
214 change and the politics of certainty

A problem arises, Lauren Berlant tells us, when what we are 
holding on to, what we desire, is actually what is holding us back. 
She points to the example of a violent relationship, where we know 
it is doing us harm, destroying us even, but yet we cannot give up on 
it – because we cannot see ourselves surviving without it. She calls 
this ‘cruel optimism’: ‘a kind of relation in which one depends on 
objects that block the very thriving that motivates our attachment in 
the first place’. Whereas a certain optimism is inherent in all forms 
of attachment, it becomes ‘cruel’ if it is ‘a relation in which you’ve 
invested fantasies of your own coherence and potential’. When such 
a relation breaks down, it is not just a question of disappointment: 
‘the world itself feels endangered’.2 When it stands, ‘the placeholders 
for our desire become factishes, fetishized figural calcifications that 
we cling onto and start drawing lines in the sand with’.3 In other 
words, returning to academic work, the attachments it clings to, for 
example, its assumptions about time, space and existence, become 
ways of making distinctions between cause and effect, problem and 
solution, perpetrator and victim, distinctions that turn out to not only 
be untenable but to produce the very ‘problems’ we wish to ‘solve’.

Frantz Fanon’s description of his encounter in the streets of France 
might thus be an example of cruel optimism. He had built his world 
around the fantasy of being French. When he encountered metropoli-
tan racism, this world and his self fractured and had to be built anew. 
But his message is that it has to be built anew on a different basis, 
one of dis-alienation. His own alienation is an intellectual alienation, 
‘a creation of middle-class society’.4 Fanon writes: ‘I have ceaselessly 
striven to show the Negro that in a sense he makes himself abnormal; 
to show the white man that he is at once the perpetrator and the victim 
of a delusion.’5 It is the delusion – the fantasy – of separation and 
distinction that has to be abandoned. He calls on us to challenge not 
only metropolitan racism but all forms of distinction: ‘The Negro is 
not. Any more than the white man.’6

The book has examined intellectual attachments that some of us 
seem to have as academics. I have argued that one thing that we seem 
to desire, perhaps most of all, is certainty and security. We like to 
find evidence to support our arguments, we like to be able to, and 
indeed as we saw in Chapter 2 we are expected to, make truth claims 

Conclusion

In this book I have attempted to challenge a number of the assump-
tions academics commonly make: assumptions that problems are to be 
solved and questions answered; that certainty and security are possi-
ble; that academics can take an objective position and pronounce on 
how the world works and what should be done; and, most of all, that 
we can change the world. I have tried to develop a different view, one 
that sees academic engagement as a careful, slow, step-by-step making 
or remaking of the world, often in the face of violence, working along-
side those already involved in this every day rather than studying them 
from the outside. Each of the chapters has approached the question 
of how this might work in different ways. Concepts and practices 
such as memory studies, security and intervention, and enforced dis-
appearance have formed the ground for these explorations. Central 
to the discussion has been the idea of a demand for justice, but what 
justice might be has not been addressed. Giving up on changing the 
world involves traversing the fantasy that we can know what justice, 
or indeed the world, might be.

Although I am offering an alternative view of what academics do 
or might do, I am still holding on to the possibility of change, to a 
dream of a different sort, or at least a hope, even if it is a hope without 
guarantees.1 Although I refuse to adopt a certain more tragic sensi-
bility wholeheartedly, maybe it is possible to accept the tragedy of a 
world beyond our control, if tragedy it is, and yet retain hope. That 
is what I am arguing for here, as I shall attempt to elucidate shortly. 
Traversing the fantasy and accepting the inevitability of a lack or an 
excess – in other words, the impossibility of certainty – does not mean 
abandoning hope, or giving up on dreams altogether.
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A problem arises, Lauren Berlant tells us, when what we are 
holding on to, what we desire, is actually what is holding us back. 
She points to the example of a violent relationship, where we know 
it is doing us harm, destroying us even, but yet we cannot give up on 
it – because we cannot see ourselves surviving without it. She calls 
this ‘cruel optimism’: ‘a kind of relation in which one depends on 
objects that block the very thriving that motivates our attachment in 
the first place’. Whereas a certain optimism is inherent in all forms 
of attachment, it becomes ‘cruel’ if it is ‘a relation in which you’ve 
invested fantasies of your own coherence and potential’. When such 
a relation breaks down, it is not just a question of disappointment: 
‘the world itself feels endangered’.2 When it stands, ‘the placeholders 
for our desire become factishes, fetishized figural calcifications that 
we cling onto and start drawing lines in the sand with’.3 In other 
words, returning to academic work, the attachments it clings to, for 
example, its assumptions about time, space and existence, become 
ways of making distinctions between cause and effect, problem and 
solution, perpetrator and victim, distinctions that turn out to not only 
be untenable but to produce the very ‘problems’ we wish to ‘solve’.

Frantz Fanon’s description of his encounter in the streets of France 
might thus be an example of cruel optimism. He had built his world 
around the fantasy of being French. When he encountered metropoli-
tan racism, this world and his self fractured and had to be built anew. 
But his message is that it has to be built anew on a different basis, 
one of dis-alienation. His own alienation is an intellectual alienation, 
‘a creation of middle-class society’.4 Fanon writes: ‘I have ceaselessly 
striven to show the Negro that in a sense he makes himself abnormal; 
to show the white man that he is at once the perpetrator and the victim 
of a delusion.’5 It is the delusion – the fantasy – of separation and 
distinction that has to be abandoned. He calls on us to challenge not 
only metropolitan racism but all forms of distinction: ‘The Negro is 
not. Any more than the white man.’6

The book has examined intellectual attachments that some of us 
seem to have as academics. I have argued that one thing that we seem 
to desire, perhaps most of all, is certainty and security. We like to 
find evidence to support our arguments, we like to be able to, and 
indeed as we saw in Chapter 2 we are expected to, make truth claims 
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216 change and the politics of certainty

– claims to certainty. And yet, as I have tried to show, the search for 
certainty is bound to fail – the world is not as we imagine it to be, 
and certainty is an impossible fantasy, as I discussed in Chapter 3. But 
not only is security impossible, but the drive for security can lead to 
its absence. The desire to solve what we see as the world’s problems 
has a similar result, as Chapters 2 and 4 demonstrated. When we 
produce something as a problem to be solved, we are often in fact 
perpetuating the very system that led to the problem in the first place. 
What we see as the problem is often not a sign of failure, but the 
product of a successfully functioning set of processes. Chapter 4 also 
showed how the desire to help those we think need our assistance can 
be counterproductive: it reproduces alienating relations of superiority 
and inferiority and reinforces forms of discrimination, rather than 
reducing them.

These seem to be examples of cruel optimism, where what we desire 
turns out to be the obstacle to our desire. In Chapter 5, the desire 
of memory studies to disrupt simple notions of temporality and to 
challenge the separation of past and present – to see the past as not 
unalterable but something that is produced in the present for political 
purposes – is shown to be tainted by the very desire of memory studies 
to produce a better future. The autoethnographic account in Chapter 
6 tells the story of the recognition of a similar contradiction in the 
belief that holding on to the dislocation of time that a traumatic event 
reveals can save us. Nothing can save us. And yet, that chapter ends 
with the idea that maybe we all carry the trauma with us every day, 
folded in our pockets. Berlant tells us that if we are to accept ‘a realism 
that embeds trauma and suffering in the ordinary rather than in a 
space of exception’, then it is in the ordinary that we must seek hope, 
not in fantasies of the good life.7

People recognise cruel optimism, even as they fight against it. In 
his poem A Girl, Like, Y’know, Tony Walsh tells the story of a 
working-class single mother. He captures both her inarticulacy and 
her insight. I weep every time I read that poem. In very few words, 
punctuated by ‘like’, ‘and that’ and ‘y’know’, she tells of how she 
became pregnant, of how, after the child was born, things became 
difficult. Her partner began to hit her and yet she still loved him. The 
bleak ending of the poem reveals her grasp of cruel optimism:
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And – sometimes – I feel, like
I’ve – ruined me life, like
But then I’m like – ‘What life?’ You know?8

On the six-month anniversary of the Grenfell Tower fire, which 
I talk about in Chapter 9, a memorial service was held in St Paul’s 
Cathedral. A live stream was set up in a North Kensington church, 
St Clement’s, so that residents who had not been among the relatives 
invited to St Paul’s could take part. Sam Knight’s article in the New 
Yorker tells how he sat at the back of St Clement’s. The audience 
watched in silence. At the end of the service, ‘the cathedral choir sang 
“Somewhere,” from “West Side Story”: “Somewhere. We’ll find a 
new way of living, we’ll find a way of forgiving. Somewhere.” It was 
beautiful. Everybody cried. I cried. At the same time, it was just a 
song, and I found that I didn’t believe it.’9 But people cry because they 
don’t believe it. Because of the tragedy of not being able to believe it.

I want to return at this point to ideas of hope and tragedy. Volumes 
have been written on both, but all I want to do here is draw some 
comparisons between the two notions in order to arrive at a somewhat 
more developed idea of what traversing the fantasy of changing the 
world might mean, and how it differs from giving up on dreams. 
I draw on David Scott’s discussion of tragedy, which itself takes 
elements from Martha Nussbaum, before contrasting that with Les 
Back’s notion of hope.

Tragedy is only tragic if we think the world predictable in the first 
place: not a view that would be taken easily by Walsh’s Girl, or the 
survivors of Grenfell, or the relatives of the disappeared discussed in 
Chapter 7, or indeed anyone not in charge of their own fate in the first 
place. It is a particularly raced, classed and gendered position, and the 
tragic hero seems to be generally a male figure.

In his book Conscripts of Modernity, Scott contrasts the romance 
of anticolonial struggles with what he argues is the tragedy more 
appropriate to the analysis of the postcolonial world. For him, tragedy 
questions a teleological view that sees history as progress; in contrast, 
it honours ‘the contingent, the ambiguous, the paradoxical, and the 
unyielding in human affairs’.10 It is, as Nussbaum argues, ‘centrally 
concerned with our constitutive openness to luck, to fortune, to 
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218 change and the politics of certainty

chance [and] our very mortal vulnerability to the contingencies of 
our worldly life and of our physical embodiment’.11 We are subject to 
forces over which we have no control, something entirely obvious to 
some, though perhaps less so to those in positions of privilege.

Scott’s notions of ‘a tragic sensibility’ attuned to ‘intricacies, ambi-
guities, and paradoxes’ and ‘chance contingencies’ is not that dissimi-
lar to some notions of hope.12 For Les Back, for example,

Hope is not a faith that delivers a future. Rather, it is an atten-
tion to the present and the expectation that something will 
happen that will be unexpected and this will gift an unforeseen 
opportunity.13

Hope does not imply a teleology, nor is it the same as Berlant’s cruel 
optimism; rather, it is specific and located:

Hope is not a destination; it is perhaps an improvisation with a 
future not yet realised. It is not cruel optimism that hides behind 
a promise that is broken before it is even made. Hope then is 
an empirical question, [which requires] an attentiveness to the 
moments when ‘islands of hope’ are established and [to] the 
social conditions that [make] their emergence possible.14

If we think the world predictable, then hope is not necessary; we can 
aim for certainty, examining the past to foresee what the future will 
be. Tragedy is what happens when that certainty proves misplaced.

What are the implications for what we do as academics of giving up 
on the fantasy of changing the world based on certainty, control and 
progress, and yet retaining an element of hope such as Back outlines? 
I have suggested in the chapters of this book that thinking of what we 
do as taking part in the slow making or remaking of the world might 
be one approach. We can work collectively in small ways, attending 
to detail. I examined in Chapter 7 two very different examples where 
academics were involved in working with traces of disappearance in 
this way, assisting in the demand for justice. I have proposed that dif-
ferent ways of writing – writing ourselves into our work, for example 
– might be helpful, and that examining other forms of expression, 
such as films and plays has a role to play too. Phil Scraton’s work with 
the Hillsborough Independent Panel, referred to in Chapter 9, and 
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over many years with the survivors of Hillsborough and the families of 
those who were unlawfully killed, is another example of how research 
and attention to detail can contribute to calls for justice.15

Academic work should be an art of listening, Back argues, rather 
than a science of data collection and analysis that reduces people 
to objects.16 I mentioned Naeem Inayatullah’s knowledge encounters 
and Stuart Hall’s ethics of generosity in the introduction; both entail 
listening too.17 What is heard when we listen, though, is ‘always 
moving, unpredictable, irreducible and mysteriously opaque’.18 And 
listening entails acknowledging our own position in the world, as 
far as we can, rather than disavowing it and adopting a pretence 
of objectivity. As well as bringing ourselves back into our work, it 
means seeing our interlocutors as complex, grounded people too, with 
histories and relations. Back notes that in the wards of the hospital in 
Croydon where his father died, ‘people just disappeared, they were 
not remarked upon, they were mostly working-class people and – like 
my father – they simply vanished’.19 The desire to hold on to those 
whose lives would otherwise vanish without trace motivates his work. 
My autobiographical accounts in Chapters 1 and 10 clearly have 
something of the same purpose, but my accounts of people in other 
chapters do too.

Berlant proposes something similar to a remaking of the world 
when she talks of ‘repairing politics’, but without needing the normal 
legitimation of either a fantasy of what the ends are to be or confirma-
tion that the action does actually change the world:

One ‘does politics’ to be in the political with others, in a becom-
ing-democratic that involves sentience, focus and a comic sense 
of the pleasure of coming together once again. Achieving and 
succeeding are not the measures for assessing whether the desire 
for the political was ridiculous: a kind of affective consonance 
is.20

As we saw in the discussion of Grenfell in Chapter 9, ‘these actions 
emerge in an atmosphere of belatedness and outrage at not matter-
ing’.21 Berlant goes on to suggest that ‘the work of undoing a world 
while making one requires fantasy’. If we are to detach from the 
fantasy of the good life that begets a cruel optimism, we need another 
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220 change and the politics of certainty

fantasy that will motor the change, ‘along with optimistic projections 
of a world that is worth our attachment to it’.22 She expresses the hope 
that the form of political action she has outlined, which doesn’t sound 
too far removed from the encounters, forms of generosity, listening 
and remaking that I have mentioned already, can lead to images of 
what a worthwhile world might be.

As astronomer Gaspar Galaz told us in Chapter 8, the present is a 
fine line that a puff of air would destroy. We live in past worlds and 
project ourselves towards a future. But to paraphrase Fanon, the new 
world is not, any more than the old. Both are in process, becoming, 
not fixed or known. Under these circumstances, changing the world 
is not a dream. It is traversing that fantasy – and recognising that 
changing the world is happening all the time – that matters.
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