Prospero among the neo-cons: the temptations of political powerlessness

Donna Dickenson

We are accustomed to thinking of Shakespeare’s Prospero as the guileless victim of his evil brother’s plotting. Though born the rightful Duke of Milan, he preferred the purity of his books to the tangle of politics. ‘And to my state [I] grew stranger, being transported/and rapt in secret studies.’
 Against the worldly-wise Antonio, who knew how ‘to set all hearts i’ the state/to what tune pleased his ear,’
 the innocent Prospero was strategically powerless, and soon impotent even to assure his own survival: deprived of his state, set adrift in a boat with his daughter, left to die.

That Prospero and Miranda did not die was the doing of his counsellor Gonzalo, who stocked the boat with provisions, including the food Prospero most hungered for, his books. On the island where father and daughter were finally cast up, Prospero  became more enchanted than ever by his wizard’s readings. But was this being stranded in books an innocent preoccupation, either when Prospero was in power or when he was powerless?

Shakespeare thinks not. He blames Prospero for tempting Antonio to seize power: ‘I, thus neglecting worldly ends, all dedicated/to closeness and the bettering of my mind…in my false brother/awaked an evil nature.’
 Being cloistered in books does not merely allow those who are already the wrong sort to take over the state: it makes them the wrong sort in the first place. It was actually an evil enchantment that Prospero practiced on his brother, even if unawares and to his own huge detriment. The sorcerers’ sources in which Prospero was adept had also promised a kind of power, one which tempted Prospero more than worldly might.

In his exile Prospero becomes the same sort of tyrant as Antonio, except that he lords it over inhuman creatures and spirits of the air. He uses his knowledge to afflict Caliban with cramps and tortures as twisted as his own psyche as become. At last he holds the traitors—along with some who did him good, like Gonzalo-- confined on his island, under his spells. Ariel, who has more human qualities than Prospero, although he is ‘but air’, asks for mercy. 

Ariel: ….Your charm so strongly works ‘em,

That if you now beheld them, your affections

Would become tender.




Prospero: Dost thou think so, spirit?

Ariel: Mine would, sir, were I human.                (V, I, 17-20)

Compelled by his ‘nobler reason’ rather than the self-absorbed cunning of his arcane studies, Prospero releases his prisoners and himself from his enchantments:

Though with their high wrongs I am struck to the quick,

Yet with my nobler reason ‘gainst my fury

Do I take part; the rarer action is

In virtue than in vengeance; they being penitent,

The sole drift of my purpose doth extend

Not a frown further. Go release them, Ariel:

My charms I’ll break, their senses I’ll restore,

And they shall be themselves…I’ll break my staff,

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth,

And deeper than did ever plummet sound

I’ll drown my book.                            (V, I, 25-31, 53-56)

Yet, on this unreal island, those who have seized power illegitimately are at least penitent. How can we, as intellectuals like Prospero, come to similar terms with the US  neo-conservatives, and their unrepentant British collaborators, who have stranded us in the illegitimate war in Iraq? Here in Shakespeare’s most political play, comedy though it is meant to be, we intellectuals are warned not to consider ourselves guiltless. But how can those of us who marched against the war, or who tried to speak truth to power in other ways, nevertheless be guilty of its misuses? Surely this is too harsh a view of the role of the public intellectual. What choice did Prospero really have? He was exiled, hapless, stranded. What choice have we? We too are powerless. Aren’t we?

The temptations of political powerlessness in the dominant theoretical outlooks

It seems to me that one choice we do have is to see what Paul Ricoeur calls ‘the contingency of evil.’
 We make a dangerous and self-indulgent mistake if we think that particular wrongs wrought by governments can’t be changed, however grim the current political climate. In that sense we have no choice but to oppose them publicly and actively. Against the politically conservative belief that evil is irremediably ingrained in human nature, Ricoeur argues that recognition of the temporally limited nature of wrong prevents it from appearing to be an indomitable natural force. Wrong then appears something outside of ourselves, about which we can do nothing but tell its narrative. ‘Si celui-ci [le mal] n’a pas sa raison dans la finitude, alors il advient et surgit, a la facon d’un evenement qu’on raconte.’

The Biblical story of the Fall is misnamed, Ricoeur asserts: actually it is a tale of the coming of wisdom. By recognising that the wrongs done by and to humanity are not part of some original position, as in the Hobbesian state of nature, we come to realise that any evil situation is merely historical and not inevitable. Something can be done about it. In Ricoeur’s Christian belief-system, that something is done through Christ’s intervention, like Ariel’s intervention to Prospero. As in the choral passage from the Messiah: ‘Since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead; for as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive.’ 

During the seventies, as Ricoeur recounts to his own chagrin in his intellectual autobiography Reflexion faite, Ricoeur went one way and French theory the other-- in the direction of structural linguistics, semiotics, and Lacanianism. Even Marxism became less politically embedded, taking its own structural turn in the work of Louis Althusser. French theory, of course, then came to dominate intellectual life more generally. As Ricoeur writes, this movement was ‘complex in its motivations but entirely united in its political stance.’
 

Perhaps we should understand that as meaning ‘in its apolitical stance.’ Like Prospero’s arcane studies, the influence of Saussure and others of his ilk turned intellectuals away from active engagement with political life, making the very possibility appear nonsensical. With the denial of the existence of the unified subject, political action came to seem an oxymoron: who is the subject doing the acting? An inward turn away from political action came to be preferred to Ricoeur’s Hegelianism, in which the self engages progressively with the world and in so doing develops its own selfhood. That vision Ricoeur preferred to what he termed the ‘infantile, archaic and regressive’
 preoccupations of psychoanalytical theories. This proved his downfall: that, and what his opponents termed the ultimate crime, a failure to properly understand Lacan.

Feminism, originally a programme of political action in both its first and second-wave variants, has also suffered from absorption in the subject’s disjointed nature. Like Prospero in his cell, feminist theorists following in the wake of Judith Butler, Luce Irigaray and others have too often abjured the possibility of politics. Irigaray’s view resembles Butler’s in so far as both present a self in interior conflict, a disunited subjectivity. Both rely on the insights of psychoanalytical theory, particularly Freud and Lacan, in putting unresolved and unsymbolised desires and drives to the fore. This move directly challenges the Hegelian model of the rational self moving consistently if sometimes erratically towards transcendence. Instead, the most the self can move towards is a better understanding of its own disunity. That becomes the rightful task of feminist intellectuals, rather than any political programme.

Self-absorption, in both senses, allows those opposed to feminism—the well-organised forces of fundamentalist Christianity, for example—to run the political realm. ‘Genealogical’ or ‘linguistic’ feminisms such as Irigaray’s are meant to deconstruct the very category of the subject. This sort of alchemy longs to recast the world to ‘a pre-discursive moment of experience’, to ‘take everything from scratch, all the categories of perception of things, of the world, of the division into subject and object.’
 The very category of ‘woman’ may be questioned in some feminisms, as encouraging a naively dualistic view of the world and entrapping theory in discredited ‘objective’ formulations.
 Without a unified category of ‘woman’, however, there can be no political impetus towards ending women’s oppression. A feminist deconstructionist seems to be trying to make herself disappear.

Even though—or perhaps because-- subjectivity is itself an effect of power, this sort of feminism abjures the possibility of struggling against power, as the Marxist feminist Kathy Ferguson has noted.

Most analyses that call themselves phenomenological are premised on the priority of the speaking subject and on that subject’s own accounts of her/his experiences, including Hegel’s complex phenomenology in which the emergence of the individual to true self-consciousness is a manifestation and reflection of the same process in the life of the species. In contrast, the genealogist problematises the subject, claiming that our notion of the subject is itself an outcome of the disciplinary processes of modernity. Subjectivity and inter-subjectivity are themselves the effects of power, and thus provide no secure foothold for struggling against power.

Progressive engagement with the world, the motor of development in Hegel, loses its sense in Butler. Inner self-discovery is premised on relation to the external world; yet the outside world can never be wholly appropriated. The central motive in Hegel is desire, Butler thinks: labour is merely a form of inhibited desire, and recognition by others the means by which the progressively more self-aware and sophisticated subject seeks to satisfy desire. But the desire which typifies the Hegelian subject can never be sated, and no synthesis can be achieved.
 This reduction of all external engagement to a hopeless quest to satisfy desire has the effect of demeaning political action. 

Although these variants of feminism are powerful in academia, of course other feminists have reaffirmed the possibility of a struggle against injustice-- enhanced by a realistic incorporation of difference where difference really is something more than an excuse for maintaining the status quo. I like to think that I am one of them, but it does seem an unnecessary burden to have to defend the very possibility of political action to those who ought to be our natural allies.
 

The Left has long had a well-founded reputation for internecine squabbling and lack of discipline; the Right, particularly in its more Fascist moments, is naturally at home with strict authority. To this perennial practical problem, intellectually chic thinkers have now added the even more demoralising argument that those on the Left who still believe in the possibility of political action are theoretically naïve. Writers like Slavoj Zizek, it seems to me, encourage us in a self-indulgent sense of superiority to politics, through our acuity in dissecting and deconstructing it.
 That is all that is required of us, and that, of course, we as intellectuals are supremely equipped to do. In a period when the intellectuals are largely powerless, that view is all too comfortable. It is, of course, also self-fulfilling.

The temptations of relativism and multiculturalism

One need not be a Christian to find Ricoeur’s affirmation of the contingency of wrong, injustice or evil attractive. All one need do is eschew moral relativism, which is hopelessly self-contradictory in any case. Common-or-garden relativism usually preaches the need to tolerate other opinions on the grounds that there is no one right or wrong moral answer, no single virtue that we can all agree on—except, necessarily, tolerance. (That’s not to oppose tolerance, only the shoddy reasoning of relativism.) The one right answer, for relativism, has to be that there is no one right answer. Many of the most poignant and troublesome problems we are now encountering about multiculturalism stem from such contradictions of relativism.

Often these contradictions are found in the Prosperos of our time, master-scholars like Alasdair MacIntyre. Depicting a current disastrous state of radical pluralism in the substance of our moral beliefs, MacIntyre denounces our superficial acceptance of unifying liberal rationality as applied to the procedures by which we adjudicate among those values. ‘We thus inhabit a culture in which an inability to arrive at agreed rationally justifiable conclusions on the nature of justice and practical rationality coexists with appeals by contending social groups to sets of rival and conflicting convictions unsupported by rational justification.’
 What MacIntyre advocates instead is something to which the Enlightenment, in his view, has ironically blinded us: ‘a conception of rational enquiry as embodied in a tradition, a conception according to which the standards of rational justification emerge from and are part of a history.’
 This assertion entails the inescapable conclusion that no moral system can be criticised except from within the framework of its own culture, its own historical time and its particular assumptions. 

This claim may appear uncontentious to some readers, but in fact it entails deep paradoxes. The idea that nothing can be judged except from within its own culture is presented as being impervious to judgment from outside its culture. Supposedly, it holds for all time. Yet of course many cultures, particularly religious systems, would entirely reject the claim that truth is relative. Relativism’s incoherence lies in the absolute status of truth that it claims for itself, despite its scepticism about all such absolute standards.

A similar dilemma arises with multiculturalism. (It is a slightly different dilemma, however: liberal political theories agree that the state must be neutral between various conceptions of the good life, admitting a certain degree of multiculturalism, but certain virtues such as toleration can still be required of all.) MacIntyre does not actually frame his critique in terms of a potential conflict between multiculturalism and liberal democracy, but other intellectuals do, among them Will Kymlicka and Brian Barry.
 The demand for recognition of ethnic or religious identity seems to enshrine a particular substantive view of ‘a good life’. It goes beyond the minimum required for, and indeed the maximum possible in, a liberal democracy—that is, procedural agreement.
 What unites a liberal society is strong commitment to equal respect for all views, and to the procedures established by laws and constitutions to mediate between these opinions, rather than agreement on what constitutes a virtuous or worthwhile life—which the liberal state cannot and should not determine. But without its own substantive, ‘thick’ account of the good for humanity, as opposed to the ‘thin’ notion of procedural justice, modern-day liberalism is poorly armoured against the demands of contending social groups who do possess such notions, even if unsupported by rational justification.

Macintyre wants to reject the possibility of ethical universals, but he cannot come up with an alternative that avoids the problem of infinite regress. His claim that there is instead only the practical rationality of this or that tradition, and the justice of this or that tradition, is internally incoherent. There is no reason for anyone from outside MacIntyre’s own virtue-centred, Thomist or Aristotelian traditions to accept that very statement.

However, MacIntyre’s presentation of traditions as open to challenge from within does chime with much practical and theoretical work by non-Western feminists. For example, Western and non-Western feminists meeting at the 1995 Beijing world women’s conference agreed on a final policy document including this phrase: ‘Any harmful aspect of certain traditional customary or modern practices that violates the rights of women should be prohibited and eliminated.’
 Previous world women’s conferences had followed a politically quietist route, subordinating women’s rights to the primacy of ‘traditional’ practices. But this fourth conference noted firmly that ‘while the significance of national and regional particularities and various historical cultural and religious backgrounds must be borne in mind, it is the duty of states, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems, to promote and protect all human rights and fundamental freedoms.’
 By using a bottom-up, inductive approach which begins from but does not end in the fact of difference—distinguishing it from Irigaray, perhaps—women activists have become adept at finding agreement on concrete reforms. Multiculturalism, in other words, is not a knock-down argument, an immovable obstacle, an unbreakable charm.

A successful recent example of how to resist the twin temptations of relativism and multiculturalism comes from the Israeli feminist Ayelet Shachar. Western feminists have often had to contend with charges from communitarians that they are imposing the values of their own liberal cultures on non-Western women. In Shachar’s view, however, the logic of both communitarian and feminist arguments is the same: supposed universalism fails to do justice to difference. Shachar attempts to reconcile justice at the community and gender levels by using concepts of ‘embedded citizenship’ and ‘joint governance’. Taking as her starting point the notion that individual women belong to the community of their gender as well as to their ethnic and religious community, Shachar has tried to develop a scheme of priorities and ‘trumps’ that acknowledges difference but stops well short of total relativism.

Similarly, in denying that so-called impartialist theories of justice are truly universal, the late Iris Marion Young offered a paradigm of how to avoid the temptations of relativism:

Universality in the sense of the participation and inclusion of everyone in moral and social life does not imply universality in the sense of the adoption of a general point of view that leaves behind particular affiliations: feelings, commitments and desires. Indeed…universality as generality has often operated precisely to inhibit universal inclusion and participation.

Similarly, concepts of women’s rights have been incorporated into development ethics and development policy, but tailored so as to enable some sort of accommodation with important aspects of traditional cultures. Practical examples include the Indian anti-rape campaign,
 the establishment of women’s NGOs and the mainstreaming of gender issues,
 the applicability of Western rights frameworks in the political activity of the female Indian village organisations known as sathins
, and the campaigns for women’s land rights in south Asia.
 The charge that Western feminists are imposing a one-dimensional liberal model on women in the South has been emphatically rejected by such non-Western feminists as Uma Narayan.
 

An overconcern for multiculturalism, Narayan argues, has resulted in an apathetic dereliction of intellectuals’ public responsibilities on a global scale. Well-intending Western feminists, she asserts, are too ready to concede toleration of oppressive non-Western practices. Crippled by their own guilt, as members of a Western elite that has benefited from imperialism and that continues to benefit from globalisation, these intellectuals are too prone to dismiss non-Western feminists who actually agree with them on the foundational principles of equal gender justice.

When Narayan talks about her opposite to female genital mutilation, or sex-selective abortion, she is usually met—even by feminists—with the accusation that she is too Westernised to be an authentic voice of Indian women. This responses is itself a form of colonialism, of Prospero’s rule over the island, one might add. The only acceptable role for Indian women, Narayan remarks, is as oppressed victims: as Caliban, in my Tempest metaphor. Mired in their own discouragement about Western politics, First World feminist intellectuals too readily ignore what is really a very simple matter of gender justice—and a call for help.

Not giving in to temptation

All these intellectual temptations of powerlessness are ironically powerful. As Prospero found, they may be even more tempting than power itself. It is an understandable form of human fallibility to give in to them.

Ricoeur’s early work distinguishes three sorts of human fallibility: weakness of imagination, lack of respect, and failure of empathy.
 Political disengagement by intellectuals in my view, manifests all three. We can’t imagine any other better world. We don’t respect ourselves and others enough to think we deserve a better world. We are too frightened to empathise with the vulnerable, or to act publicly on our empathy for them-- perhaps because that makes us vulnerable ourselves.

Prospero was especially prey to this final temptation, until a creature who was not himself human forced him to ‘only connect’ with the rest of struggling humanity. Sequestered in his arcane studies, Prospero had become as much as a prisoner as Ariel, and as much a monster as Caliban. In the end, by throwing away his wand and abjuring his magical abstractions, he regained his rightful rule.
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