condemning protesters same as condoning hate speech”, 

which begins by describing the proposed Yiannopoulos speech as one that “could have 

endangered campus students and others over their identities”: “There was no easy way to 

shut down the event and keep Yiannopoulos and his fans from inciting violence. […] I 

put my safety and my freedom on the line because letting Yiannopoulos speak was more 

terrifying to me than potential injury or arrest […] The violence that forms the foundation 

of Yiannopoulos’ ideology is far worse than any tactic the black bloc uses” (Meagley 

2017). And in all of them, a certain ruthless pragmatism that follows from instrumental 

practical rationality being unlimited by any transcendent normative principle (note that, 

here, the author implies that only violence against property occurred at the “Milo Riot”, 

which we just saw not to be the case):  

A peaceful protest was not going to cancel that event, just like numerous letters from 
faculty, staff, Free Speech Movement veterans and even donors did not cancel the event. 
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Only the destruction of glass and shooting of fireworks did that. The so-called “violence” 
against private property that the media seems so concerned with stopped white 
supremacy from organizing itself against my community. (Prieto 2017) 
 

The core position here is summarized in a section title by Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 84): 

“Words Are Violence; Violence Is Safety”. And it is best explained in political and 

ideological terms, just like microaggressions: whether speech is “violent” depends for a 

SJL on whether it is supporting or opposing the historically hegemonic, “violent” 

structures of oppression associated with “oppressor” identities—and whether acts of 

actual physical violence count as such, or rather as acts of or creating “safety”, likewise 

depends on whether they are directed at SJLs or at their political enemies.  

 Having examined some of the ways that violence has been used by SJLs for the 

explicit purpose of silencing, in the next chapter, I explore the implications of this logic 

for SJL political violence more generally. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

CONCLUSION: A NOTE ON SOCIAL JUSTICE LEFTISM AND 

POLITICAL VIOLENCE 
 

 

§1  “The Personal is Political” 

The slogan that “the personal is political” has been popular among identitarian 

leftists since the 1970s.217 It is an appropriate slogan for DPL, insofar as it may be read as 

signifying the deconstructibility of all claims to rightfully exclude something from the 

political as “personal” or “private” and the consequent imperative to politicize personal 

identity (or the imperative of pan-politicization more generally). However, like many of 

the slogans and idioms of SJL—including, most recently, “black lives matter”—it can be 

interpreted in more than one way.218  

One way of reading it, which subverts its DPL original intent by placing a limit on 

the tendency toward pan-politicization, is to reverse it: “the political is personal”. The 

idea here is that insofar as the political is personal for a given person, to that extent the 

personal is political for him or her—but of course, not all of politics (not to mention all of 

possible politics, i.e., including the not-yet-politicized-but-potentially-politicizable) is 

personal for a given person. And factually, this is the case (and will remain so long as 

pan-politicization remains an ideal and/or task, rather than an accomplished feat, of 

leftism).  

Of course, leftism resists recognizing this reality: whether in its modernist, 

Marxist version or its postmodernist, “social justice” version, contemporary leftism 

 
217 See, e.g., Combahee River Collective (1977), Lorde (1984), and Anzaldua & Moraga (1981). 
218 As of August 2020, there seems to be at least two and almost certainly three distinct senses of the phrase 
“black lives matter”. First, literally/prosaically, it is a universal proposition—namely, that the lives of black 
people matter (or, with a little ubiquitously-understood implicature: that the lives of these people, qua 
black, matter just as much as the lives of all other peoples, of whatever race). Second, it signifies a 
particular SJL political organization or activist group (“Black Lives Matter” or “BLM”), which is explicitly 
influenced by the sort of DPL theory canvassed in preceding chapters. Third—and most vaguely—it 
signifies a populist “movement” of protest against police brutality and racism. This ambiguity is of course 
strategically advantageous, whether or not intended, in that not only leftists but liberals and even most 
conservatives can agree to the universalist principle literally expressed by the phrase, and at least some 
liberals and perhaps even a few conservatives can get behind the populist “protest movement”—whereas 
only leftists would endorse the official platform of BLM. 



247 
 

requires that its politics be recognized as universally relevant, just as was traditionally 

(i.e., in pre-postmodernity) claimed for morality (for example, by various religions). 

Thus, despite the linguistic surface grammar, for leftists, the slogan “the personal is 

political” was never really meant as factual, and rather always really meant “the personal 

should be political” (i.e., should become or be made political). In the old version, this 

insistence on the universal relevance of leftist concerns took the form of subordinating all 

normative concerns to the political-economic concerns of a particular social and 

economic class, which was universalized or pseudo-universalized; in the new version, it 

takes the form of subordinating all normative concerns to the identity-political concerns 

of an identitarian political coalition (“the left”)—this is Laclau & Mouffe’s “new 

‘common sense’” from Chapter 4—which is also universalized or pseudo-universalized 

(in their terms: it achieves “hegemonic universality” through political struggle).   

And of course, the new version is DP rather than metaphysical, so it has even less 

of a chance of rationally justifying this universalization of itself, this insisting on its own 

universal normative relevance. Hence it tries to simply elide the gap between its factual 

partiality and its desired normative universality, simply asserting that its “we” is 

normatively universal because factually populist and plural (at least, in one dimension—

particularistic identity—which is thus presupposed to be of paramount importance for the 

political; obviously the populist left is not plural or diverse when it comes to political 

viewpoint, for example). Hence also the appropriation of the rhetoric of “democracy” by 

DPL proponents of “radical democracy”, “hegemonically articulating” leftism’s “we” 

with the “we the people” of America’s Enlightenment liberal tradition and founding 

documents, to use Laclau & Mouffe’s terminology. The problem, however—even if, or 

even as, SJL gains majority opinion—is how to justify these claims, so that they are more 

than simply a strategic lie, coercively enforced dogma, or pathetic case of wish-

fulfillment.  

As one of my former mentors, H. T. Engelhardt, Jr. (1941-2018), wrote: “An 

appeal to a consensus without foundational arguments is an appeal to the orthodoxy of a 

governing elite in order to legitimate its dominance and to make criticism of its basic 

assumptions appear immoral or irrational” (1996, 63). (In the case of SJL, of course, it is 

“immorality” rather than “irrationality”, since rationality is no longer intrinsically valued 
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and/or identified with morality by the left—as it was by philosophers as diverse and 

traditionally revered as Plato and Kant—and is instead deconstructed precisely in order to 

“make room for” the new, foundationless morality or faith.) I will briefly return to 

Engelhardt in the conclusion to this chapter, where I will compare the quasi-

transcendental justification for his “two-tiered” ethics with the quasi-transcendental 

justification for contemporary leftism in order to clarify the choice that Americans and 

Westerners more generally face in the current historical moment.  

In what follows, I will take up the prosaic, reversed version of the slogan in order 

to begin to bring this project to its close: in the rest of this section, I will sketch the 

personal historical context and motivations that gave rise to this project, and this will 

naturally set the stage for the rest of the chapter, which examines the question of the 

relation between DPL/SJL and political violence.  

 
*** 

 
Like the phenomenon of SJL itself, there is a complex multitude of factors that 

contributed to my decision to change my dissertation topic to the political philosophy of 

SJL from what it formerly had been, namely, a study of Heideggerian “authenticity” 

(which was itself an evolution of my originally proposed topic, which was about 

transhumanism). The “tipping-point” or “immediate trigger” or “proximate cause”, 

however, is easy to identify.  

Beginning in 2018, for many months a friend and fellow Princeton alumnus and I 

exchanged lengthy and numerous emails in a protracted conversation about issues of 

race, gender, and politics. He was an avowed far-leftist, as I had been when we first met 

at Princeton, and like myself he was an academic in the humanities—and very much of 

the DP variety. He was generally a very intelligent and sensitive person; he also had 

several (and sometimes shifting) “marginalized” or “non-hegemonic” identities, such as 

gay and/or “queer”, “genderfluid”, “Latinx”, and “Black”. I was not necessarily sure of 

my politics at that time, so I did not see our arguments as being between a “leftist” and 

“liberal”, as I would now—rather, at first I saw them as being between a leftist and an 

“inquirer”, though increasingly as between a leftist and a “critic”.  
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The details of this protracted conversation are not important, though they would 

provide much anecdotal evidence for many of the foregoing claims about SJL. The 

reason I bring it up is that it was the context for the Augenblick I had—the “moment of 

clarity” or even more appropriately “moment of vision” which was the proximate trigger 

for my decision to change my dissertation topic. For one of the things my friend did in 

our exchanges, and which was already characteristic of SJL discourse more broadly at the 

time, was to abuse certain words by inflating their meaning and/or expanding the scope 

of their application—another instance of “concept creep” as a means for facilitating 

exaggerated claims of oppression/victimhood. In particular, he did this not only with the 

word “racist”, which was one of the main thematic foci of our dialog, but also and more 

incidentally with the words “fascist” and “Nazi” (e.g., used causally as a synonym for 

“conservative”).  

And one day, while reflecting on our ongoing dialog, I had a “moment of vision” 

or of insight, and even an actual imaginary vision, which was quite disturbing: I realized 

it was quite plausible that one day in the not-so-distant future, my friend would stand in a 

crowd of fellow-believers and would stand by or perhaps even cheer on or participate in 

the mob execution of someone with the “wrong” identity and/or political views; 

moreover, that he would do so with a smile, with a good conscience—because, just like a 

Nazi, he would be viewing the victim through the lens of a dehumanizing ideology that 

tends to exclude entire categories of people from moral consideration simply because of 

their identity and/or politics.219 The irony, of course, is that in the case of my friend, this 

fascistic or Nazi-esque attitude would be adopted and applied toward people labeled as, 

precisely, “Nazis” and “fascists”.  

In short, I had the insight that what I was beginning to think of as “Social Justice 

Leftism” and from which I had slowly extracted my own thinking over the past five or so 

years—and which my friend was still in the grips of, indeed as firmly as anyone I knew, 

which is why I had been so interested in exploring his views through dialog in the first 

place—had the potential to enable political violence of precisely the kind that the left, 

especially the “anti-fascist” left, is traditionally supposed to have its raison d’etre in 

 
219 The name that the influential sociologist Zygmunt Bauman uses to refer to this kind of “moral 
insensitivity” is “adiaphorization” (Bauman & Donskis 2013, 15). 
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opposing (see, e.g., Adorno’s “new categorical imperative”, enthusiastically invoked by 

Amy Allen: to prevent “another Auschwitz”). This vision of violence was both shocking 

and terrifying to me, but it also precipitated the transformation of my engagement with 

SJL from a “private” personal and interpersonal curiosity into a “public” political and 

professional concern. Perhaps most importantly, it clarified for me the necessity of 

deciding between liberalism and leftism, as distinct and incompatible political ideologies, 

as I will explain further in the final section.  

Thus, it seems fitting that I conclude the study that began with this troubling 

vision with a chapter on the question of the relation between DPL/SJL and political 

violence. Moreover, it is increasingly urged on me by current events: I began drafting this 

final chapter in September of 2020, while working on chapter revisions and non-

dissertation matters, and for months now there has been escalating political violence on 

the part of SJLs.220 

I will approach this question through a mini textual case study, similar to the 

larger one conducted in Chapter 4. The text I have selected for this is an exemplary DPL 

theoretical treatment of the issue of revolutionary violence, which is the only kind of 

violence DPL can justify or justify permitting, if any: Giorgio Agamben’s 1970 essay 

“On the Limits of Violence”.221  

 

§2  Revolutionary Violence 

Unfortunately, a full treatment of Agamben’s essay is beyond the scope of this 

chapter, as it would require treatment of Agamben’s own oeuvre and political theory, as 

well as of the 1921 essay by Walter Benjamin (and the voluminous literature around it) 

that inspired Agamben’s essay. Instead, I will focus on an ad hoc exegesis of the 

Agamben essay, as an exemplary postmodernist leftist treatment of the question of 

 
220 See the following examples (by no means comprehensive) of recent instances of political and 
identitarian violence directed against the political and identitarian enemies of SJL in the U.S.: Alexander 
(2020), Associated Press (2020b), Associated Press (2020c), Atkins & Li (2020), Deese (2020), Deliso 
(2020), Frank, Keenehan, & White (2020), Hoyt (2020), LA County Sheriffs (2020), Lapin (2020), Lyman 
(2020), Ngo (2020), Noyes (2020), Portland Police Bureau (2020), RT (2020), Watson (2020), and Zanotti 
(2020b). 
221 It should be obvious that DPL cannot justify positive practical and/or policy proposals for “reform”. The 
question of whether it can justify a given positive proposal for revolutionary action receives the same 
answer, at least prima facie—but the purpose of Agamben’s essay is precisely to challenge this prima facie 
conclusion.  
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political violence, and merely mention the Benjaminian connection in the end, when I 

will link my discussion to Derrida’s worries about the affinity between Benjaminian 

“divine violence” and “the worst” violence of the Holocaust.    

In the beginning of the essay, Agamben says that one of the reasons it is necessary 

to “reconsider the limits and the meaning of violence” or “rethink violence” in the current 

historical moment is because of “violence’s increasingly ambiguous relation to politics” 

(Agamben 1970, 231). Thus, he claims the purpose of his essay (or “critique”) is to 

“determine its [violence’s] relation to politics” (Agamben 1970, 231). In this opening 

paragraph, he also establishes the essay’s core thought and/or guiding hypothesis, which 

is that there is a form of violence, namely “revolutionary violence”, which is “the only 

violence that might still exist on a human scale”—as opposed to the technologically-

enabled acts of mass political violence in the twentieth century, most prominently the 

Holocaust and nuclear war, which are instances of “a violence that has ceased to exist on 

a human scale” (Agamben 1970, 231).  

That is the hope guiding the essay: that leftist theory can justify a form of 

violence as “just” and/or “ethical” and/or “human”, as opposed to the 

unjust/unethical/inhuman horrors of twentieth-century political violence in all its forms. 

And this means not just the gulags and concentration camps and mass killings, but also “a 

form of violence totally unknown to the ancients, [in which] more and more lies are 

introduced into the political sphere” in the form of propaganda and mass media that 

constitutes an “organized linguistic violence aimed at manipulating consciousness”—as 

well as “pornography” and even “persuasion itself […] when persuasion goes beyond the 

free linguistic relation of two human beings, and is taken up by modern techniques of 

reproducing spoken and written language” (Agamben 1970, 233).  

At this point, a couple of things should already be clear. First, a deconstructive 

postmodernist like Agamben will not be able to justify a positive conception of violence 

in any straightforward fashion. Agamben’s response to this problem is exemplarily 

deconstructionist, as we will see, consisting in a deconstruction of the traditional notion 

of violence (and, as part of this, of the traditional notion of justice, as well—though this 

is essentially no different from the deconstructive treatment of justice in general, as 

explicated in Chapter 2).  
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Second, this text is also exemplary in its exhibition of the DPL logic that has 

become so prevalently expressed in SJL justifications for political violence that depend 

upon deconstructing (or simply ignoring) the distinction between offensive speech and 

physical violence.222 The most prominent textual touchstone in this regard, with which 

most people are probably more familiar, is Herbert Marcuse’s 1965 essay “Repressive 

Tolerance”.223 However, Agamben’s more theoretically involved treatment, which is also 

more specifically focused on the question of the limits of political violence (as opposed to 

the limits of toleration), contains valuable details not found in the Marcuse text; 

moreover, precisely because the Marcuse text is better known, I think using the Agamben 

text instead both makes for a stronger argument on my part and provides a service to 

readers already familiar with the Marcuse text but not the Agamben one (of whom there 

are doubtless more than the reverse, i.e., readers familiar with the Agamben text but not 

the Marcuse one).  

Agamben (1970, 232-3) implies there are two essential aspects to the traditional 

conception of violence, the first of which he treats in association with Ancient Greek 

philosophy, the second with Marxist theory. The first is the distinction between 

persuasive speech and physical violence, and the second is the justification of violence as 

a means to some just end (in the case of Marxism in particular: revolutionary violence as 

a means to the dialectically necessary end of establishing the universal communist 

utopia). 

Agamben deconstructs these in turn.224 At this point, there is no real need to go 

further into the details of these deconstructions, because they are completely standard or 

predictable: e.g., deconstructing the traditional conceptions of violence, persuasion, and 

justice involves going back to Plato’s ostracism of the poets in the Republic to show how 

the boundary between persuasive speech and violent force was unstable from its 

 
222 See my discussion in Chapter 6.  
223 Several of the critics from the introduction mention or discuss this essay—see, e.g., Campbell & 
Manning (2018, 224), Haidt & Lukianoff (2018, 64-71), Rothman (2020), Bawer (2012, 334), and Kimball 
(2008, 108-9). 
224 The reader will recall from Chapter 4 that Laclau and Mouffe also made this deconstructive move: “To 
those who rejoin that this is unlikely to convince anyone who does not already ‘happen to believe’, Laclau 
and Mouffe respond with a skepticism toward the persuasive efficacy of rationalist arguments and, indeed, 
toward the rhetoric of persuasion itself insofar as ‘persuasion…structurally involves force,’ ‘persuasion is 
one form of force’” (Coles 1996, 378). 
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inception (1970, 233); and deconstructing the traditional, instrumental conception of 

revolutionary violence in Marxism involves everything we would expect, starting with 

the critique of its metaphysical foundations, such as “configur[ing] History”—once again 

written with a capital “H”, as in Allen (2016) and Laclau & Mouffe (1985)—“as a linear 

progression of necessary laws, similar to the laws governing the natural world” 

(Agamben 1970, 233).  

So how is Agamben to justify revolutionary violence, then? His (exemplarily 

deconstructive) answer: “we do not seek to identify a justification of violence (the means 

to a just end). Rather, we are searching for a violence that needs no justification, that 

carries the right to exist within itself” (1970, 234). We could paraphrase this by saying 

that Agambian “revolutionary violence” is essentially “violence ‘to come’” in the 

Derridean sense (see Chapter 2). It is deconstructive violence, in other words, like 

“deconstructive justice” (even indistinguishable from this, in principle if not necessarily 

in particular cases). This will be a violence so radical that, by rupturing with the extant 

positive orders of justification altogether, it cannot be “justified” even though it is 

claimed to be in some sense the most “just” action of all—the action of “true” justice 

come to beat all positivist pretenders out of its temple, as it were.   

In the final two pages of the essay, Agamben most explicitly lays out his positive 

conception of revolutionary violence.225 This is itself, in appropriately postmodernist 

fashion, ambiguous and multiply interpretable (and perhaps self-contradictory). I will 

simply offer one reading that I think is both compelling and useful for my purposes in 

this chapter.  

Basically, the view consists in a negative, deconstructive postmodernist 

application of Hegelian dialectical logic to the deconstructed traditional conceptions of 

violence and revolution.226 These two traditional concepts, or the traditional treatment of 

 
225 For explanation of the practice of writing “under erasure” or “sous rature”, see Chapter 2, §6. 
226 This application of Hegel is not necessarily surprising precisely because it is postmodernist. In other 
words, Agamben does not even need to adopt a “non-metaphysical reading” of Hegel in order to apply him 
here, because a “postmodernist” application of traditional theory consists in the bricoleur’s activity of 
grafting deconstructed/decontextualized theoretical fragments into new contexts as (purely pragmatically 
assessable) instrumental tools (rather than parts of a theoretical edifice or architectonic in which the 
existence and value of each part is securely grounded in and assessable in terms of its function in/for the 
whole). It’s like a hipster wearing a hat from the Roaring Twenties along with other items of clothing from 
other eras: the hat isn’t part of a thematically unified and sociohistorically specific ensemble (as it typically 
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them, have the same problem—namely, the presupposition that instrumental logic is the 

proper way to, or even a possible way to, justify their normative application (whether in 

theory or in practice). That is, traditionally, it was presupposed that a form or instance of 

violence could be justified, if at all, only as a means to some just or intrinsically valuable 

end. Similarly, revolution—the overthrowing of a state as a specific form of political 

violence—was typically presupposed to be justifiable, if at all, in terms of its essential 

consequence or end, namely, the founding of a new state (one sufficiently superior in 

terms of justice and/or other basic values as compared to the overthrown state).  

But this sort of instrumental logic, with origins as ancient as philosophy itself, 

obviously will not work for a postmodernist like Agamben. Why? Because it presupposes 

a particular, positive conception of the good (or, in Aristotelian terms, the “highest 

good”: that ultimate “for-the-sake-of-which” in virtue of which all instrumentally 

valuable things have value, blocking the obvious regress that otherwise ensues). Thus the 

question becomes: how to justify “revolutionary violence”, if not as a means to the end of 

founding a new and superior state, the theoretical content and putative superiority of 

which will have to be elaborated in terms of some positive conception of the good?  

Agamben takes the typical deconstructionist approach to the traditional 

conception of revolutionary violence. First, he argues that it must consist simply in the 

act of destruction, deconstruction, or overthrow—emphatically not as a means to some 

end, but simply as such. It is an ecstatic violence that is “oriented toward something 

radically new” (1970, 233), but like any conception of a X “to come”—as opposed to 

positive conceptions or positivizations of X—this “radically new” thing toward which 

revolutionary violence is “oriented” is nothing positive or determinate.  

Indeed, in appropriately Derridean fashion (see Chapter 2), it is ultimately nothing 

other than the “coming” of “time” itself (and/or/as “the other”). What authentic or 

Agambian revolution “opens up” or “clears the way for” (also in the sense of a 

Heideggerian “clearing”, no doubt) is not a new political state of some kind (i.e., a 

particular, positive political form), but rather “a new historical age”: it is a “violence that 

[…] breaks apart the continuity of time to found a new era” (1970, 235).  

 
would have been when worn in the 1920s), but rather one of many fragments from different sources 
arbitrarily/whimsically combined in a contingent motley.  
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Of course, for this maneuver not to collapse back into positivity (i.e., merely 

substituting a positive temporal entity for a positive political one), the “to come” or 

“coming of time” that revolutionary violence opens up or clears the way for must remain 

completely conceptually indeterminate and negative. But then this threatens to make the 

content of the concept of revolutionary violence similarly empty, begging the question of 

the point of the inquiry (is it just a quasi-literary postmodernist rambling through 

conceptual thickets that never arrives at a destination, but which might be a nice aesthetic 

diversion for readers with appropriately postmodern tastes?). Thus the question is how to 

make revolutionary violence total and totally negative—of the sort required to completely 

wipe the social slate clean, without retaining the faint skeletal impressions of the previous 

foundations—without this simply resulting in a completely meaningless word and empty 

concept.  

This is where the postmodernist application of the fragment of Hegelian theory 

comes in—to provide more formal content or structure to the notion, which can then be 

contextually filled in or fleshed out in concrete application. (I will return to this point in a 

moment, since the context of this application is, of course, New Left identitarianism.)  

The basic idea is expressed by Agamben as follows:  

Revolutionary violence is not a violence of means, aimed at the just end of 
negating the existing system. Rather, it is a violence that negates the self as it 
negates the other; it awakens a consciousness of the death of the self, even as it 
visits death on the other. Only the revolutionary class can know that enacting 
violence against the other inevitably kills the self; only the revolutionary class can 
have the right (or perhaps, the terrible imperative) to violence. […] Revolutionary 
violence alone can resolve the contradiction that Hegel described as a basic 
dissonance in the concept of violence: ‘force or violence destroys itself forthwith 
in its very conception. It is a manifestation of will that cancels and supersedes a 
manifestation or visible expression of will.’ Thus there is but one criterion by 
which violence may call itself revolutionary. […] Only those who consciously 
confront their own negation through violence may shake off ‘all the muck of 
ages’ and begin the world anew. Only they may aspire, as revolutionaries always 
have, to call a messianic halt capable of opening a new chronology (a novus ordo 
saeclorum) and a new experience of temporality—a new History. (Agamben 
1970, 237) 

 
This is esoteric stuff, verging on the mystical—which is no accident, as I will explain 

shortly. However, in the context of the foregoing inquiry into DPL and SJL, it is quite 
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intelligible. In essence, Agamben’s idea is that when revolutionary violence is a means to 

the end of a founding a new state, it is necessarily not total (and/or totally negative)—

which means that it preserves traces or perhaps even underlying structures of what it aims 

to overthrow or negate (at the very least, it preserves the instrumental logic of the 

previous state and era).  

In the more contemporary, intersectionalist terminology of SJL: if we just 

overthrow one structure of identitarian oppression, that leaves others in place, and the 

replacement for the oppressive structure will inevitably itself become oppressive because 

it is part of an overall-oppressive system (e.g., if we overthrow an oppressive 

government, but not the cultural patriarchy, then any new government will inevitably 

be(come) patriarchal and thus oppressive along lines of gender). 

But just as importantly, we must consider individual oppressors—the 

“micropolitics” of the “fascism in us all, in our heads and in our everyday behavior, the 

fascism that causes us to love power, to desire the very thing that dominates and exploits 

us”, as Michel Foucault once put it, in a way that could not be more apt today, in the 

preface to Deleuze & Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus (Foucault 1977, xiii). Foucault there also 

exhibits this same totalitarian (in the literal and vernacular senses), pan-politicizing 

impulse toward the total or absolute negation of the identity of the political enemy or 

putative oppressor—even explicitly drawing the parallel with religious fanaticism:  

I would say that Anti-Oedipus (may its authors forgive me) is a book of ethics, the 
first book of ethics to be written in France in quite a long time […] How does one 
keep from being fascist, even (especially) when one believes oneself to be a 
revolutionary militant? How do we rid our speech and our acts, our hearts and our 
pleasures, of fascism? How do we ferret out the fascism that is ingrained in our 
behavior? The Christian moralists sought out the traces of the flesh lodged deep 
within the soul. Deleuze and Guattari, for their part, pursue the slightest traces of 
fascism in the body. (Foucault 1977, xiii) 

 
Incidentally, this religious or quasi-religious aspect of contemporary postmodernist, 

identitarian leftism—by 2020 mainstreamed as SJL, the newly ascendant form of leftism 

in the West—is also intentionally invoked by Agamben in his essay (“revolutionary 

violence” as the (post)modern secular form of premodern “sacred violence”). And it has 

been thematized by various critics of SJL as well, as I have alluded to before. Indeed, this 

is one of the more theoretically interesting aspects of SJL, and one which demands 
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further research and analysis (which I had originally hoped to include in this project 

myself—but alas, one cannot do everything at once).  

The upshot is that in order to be absolute—in order to be totally negative and thus 

non-instrumental—revolutionary violence must not only negate the oppressor, but also 

the self qua oppressed. This is in proximity to a point we saw Wendy Brown make in a 

previous chapter.227 And it is a point that is prevalent in contemporary SJL discourse, 

where it operates through notions and/or memes like “internalized oppression” and 

“internalized whiteness”. Effectively, the idea is that when someone has the “right” 

identity (i.e., an “oppressed”, “marginalized”, or “non-hegemonic” identity) but the 

“wrong” politics (i.e., not SJL), this is due to the person’s internalization of the 

hegemonic and oppressive ideology and culture of the oppressors (as opposed to, say, it 

being due to a free and rational choice by that individual). Hence, revolutionary violence 

must not only negate the oppressor as such, it must negate the oppressed as such (qua 

oppressed).  

Obviously, the easiest way to negate the oppressor qua oppressor is simply to 

negate their existence, i.e., exterminate them. And if the oppressed or victim has not 

“internalized” the ideology of oppression, this will also be sufficient to negate the 

oppressed person’s identity qua oppressed. However, if oppression has been 

“internalized”, killing the oppressor only negates one side of the intentional relation of 

oppression, as it were, leaving the “oppressed” side of this relation more or less intact. In 

more mundane terms, one might make comparisons to freeing a slave or prisoner from a 

brutal master, only to see them continue to act like slaves/prisoners—or, e.g., to liberating 

an abused dog from its abusive master. In other words, the mere liberation from the 

oppressor on its own is not enough to remedy the situation, heal, or create justice: the dog 

still cowers at every sudden movement, lives in constant fear, etc. What is required is 

essentially a kind of therapy (or perhaps training, conditioning, and/or brainwashing): all 

traces or effects of the history of oppression must be wiped from the oppressed person’s 

identity.228  

 
227 See Chapter 5, §3. 
228 Obviously, in a political context especially, my usage of “person” here should be implicitly read as 
“person or population”.  
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At this point we are ready to read the conclusion to Agamben’s essay, and to turn 

to evaluation. The essay concludes thusly: 

As an experience of self-negation, revolutionary violence is the arrheton 
par excellence, the unsayable that perpetually overwhelms the possibility of 
language and eludes all justification. It is precisely by going beyond language, by 
negating the self and the powers of speech, that humanity gains access to the 
original sphere where the knowledge of mystery and culture breaks apart, 
allowing words and deeds to generate a new beginning.  

At the dawn of every history aimed at ensuring security and making peace 
with death, it shall be written: “In the beginning, there was the word.” At the 
dawn of every new temporal order, however, it shall be written: “In the beginning, 
there was violence.” 

This is both the limit and the insuppressible truth of revolutionary 
violence. By crossing the threshold of culture and occupying a zone inaccessible 
to language, revolutionary violence casts itself into the Absolute, validating 
Hegel’s observation that the most profound representation of truth is contained in 
the violent image of the “Bacchanalian revel in which no member is not drunk.” 
(Agamben 1970, 237) 

 
Now, there are two salient ways of reading Agamben’s theory of revolutionary 

violence—call them “charitable” and “uncharitable”. On the uncharitable reading, 

Agamben’s theory “justifies” or licenses and even encourages any and all forms of 

political violence, so long as directed at the “right” political enemy (i.e., the enemies of 

the revolutionary left), with no limits at all—from cultural destruction of identity to 

physical intimidation and coercion to genocide. Alternatively and perhaps more 

accurately put, it intentionally fails to justify any rational limits to revolutionary 

violence—it thematizes and demonstratively performs the failure (and purported 

wrongheadedness) of any attempt to provide a rational justification for limiting this kind 

of violence. The upshot is clear; as Hägglund writes of the deconstructive notion of 

“negotiation” (see Chapter 2) at the end of Radical Atheism (2008, 202): “Blowing 

yourself up on the street is a form of negotiation just as much as debating in a parliament 

is a form of negotiation.” 

On the “charitable” reading, Agamben’s theory does not necessarily imply any 

actual physical violence at all. That is, on this interpretation, all that is required for 

authentically “revolutionary” violence is the de(con)struction of oppressor and oppressed 

identities—and this could be accomplished without physical violence, at least in 
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theory/principle, through purely linguistic and cultural means (the notion of “cultural 

hegemony” again—see Chapter 4). In this sense, which also accords with the “concept 

crept” usages of the term “violence” in SJL discourse, a “violent” revolution could also 

be “bloodless”. 

Before evaluating these options, I should note that my analysis of these issues has 

long been inspired by Derrida’s commentary on Walter Benjamin’s 1921 essay Zur Kritik 

der Gewalt (“Towards a/the Critique of Violence”)—the same text thematized in 

Agamben’s 1970 essay—toward the end of the “post-scriptum” to “Force of Law”. For 

there we find him expressing similar concerns about Benjamin’s notion of a violence that 

would be both “divine” and “revolutionary” to the ones I have about Agamben’s updated 

version of this same notion—specifically, the “affinities” of this “violence of divine 

justice” with “the worst” violence, such as “the ‘final solution’” of the Nazis (Derrida 

2002, 297). Apropos of the charitable reading’s claim that revolutionary violence could 

be “bloodless”, for example, we find the following: 

When one thinks of the gas chambers and the cremation ovens, this allusion to an 
extermination that would be expiatory because bloodless must cause one to 
shudder. One is terrified at the idea of an interpretation that would make of the 
holocaust an expiation and an indecipherable signature of the just and violent 
anger of god. (Derrida 2002, 297) 

 
Now, the first thing to note is that the two readings are in fact compatible, 

differing only in emphasis: the uncharitable reading focuses on the fact that the theory 

necessarily fails to set theoretical limits for the practice of revolutionary violence, while 

the charitable reading focuses on the fact that the theory does not necessarily entail 

physical violence. These are both true: the theory does not logically entail that 

“revolutionary” violence involve physical violence, but it also places no limits 

whatsoever on “revolutionary” violence—in particular, it does not entail that 

“revolutionary” violence not involve physical violence.  

This is akin to an ancient army being ordered to capture an unwalled but 

labyrinthine city “by any means necessary”, i.e., regardless of the normal conventions of 

war that constrain the practice of warfare: sure, in theory or as a logical possibility, this 

order could be accomplished through purely bloodless means—e.g., with each platoon 

proceeding from city block to city block via diplomacy and persuasive speech rather than 
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violent force. But is the fact that the wording of the order does not necessarily entail 

violence a sufficient basis for defending it when its intent is clearly to broaden rather than 

narrow the scope of permissible violence? When a DPL activist and/or theorist calls for 

revolutionary action, and then specifies that this action is completely indeterminate with 

respect to theoretical normative grounding and limitation—and therefore, in particular, 

that it can just as well take an ultraviolent form as a nonviolent one—is reading this as a 

defense of possibly nonviolent revolutionary action, as opposed to a defense of and call 

for probably violent revolutionary action, really a “charitable” reading? Or is it simply a 

naïve, stubborn, or disingenuous one? 

Moreover, the prospect that a true SJL revolution would be nonviolent seems not 

only of dubious probability empirically, but of dubious possibility logically. This is 

because of the absolutist and totalitarian tendencies of SJL, which are rooted in its core 

logic. As we just saw with Agamben, a DPL revolution would require the total and 

pervasive politicization and then deconstruction of all “oppressor” identities and 

“oppressive” institutions (and, either thereby or in parallel, of all “oppressed” identities) 

by the oppressed; it has no inherent or natural limits because it has no determinate “end” 

(in both senses), in contrast to a political revolution aimed at overthrowing an existing 

state and founding a new one. 229 Moreover, as we know from Chapter 5, this same core 

logic also dictates that the more SJL succeeds in destroying and/or deconstructing 

“oppressor” and “oppressed” identities and “oppressive” institutions, the more it will 

have to exaggerate the existence and influence of the remaining “oppressor” identities 

and “oppressive” institutions. In other words, the infinite task only becomes more intense 

 
229 Note that this “deconstruction” of identity looks very different in the two cases (perhaps because it is 
simply a nominal and strategic theoretical rationalization for actual practices of coercive  and/or violent 
silencing): the “deconstruction” of “black identity”, for example, has involved introducing a convention of 
capitalizing the word (but not its “oppressor” counterpart, i.e., “white”), signifying the celebratory task of 
“rediscovering” and “reaffirming” black identity from underneath the boot or without the presuppositions 
and conceptual baggage of “whiteness”, which supposedly has conditioned all such development and 
expression of (American) black identity since at least 1619. In other words, SJL calls for a deconstruction 
and/or destruction of “white” identity simpliciter or tout court, but only a deconstruction of “black” identity 
qua normatively constituted on the basis of and/or conditioned by “whiteness”. In light of the last couple of 
chapters, this asymmetry or inconsistency is of course predictable.  
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when one descends into infinitesimals as one asymptotically approaches the unreachable 

limit.230  

Unless all people(s) magically unite under the aegis of leftism, spontaneously 

adopting the “new ‘common sense’”, at least some groups of people will be willing to 

defend the continued existence of their identities, institutions, and ways of life with lethal 

force and with their own lives. Since “rationally persuading” these people that they 

should adopt the “new common sense” is a nonstarter for DPLs, and since non-rational 

conversion attempts have ex hypothesi failed, the only remaining way for “the left” to 

deal with those who disagree like this is some form of violent force—whether mobs and 

mass political violence in the streets, state-sanctioned gulags or “reeducation” camps, or 

some method of outright extermination (or perhaps, as seems increasingly possible, some 

kind of Brave New World-esque technological, pharmaceutical, and/or surgical 

“brainwashing” or “brainwiring”).231   

This has all recently seen accelerated actualization with the rise of BLM and of 

the SJL notion of “systemic racism” in the U.S. Broadly, the idea is that racial forms of 

oppression—i.e., “racism” and/or “white supremacism” (and/or simply “whiteness”)—

are posited as being so “foundational” and “systemic” that there’s no extant aspect of 

everyday life not corrupted or potentially corrupted by them—so we need not just to root 

out racist cops with repeated instances of unnecessary uses of force, for example, but “the 

racist in all of us”, to paraphrase Foucault, as though racism had the universality of 

original sin. And in the meantime—i.e., until the slate is truly blank and we are finally 

ready to usher in the “new age” of utopia—no means are off limits (because any limit is 

of course deconstructible).  

And these means run the gamut from mild to severe on the coercion-violence 

spectrum. On the milder end, there are the coercive but generally nonviolent phenomena 

of “cancel culture”, as well as instances of rhetoric rationalizing, supporting, and/or 

 
230 The reader will recall from the introduction and Chapter 6 that this feature of SJL has been marked by 
several other critics, including Murray’s metaphor of the train that accelerates as it approaches its 
destination and Campbell & Manning’s allusion to Durkheim’s “society of saints”, in which ‘faults which 
appear venial to the layman’ would there create scandal” (2018, 2). 
231 See Engelhardt (1996, 67): “Controversies can be resolved on the basis of (1) force, (2) [non-rational] 
conversion of one party to the other’s viewpoint, (3) [persuasion by] sound rational argument, and (4) 
agreement.” 
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encouraging political violence.232 A little less mild are the coercive “struggle sessions” 

that have been cropping up, the most troubling of which involve mobs of BLM protesters 

surrounding outdoor diners at restaurants and attempting to get them to commit some 

physical act of submission and/or solidarity (signifying that they have agreed to adopt the 

“new ‘common sense’” of “the left”)—something also prefigured “on campus” just a few 

years ago, most notoriously with Brett Weinstein during the 2017 incident at Evergreen 

University.233 Then there is violence in the form of property-destruction and theft/looting, 

which has characterized much of the recent civil unrest, and which has been excused 

and/or defended in predictable ways by leftists—as when a Chicago BLM organizer 

defended looting as a form of reparations and dismissed the efficacy of peaceful protest 

(Brown 2020).  

Then there is violence against persons, the worst forms of which target someone 

purely on the basis of his or her political and/or particularistic identity—for example, in 

San Francisco, when Philip Anderson, the organizer of a free speech rally protesting 

purported censorship of conservatives by Twitter, “was punched in the face and called a 

racial slur by counter-protesters” (Lyman 2020). This is an example of the “right 

particularistic identity, wrong political identity” phenomenon of SJL CCEIP, as Anderson 

was a black man, but one who did not identify as part of “the left”. Perhaps the most 

heinous instances of SJL violence of this sort as of this writing were the assassination of 

Trump supporter Aaron Danielson by Antifa member Michael Reinoehl, which occurred 

during protests in Portland in August of 2020, and the ambush and shootings of two 

police officers in Louisville, which occurred during protests in the wake of the grand jury 

decision in the Breonna Taylor case (see Deliso 2020 and Atkins & Li 2020, 

respectively).  

It is also important to note that the dialectical escalation of violence is desirable 

rather than undesirable from the perspective of the core logic of DPL. The principle of 

this dialectic of escalating retaliation was memorably labeled as “the Chicago way” by 

 
232 For example, in late August, the Chicago Teachers Union Local 1 (which had “been an integral part of 
‘Black Lives Matter’ protests in Chicago”) tweeted an image from their official account of a guillotine 
being built outside of the home of the richest man in the world, namely, Jeff Bezos, along with the caption 
“We are completely frightened by, completely impressed by and completely in support of wherever this is 
headed. #solidarity” (Zanotti 2020). See also Chapter 6, §4.4.  
233 See, e.g., Best (2020) and Bowles (2020). For the Evergreen episode, see Chapter 6, §4.3. 
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Sean Connery in the 1987 film The Untouchables, in which his character tells an Elliot 

Ness played by Kevin Costner “You want to get Capone? Here’s how you get him. He 

pulls a knife, you pull a gun; he sends one of yours to hospital, you send one of his to the 

morgue—that’s the Chicago way.” The reason such escalation is desirable for “the left” 

in light of DPL logic should be clear by now: it increases and intensifies, and may even 

proliferate, the relevant political and identitarian antagonisms. For “the left”, the most 

politically useful short-term outcome of protests against police violence will always be 

punitive government and law enforcement (over)reaction (either to suppress peaceful 

protests, or to “restore law and order” in the case of riots, which of course is easily 

interpreted as a euphemism for suppressing protests more generally).  

Of course, “systemic racism”—as a kind of absolute evil or “original sin” only 

uprootable via the most extreme measures possible, i.e., revolution rather than reform—is 

not the only such strategically abstract concept that “the left” can deploy in order to 

justify any and all political violence (or rather, and more precisely, in order to 

intentionally and conspicuously fail to justify any limits to political violence—while 

calling for revolutionary action). Race is simply having its “hegemonic moment” for 

contingent, historical reasons, and will doubtless be replaced by the next quasi-

universalist abstraction in the shuffle in due time.  

For example, consider climate change or “systemic racism in the sky”, as it was 

sarcastically labeled by Tucker Carlson on a recent episode of his nightly show (Carlson 

2020; cf. Dorman 2020), which was frequently the most-watched cable news show in the 

summer of 2020 (see Petski 2020, Joyella 2020, and Jones 2020)—a label that, ironically 

albeit predictably, was then unironically taken up by some on the left. The predictable 

idea here was that any racial disparities associated with climate change must ultimately 

be viewed as forms/instances of identitarian political oppression, i.e., of racism (which is 

simply a straightforward application of the core logic of DPL as explicated in the 

preceding chapters).  

According to SJL rhetoric, climate change is (a) the greatest threat to the survival 

of humanity as a species, (b) disproportionately harmful for “vulnerable” or 

“marginalized” communities (i.e., those with identities posited as non-hegemonic by the 

currently regnant “common sense” of “the left”), and (c) disproportionately caused by 
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those people and communities with “oppressor” identities (i.e., those with identities 

posited as hegemonic by the currently regnant “common sense” of “the left”). And it is an 

existential threat to all of “us” humans (—so get on board with the “we (the people)” who 

are dedicated to fighting it!).  

Now consider a largely apolitical liberal who is sympathetic to SJL (perhaps, e.g., 

because of so-far superficial acquaintance with it and beguilement by its superficially 

liberal rhetoric) but who is not a fully woke DPL/SJL revolutionary and who still believes 

in the need to rationally justify violent actions in some fashion—say, in instrumental and 

consequentialist terms. The relevant question is: what action couldn’t be justified in these 

terms for the sake of the end of eliminating the single greatest threat to all people—nay, 

to all life on earth?  

Of course—and returning to Agamben now—a true DP leftist is not interested in 

this sort of “rational justification” in the first place, except perhaps for purely pragmatic 

reasons—i.e., as purely “strategic” speech in the guise of rational persuasion, designed to 

manipulate someone susceptible to this sort of speech/reasoning (much as a clever atheist 

can make religious arguments persuasive to believers when politically convenient and 

prospectively effective, even though he does not actually believe the premises himself). 

In this regard, we must take note of what Agamben (1970, 237) says in these final 

paragraphs of the essay about “going beyond language”, “eluding all justification”, and 

so on, as well as the same Kierkegaardian allusions to “madness” and “faith” as in 

Derrida’s discussion of how the “undecidability” of decision manifests as a rupture 

with(in) rational deliberation. 

What is Agamben talking about here? Imagine the 9/11 hijackers on one of the 

planes as it took off on September 11, 2001. They had made a total commitment and had 

gone “past the point of no return”. If someone on the plane had tried to reason with them 

or persuade them not to do what they were doing, they would have had no ears for this 

and would have felt no need to justify themselves to anyone but Allah, into whose hands 

via certain death they had already thrown themselves. Of course, they had a “content-

full” religious morality, may have been motivated by certain consequentialist and 

supernaturalist reasons (72 virgins), etc. So consider a secular revolutionary, instead: the 

mindset will be the same, the same “abandonment” or “ecstasy” (leaving humanity and 
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responsiveness to humanity and all obligations to Others behind), a kind of immanent 

oneness with the act itself. There will be no felt obligation to justify one’s actions to 

others and no openness to reason or persuasive speech—no responsiveness to the Other. 

One of the most prominent (and troubling) contemporary discursive 

manifestations of this in SJL rhetoric is the avoidance of rational discourse with political 

dissenters via the labeling of them as “Nazis” and “fascists”. This sort of rhetoric (e.g., 

the “punch a Nazi” meme) is especially dangerous because, for millennial Americans like 

myself, a nearly universal effect of growing up when we did was the unquestioning 

acceptance of the received figuration of the Nazis as absolute or unconditional or 

unqualified evil—a figuration so important for the American historical memory and 

cultural imaginary that, having (necessarily uncritically) accepted it as given as a child, 

an American of my generation likely never has cause or occasion to question it 

subsequently (unless he or she should have the extremely unfortunate fate of becoming 

involved with actual neo-Nazis—or, e.g., the less unfortunate fate of becoming an 

academic historian specializing in WWII-era Germany). This seems at least relatively 

harmless at first glance—after all, if we can't in good conscience and without 

qualification/equivocation condemn Nazism, what can we condemn?—until one 

considers the semantic inflation the label “Nazi” has undergone empirically, being 

pervasively applied in some discursive domains dominated by leftists to particular people 

in the present who by no reasonable standard can be said to fit it.  

But then that, again, is the point: the fewer actual Nazis (of whom none survive, 

of course), neo-Nazis, and far-right white supremacists there are and the less influence 

these groups have, the more these labels will have to have their scope of application 

inflated (the more their concepts must be made to creep)—to the point where, already, 

they often effectively mean “someone I disagree with politically” in the mouths of many 

SJLs. And therein lies the danger: Nazis are not to be “negotiated” with by Americans, 

except in the most deconstructive and euphemistic sense of that word (according to which 

throwing a bomb in a crowded café is on a par with parliamentary debate, as Hägglund 

says). And that sort of rhetoric (“we’re past the point of negotiating with fascists”, “these 

people are literally Nazis, we should be fighting them rather than arguing with them”, 

etc.) is becoming more prevalent. 
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I could go on regarding the sinister implications of Agamben’s statements toward 

the end of his essay—e.g., to consider this talk of “negating the self and powers of 

speech” vis-à-vis the SJL discursive techniques of silencing canvassed in Chapter 6, but 

also and especially in relation to that most extreme form of silencing that is “the worst” 

violence, i.e., murder and especially mass murder of an Other (of a group posit(ion)ed as 

other). Or, e.g., we could consider the invocation of Hegel’s “Bacchanalian revel” image, 

which couldn’t be more apt vis-à-vis some of the recent and ongoing riots and the 

rhetoric around them. For example, when rioting and looting occurs, non-leftists often 

ask “how does it help the people they’re trying to help to destroy their businesses?” or 

“how does this actually promote social justice?”—i.e., “what’s the purpose of this, what 

valuable end is this an effective/rational means to?”—and the response is basically that 

this instrumental-rationalist perspective and request for instrumental justification is part 

of the problem, and these behaviors are not a means to any end, but rather an ecstatic 

eruption of emotional expression (of justified or at least understandable 

rage/outrage/etc.).  

Anyway, the bottom line is clear: the only possibly just violence from a DPL 

perspective is revolutionary violence aimed at the total destruction of the oppressor’s 

identity (at every level: personal, interpersonal, communal, cultural, institutional, etc.), 

which is otherwise indeterminate in the sense of unlimited. And of course, in the case of 

SJL, this “oppressor’s identity” has generally crystallized in terms of one primary identity 

for each category of identitarian oppression, all of which can of course be intersectionally 

combined, yielding flexibility in application to individual cases: “white” for race, “male” 

for gender, “heterosexual” for sexual orientation, “Western” and/or “European” for 

culture, etc. 

In conclusion, Agamben’s essay is most important for what it tells us that we can 

expect from or predict about DPL violence if it were to arise, as it already has with SJL. 

To recapitulate, there are three main general points here: 

(1) targets for DPL violence will be selected on political and/or identitarian grounds 
(2) there will be no theoretically justifiable limitations on DPL violence in terms of 

means   
(3) there will be no theoretically justifiable limitations on DPL violence in terms of 

ends  
 



267 
 

The third feature has the appropriately deconstructive upshot of our never being able to 

say when the revolution is “finished”—when the “fascism in all of us” has finally and 

fully been “ferreted out” and we can stop acting like persecutory religious fanatics 

towards ourselves and each other, as it were. And note that this again obeys the logic of 

the Core Practical Paradox of identity politics from Chapter 5: the more actual anti-

revolutionaries have been exterminated, the more lukewarm revolutionaries will have to 

be viewed/counted as anti-revolutionaries (i.e., for “the left” as a revolutionary political 

movement to continue to survive).  

 

§3  Clarifying the Choice that Confronts Us 

My final note is a clarification of liberalism and leftism as distinct and 

incompatible political ideologies, and thus of the necessity of choosing between them for 

liberal-leftists/leftist-liberals (which describes the implicit political identity passively 

inherited both by myself and many or even most of my generational peers).  

Here I would like to very briefly compare the justifications given by their authors 

for two different normative theories, both postmodern, but one leftist and the other 

liberal—namely, that of Laclau & Mouffe (1985), as already explicated in Chapter 4, and 

that of Engelhardt (1996), as mentioned above and further explicated now.  

In essence, in light of the postmodern recognition of the necessary failure of “all 

attempts to [rationally] justify a content-full secular ethics” (1996, 40), Engelhardt 

proposes a “two-tiered” ethics which at least has the potential to realize “a sliver of the 

Enlightenment hope” (1996, 83). It consists in a formal and procedural liberalism as the 

“public morality” designed to function as a quasi-transcendental framework enabling the 

pursuit of “private” moral visions within “rational” limits—i.e., within the limits of 

liberalism, the limits set by the quasi-transcendental framework or “minimum grammar” 

for a sustainably normatively pluralistic society, which can be summed up as the 

principle that “each may rightfully pursue his or her ‘private’ morality so long as this 

does not infringe upon the rightful ability of others to do the same”. In a functional liberal 

state with good laws, this translates more concretely to “within the limits of the law”.234 

 
234 For an “Engelhardtian liberal” interpretation of the notion of “rule of law” in a contemporary context, 
see Brodrick (2020) and Porter (2020).  



268 
 

Engelhardt is a methodological postmodernist (at least when writing for a 

“public” audience, as in this text), in that he sees normative pluralism not as a regrettable 

empirical phenomenon to be overcome through theory, but rather as an empirical 

phenomenon that should be made a working presupposition of any postmodern “public” 

normative theory as such. But also because he recognizes that the strongest justification 

possible in postmodernity for liberalism (over leftism and other alternatives) as a “public” 

morality, while and precisely because “[quasi-]transcendental”, is still wholly 

conditional: if one wants to live and/or participate in a liberal society, then one must 

agree to the fundamental normative principle of subordinating one’s “private” morality to 

the “public” liberalism when these conflict (e.g., limiting one’s pursuit of the good to 

what is within the limits of the law). It is a theoretically foundationless normative 

framework designed to enable the practical pursuit of private (e.g., foundationalist) 

moralities by people who disagree about fundamental normative matters yet can 

peacefully coexist thanks to their common acceptance of the framework.  

Of course, many people do not have this end or desire this goal—and for them, 

the quasi-transcendental justification carries absolutely no persuasive or motivational 

force; it simply doesn’t apply normatively, any more than Islamic dietary restrictions 

would apply to a Roman Catholic. Many people prefer the chance of imposing their 

“private” ideology publicly to settling for pursuing their private ideology within the 

constraints of a public liberalism—and some ideologies, for this reason called “illiberal”, 

even entail this (such as certain religious ideologies). 

What may be surprising to some Westerners in general and Americans in 

particular—who are of course familiar with the existence of illiberal states, such as 

Islamic theocracies or the North Korean hereditary dictatorship—is that the currently 

ascendant form of leftism in the West is one of these illiberal ideologies. It would not 

have been surprising to Engelhardt, however, who also wrote the following: 

Here one finds, perhaps, the greatest source of contemporary moral fanaticism: 
the notion that one must at all costs, even at the cost of using others without their 
permission and as means, achieve a particular vision of fairness, justice, or 
equality. Like religious fanatics who will employ the force of the state if it is 
available to them to coerce conversion, so, too, such ideologues will deploy state 
force thoroughgoingly to achieve their understandings of justice, fairness, and 
equality, even in areas where others freely associate around contrary moral 
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understandings. Like fascists who in the service of achieving law and order create 
an all-intrusive state, so, too, fairness fascists in the service of their understanding 
of justice wish to leave no private area untouched by their intrusions. (Engelhardt 
1996, 81) 

 
We can see the illiberalism of postmodernist, identitarian forms of leftism like 

SJL by comparing Engelhardt’s conditional transcendental justification for adopting his 

“two-tiered” form of liberalism with Laclau & Mouffe’s (1985) conditional 

transcendental justification for adopting the dogma or “new common sense” of “the left”, 

as explicated in Chapter 4, and in particular the following fundamental part of it: if one 

wants to be part of “the left”, then one must subordinate one’s normative concerns (both 

personal and group-particular) to those of the identitarian coalition that is “the left”. In 

other words, if one would rather try to see social justice leftism imposed as the universal 

“public” morality, rather than pursue this morality as a “private” one within the limits of 

a pluralistic liberal society—if one would rather live in a leftist society than as a leftist in 

a liberal society—then Laclau & Mouffe’s quasi-transcendental imperative will apply; if 

one would rather live in a pluralistic liberal society, whether as a leftist or something else, 

then Engelhardt’s quasi-transcendental imperative will apply.  

No more than Laclau & Mouffe or Engelhardt themselves do I think I can 

rationally justify choosing one of these projects over the other as “objectively” 

preferable. The point is to clarify the distinction and decision, the political choice that 

confronts each of us as subjects in this historical moment: one must choose whether one 

wants to live in a liberal society, or whether one wants to try to impose a particular 

“private morality” on society—and one must recognize that the latter is fundamentally 

illiberal, and that it is what SJL amounts to. Doubtless many people will still choose the 

illiberal option knowingly—but then that’s the point: right now, I think many people are 

choosing the illiberal option unknowingly, largely out of passive social conformism and 

because SJL utilizes so much of the rhetoric of traditional Enlightenment liberalism, 

though for ends that are actually illiberal.  
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