intellectuals as experts

29

2
1

Intellectuals as experts

Those who are charged with saying what counts as true
– Michel Foucault2
As I am writing this chapter, the news is heartbreaking: floods in
India, Nepal and Bangladesh displacing millions and killing thousands
– a taster of climate change to come; the resurgence of fears of nuclear
war and ill-chosen jokes about Armageddon from those who have
not experienced this fear as real; a US president who equates armed
neo-Nazis in Charlottesville with anti-fascist protesters and sanctions
police brutality; a UK prime minister who imposes austerity on the
vulnerable and disabled at home and turns away those fleeing war
abroad; and universities capitulating to a regime of targets and managerialism without a fight. And what are scholars doing in the face of
all this? What can we do?
In February 2003, Steve Smith gave his Presidential lecture at the
Annual Convention of the International Studies Association, meeting
in Portland, Oregon. He courted controversy by arguing that scholars
of international relations were complicit in singing into existence a
world in which the events of September 11 could take place. He
pointed out that ‘the social world … is not something that we observe,
it is something we inhabit, and we can never stand in relationship to it
as neutral observer’.3 Of course, as mentioned in the previous chapter
and discussed more fully in the next, neither is the ‘natural’ world.
The two cannot be distinguished in any case. Smith called on us not to
evade our inevitable ethical responsibility but to speak truth to power,
whilst at the same time quoting Max Weber on the dangers of political
intervention: ‘whoever wants to engage in politics at all … lets himself
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in for the diabolical forces lurking in all violence’.4 The previous year’s
convention, the first since September 11, had been surprisingly silent
on the implications of the events of six months before. It was almost
as if nothing had happened. On the flight home from this one, people
were animated: trying to persuade themselves that Smith could not
have been right – or that if he was, he shouldn’t have used his speech
to make this point.
What is the responsibility of intellectuals more generally? To what
extent can work arising from academia have relevance to the practical
political choices faced by policy-makers and others on a daily basis?
With science, the relevance can be clear, as in the case examined in
Chapter 3, but for those in the arts and humanities it is less so. How
best can concerned academics intervene in the politics with which
they would so like to be involved? Or, indeed, are they already deeply
implicated in that politics, as Smith argues, so that the question of
intervention does not arise?
There are two related but distinct preliminary points that are worth
making. First, as Smith pointed out, intellectuals are of course not as
separate from political and social structures as might seem to be the
case, or as they might like to think. Antonio Gramsci addresses the
question of whether intellectuals are ‘an autonomous and independent
social group’, as they so often appear.5 He argues against looking for
criteria that distinguish intellectuals as such ‘in the intrinsic nature
of intellectual activities, rather than in the ensemble of the system of
relations in which these activities (and therefore the intellectual groups
who personify them) have their place within the general complex of
social relations’.6 We should focus not on what defines an intellectual
but rather on what categories are historically made available for intellectual activity and how struggles for dominance between different
groups or classes can be conceived in these terms. He distinguishes
traditional intellectuals, on the one hand, who have an apparent
neutrality and absence of class-belongingness, but whose status and
authority derive from their historical position and whose role is as ‘the
dominant group’s “deputies”, exercising the … functions of social
hegemony and political government’ and organic intellectuals, on the
other, who are part of a subaltern group or class that is engaged in a
struggle for dominance.7 Traditional intellectuals are those who are
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commonly recognised as intellectuals: academics, writers, scientists,
and so on. Organic intellectuals, on the other hand, though not recognisable as intellectuals, articulate the ‘new modes of thought’ of their
group.8 Organic intellectuals serve to disrupt rather than reinforce the
prevailing hegemony.
The second preliminary point is that contemporary intellectuals
in the Western context operate within a particular ‘“regime” of
truth’, one that constitutes as ‘truth’ knowledge that is the product
of scientific methods of working.9 Michel Foucault argues that the
figure of what he calls the specific intellectual is of central importance
in present-day struggles. Specific intellectuals – and Foucault points
to atomic scientists as the prime example – who have a ‘direct and
localised relation to scientific knowledge and institutions’ constitute a
political threat because of their ability ‘to intervene in contemporary
political struggles in the name of a “local” scientific truth’.10 In other
words, because of their status as experts, and despite the fact that ‘the
specific intellectual serves the interests of state or capital’, they remain
in a strategic position to intervene on behalf of local struggles.11 There
are dangers, of course: the risk of remaining at the level of local struggles, of manipulation or control by other interests, and of not being
able to gain widespread support. Nevertheless, the specific intellectual
should not be discounted. What is important is the relation between
‘truth’ and power, and the way in which
Each society has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth:
that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable one to
distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each
is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in
the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with
saying what counts as true.12
Foucault argues that, in contemporary Western societies, the dominant
regime of truth is centred on scientific discourse and the institutions
that support it. The specific intellectual has a particular class position,
as Gramsci noted too, and particular conditions of work, but more
than that, a particular connection to the way that the politics of
truth works. This position gives such an intellectual the possibility of
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struggle at the level of the regime of truth. Of course, because ‘this
regime is not merely ideological or superstructural [but] a condition
of the formation and development of capitalism’, interventions that
challenge the regime of truth constitute a challenge to the hegemony of
the social and economic system with which it is bound up.13
It is in this context of a particular, scientific regime of truth and the
role of the intellectual that I discuss two examples. First, I elaborate
on a point raised in the previous chapter: how the academic search
for ‘causes’ and ‘solutions’ operates in the case of famines and how
it can prohibit change. Second, I look at an example of the backlash
that happens when a scientific expert attempts to contest political conclusions that claim to be drawn from their expertise. The role of the
intellectual, both Gramsci and Foucault have argued, can be central to
change and contestation, but it can also be part of the structures that
prohibit change and keep existing systems and problematisations in
place. If social-scientific analyses and direct political interventions can
be counter-productive, what are the alternatives? What are academics
to do? The second part of the chapter puts forward some suggestions.
Causes and solutions: famine
Framings that prevail in much academic or intellectual work – even
that of a so-called critical bent – are of a distinct type, and the narratives that they produce limit what can be achieved in practical, on-theground terms. They can even be argued to perpetuate, or even give rise
to, the ‘problem’ to which they attempt to provide a ‘solution’.14 Is a
search for causes and solutions in some way constitutive of the very
problems that analysis purports to attempt to resolve?
There are two ways of interpreting this question. First, it can be read
as asking whether what academics propose as causes originate from
the analysis of what is happening (in other words, were the causes
there already, waiting to be identified and analysed), or whether they
come from the imagination of academics and only later are found
in what we call social reality. In other words, did the theorising of
academics predispose them to find certain things ‘out there’ in the real
world and thus prompt behaviour of a type that then made the real
world appear to be as the academics had proposed? To put it simply,
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is academic theorising a self-fulfilling prophecy? Does the way we see
the world, influenced at least in part by academic analyses, affect how
we act in the world and thus produce a world that resembles academic
theorisations?
These questions, although interesting, are still framed within a
very particular way of thinking, one that operates with an assumed
separation between the ‘thinking’ academic and ‘the world’.15 They
raise the question of whether intellectual analysis in the social world
can be seen as independent or whether it should rather be regarded
as constitutive of the world. There is a strong argument for the latter
position. Adopting this view brings into question a scientific regime of
truth, since such a regime depends on notions of objectivity.
However, alongside this first concern there is a second. To what
extent does the way in which ‘problems’ are approached have a specific impact too? Is it just the question of objectivity that is problematic
here? Or is the search for causes and solutions itself a very particular
form of academic analysis, and one that has certain implications? The
idea that wars or famines, for example, have causes, and that if we
could understand what those causes were we could remove them and
put an end to the ‘problem’, reflects a specifically modernist, Western,
academic approach, where answers are sought in technical terms. The
point is that even if it is accepted that theories in some sense constitute
the world, it is still often tacitly assumed that that ‘problems’ exist
‘out there’: solutions may be problematic in terms of objectivity or the
impossibility of separating theory from practice, but often the existence of problems themselves (war, famine) to which ‘solutions’ are
sought is not questioned. It might be useful to examine this further.
Much of the literature on famines, as I mentioned in Chapter 1, is
centred on the idea that famines are a technical problem. They have
causes, and we can end famines through scientific, social scientific or
economic research. The assumption is that if we can find out what
the causes of famines are then hopefully we can remove them. Early
accounts that constitute ‘famine’ as an object of study in relation to
‘population’ – Malthusian accounts – regard famine as an almost
inevitable consequence of population growth. If human populations
expand (it is taken for granted in these accounts that they will, and at
an increasing rate), then the size of the population will at some stage
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outstrip the growth in food production, which takes place, according
to these accounts, at a slower pace.16 Famines will then occur that will
bring population and food supply in line again. Arguments like this in
terms of population growth and resources have been made in relation
to conflict and genocide as well as famine.17 They are similar to views
that see famines as the consequence of environmental degradation or
climatic factors.
There are two problems with these accounts. First, they set to one
side the way in which ‘famine’ as we think of it now is produced as
an object of study at a particular historical point and represents a
specifically Western view.18 In the accounts discussed above, there is
an assumption that famines are a ‘natural’ phenomenon. This way
of looking at famines has been disputed for some time, and the view
that famines are man-made strongly argued.19 However, even among
those who want to emphasise political, structural or economic causes
rather than climatic or environmental ones, there remains a sense
that famine is an appropriate object of analysis, and that the causes
of famine can be understood in terms of scientific, social-scientific
or economic laws. Secondly, there is an assumption that famines
take place because of a failure: they happen because of a breakdown
of agricultural systems, or a failure of social support systems, or a
problem with economic resources.20 If we can find out what the cause
of this failure is then we can act to put it right. However, famine is
not something that just happens: in many cases it is not a failure, but
rather a process of exploitation or even, in some cases, a deliberate act
akin to a genocide.21 It is also a process with beneficiaries as well as
victims: while some starve, others make profits because of increased
prices of foodstuffs, or by taking the land of those who emigrate,
for example.22 By treating it as a phenomenon that has ‘causes’ we
are taking out the politics involved. Famines are not just things that
happen because the rain fails or because the potato becomes diseased.
They are more complex, and more political, than that. They happen
because particular people take particular forms of action – when they
could do otherwise.
In sum, what this way of thinking does is constitute famines as
events that have causes, and that most usually can be seen as the
failure or breakdown of an otherwise benign system. They close off the
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possibility of seeing famines as events, like genocide, for example, that
involve the particular actions or inactions of certain people, people who
could in some instances at least be held responsible for what happens.
It does not recognise that there will be those who will resist any attempt
to put in place solutions that propose such things as welfare systems
to cushion the poor in bad times or aid provided in such a way that
it cannot be exploited by the parties to a conflict. It is assumed that
everyone is behind the effort to make sure that famines do not take
place, and that all that is missing is the know-how to do this. It forgets
that very many people benefit in a wide variety of ways from the system
as it stands, a system that effectively produces famines. Famines are
arguably the product of the system rather than of its failure.
Thinking in terms of causes and solutions, then, is an approach
that in the case of famines makes it impossible to see certain aspects of
the situation. It makes the politics of what is going on invisible. This
blind spot then means that the search for ‘causes’ or ‘solutions’ is more
than just constitutive of the reality it aims to reflect. This approach is
complicit in perpetuating the very thing it seeks to ‘end’. Seeing famine
as a failure or a breakdown limits the questions we ask. We need to
look at the politics of it, not just treat it as a problem, a technical
malfunction of an otherwise benign system. Treating famine in this
way enables the economy of oppressions and benefits that surrounds
it to continue. We need to consider the possibility that famines happen
because the social and political system in which they are embedded is
working all too well rather than because it has failed.
Expert evidence: Dr David Kelly
In Anglo-American culture at least the intellectual is often synonymous with the expert: someone who has technical expertise and whose
knowledge can be called upon to replace a political decision. Often if
experts can be said to agree, political debate is closed down or even
pre-empted altogether. The stakes are high in these manoeuvres. As
politics specialists we are accustomed to talk of power relations, but
perhaps less experienced in dealing with them: in coming up against
those we censure. We may critique – others will try to disparage or
close down our criticism.
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Dr David Kelly was a UK weapons scientist who made a series
of political interventions that were controversial and contested, and
that eventually led to his death in July 2003. An inquiry was set
up, chaired by Lord Hutton.23 Unusually, at that time, the inquiry
made public through the internet many of the documents that were
submitted.24 Although the hearings were not televised, dramatised
extracts based on the transcripts were shown each night. Despite
the intricate questioning, the detailed scrutiny of every move that
was made in Whitehall, Downing Street and the BBC, and the pages
of evidence placed in the public domain, the eventual report was
widely regarded as a whitewash. Many commentators noted that
the conclusions of the report did not seem to reflect the evidence.
In the end the whole affair – Kelly, what he did and why – did not
seem to make sense.
In brief, Kelly was a senior UK scientist closely involved with
weapons inspection programmes in various countries and peripherally
involved in the compilation of the so-called dossier that the Blair
government published in September 2002, ostensibly to make public
the intelligence on which its case for an attack on Iraq was based.25
In May 2003, after the invasion of Iraq had taken place – and at
the point where it was becoming apparent that no weapons of mass
destruction were going to be found – Kelly began a series of conversations with journalists during which he is said to have claimed that
there was political interference in the wording of the dossier. Members
of the Downing Street team had influenced the content of a document
supposedly compiled by the intelligence services. When a BBC radio
broadcast featuring journalist Andrew Gilligan and based on one of
these encounters was aired it caused a furore. The Blair administration
responded strongly to the accusations levelled against it. The BBC
stoutly defended its journalists and refused to name its source. It then
appears that Kelly wrote to his line manager at the Ministry of Defence
volunteering that he had spoken with the press, but claiming that he
was not the sole source of the BBC’s story. He appeared before the
Foreign Affairs Select Committee, at that point denying explicitly and
in public that he was the supplier of information that he had indeed,
it later emerged, conveyed to Susan Watts, a correspondent with BBC
Newsnight. A few days later he was dead: his body was found on the
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outskirts of woodland a short distance from his home. He seemed to
have committed suicide.
Expert testimony and scientific knowledge is generally regarded as
true, objective and incontestable: it cannot be challenged, except by
another expert. David Kelly’s role as a technical expert was, or should
have been, to prevent or pre-empt the possibility of political discussion. What he in fact did in his briefings of Andrew Gilligan and Susan
Watts could perhaps – and this, like so much else about the affair,
remains unclear – be seen as an attempt to enter the political arena
and open a debate. In other words, contrary to the expected role of the
expert – closing down debate – Kelly attempted the reverse. His claim
was (or appeared to be) that there had been political interference with
the expert judgements of the intelligence community. The interesting
thing was that in making this claim he himself had also crossed a
boundary: he had made use of his status as expert to enter the political
fray. More ironically even, it was his taking of his status as an expert
literally – in other words his belief in the impartial, apolitical nature of
the expert – that led him to protest the contamination of that expertise
with political manoeuvrings or changes of emphasis. What had happened, then, was that the boundary between politics and the expert
had been thrown into question by one person’s movement across that
boundary. This revealed the way in which ‘expert advice’ is employed
in political debate as a closing down of possibilities.
The response to Kelly’s death was swift and decisive. It culminated
in the announcement of an enquiry ‘into the circumstances surrounding the death of Dr David Kelly’. What did this announcement do?
One interpretation would be that what it did was to divert attention
again from the political question concerning the justification for the
Iraq war to technical questions of what was done in relation to Kelly
and his revelations. This happened not just because the inquiry’s particular terms of reference were too narrow, in that they did not include
any reference to whether or not the attack on Iraq was justified, but
because of the way the inquiry worked.
In the course of the inquiry, Kelly’s intervention was depoliticised
and invalidated in a number of ways. First, his evidence was discredited: it was said that he was not involved in the relevant meetings,
he could not have been speaking from first-hand knowledge, and so
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forth. Second, he was presented as a victim: he was painted as stressed,
overwhelmed, and out of his depth. This meant that his suicide (if that
is what it was) was to be seen as the desperate act of someone weighed
down by his own personal situation and not in any sense a political
act. Finally, the focus of the enquiry was on how he was treated as an
employee: his pension rights, his terms of contract, and what his duties
included. By focusing on technical questions and by casting Kelly in
the role of victim his political intervention was invalidated.
The inquiry’s effects need not have been unambiguously one-way.
The detailed, step-by-step unpacking of what had happened, hour by
hour, in this small segment of bureaucratic life was fascinating. The
evidence that was produced and made public revealed a process of
decisioning and politics that is generally concealed. But finally, though
it remains there in the evidence, the enquiry and its report took a
path that again concealed political decisions behind a smokescreen
of expert knowledge: the suicide expert, the personnel officer, the
pathologist.
Kelly’s dilemma perhaps was that he believed in the role of the
expert, and yet he wanted to move outside that role himself. To
set things right, he had to be other than he was.26 We do not have
a satisfactory explanation of why he committed suicide, if indeed
that is what happened. The narrative that came out of the inquiry is
deeply unsatisfactory. However, Kelly’s death perhaps did more than
is admitted. It prompted an inquiry (maybe two, if calls for an inquest
are eventually allowed to proceed) and unsettled the narrative that
the Blair administration was attempting to impose.27 Perhaps, and
what follows has to be no more than speculation, Kelly, the weapons
inspector, chose to weaponise his own body. He was someone familiar with (and perhaps even in possession of), the tools of assassination and someone supremely skilled in the forensic detection of
cover-ups. By the apparent manner of his death he posed questions
of intelligibility that remain as yet unanswered. He set the scene on
Harrowdown Hill to resemble the scene of a simple suicide and yet
to reveal, on closer examination, that the apparent manner of that
suicide seemed an impossibility. If this is the case, he both retrieved
his integrity and confounded his political opponents through the
manner of his death.
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Several books have been written in succeeding years, and conspiracy theories abound.28 However, according to Norman Baker,
‘the aftermath of David Kelly’s death presented Tony Blair’s government with his greatest political challenge’, especially since it ‘returned
the political focus firmly onto Iraq’.29 It arguably led to the Chilcot
Inquiry. W.G. Runciman writes:
Thanks to Hutton … we now know things about the workings
of power in the run up to the invasion of Iraq for which
historians might otherwise have had to wait for decades, and
it is up to their commentators, whether journalists, politicians,
or academics, to use the evidence they have made available
to draw conclusions which they have not chosen to draw
themselves.30
The unintelligibility of Kelly’s death is reminiscent of the suicide of
Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri, described by Gayatri Spivak in her paper ‘Can
the subaltern speak?’31 Spivak’s question could be rephrased: Can the
‘expert’ or ‘intellectual’ subject constituted within and constitutive of
relations of power and knowledge have a critical voice?32
Spivak examines the custom of widow immolation or sati in India,
and towards the end of the essay turns to the case of Bhuvaneswari
Bhaduri as a different example of female suicide.33 Bhuvaneswari was
found dead in 1926, having hanged herself. However, the reasons for
her suicide seemed unclear. It was not a case of illegitimate pregnancy:
she was menstruating when she died. Not until nearly ten years later
was it discovered that Bhuvaneswari had been recruited as a political
assassin in the struggle for Indian independence. Unable to carry out
her task, or reveal it – perhaps she also could not in the end be other
than she was – but unwilling that her suicide be seen as the result of
a forbidden love affair, she waited until menstruation before killing
herself. This was both a reversal of the custom that a widow had to
wait until the end of bleeding before self-immolation, and a specific
refusal of the most likely interpretation of her death. Spivak is ambiguous in her conclusion. In one sense ‘the sexed subaltern subject’
had ‘spoken’; Bhuvaneswari Bhaduri ‘perhaps rewrote the social text
of sati-suicide in an interventionist way’.34 However, Bhuvaneswari’s
suicide remained a puzzle at the time, and found no place in the
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memories of the independence movement. It is remembered today by
her family as a simple case of illicit love. David Kelly’s family continue
to insist that his death was suicide caused by his fear of losing his job
and his pension.35
What are academics to do?
If the search for causes and solutions can be counterproductive, and if
speaking out against powerful forces can be manipulated and misinterpreted, what are academics to do? One possibility, as mentioned in
the case of famines, is to pay attention not to causes but to functions:
to look not at what causes a famine, war or conflict, but who it
benefits and how. How does constituting something as an object of
analysis produce certain effects?
When Foucault examined prisons, he was interested in the way they
always appeared to fail: a large proportion of people who had been
imprisoned reoffended.36 Despite the fact that numerous enquiries and
reports pointed this failure out, the prison system, whose supposed
purpose was the re-education and reform of prisoners, continued
without significant alteration. However, according to Foucault the
failure of the prison could be seen as pointing to a positive function.
The prison system worked to depoliticise a whole underclass of people
who were labelled delinquent and thereby denied a political voice. As
Foucault puts it:
If the law is supposed to define offences, if the function of the
penal apparatus is to reduce them and if the prison is the instrument of this repression, then failure has to be admitted … But
perhaps one should reverse the problem and ask oneself what is
served by the failure of the prison … If so, one would be forced
to suppose that the prison, and no doubt punishment in general,
is not intended to eliminate offences, but rather to distinguish
them, to distribute them, to use them … The differential administration of illegalities through the mediation of penalty forms
part of … mechanisms of domination. Legal punishments are to
be resituated in an overall strategy of illegalities. The ‘failure’ of
the prison may be understood on this basis.37
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David Keen, as we saw, applies a similar approach to the study of
famines. He looks at the functions of famines, at who benefits and
how. He concludes that famines function to perpetuate a system
of oppression that benefits a range of people, from local actors to
members of the international community.38
As well as looking at the possible functions of an ‘event’, there is
a parallel move that presents itself if we are to give up on the counter-productive search for causes and solutions: the need to become
more specific. We need to look closely at the detail. This second move
also draws on Foucault. To uncover the functions of, for example, the
prison, he demands that we pay attention to what he calls subjugated
knowledges and detailed genealogies.
By subjugated knowledges, Foucault has in mind two things. First,
the rediscovery of what he calls ‘historical contents’.39 By this he
means a rediscovery of the history of struggle and conflict that the
systematising thinking that goes along with the search for cause and
effect disguises. Linear narratives of cause and effect superimpose
on a messy history a retrospective story, produced in the main by
the political victors. Recovery of the detail of events, in contrast,
demonstrates that the outcome was hardly ever as inevitable as it
might appear in retrospect and that struggles contain violence and
illegality that are later disowned or suppressed. This rediscovery of
the history of struggle takes place through exacting, meticulous historical scholarship.
Second, he includes marginal knowledges, in other words, knowledges that have been disqualified or regarded as insignificant. These
are not a general common-sense knowledge in the Gramscian usage,
but in some ways quite the opposite: a ‘particular, local, regional
knowledge, a differential knowledge incapable of unanimity and
which owes its force only to the harshness with which it is opposed by
everything surrounding it’.40
These two lines of attack put together, then, lead to the approach
he calls a genealogy: ‘the union of erudite knowledge and local memories which allows us to establish a historical knowledge of struggles
and to make use of this knowledge tactically today’. What such a
genealogy does is
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entertain the claims to attention of local, discontinuous, disqualified, illegitimate knowledges against the claims of a unitary
body of theory which would filter hierarchies and order them
in the name of some true knowledge and some arbitrary idea
of what constitutes a science and its objects. Genealogies are
therefore not positivistic returns to a more careful or exact form
of science. They are precisely ‘anti-sciences’.41

This is, of course, not an easy enterprise. It is a struggle against forms
of power that go along with certain forms of (scientific) knowledge,
which, as we have seen, entails a challenge to the social and economic systems that grew up alongside and depend upon such forms
of knowledge or such particular ‘regimes of truth’. The dominant
regime of truth fights back: often, ‘no sooner are fragments of genealogies brought to light than they are re-incorporated into the unitary
discourses that previously rejected them’.42 Genealogy is a process of
resistance and repoliticisation that has to be repeated time and time
again.
To what extent can these genealogies and subjugated knowledges
be found in the local context, and to what extent is it helpful perhaps
to locate ‘events’ in their global context? Susan Buck-Morss, in her
book Thinking Past Terror, writes of the global public sphere in
a post-September 11 context. Most interestingly, the question that
fascinates her is not dissimilar to the question of the universalising tendency of certain approaches to theorising that I have been discussing.
She considers what form of engagement there might be with Islamist
political thinking, and calls for nothing less than a rethinking ‘of the
entire project of politics within the changed conditions of a global
public sphere’. She says:
We co-exist immanently, within the same discursive space but
without mutual comprehension, lacking the shared cultural
apparatus necessary to sustain sociability. We are in the same
boat pulling against each other and causing great harm to the
material shell that sustains us. But there is no Archimedean
point in space at which we could station ourselves while putting
the globe in dry-dock for repairs – no option, then, except the
slow and painstaking task of a radically open communication
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that does not presume that we already know where we
stand.43
There are problems with the implication that a fully open communication might be possible, but Buck-Morss appears to acknowledge that
difficulty. She continues:
Rather than forcing the homogeneity of differences under
over-arching rubrics of human universality … the incoherence,
the ruins, the ruptures in the global terrain [must] remain
visible.44
This is interesting first, because she is emphasising, as Foucault does,
how an overarching theoretical or other stance can be damaging – and
she is doing this not in a local but a postcolonial, globalised context –
but second, because she calls for the ruins to remain visible. There is
no point in papering over the cracks with a veneer of ‘solutions’ or a
claim to universality.
Just as Foucault is calling for a recovery of the buried memories
of struggles, so Buck-Morss demands that the ruptures and the gaps
remain visible, whilst at the same time a form of dialogue is attempted.
This notion of keeping the gaps or the disruptions visible is what I
want to examine a little further.
Remaking the world
Messy questions are inevitably concealed in searches for causes and
solutions. Such searches assume they know what the problem is and
focus on the need to solve it, not on the results or implications of what
is happening or has happened. They ignore the way in which it is often
difficult even to describe fully or coherently what has in fact happened,
let alone subsume it under a label: for example, calling something ‘a
famine’ is deeply problematic.45 Seeking academic theories that will
account for conflict, famine and the like in terms of cause and solution
involves concealing struggle and contestation, and hiding the fragility of anything that might be called a solution. Both involve grand
narratives, whether grand theoretical narratives or grand narratives
of statehood. They also involve hiding the vulnerability of life itself,
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and this, of course, is part of their appeal. And maybe it is part of
why people like me become academics, as my account in the previous
chapter perhaps reveals.
Elaine Scarry contrasts practices that ‘make’ the world, practices
like making a coat to keep out the cold, for example, which are
practices where the sentience or feeling of the human body and its
frailty are taken into account, with the violence of torture and war, or
other forms of violence which ‘unmake’ the world. A woman making
a coat, for example,
has no interest in making a coat per se but in making someone
warm: her skilled attention to threads, materials, seams, linings
are all objectifications of the fact that she is at work to remake
human tissue to be free of the problem of being cold. She could do
this by putting her arms around the shivering person … but she
instead more successfully accomplishes her goal by indirection
– by making the freestanding object which then remakes the
human site which is her actual object … The coat-maker … is
working … not to make the artefact … but to remake human
sentience … She enters into and in some way alters the alive
percipience of other persons.46
Making the world is a slow, painstaking process – like the processes
of detailed genealogies of struggle or the determination to engage in
dialogue while not forgetting the ruptures that accompany difference.
A slow, meticulous process of remaking occurred in New York City
after September 11. Gangs of firefighters and others worked in the
recovery effort, sifting through the rubble left after the collapse of the
World Trade Center in Manhattan.47 In the early pictures, we see them
working in human chains, moving the rubble piece by piece, searching
for human remains. The workers in New York were endeavouring to
separate the remains of the built, insentient structure from what was
left of sentient human beings who had been in the buildings at the
time of their collapse. There was, of course, no way in which those
human remains could be used to remake living human beings. All that
could be done was a lesser form of remaking: identifying and giving
a name to those who had disappeared. In the end, of course, even
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that was to prove impossible for many of the people who had been
lost.48 The unbuilding of the World Trade Center Towers was taking
place alongside a reassertion or remaking of the distinction between
sentience and non-sentience.
As time went on, large construction machines were brought in
to make the effort more efficient and speed things along. This led
to protests and confrontations between different groups on the site.
For the firefighters the most important thing was the recovery of the
remains of their colleagues – they wanted to continue to discriminate
between human remains and rubble, and had a personal stake in the
process. The city authorities were more concerned to speed the procedure of unbuilding the World Trade Center and remaking the city
environment as ordered and under control.49 The DNA identification
of those killed could, as far as the city authorities were concerned,
take place later, when the remains of people and buildings had been
removed together to the Fresh Kills waste site on Staten Island. During
the protests at the actions of the authorities feelings ran high. At one
point, firefighters were arrested for trespassing on the site. At an emotional confrontation at the Mayor’s office, one widow remarked: ‘Last
week my husband is memorialized as a hero, this week he’s thought of
as landfill?’50 In the end a compromise was reached. The crane known
as ‘Big Red’ was removed from the site, and a number of firefighters
allowed to return.
The remaking of the world takes time, and cannot be hurried.
The unmaking of the world brought about by violence of one sort
or another can only be undone by a slow painstaking remaking.
This remaking, piece by piece, is similar to the process of a careful,
sited listening called for by Fiona Sampson, a listening that requires
attentiveness to differences and difficulties that cannot be replaced
by abstractions.51 Les Back stresses the value of slowness of pace in
his discussion of a global sociological imagination, which entails ‘an
attention to the implication of our most intimate and most local experiences in planetary networks and relationships’. A form of active listening is required ‘to admit the excluded, the looked past, to allow the
“out of place” a sense of belonging’.52 In concluding, Back describes
such an academic practice as ‘a resource of hope’.53 I return to this
thought in the concluding chapter.
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Conclusion
In the end, perhaps, the responsibility of the intellectual, if he or she
is to resist the closure that comes with the status of ‘expert’, is to
refuse to give an easy, generalising answer to a political question.
In other words, the task of the intellectual is to not cover over the
impossibility of answering. However, this means the intellectual must
do the impossible: both be an intellectual and refuse the role of pundit
and the status of expert. This fidelity to the crack is a stance of dis/
engagement, a repudiation of claims to technical knowledge by the
person who is considered to have such knowledge.
Contemporary regimes of truth, based as they are on scientific
approaches as the validation of what is to count as true, operate
largely, at least in the social sciences, with approaches that seek to find
causes and solutions to ‘problems’. This type of approach prevents
the raising of questions of politics and responsibility. We saw that
it does not engage with the possibility, raised by Foucault, that such
‘problems’ or ‘failures’ may in fact be a sign that the function of the
practice in question is not what it seems at first sight. It is necessary to
ask what the process functions to sustain and how, and who benefits.
If we are to avoid talking in terms of causes and solutions, or
adopting uncritically the role of ‘expert’, how are we to proceed? If
confronting the system head on, speaking truth to power as Smith
might put it, is risky and unlikely to succeed, do we keep quiet?
One possibility is to undertake detailed genealogies and bring to light
local knowledges that together reveal hidden histories of struggle that
can be deployed tactically. At a global level it becomes necessary, as
Buck-Morss argued, to undertake an inevitably messy and incomplete
attempt at dialogue, an attempt that recognises from the start the slow
and difficult nature of such an undertaking. Grand theories of cause
and solution can be counter-productive. What is required, perhaps,
are local and located processes, and a cautious, gentle and meticulous
engagement in remaking the world.
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